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Chapter 1: The Tuesday Man

The board said Sledge came home green. My palm said Sledge came home lying.

I spread my right hand against the frame’s left hip, on the plate above the hydraulic yoke. Nine days of the Kesk corridor entered my skin in sequence. Sixteen days since the ceremony. Early summer now, the cold off the Wall thinner than it had been in spring, the sodium worklights of Hangar Three doing their old honest work in the dark before shift.

Under my hand, the hip was warm. Not sortie-warm. That leaves in an hour and it leaves even. This was a heat with a grain to it, a fine ground-glass drag that started at the yoke bearing and traveled the mount like sand in a joint, and I knew what it was before I moved my hand, because a dozen frames had ground the same warning into my palms since spring. A hundred more would do it before I was done.

Governor grind. Nine days driven against the same sixty-point stop had roughened the mount like ground glass.

“You’re doing the thing,” Ochoa said.

She was up on the cradle steps with her helmet under her arm, forty and dry-mouthed and gray under the lights like a pilot gets after a rotation, and she watched me as most of them had learned to. Not as they’d watched a deck-tech in spring. Pilots waited for my verdict now. Six weeks earlier, most of them had dismissed the deck-tech before I opened my mouth, and I had yet to learn what to do with the attention.

“Your yoke bearing’s spalling,” I said. “Eight o’clock on the race. Early stage. It’ll hold one straight emergency cycle if we flood the race and lock hip traverse. Ask it to turn under load and it’ll go all at once.”

“The rig cleared it at the picket.”

“The rig measures resistance across the coil.” I moved my hand five centimeters aft, across the mount, and pressed until the cold stopped being cold and started being information. The drag deepened. Somebody at the picket had run the machine hard in a fixed traverse and the bearing had eaten the difference, and it had eaten it because the pilot could not let off; the Limiter held her at sixty whether the fight wanted more or not, and the metal was carrying the cost of a doctrine that pretended the cost did not exist. “Nine days at sixty flat. You held a lane.”

Ochoa looked up along Sledge’s scarred flank before answering. “Sector twenty-one. We held a lane.”

“You held it at sixty.”

“That’s what the frame does.”

“That’s what the Limiter lets the frame do.” I straightened and wiped my palm on my coveralls, and the drag lingered under my skin the way grit lodges beneath a thumbnail. “It isn’t equivalent. It never was.”

She came down the last two steps and stood looking at her own machine. Five stories of line frame rose gray from its cradle, arms locked out, feet lost in the dark of the floor. Two hundred tons of it had been built to be more than it was allowed to be. Sledge had held the northern coil gallery door at Gate Nine for one hour and eleven minutes on Breach Night at sixty, come home, then endured nine more days at that same hard stop in shale country. The ceiling was a lie somebody profited from, and I had a private ledger that said so four hundred and forty-six times.

Four hundred and forty-seven, now.

I took the grease pencil off my belt and wrote it on the back of my own hand, where I’d transfer it to the book tonight. Sledge. Yoke bearing, 8 o’clock, spalling. Governor grind, 9 days at 60.0. Held sector 21 with it and never entered it. Four-forty-seven sat black across my knuckles. The line crowded the older smears there, one more machine carrying a cost the Authority had chosen not to record.

“You’ll pull the bearing?” Ochoa said.

“I’ll pull the bearing.”

“Before the next rotation.”

“Before the next rotation or any planned sortie.” I touched the hip again, a habit I’d never broken and had stopped trying to, skin planted on the plate until the strain entered me and told the truth. “Go sleep. You look like a wax cast of yourself.”

She almost smiled. Ochoa had lost two wingmates in the Kesk corridor in the autumn and it had made her economical with everything, including her face. “Kessler,” she said, at the bottom of the steps. “That hand-reading of yours.” She tipped her head at my hand on her frame. “Nobody used to let you.”

“Nobody used to know it worked.”

“They know now.” She delivered the verdict like a picket coordinate, then went, boots ringing on the gantry stair, off to whatever bed the corridor had left her able to sleep in. I stood there with the frame’s honest pain in my palm and got back to work.



The city knew, too, and I had yet to learn how to carry that.

By the time the sky over the harbor had gone the gray of a cold weld, Hangar Three had filled with the noise of a shift changing. The east wall’s Index board rolled its overnight feed in amber characters a meter high. Beside it, new since spring, a second screen carried Bastion’s newest shared obsession: the picket plot. One mark crawled across seventy kilometers of eastern shale, moving north along the Wall at a constant standoff, sector by sector, at eleven kilometers an hour.

The Surveyor. That was what Bastion had named it, because it walked the Wall the way a man walks a boundary he means to buy, and because sixteen days under a Category Four’s shadow inevitably made three hundred thousand people give it a name they could joke about.

They joked about it just as people joke about a flood coming. On the tram concourse, a stall sold badly hand-painted tin charms like the Longstride and Razorback charms from spring. These read ELEVEN KILOMETERS AN HOUR in crooked capitals over a gray lump meant to be the Surveyor. Children wore them. Grown men bought them. Bram had come in on the early tram with three jingling in his coat pocket.

“For the resale,” he said, before I could say anything, and set the thermos on my bench.

“You said that about the sleeve prints.”

“The sleeve prints appreciated.” Bram Odell was fifty-seven and built like a bridge stanchion gone slightly to seed, barrel chest, bad knee, forearms like cable, a white walrus mustache that had survived forty years of paint fumes and the death of a wife whose photograph lived in his locker where nobody looked at it but him. He poured a capful of coffee that had been reheated to the edge of becoming a solid and drank it like medicine. “Fourteen scrip a print. I own three of the forties. Work out the return.”

“You paid forty. They’re worth fourteen.”

“Short-range accounting,” Bram said with dignity. “I’m investing for the long term.”

Bram bought low and held forever. The mess hall had voted my forearms a name, four hundred to seven, and the name was THE MAP; cadets asked to trace the branches like a child asks to touch a scar, and Bram milked all of it. I let him. The man had believed my hands before anybody on this Wall, and a joke was how he said the things he could not say.

Poppy came in at a dead run.

“SLEDGE’S HOME,” Poppy announced, to the hangar generally, vaulting a coil cart she could have gone around, teal undercut shoved out of her eyes with a wrist already gray to the elbow, tool lanyard swinging, boots two sizes too heavy hitting the deck plate like small ordnance. “Ochoa flew the corridor. Did she say if the twenty-one lane remains walkable or did the shale eat the west approach, because if it ate the west approach then the entire picket rotation’s flying a funnel and somebody should tell somebody, and also good morning, and also there’s coffee, oh, it’s Bram’s, never mind, it’s not coffee, it’s punishment.”

“Structural improvement,” I said, which was what I called it, and Bram saluted me with the cap.

Poppy skidded to a stop at my bench, then caught herself with the abrupt care she’d learned since spring. Her assigned pilot’s berth waited on the third tier, complete with an actual bed, awarded when Scrapdog got certified and she made line. She still slept in the tool crib. Its cot, frame-oil smell, and view of the bays had raised her; six weeks of promotion had barely dented that habit. She’d logged four solo patrols since the certification. Faultless, all four. Scrapdog’s rust-red oxide primer walking the morning circuit with the aces, TORQUE stenciled on the sternum plate under REN OKAFOR WALKED AWAY, and the girl the deck had spent four years not seeing was on the boards now, a real number, a real machine, and she continued sleeping forty meters from where I was standing because she didn’t quite believe the bed was allowed to be hers.

“You slept in the crib again,” I said.

“The berth’s too quiet,” Poppy said. “I can’t hear the frames. How am I supposed to sleep if I can’t hear if one of them’s sick.”

“None of them are sick.”

“Sledge is sick. You just read Sledge’s hip. I watched you read Sledge’s hip. You had the face.”

“I don’t have a face.”

“You have one face,” Poppy said. “It’s the bearing face. It’s very calm and it means something’s dying.” She hooked a stool with her boot and dropped onto it and put both her elbows on my bench, and her voice came down a register, which for Poppy amounted to an entire conversation. “I found something. In the queues. And I’ve been sitting on it for a day and a half and it’s making me insane, so.”

The routing queues were Poppy’s other habit, the useful one, the one that had caught three of Crane’s quiet moves in spring. She read the freight and access logs as I read metal, obsessively; a badge swipe cannot lie about where it has been even when the man who owns it can.

“Show me,” I said.

She turned her slate around.



It was the Yard.

The Mothball Yard sat on the sixth-tier sub-level: four hundred meters of dead war machines under gray tarpaulins, reached by a freight lift that took three minutes. Armed men had welded it shut the Thursday after Vera petitioned in spring. Fifty frames waited in the dark under shrouds, their serials stenciled at chest height. Somewhere in the paper behind them lay four hundred and eleven names written by a hand I’d circled on my bench nine days ago and never named aloud.

The lift’s access log ran up Poppy’s screen in a column. Four years visible. Two hundred and eighteen entries. Twelve tagged as patrol sweeps, scattered, twelve patrol sweeps spaced roughly one per season. The other two hundred and six sat on one badge number, and they sat on it in a rhythm you could set a watch by, one entry every seventh day through the whole displayed span, all the way up to the Tuesday before last. Then they stopped.

The badge number resolved to a name on the third line of the personnel table.

ODELL, B.

I did not say anything. Across the bench, Poppy’s mouth stayed open around the next question, but no sound followed. Her tool lanyard stopped swinging.

Bram stopped with the cap halfway to his mouth. Fifty-seven years of a face that revealed only what it chose to. It went utterly blank, which told me everything.

“Two hundred and six Tuesdays in the visible log,” I said. Quiet. My voice drops; it doesn’t rise. “Four years.”

Bram aligned the coffee cap with the bench’s front edge, rotated it until the dent faced away from him, and kept his eyes on that dent.

“Been doing it fifteen years,” he said. “Somebody had to turn them over. You leave a frame in a cradle that long, the seals set, the fluid stratifies, the spine-cradle takes a permanent memory of the load it’s standing in. You have to work them. Once a month you cycle the majors, once a week you shift the stance so the plate doesn’t cold-flow.” He wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at the welded number on Poppy’s screen. “You brought coffee. It’s cold down there. You bring a thermos and you talk to them so they don’t forget what a voice is.” His thumb worried the thermos seam. His attention never left the dented cap. “I know how that sounds.”

“It sounds like maintenance,” I said.

He looked up at that. The mustache lifted over the smallest smile I’d seen from him all week.

“It is maintenance,” Bram said. “It’s the only kind that ever mattered.”

I thought about the manifest on my bench, four hundred and eleven signatures in a hard square pencil distinct from Bram’s hand, with margin notes recording tool chatter, third-layer fatigue, and fray at the third cervical. Those readings belonged to a palm, not an instrument. One set of hands had written them; another had brought a thermos down every Tuesday. The Yard stayed sealed beneath us, holding the complete span of their hidden work.

“I want to come down,” I said. “Tomorrow’s Tuesday.”

And that was when Bram’s face gave way a little at the corners.

“I can’t get down,” he said. “The lift’s welded. They put two men on it in the spring and they burned the tracks and they took the badge reader off the wall.” He picked the cap back up because his hands needed a job. “Tomorrow’s Tuesday. Last week was the first one I missed. First Tuesday in fifteen years I couldn’t turn them over.” He drank, and his voice came out level and it cost him to make it level. “They’re standing down there in their own set seals getting a little more forgotten every week, and I’ve got a badge that opens a welded door.”

The hangar kept working around us. A coil cart ground past. Somewhere a rigger swore at a clamp in the affectionate register reserved for beloved machinery.

“Wear gloves,” Bram said, to me, to what I hadn’t said yet. “It’s cold down there. If you find a way.” He put the thermos back in my hand like he was handing off a watch. “You find a way down, you take the thermos. You talk to them.”

“I’ll find a way,” I said.

There were four hundred and eleven names in a graveyard with an armed guard on it, and a man on my deck who had carried them coffee every Tuesday since they were parked and couldn’t reach them now. My ledger stood at four hundred and forty-seven and would not stop climbing. I intended to put both sets of records back into living hands.

Then the klaxon took the entire conversation and threw it out the window.



It was the gate-return alarm, the fast triple, and under it the deck phone at the wall bay lit and Merrow’s enormous voice came across the floor before the handset was even down.

“PICKET INBOUND HOT, GATE SIX, TWO FRAMES AND A TAIL. CAT-ONE PAIR ON THEM.”

The floor moved. Six weeks ago, a Cat-1 pair chasing a returning patrol would have belonged to the gun line while I watched the boards. My life had changed shape since spring. My boots were already moving toward the north-wall gantry, Poppy one furious short-legged stride ahead, Bram behind us on the deck phone bringing Gate Six into the same plan.

Gate Six sits at the Wall’s northeast reentrant above the old spillway fissure. Its gun walk runs four hundred meters up the inner face on a gantry cage bolted to poured composite. I came out into the wind with the eastern shale spread gray beneath a rising sun and two frames running for home.

They were Sledge and a picket line frame I didn’t know, both at a dead sprint, twelve hundred meters in under forty seconds. Merrow’s red emergency streamer snapped from Sledge’s left hip. He had flooded the damaged race with cold grease and pinned the traverse lock before Ochoa launched, the containment I had called. It bought her one straight run home. One turn under load would still break the bearing.

Behind them, gaining the way small fast things gain on big ones over broken ground, came two Cat-1 skirmishers. Six meters at the shoulder. Thirty tons apiece. Fast as a bad idea.

“Ochoa’s back out,” Poppy said at the rail. “She made Merrow emergency-pack the race, locked the hip, and flew Sledge back out.”

“Straight run only,” I said, watching the red streamer. “Somebody’s tail was going to get eaten. She went back for it.”

The choice was still dangerous. It was not careless. Ochoa had turned a failing machine into one usable intercept, then shaped the intercept around the fault.

Below and to our right, the Gate Six re-entrant battery ran out on the crown, four guns and a fast crew, already swinging elevation while the gun chief bawled numbers I couldn’t hear. The picket frames were going to make the gate. That was clear at a glance. The gate itself was the problem.

Gate Six was opening slow.

The gantry cage rail kicked against my grip before I understood why. Four bolts and a meter of steel linked it to the gate winch, which was telling me it was sick. A stutter in the drive. The hard periodic hitch of a jammed pawl, a tooth deforming under load, the whole assembly fighting itself every half-second and losing a centimeter of travel each time it hitched.

“Winch is jamming,” I said.

“The gate winch?” Poppy was already turning.

“North winch. Drive pawl’s deforming under load. It’s opening at half speed and it’s going to stop.” I was moving before I finished the sentence, along the gantry toward the winch house. Poppy shouted the fault into the deck phone. The next thirty seconds arranged themselves in my head: objectives, hands, order.

The winch house was a steel box the size of the tool crib, mounted where the gantry met the gate mechanism. Inside, a two-meter wheel of geared steel carried a pawl the size of my forearm. The pawl chattered. Every strike stole a centimeter of gate travel.

“It’ll strip,” said the winch tech, a kid I half knew, hands off the housing, staring at it. “If I run it harder it strips the pawl and then it’s stuck full.”

“Don’t run it harder.” I put both hands on the housing and read through it, past the vibration, into the load, and the load told me where. “It’s not the pawl. Pawl’s fine. Third idler on the reduction train’s got a chipped tooth and it’s kicking the whole pawl carrier out of phase once a rotation. You back the load off the pawl, you can walk the idler past the chip by hand and the gate opens in one smooth run.”

“Back the load off with what? It’s carrying the whole gate.”

“With that.” I pointed at the manual holdback, the ratchet brake built to catch the gate after a drive failure. The kid took the brake lever. I set both hands on the idler cover. Outside, the wind carried up Gate Six’s opening volley, four abrupt coil-cracks walking a solution onto two Cat-1 skirmishers at the foot of the Wall.

“On my mark you set the brake and I turn the train,” I said. “One rotation. Then you release and the drive carries it past the chip. You’ll feel it lighten.”

He started to ask how I could know that.

I didn’t let him finish. “Mark.”

He set the brake. The load came off the pawl and struck the ratchet; the impact rang through my boots. The idler train went slack in my hands. A burr the size of a grain of rice marked the chipped tooth on a gear moving sixty tons of gate. I walked the train one full rotation by hand until sound teeth took the mesh again.

“Release.”

He released. The drive took the load. Outside, the gate shed its stutter and ran open smooth and fast. The resistance fell away in my palms on cue. That moment, when a machine stopped fighting itself, never got old.

Outside, Sledge and the picket frame sprinted through the open gate onto the inner apron. Four hundred meters out, the two Cat-1 skirmishers found themselves charging a wall. They ran straight into the second volley the Gate Six battery had saved for that instant. The first came apart at the shoulder. The second turned, presenting its flank at a coil battery’s optimal range. The re-entrant crew took the gift and dropped it hard into the shale. Nine minutes had passed since the klaxon. The gate had opened because my hands walked a chipped idler tooth, no larger than a grain of rice, past its own mesh.

I came out of the winch house wiping my palms.

Poppy was staring at me from the rail. So was the winch tech.

“You did that with your hands,” the tech said.

“That’s usually how I do things,” I said in my sole available delivery.

Poppy laughed, the loud delighted bark that meant the danger was over and the world could be funny again. Down on the shale, two Cat-1 corpses steamed in the morning cold. A picket ace who had gone back out for a stranger walked her frame home through a gate that had almost eaten her.

I wrote the winch in my head. Gate Six north drive. Third idler, chipped tooth. Walked it by hand under load. Gate held. I didn’t count it in the ledger. The ledger was for the ones the Authority spent on purpose. A chipped tooth was just a chipped tooth.

I stayed at the rail for one extra moment. East lay past the gate and the two dead skirmishers, seventy kilometers of shale fading into northern haze. The picket plot placed a building-sized thing out there, walking the Wall at eleven kilometers an hour and taking measurements. Its track still ran parallel to our defenses, the same seventy-kilometer standoff unbroken.

“Come on,” I told Poppy. “I’ve got a bearing to pull and a graveyard to get into.”



Signy was in the workshop when I came off shift, asleep in my jacket.

The corner bay of Hangar Three is a triangle of dead space, seven meters on its long wall, coming to a point where the gantry rail cuts the corner off, bench down one side, cot under the slate-sized window that looks out at the frames. It is the only place on the Wall that began entirely mine. Lately it belonged to four sets of habits, and that change had settled so comfortably I could joke about ever having minded.

She lay on the cot with her back to the door, wearing my one civilian jacket over her sync-suit. Jet-black hair had escaped its braid and spread across the rolled coveralls she used as a pillow. Above her, the watch rotation carried a fresh amendment in Signy’s hand, her block capitals wedged beside Poppy’s chaos and Vera’s parade-ground print. Three handwritings shared a schedule none of us had asked the Authority to authorize.

Signy Larke, twenty-four, the academy’s living monument, number one on a board the watching city read, asleep in my jacket in a triangle of dead space with the door unlocked because she’d stopped pretending she cared who saw.

I let the door shut behind me, quiet, and she woke with deliberate precision, all at once and completely, no drift to it, storm-gray eyes open and already measuring me as she’d measure a frame in a pre-flight.

“You’re late,” she said. Clipped, cool, the voice that was all numbers and vectors. Her eyes traveled down me and returned to my face, taking inventory. “You read three frames and fixed a gate.”

“Two frames. And a gate.”

“The gate klaxon woke half the tier.” She hadn’t moved. She lay there in my jacket with her hair loose, which was a decision, always, loose hair was a decision she only made in this room, and she watched me cross to the bench and set the thermos down. “You walked an idler train past a chipped tooth by hand under sixty tons of gate load.”

“Poppy talks.”

“Poppy narrates.” A ghost of the dry blade she kept for doctrine and for my worse ideas. “You could have set the brake and let the drive strip and opened it slow on the backup. It would have cost the gate a pawl and nobody a hand.”

“It would have cost Ochoa the four hundred meters,” I said. “She went back out for a stranger’s tail. I wasn’t going to let a chipped tooth be the reason the gate wasn’t there when she got home.”

Signy held my eyes while the cooling frame beyond the wall ticked three times. The level look softened by one degree. She answered the things that would not fit into pilot’s cadence with fewer words and longer eye contact.

Still stretched along the cot, she reached up and took my hand where it hung at my side, and she pressed it to the zipper of the jacket she was wearing, the jacket she continued to claim she didn’t steal, and she held it there.

“Nothing’s chasing us this morning,” she said. “Nobody’s timing us. There’s no board.” Her thumb moved once across the back of my hand. “Take your time about it.”

I stood over the cot with my palm on the zipper of my own jacket and her sleep-warm body beneath it. Outside the slate window, cooling frames ticked softly while the first shift rolled carts across the deck. Signy watched my fingers find the zipper tab.

I eased it downward one tooth at a time. She could have opened it faster herself. The fact that she didn’t made my blood run hot. The jacket fell open over the matte black of her sync-suit, revealing amber trace-lines asleep in the fabric, dark now, waiting for current.

“Stay in the position you’re in,” I said.

Her breath changed. She stayed.



I peeled the jacket off her shoulders and set it aside, and then opened the sync-suit section by section, as you strip a machine you intend to spend a long time with, the zip of it loud in the quiet. She lay back on the cot and let me, wrists loose at her sides where I’d left them. In spring, every direction had drawn a visible breath before she followed it, as if three years of cockpit control had to be set down piece by piece. This morning a press at her shoulder laid her back; two fingers against her knee opened her legs. She waited for each direction and missed nothing. She simply watched my hands and moved when they told her to, so readily that my mouth went dry.

Light through the slate window found the long line of her, the flare of full hips off the tiny waist, the deep arch of her spine that six years in a cradle had built into her whether she wanted it or not, and this morning the arch carried lazy ease, a stretch, a cat in sun, with none of the old desperation.

I put my mouth on her and she made a sound she only made in this room.

Her hips lifted. I pressed them back into the cot with one forearm and held her there while my tongue lingered over her clit, drawing out every pass. She already shone wet in the weak morning light. I tasted her, opened her with my fingers, and felt her tighten around them every time I drew my tongue away.

“Keep your legs open,” I said.

She spread them wider at once. Her gaze stayed on me from the pillow, dark-rimmed eyes steady while the flush began its climb.

“Good. Now ask for my mouth.”

“Put your mouth back on my pussy.” The words landed intact despite the hitch in her breathing. “Make me keep position for it.”

I did. An easy grip on her thigh sufficed; she gave me every position as soon as I set it. Her hand found my hair and stayed while my mouth kept working. Her cool precision thinned into breath, then my name, then short, numbered begging. Discipline survived inside the need, and that survival made it filthy.

“There. Ease off. Don’t stop. Make every pass count.”

I stretched each pass until her thighs began to shake. She fought it for one breath, lost that particular argument, and gave herself to my cadence. When she came, the tremor climbed from her thighs into the hard arch of her back. The flush bloomed from her collarbones to her throat while my palm read the release through her hip: the sprinting pulse, the deep internal clench, the overtuned system finally shedding what it carried all day.

I gave her one breath and then I moved up her body and she reached for me before I got there.

I moved up between her thighs and freed my cock while she watched me, loose-haired and sleep-warm, the storm-gray eyes level until I dragged the wet head through her pussy. Then the level look slipped.

“Open wider,” I said.

She obeyed. I guided her through it by touch alone, almost no words, command compressed into pressure and timing, a hand at the small of her back turning her where I wanted her, a palm on her sternum arresting every attempt to rush. I pushed into her by degrees, letting domestic ease govern the descent until her sleep-warm body closed snugly around the last deep press of my cock. Her pulse kicked hard beneath my hand when I seated myself deep. Her hips tried to chase the next stroke before I gave it.

“Stay where I put you.”

“Yes.” The word came clean and immediate. “When you decide.”

I drew out and drove back into her with a measured rhythm. The cot creaked beneath the long lazy arch of her body, every knock spaced against the hangar’s cold mechanical hum while her pussy worked wet and hot around my cock. When she tried to hurry me with her legs, I pinned her hips to the cot and stopped completely.

“Who decides?”

“You do.” Her precision frayed at the edge. “Please move. Make me feel each one. Like that.”

I moved because she had answered correctly, deep strokes that made her feel every part of me. She learned the rhythm in seconds, as she learned everything, then surrendered to it and stopped trying to match it. Her flush spread from her collarbones to her throat. Her storm-gray eyes went from level to pleading and stayed locked on mine.

And then, deep in her, with my palm spread between her breasts and her heart going under it, I felt the re-laid pathways I had been half waiting to find.

The pathways I’d smoothed into her nervous system across the spring now carried themselves, stable and even beneath my palm. Past the healed section, new capacity pressed outward where the doctrine had thinned her. Her system had stopped merely recovering and started to grow.

“Eighty-five, nine,” I said against her throat, and the number she had been counting deserted her. “You’re past what you had. The repair is adding new capacity.”

She laughed. It broke out of her low and surprised, up into my shoulder, the metronome learning to laugh.

Then I changed the angle and she stopped laughing entirely. Her nails went into my back. I gathered both her wrists in one hand above her head and drove into her harder without shortening the interval, each stroke landing squarely where her body asked for it. The numbers deserted her mouth for a while. My name and clipped pleas replaced them.

“There. Again. Harder now. Please.”

I gave her harder without giving her faster.

I shifted her right leg over my forearm and opened her to a deeper angle, keeping her wrists fixed while the cot frame tapped the wall in measured knocks with a breath between them. The change broke her held stillness; her hips jerked once before she forced them back under control.

“Tell me what you need.”

“Your cock. Deep. Hold me there.”

“Who keeps you there?”

“You do. You decide when I come.”

I seated myself and stopped, buried fully while her body trembled around me. My thumb traced the pulse racing at her pinned wrist, then my palm returned to her sternum. Her repaired pathways carried every bit of the strain in one clean, coherent flow.

“Good,” I said. “Take it without chasing.”

She obeyed through three strokes spaced far enough apart to make her thighs shake, eyes pleading and fixed on mine. “I’m taking it. Please. Decide when I come.”

Her pussy tightened around me, the contractions beginning before the rest of her let go. I held her wrists, kept my other palm over her sternum, and felt the repaired pathways carry every wave without distortion as she came. Her body clenched around my cock in hard rhythmic spasms. The flush burned across her chest. She said my name once, sharp and solitary. After that, even her clipped precision deserted her.

I kept that drawn-out rhythm while her body settled into the cadence I had taught it. Each measured pulse drew me deeper until the discipline of her release drove me over. I seated myself fully and came inside her, every heavy spurt warming her while her ankles locked behind me and kept the careful tempo intact. She never looked away. Beneath my palm, every answering contraction traveled evenly through the repaired pathways, an easy system carrying pleasure without strain until both our breathing settled.



Afterward, I opened my grip and told her to show me the wrists herself. Signy flexed each hand, rotated through the full range, and named the absence of pull as if clearing flight controls. Then she caught my palm and set it over her sternum. The re-laid pathways settled beneath the contact in an even deceleration, each pulse arriving with less force than the last until her body reached idle. She pushed the loose black hair out of her own face and left my hand where she had placed it.

“Eighty-five nine,” she said, into the quiet, and I heard the pilot in it, doing the arithmetic. “Solo. From eighty-four six.”

“Compounding,” I said. “The repair’s laying more path than it’s using. You’ll be higher than that by war’s end and you didn’t have to burn for it.”

Her fingertip found the pale tracery on my arm and followed the old branches all the way to my shoulder, mapping the record of what carrying her had cost me. She left the familiar argument unspoken. We’d had it a hundred times; it belonged to us and never resolved.

“Tomorrow’s Tuesday,” I said.

“The graveyard.”

“Bram can’t get down. The lift’s welded and they took the reader off the wall.” I looked at the slate window, at the frames standing in the dark. “So I get in another way.”

“What other way?”

“I don’t know yet.” I pulled the coveralls up over both of us against the hangar cold. “But there are four hundred and eleven names down there, and a hand-reader like me is keeping their machines alive. Bram’s fifteen years of Tuesdays are down there too. So is the man behind the signature I circled on my bench. I’m getting into that Yard by whatever door still opens.”

Signy considered this as she considered a flight plan, and found it acceptable, and did not tell me it was reckless. She had stopped bothering.

In the morning she wore my jacket to the door.

Two riggers stood on the gantry stair when she came out into the light. Signy walked past with her collar up and the number-one ace’s ruthless composure. One rigger opened his mouth. She looked at him. He shut it.

“That’s Kessler’s jacket,” the other one said, when she was almost past.

“It’s mine,” Signy said over her shoulder. Her stride never broke cadence, making the theft public and denying it in the same four words. Somewhere behind me, Poppy had heard everything from the crib and made a noise into her cot best left uninvestigated.


Chapter 2: Fifty Tarps

The workshop door clicked shut behind Signy and my stolen jacket. I turned back to my bench and found an old man sitting at it.

He had come in while my attention was elsewhere, crossed the corner bay without waking a single floor plate, and made himself at home over the one book nobody touched. Whatever he’d noticed on his way in, he’d already discarded it. Emeric Sarn spent attention like a man living on his last ration.

He had my strain ledger open in front of him. He ignored the words. Two fingertips moved down the margin, following the grooves my grease pencil had pressed into the paper, lingering where anger or certainty had driven a stroke deeper. He read my handwriting as I read a weld.

He was rope-thin and gaunt, with a gray crew cut, a hard carpenter’s pencil behind one ear, and immaculate machinist’s hands. At fifty-eight he looked worn to his purpose like a tool worn to its grip.

His sleeves were rolled to the elbow. Pale silver-white lightning scars branched up both forearms, following the route mine took before disappearing toward his shoulders. My newest branch was six weeks old and retained its color. His had weathered to the silver of old solder.

I looked at my own arms. Then at his. Nobody had to say anything for a while.

“You read my margins,” he said. His voice was quiet and the verdicts in it were flat, and it was my own voice with thirty years of graveyard on it, and I felt the hair go up on my neck to hear it. “Somebody read my margins. Fifteen years, and it took a deck-tech from Hangar Three.” He lifted the two fingers off my ledger. “Fair is fair. I came up before you could come down.”

“Emeric Sarn,” I said.

“You circled it on a bench. I heard.” He closed my ledger with the care of a man handling a thing he respected. “Nobody says it out loud. Get in the habit.”



On the sixth tier, a guard put a cutting torch to the monthly service weld and peeled the bead away in a white line of sparks.

The Authority had burned out the lift’s badge rail, but its materiel account continued to carry fifty decommissioned frames. Their seals needed cycling and their stance needed shifting before the plate cold-flowed under its own weight. That upkeep paid one civilian contractor for a monthly run.

The contractor was E. Sarn, retained on a monthly line item that predated half the guards posted above him. On his scheduled day, the guards cut the tack-weld, lowered the car by hand, brought him back up, resealed the gate, and logged every rider.

“They took Bram’s reader off the wall,” I said, on the sixth tier, watching a guard put a cutting torch to a bead of weld the width of my thumb. “He can’t call the lift.”

“They took the reader because a badge is a thing they can cancel.” Sarn stood with his hands folded, patient, rationed. “A service contract is a thing they’d have to explain canceling. Different kind of door.” He tipped his head at the guard, at the torch. “This one opens for me once a month. Which is why I put you on the ticket.”

I looked at him.

“You and Odell, this run,” Sarn said. “Named on my crew line. They’ll log it. Whoever reads the log will know by noon that the deck-tech who’s been cutting Limiters rode down into the Yard with its keeper.” He delivered the cost like an estimate already checked twice. “You understand what that costs you.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re doing it anyway.”

“There are four hundred and eleven names down there,” I said. “I came to give them back. I’m not going to do it quietly.”

One corner of Sarn’s mouth pulled upward by a millimeter before years of restraint flattened it again. “No,” he said. “I don’t suppose you are.”

Bram came off the freight ramp with the thermos held against his chest in both hands, like a man carrying something to a grave. At the lift gate he looked down into the shaft. His face concealed the hundreds of descents; it could not conceal the one Tuesday the weld had stolen.

“Bram,” Sarn said. Just the name, carrying a familiarity older than I was.

“Emeric,” Bram said, rough.

“They’ve missed you,” Sarn said. “Bring the coffee.”



The lift took three minutes and I felt every one of them in my chest.

It is an open-sided freight car running down a poured shaft on greased rails. Cold rises to meet it like water in a flooding hold. Worklights swing from a cable, throwing shadows up the shaft walls and dragging them down again. For three minutes, all you can do is stand in a slow-falling cage with two silent men while pressure builds in your ears and throat.

Bram hugged the thermos to his chest. Sarn watched the tier numbers descend along the shaft wall. His lips moved without producing a word, and I didn’t ask.

The cold came up past my knees, then my chest, just as cold pools in a shaft that never sees a summer. My ears filled and popped. I put a hand on the cage rail and found thousands of solitary descents in its polished grip, worn bright on the side where Sarn’s hand always went and nowhere else. Patrols had made their logged sweeps. The other two men in the car had preserved the place with their hands. Today mine made three.

“You crewed for the Ninth,” Sarn said into the shaft’s dark. He had recognized the old deck habits in Bram’s hands. “Before the purge.”

“Stahl’s squadron.” Bram’s voice carried no inflection off the shaft wall. “Fourteen years. I had the deck the night the manuals got cut. I torqued frames in the morning and by the afternoon half of them were on the account and gone.” The car dropped through another tier. “You were program. I remember the pairs coming through the far bay. We weren’t supposed to look at you.”

“Nobody was supposed to look at any of it,” Sarn said. “Secrecy kept the program contained.”

Bram didn’t answer. He held the thermos tighter. The falling cage carried two old men who had spent half their lives keeping the same secret from opposite ends, never once comparing notes.

The car came level with a floor. Above us, the guard stopped paying out cable. The shaft opened sideways into four hundred meters of the dead.

At first, nobody moved. The three of us stood at the car’s lip and looked down the gallery. Worklights swung on their cable, sending the shadows of fifty shrouded frames walking slowly up the walls and back. For a moment the whole dead place seemed to breathe. Then the lights steadied, revealing a graveyard kept lit by somebody who could not stand to let it go fully dark. Beside me, Bram uncapped the thermos. Coffee steam entered the cold before any of us did.



The gallery ran away in two rows beneath a ceiling I couldn’t see. Gray tarpaulins hung from the frames in long vertical folds, the way cloth hangs on something very large and motionless. Fifty war machines stood in the dark like shrouded figures five stories tall, serials stenciled at chest height in white paint gone the color of bone.

The first one I passed stopped me at a touch. Cold bled through the tarp and entered every fingertip.

Contact came by habit, the thing every machine drew from me. I spread my palm against the tarped plate at shoulder height and gave the cold two seconds to put the frame into my skin. What climbed my arm locked my feet to the floor.

The machine retained a working grain despite its cold, silent systems. A decommissioned frame left in one cradle since the purge should read like stone. Its fluid should have stratified into layers, its spine-cradle set into one permanent memory of the load it carried on parking day. That is what death feels like in a machine: no grain, no argument, no change, a thing that has stopped having anything to say.

This frame had a grain. The spine-cradle under my palm carried a strain history it had no right to carry: loads applied and released, major actuators cycled recently enough that the fluid had not settled, stance changed before the plate could cold-flow. Someone had worked every joint to preserve deployment tolerances.

“It’s been worked,” I said.

“They sleep better turned over once a month,” Sarn said, behind me. “You leave them at rest, they set into their own weight and they forget how to move. Then when you need them they crack at the first load.” He walked past me down the row, unhurried, a hand trailing along a tarp. “I don’t need them. Nobody needs them. The Authority processed four hundred and eleven decommissioned frames after the Cascade, released most of them to contractors, and kept fifty in the dark on its own account for reasons that are somebody’s above my pay, and every last one of those fifty, I turn over once a month; a frame that can’t move is a frame that’s given up, and I’m not in the business of letting them give up.”

The next frame carried recently cycled load paths too, its shoulder fluid retaining a fraction more warmth than the gallery air. Sarn had not merely powered the row and watched green lights. He had shifted each stance, loaded every major joint, and left the feet in a different resting geometry so seals would not harden around one position. Fifty private maintenance histories waited beneath fifty identical tarps. The Authority had stored inventory. Sarn had kept a squadron capable of waking.

The third one I stopped at because I knew its serial.

I had it against my chest, folded into Sarn’s single page, one line among the erased: a hull number, a woman’s name, and beside it in the old man’s hard pencil a strain reading and the phrase the Authority had buried her under. I laid my palm on the tarped plate at shoulder height. The machine confirmed the old annotation in every loaded seam.

The frame had flown honestly. Its load-paths ran true and deep, the work of someone who never fought her own controls, who applied force where the maneuver required it and never wasted a gram of the frame on panic. There was a governor-mount scar in the spine-cradle, metal roughened by years against a ceiling the machine kept trying to climb past, and there was one thing more, one place low on the actuator saddle where the metal had been overdrawn and had healed, a fray that had gone past the line and healed into intact grain.

She had exceeded governed output. Her frame had carried the overdraw, recovered its load paths, and returned ready for another sortie. Command answered by removing the pilot.

Panic and poor control had left no ragged corrections in the load history. Every hard turn had been anticipated in the shoulder, every recoil shared through the pelvis before it could shock the spine. The woman had flown beautifully. Her service ended because the governor had failed to make her small.

“You feel it,” Sarn said. He hadn’t moved. “They all read like that. Every frame on this floor. I’ve had my hands on all fifty and there isn’t a washout among them. There’s forty-nine women who flew better than they were allowed to and one who flew better than anyone I ever saw, and the Authority put every one of them down here and called the floor empty.” His fingers settled against the pale tracery at his wrist. “That’s why I turn them over. So that when someone came who could read it, there’d be something left to read.”

Fifty war frames stood beneath the tarps with live seals, exercised joints, and empty cradles. Given pilots, they could have walked out on their own power.

I kept walking.

The next hull carried an antique name under the tarp, MATCHLOCK, its older letters raised under my fingertips. Its right shoulder had taken an impact that drove strain through three castings; the repair now carried load in one continuous path. Somebody had scarfed out the damaged grain, laid the replacement plate hot, and peened the edge until the new metal shared load with the old. It did more than cover the damage. I traced the joint through the cloth.

“Your repair?” I asked.

“Odell’s,” Sarn said.

Bram had been pretending to inspect a fluid cap two frames away. “It offended me.”

“You cut it at two in the morning with one lamp and a borrowed torch.”

“It remained offensive at two in the morning.”

I pressed my thumb into the last centimeter of the scarf. The hammer pattern changed there, heavier and less regular. “You were angry by the time you reached the trailing edge.”

Bram looked at me over the tarp. “I had been told the pilot washed out. Frame said otherwise.”

The old plate held his anger as paper held pencil pressure. The repair still shared the full shoulder load.

Across the aisle, another hull read differently. Its ankles had been cycled, its elbows worked, but one knee read cold below the actuator saddle. I crouched, pulled off my right glove, and slid my hand beneath the tarp until my palm found bare casting. The cold had a narrow boundary and a dead center, fluid trapped behind a seal that had not seated on the last turnover.

“Left knee bypass isn’t opening,” I said. “Return port, six centimeters below the collar.”

Sarn accepted the verdict immediately and took a narrow wrench from his belt. He lifted the tarp, found the inspection cover by touch, and passed the wrench to Bram by habit. Bram set the thermos down, opened the plate, and caught the first black line of old hydraulic fluid in the cap.

“Seal lip folded,” Bram said.

“Because the stance shift was too shallow,” Sarn answered. “My fault.”

“Your right hand’s losing grip.”

“My right hand is fine.”

“Your right hand missed a quarter-turn.”

The two old men looked at each other across the open knee. Sarn accepted the missed quarter-turn with the same clinical attention he gave every mechanical fault; Bram trusted him enough to name the quarter-turn.

I took the valve body from Bram and rolled it between my palms. A minute burr on the return seat had turned the seal as it closed. I felt where the edge rose, found Sarn’s hard pencil behind his ear, and marked the housing.

“Stone it here. Two passes. No more. Then cycle the leg through full travel.”

Sarn touched the mark with one fingertip. His eyes came up to mine, measuring neither age nor rank, only whether the reading held. “Two,” he said.

Bram produced a pocket stone that had probably been in his coveralls since the first incursion. He made the passes. Sarn worked the manual pump while I kept my hand on the return line. The first cycle dragged. The second came smoother. On the third, warm fluid crossed the dead place and the whole knee woke under my palm, pressure spreading freely through metal that had been waiting two weeks for three men to notice one folded seal.

“Better,” I said.

“Test it under cadence,” Sarn corrected.

I pumped faster. The pressure wave crossed the return collar while the seal seated, but the manifold answered late on the fourth cycle. A pilot could plant that leg, yet she would feel the hesitation and shift left before the instruments noticed. The seal repair needed no allowance. The old accumulator did.

“Seal’s seated. Return still lags,” I said.

Bram stamped the new seal date onto the open plate. Sarn added the pilot correction beside it rather than hiding the late accumulator under a clean turnover mark. Whoever next opened that knee would inherit both the repair and the habit required to fly it safely.

Sarn carried the inspection one layer deeper. He rapped two knuckles against the bypass body, then looked at me.

“What else?”

I set my bare fingertips against the return collar. The repaired flow ran warm beneath them. Farther aft, where the line entered the knee manifold, a faint pulse trailed the main pressure wave.

“Accumulator answering late.”

“How late?”

“Under half a second.”

“A pilot doesn’t fly ‘less than.’”

Bram leaned against the open plate. “A pilot flies until the knee hesitates at the wrong time and some clerk writes loss of control.”

I closed my eyes and pumped the joint once more, counting the pressure fronts through my skin while the gallery clock became irrelevant. Main line arrived. The bypass opened. Return pressure followed, and the tired bladder gathered itself before giving back the last part of the load.

“Four-tenths,” I said. “It won’t matter during turnover. At running cadence, she’ll compensate left before the machine reports the delay.”

Sarn’s attention shifted from my face to my hand. “You read the pilot who isn’t here.”

“I read what the machine made her learn.”

That answer cost him a breath. He looked down the tarped row where fifty absent women had left their corrections in steel.

“Good,” he said. “Keep doing that. The frames remember what the files removed.”

Sarn left the plate open and handed me the manual pump. “Now stop timing it. Tell me how it will die.”

I worked the handle more slowly. Resistance entered my wrist cleanly, but the returning pressure did not spread evenly through the bladder. Its upper quadrant gave back the load in a stiff little shove after the rest had relaxed. Warm in this gallery, the fault cost four-tenths. Out in winter shale, the hardened section would contract and steal twice that.

“Top of the bladder has cured hard,” I said. “Cold will make the delay worse. It won’t burst. It’ll turn every planted step into a late correction until the pilot wears out compensating.”

Bram checked the tag. “Original bladder. They quit making that size after Kestrel.”

“Matchlock has two in stores,” Sarn said. “One stays with Matchlock. The other fits this body if we turn the collar.”

He knew all fifty machines down to their obsolete castings: where a compatible spare slept, which frame could survive donating it. Sarn had conducted a maintenance campaign under tarps with no roster, daylight, or relief.

“You keep a parts ledger?” I asked.

Sarn touched the pencil behind his ear. “In my head. Paper gets inspected. Heads only get inspected after you’re dead.”

Bram’s mustache moved. “Your head misremembered Matchlock’s shoulder scarf by two millimeters.”

“Your scarf wandered because you were angry.”

“Remains sound.”

“And ugly.”

They had apparently saved this argument for years. The frame’s knee warmed under my palm while they spent it at last.

Fifty tarps meant fifty sets of private habits, corrected stance loads, and faults nobody above the sixth tier knew existed. If these machines walked, crews would have to learn every one.

“Start writing the parts ledger,” I told Sarn. “Two copies. One stays with you. One comes to my bench.”

His eyes narrowed. “Planning to move them?”

“Planning to know the cost before I promise anyone a cockpit.”

Sarn tore a blank leaf from his service book and wrote the first line against the open knee.

He did not begin with the serial. He wrote right knee returns four-tenths late; pilot compensated left on wet shale.

“Which pilot?” I asked.

“Lysa Carden. Twenty-eight then. Tram-brake mechanic now.”

He added her current shift depot from memory.

“You tracked all of them?”

“As far as I could without knocking on doors and reminding women what the academy called them.”

The restraint had cost him almost as much as the keeping. Fifty frames beneath tarps, hundreds of known repairs, and living pilots he had refused to turn into another private collection.

I wrote choice before contact at the top of the facing page.

Sarn read it, then added the same heading to his own copy.

For the next hour we tested donated parts against three knee housings. Two fit by serial and failed by touch: one collar sat proud, one return port opened late. The third came from a mining winch and carried no frame pedigree at all. Someone had ground away its maker’s stamp, but the steel carried pressure without opening its grain. Bram turned its collar, Sarn cut a new seal seat, and the old knee accepted it without drag.

Bram closed the plate and poured a capful of coffee onto the frame’s foot. “For the inconvenience.”

Sarn watched him do it. “That will stain.”

“Then you’ll know which one we fixed.”

The five hulls nearest us resolved into the beginnings of a recoverable roster. Three needed seals. Matchlock needed its accumulator protected from cannibalization. Every frame needed a crew taught its private corrections, and every empty cradle needed the woman whose hands had written those corrections into steel. This was a deployment problem now, with parts, hours, and names I could put in columns.

I numbered fifty crew cards against the tarped foot. On the first I wrote: cold knee, late accumulator, pilot compensation to port on wet shale. Bram added the obsolete bladder dimensions. Sarn supplied Lysa Carden’s current tram-depot shift from memory and marked the line contact her before touching the cradle. Three empty boxes followed: pilot chooses, crew learns the correction, loaded test passes. Each card began with a living woman’s answer. No wrench turned until we had it.

The columns continued assembling while Sarn stopped at the end of the row, at the one frame that stood bare.



It stood at deployment standard.

Maintenance alone could not explain its condition. The frame stood ready for deployment. Its armor remained intact, its seams seated, its coil lance racked in the shoulder brace. Every other frame in that place wore a shroud. This one stood bare in the swinging light, serial stenciled at chest height, with a name above it in the same bone-white paint.

MARLOW, E.

It was a pre-Cascade hull. You could read the era in it as you read a man’s age in his hands, in the artillery-lines of the old casting, the heavier shoulder yoke, the deep bowl of the chest plate that the newer frames had traded away for speed. Older than Signy’s Longstride. Older than Vera’s Culverin. From the time before the manuals were cut.

“My pilot,” Sarn said.

He stood in front of it with his rationed hands folded and his graveyard-pale arms bare in the cold, and he looked up at the machine as you look at a photograph you have looked at too many times to see anymore.

“Enna Marlow. She flew this frame. I sat behind her spine-cradle with my palm on her port and carried what the machine gave back.” He looked up at MARLOW, E. until the swinging worklight crossed the old letters twice. “She was my pilot. I was her anchor. That’s all you get today.”

“I want the records,” I said. “The story’s yours. You keep it as long as you want it.”

He looked at me sidelong, and there was that too-old thing in his face again, the not-quite-a-smile.

“Good answer,” he said. “Protect what you take, come back, and I’ll give you the rest.” He rolled his shoulder once, and the tracery moved on his forearm.

Without another word, he turned his forearm out toward me in the light and held it beside my own.

Held side by side, our forearms carried the same branching track from wrist to flexor and past the elbow, mine still bright with recent strain and his faded by fifteen years.

The pale branches on Sarn’s forearms showed where mine could end if luck granted me another thirty years. He lowered his sleeve first.



His next question landed while the old tracery was still bright in my mind.

“How many pilots are you carrying now,” he said.

“One occupant in the tandem cradle. That’s the rule. It doesn’t bend.”

“That’s not what I asked.” He lowered his arm. “How many have you cut. How many are flying ungoverned because of your hands. How many of them are going to be in a bad place someday with a number climbing and you the sole barrier between them and the burn.” His level voice made every word land hard. “How many, Kessler, before the day comes when she’s over the edge and you can’t carry it and you have a single instant to decide whether to tell her the truth or tell her you’ve got her. And how many of those seconds do you think you’ll spend telling her the truth.”

I didn’t answer him.

My shoulder remembered Anvil’s load. My mouth remembered telling Signy I was fine while blood ran over my teeth. Sarn watched recognition arrive and gave me nowhere to put it.

“That’s what I thought,” Sarn said. There was no triumph in it. There was almost pity, which I liked even less. “You start out reading them the truth. Then one day the truth is a number that ends her, and you find out what your mouth does when the truth would kill the woman you’re carrying.” He turned back to his pilot’s frame. “I found out the night the Cascade took Enna. Come back and ask me the rest when you can protect what you take.”



Then he handed me the names.

He’d prepared it before I ever came down: a single page in his hard square hand, with the manifest annotations transcribed beside the women who had flown each machine and the phrase the Authority had used to erase her. Exceeded governed output. Output variance review. Released to contractor. Medical, cause not stated. Page after page of it condensed to one, a specimen, a taste.

“That’s a copy,” he said. “One page. The originals stay with me.”

“You said fair is fair.”

“Fair is fair for margins. This is different.” He folded his hands. “The names go back when you can protect them. Not before. You put a woman’s corrected record on a public board today, all you’ve done is paint a target on a woman the Authority already decided it didn’t want alive on the line. You want to hand these back? Get strong enough that handing them back is what they can’t undo. Then come to me and I’ll open the book.” He looked at me steadily. “Consider it a delivery date.”

I folded the page once and put it inside my coveralls against my chest. The page rasped against the inside of my coveralls when I breathed. Its delivery condition sat in Sarn’s square pencil against my chest: return the names only when I could stop the Authority from erasing them twice.

“Odell,” Sarn said, over my shoulder.

Bram stood three frames down the row with one tarp corner lifted and the thermos uncapped. Cup in hand, he talked low to the shrouded war machine, the way a man talks to a friend after too long apart. The tail of it carried before I gave him privacy.

“…two weeks. I know. I know it was two. It wasn’t my choice, you old cow, they took the reader off the wall.”

He poured a capful of the coffee and set it on the tarped foot of the frame, the way you leave a drink for somebody who can’t lift it themselves, and moved on. “This one steals,” he said, not to me, when I came up beside him. He hadn’t looked around; he’d heard my boots. “Whoever flew her. Used to steal my coffee every shift, that’s the story I tell it, anyway. A frame ought to have a story, and the Authority went and took the real ones.” He planted his palm against the plate. “Brought her a capful every Tuesday since they parked her. Don’t tell Emeric. He thinks I come down for morale.” Bram set the cap squarely on the tarped foot and rubbed his thumb over the thermos dent. “Morale.” He said the word like it was the funniest thing in the graveyard, and in that place, out of that man, it very nearly was.

He moved from frame to frame down the row as I’d seen him move around a machine he loved. At each one he stopped, planted a hand on the tarp, and said something too low to carry: a name, a grievance, an apology for the missed Tuesday. He corrected the third frame’s one-degree lean by eye. At the fifth, he jiggled a cap before it could catch. On the ninth he poured coffee without tasting it first, an extravagance no living rigger had ever received from him.

Sarn followed ten paces back and entered each correction in his service book. Neither man hurried the other. Bram stopped at the final tarp, laid his palm against it, and lowered his head.

“Sorry I’m late,” he said.



The klaxon reached us in the lift on the way up, flattened by three minutes of shaft. Picket alert.

At the sixth tier, the guard resealed the gate and logged our names. Bram capped his empty thermos. We climbed into the light and found Hangar Three facing the east-wall plot.

For seventeen days the Surveyor had tracked north at eleven kilometers an hour and a constant seventy-kilometer standoff. At the mouth of the Kesk corridor, its speed readout now showed a round amber zero.

“Wade,” Poppy said in the small voice she used when a threat was too large for sound effects. “It stopped.”

The two-woman wing at K-21 kept filing nominal returns behind that motionless mark. Sixty people held their shale lane while a Category Four occupied the corridor mouth.

Sarn studied the zero-speed board. “That one’s deliberately waiting.”


Chapter 3: War Games

Two days after the Yard, every board on the Wall interrupted its morning circuit feed at the same second. Amber characters rolled over the pilot numbers: POST-INCIDENT READINESS TRIALS, Grand Sim Amphitheater, two days, all certified pairs and equipment presenting. Under that, in smaller text that meant everything: anchored sync-support equipment presenting under evaluation. Loyalist Squadron, Kane commanding, to serve as the standard of comparison.

A coil cart ground past while I traced the posting down to the smaller evaluation line, where the real load sat. Crane had built a spectacle for the cameras: anchored Signy against his loyalist squadron, with the whole city watching. I set one objective before we entered the amphitheater. Find what the trials were harvesting.

“Under evaluation,” Poppy said, reading over my shoulder. “That’s us. We’re the equipment. You’re a piece of equipment now, that’s a promotion, congratulations.”

“Signy’s the equipment,” I said. “I’m the accessory.”

“You’re the accessory that voids the warranty.” She grinned, and then the grin went off her as it did when fear arrived under the joke. “They want to measure her against Odessa’s people. In front of everybody. Why.”

“Because everybody’s been measuring her against nothing since spring,” I said. “The boards say a number and the city cheers and command can’t hold that. They need a picture where a Limited pilot flying doctrine looks like the answer, and a deck-tech’s hands look like a stunt.” I folded my arms, and the tracery moved on them, and I thought about it. “So they build the picture. And they’ll rig it enough to get the frames they want in it. Our job is to break the rig and win the fight anyway, on camera, where they can’t take it back.”

“That’s a lot of job.”

“It’s the only kind there is.”



The Grand Sim Amphitheater is a bowl cut into the sixth tier, ringed by pod cradles around a central floor with banks of seats rising above them. By the time the first card ran, spectators packed it to the top rail. The city had wanted this rematch since spring. Command had handed it to them dressed as an evaluation.

Signy vs the Loyalist Squadron. Three engagements, in sequence, the anchored pair against three of Odessa’s gray-suited aces in succession, full-contact sim, Sector Twelve environment on the boards: the urban ruin, four square kilometers of collapsed housing blocks and a raised overpass, the same ground she and Odessa had dueled in spring.

The seats had filled since dawn. Thousands had come up by tram, vendors mixed through them. Fried dough and cheap beer cut the cold of the sim floor. Somewhere in the top rows, somebody sold ELEVEN KILOMETERS AN HOUR tin charms in a room gathered to watch a different fight entirely. Bram had a seat in the crew stand with a charm already in his pocket.

“You brought the charm into the amphitheater,” I told him on my way to the pit.

“It’s a ticketed spectator,” Bram said. “Better behaved than most of the people here.” He drank from the thermos. “I’m on vacation, Kessler.”

I rode the tandem cradle behind Signy’s pod.

That was what the crowd couldn’t see, and what mattered most. The sim rendered Sector Twelve in code. The anchor remained flesh: my palm sealed over the bare skin of her spine-port, her current entered my arm, amber trace-lines woke along her suit, and the bench meter cleared sixty in four seconds. Her nervous system paid a real fight’s load for every virtual blow.

“First engagement,” the range officer called. “Lieutenant Brekke. Claymore.”

Brekke flew beautifully, and that mattered. Her fiancé was a Battery Six gunnery sergeant, a broad quiet man who wore her ring on a cord during gun duty, and she had a life beyond loyalist gray waiting after the pod. Her lane discipline landed at textbook angles; every commitment followed the book she trusted. Signy took that practiced doctrine apart on endurance.

A Limited pilot flies a stamina curve. The frame can keep delivering at sixty while neural load bleeds reaction speed from the woman in its cradle. Doctrine ends duels before that loss becomes visible. Signy, anchored, had no curve. I carried the overflow. She refused every tempting early trade until Brekke, flying perfect and tired, committed half a second late in the ninth minute. Signy was already in the lane that delay opened. Beneath my palm, her pulse stayed level through the kill.

“Second engagement. Lieutenant Sowa. Falchion.”

Sowa had watched the first engagement and drawn the wrong lesson. She’d marked Signy as slow to commit, a cautious counter-puncher, so she came in fast and forced exchanges before endurance could matter. Brekke’s footage had shown restraint used offensively. Sowa treated it as hesitation. Aggression against an opponent who never fatigues does not shorten the fight in your favor. It just delivers you into the lane faster and fresher, which is worse. Signy took the aggression, folded it around the overpass pier, let Sowa overcommit to a trade she thought was even, and closed it out in seven minutes with the gray frame down in the collapsed blocks.

Two engagements brought two unambiguous wins against pilots flying the best doctrine the Wall could teach. Contact at Signy’s spine removed the endurance limit their training assumed, and three hundred thousand spectators saw that missing limit decide both bouts.

The range crew replayed Sowa’s finish on the center boards. The load graph told me more than the image. At minute three, Falchion had committed seventy percent of her available actuator reserve to the right side because Sowa expected a finishing exchange. Signy felt the commitment through the simulated ground, refused it, and made her carry the unused load for another four minutes. The reserve bled away as heat. By the time Signy folded her around the overpass pier, Falchion’s right knee was answering a tenth late.

“You made her hold the loaded side,” I said through the cradle comm.

“She offered it,” Signy answered.

The dry edge under her answer was easy to miss. Signy had made Sowa carry one bad commitment until accumulated heat crippled the offered side, then described the trap as courtesy.

Brekke stood at Sowa’s pod while the technicians opened it, helmet under one arm, giving her wingmate the debrief in six spare hand signals that assigned neither blame nor excuses. Sowa listened once and climbed back into the pod to rehearse the failed turn while the system reset around her. Crane had built a skilled squadron out of women who took failure seriously. Brekke and Sowa earned the gray they wore; he exploited that pride every time he sent them out to prove his ceiling.

Poppy leaned over the pit rail beside me. “If she makes Kane carry a bad knee for four minutes, I’m buying the replay.”

“Kane won’t offer the knee.”

“No. She’ll offer something else and charge admission.”

Across the floor, Odessa left the replay for Signy’s pulse trace, then the cradle housing, then my hand. The winning move interested her less than the endurance that made it possible.

The crowd was making noise now. Boots hammered the upper rows until dust sifted from the acoustic panels, and one whole cadet block had abandoned its seats to point at the endurance trace. A girl among them kept her slate braced on her knees, charting the flat line like it was going to be on a test. Signy’s pulse ran level beneath my palm, a machine at cruise, her control centered and effortless. The crowd missed the smaller reading: she liked it. Somewhere under the arithmetic, Signy was enjoying ninety in front of a packed amphitheater after three years at exactly sixty. It was the freest she’d been all week.

Between the second and third engagements, while the range crew reset the pods and the boards ran their transition, I was already beneath the cradle housing with my fingers tracing its fillets.



Servicing the tandem cradle between rounds was legitimate and expected. Three warm patches interrupted the bare structural steel as I traced the underside, each one absent from the cradle schematic.

The warmth lacked a friction trace’s directional grain or a fault flare’s sharp edge. It sat small and even in three places along the cradle’s data spine. Each patch carried the steady warmth of powered electronics where the schematic showed bare structural housing.

I let my face go idle and traced fillets while the three warm spots resolved through the housing. Taps. Someone had spliced three factory-spec telemetry taps into the cradle’s data spine. They pulled every waveform running between my palm and Signy’s spine-port, logging the complete anchor signature from the strongest pair on the Wall.

They already knew the anchor worked. The taps recorded HOW it worked, down to every waveform from the strongest example alive. Somewhere behind a guarded wall, a prototype needed the full waveform set to run. The evaluation was its harvest. Its location remained hidden. Its builders had nevertheless shown me what they needed.

I didn’t say a word to anyone official. There was no one official to say it to who wasn’t the point of it.

I said it to Poppy.

She was in the pit crew because I’d put her there. I caught her eye across the cradle and touched two fingers to the three warm spots in sequence. Her gaze followed my hand with the speed she gave a routing queue; delight sharpened when the pattern resolved.

“Junction box,” I said, low, a maintenance instruction, nothing anybody watching could hold. “Data spine’s noisy. Reroute the tap feed through a harmonic junction before it logs. Clean it up.”

“Clean it up,” Poppy repeated, and her hazel-green eyes were doing something delighted and vicious. “Yeah. It’s real noisy. I’ll put a junction on it.”

A harmonic junction would bury the real peaks beneath false waveforms while looking like routine maintenance on camera. Poppy installed it in ninety seconds, lips moving around calculations she never voiced, then signed the cover like an honest repair.

Then she supplied whoever monitored the feed with a believable defect to explain the garbage. She loosened one shield braid by half a turn, smudged conductive paste across the inspection edge, and called a range tech over to witness her cleaning it. The tech watched Poppy reseat the braid, saw the waveform improve from impossible to merely useless, and initialed the repair. A poisoned recording now had a mundane fault, a documented correction, and two honest signatures.

“Still noisy,” the tech said.

“Old sim trunk,” Poppy replied, sounding offended on behalf of every old trunk alive. “You want a usable signal, stop buying replacement leads from whoever thinks copper is optional.”

The tech laughed and moved on. Poppy waited until he crossed the pit before looking at me. When she did, she tapped the harmonic junction once with her wrench and winked.

Poppy snapped the junction cover shut and rapped it once with the wrench. The outgoing trace now carried her recurring ninth-cycle hitch, a cheap lead’s heat failure convincing enough to survive casual review.

The range officer called the two-minute warning. I slid out from beneath the cradle and caught sight of the cordoned gun-deck bay through the amphitheater’s service mouth. Guards flanked the same cradle-shaped crate I had seen earlier. Three hidden taps and that housing gave me one concise answer: they were feeding anchor telemetry into hardware. I still lacked the device’s name, its limits, and the bay where it would be installed. Those questions could wait. Today’s harvest was poisoned.



“Third engagement. Squadron Leader Kane. Razorback.”

Odessa took the final slot. The amphitheater came off its seats when the gray frame lit on the boards; this was the fight printed on every ticket.

Odessa was better than her wingmates. She proved it in the first ninety seconds. Kane flew the loyalist doctrine like a checklist drilled into muscle. She had fought Signy to a one-and-one split in spring. After watching the first two engagements, she came into the third adjusted: refusing the long game, forcing early commitments, trying to end the fight before the no-fatigue tell could matter.

It nearly worked. She read the previous engagements correctly where Sowa had read them wrong: the pair’s advantage was time, so she moved to deny time. She refused the open ground where endurance told and drove Signy into the collapsed blocks in the first ninety seconds. Odessa closed the range until it became a knife fight in a ruin, frame to frame at ten meters, where reflex beats stamina. The eighth minute never comes when somebody dies in the fourth. A knife fight shortens the endurance advantage to almost nothing. For four minutes it was the duel Bastion from harbor to Wall remembered from spring, two of the best pilots on the Wall trading inside a collapsed housing block, and I felt Signy work under my palm for the first time all day, the pulse climbing, the flush starting, Odessa Kane making her spend something.

It was the best flying anyone did that day and it belonged to the woman in gray.

Signy answered with [Burst Vector].

The bench meter beside her pod, low nineties all afternoon, climbed. Its pull rose through my arm as overflow surged into my palm. On the boards, Longstride broke from the knife fight and went vertical up the overpass face. At the hanging apex, Signy threw the sim replica of the maneuver that had killed Pike on Breach Night. [Burst Vector]. A hundred and five point one had been the real number. The sim capped it lower for the exercise, but the maneuver kept its lethal geometry: Longstride’s full output dumped through one commitment in one instant. Razorback had no answer because none existed. Odessa’s frame went down, Signy’s stood on the overpass, and the amphitheater came apart at the seams.

Signy’s pulse finally stumbled against my touch. The flush touched her collarbones, hidden by the suit, felt rather than seen, the only instrument that ever caught her. I read the full shape of what the fight had cost and found nothing I couldn’t give back before dinner.

Odessa climbed out of her pod on the far side of the floor while the noise came down on her opponent.

She neither gloated nor sulked. Beside her cradle, helmet under one arm, Odessa worked the loss while staring past the boards, Signy, and the chanting crowd. Her attention fixed on my hands as they came off Signy’s spine-port. The sim hall’s best mouth had gone silent, and its silence aimed at me. I filed it beside the other two times her words had failed.

High in the stands, alone in a cadet row, Mina Falk had a slate on her knees and was charting the stability traces off the public feed with the concentration of a girl copying a master schematic. Nineteen, mouse-brown ponytail, flight gloves a size too big, a maintenance manual she carried like a field reference. She’d asked me at the ceremony how anchor compatibility was tested. I hadn’t had an answer for her. I was starting to think I was going to have to build one.



The day-two card posted while the amphitheater was still emptying.

I felt the deck go quiet before I saw why. Poppy had climbed up to read it off the pit board, and she came back down the steps slower than Poppy did anything. She didn’t announce it. Her wrench hung loose at her side, forgotten, and I knew the card was bad before I saw her face.

KANE, O. / RAZORBACK vs RENNER, P. / SCRAPDOG.

The academy’s number two, the doctrine’s own champion, drawn against the deck’s rebuilt Mule and the girl the Wall had spent four years calling a scapegoat. The card promised command a lesson on camera, with Poppy Renner put back in her assigned place. The deck read that intention in one look. Conversations stopped; tools settled onto benches with deliberate care.

Poppy read the names a second time without supplying so much as a torque-spec curse.

“Hey,” I said.

“I’m fine.” Fast. Too fast. Then, quieter, the one true thing: “She’s going to fight the pilot. She’s good enough to fight the pilot. I fly like a mechanic. What do I do when somebody’s good enough to fight the pilot, Wade.”

“Come up to your berth,” I said. “I’ll tell you what you do.”



She almost never used the third-tier berth, four meters by three, awarded when Scrapdog got certified. Poppy slept in the tool crib because the berth hid the frames from her. One feature made her love the room enough to visit it: a long interior window above the hangar floor. From there, the night shift looked small and warm and busy forty meters below.

She was narrating Odessa’s sim tendencies at me when we got there, fast, keyed, pacing the four meters of floor. “She’ll pre-counter environment. She’ll study me and every bolt on Scrapdog. Four years of repair logs if she can get them, every ugly tolerance I ever wrote down. If I go to the overpass she’ll already be thinking overpass, and if I drop a boom she’ll have read the boom’s maintenance ticket from the autumn. She’ll try to fight the mechanic in place of the aviator, Wade. How do you beat somebody who might study the WORK until she knows what I’m going to…”

The last word died unfinished. Her eyes left me for the window, the hangar floor glowing below, and the night shift moving among the frames, entirely unaware of the watcher above.

She crossed to the pane and killed the berth light with the heel of her hand. Darkness filled the room; only hangar glow remained, rising through the glass. She pulled the blind cord until the pane stood fully exposed, then backed against me with the entire lit floor spread below her.

“They can’t see us,” she said. Her voice had gone breathy, the giggle already fraying out of it. “There’s no light in here. It’s a mirror from down there. I could stand at this glass all night and they’d never know.” She tipped her head back against my chest and I felt the freckle-flush start at her shoulders. “I can see everything. Best seat in the house.”

I caught her wrists before she could put them on the glass, crossed them against her chest, and made her meet my eyes in the reflection.

“You want me to take over?” I asked.

Her grin flashed in the hangar glow. “Yes. Absolutely yes. Put me where you want me and don’t let me squirm out of it.”

I crossed her wrists against the glass.



“Watch the floor,” I said. “Tell me what they’re doing.”

Poppy planted both palms on the glass. “Merrow’s rolling a shoulder bearing to Bay Five. Andic’s cheating the turn radius because he always cheats the turn radius. Sowe is about to yell at him.” Below us, Sowe yelled. Poppy’s grin flashed in the reflection. “See? Predictable.”

I untied the coveralls at her waist and peeled them down slowly. She kept reporting because I had told her to, her voice dropping to the whisper I required while the night crew crossed and recrossed the lit floor.

“Two riggers on the coil cart. Falk’s left a manual on the rail again. Somebody moved the yellow bin and nobody updated the floor mark.”

“Look at the pattern,” I said, running my hands over the compact strength of her hips. “Is anyone following one?”

Her answer took longer. The deck below looked orderly from a distance, but no two people crossed it on the same line. One rigger detoured around a puddle. Another stopped to catch a rolling nut with his boot. A crawler forced three crews to improvise around it.

“No,” she whispered. “They know the job. They don’t know the next five seconds.”

“Neither will Kane. Not if you quit giving her tricks she can study.”

The sentence hit before my hand reached between her thighs. Poppy’s next breath fogged a small circle on the glass. She followed the workers below while I stroked her slowly through the wet heat already gathering there.

“She studied my history,” Poppy said. “So the history doesn’t get into the pod with me.”

“Good. Turn around.”

She turned. I put her back against the glass and turned her attention away from the unseen deck to me. Her eyes stayed on mine while every bay in the hangar moved behind her reflection.

“They can’t hear me,” she whispered.

“I know. You’re going to stay quiet anyway.”

Color gathered beneath the freckles along her shoulders. She nodded.

I slid two fingers into her pussy and held them still until her impatient hips stopped trying to set the rhythm. I left her mouth uncovered. She could have filled the small room with noise and lost nothing, but she pressed her lips together and held my gaze. The next breath shook soundlessly through her because I had told her to keep it there.

“Tell me what Kane studied.”

“The crane. The corridor. The frame fault I logged in winter.” Her whisper shook when I curled my fingers. “Every move I’ve already made.”

“What happens after she commits?”

My thumb made one deliberately slow circle around her clit, drawing her hips after it. She caught herself against the glass and gave me the answer through clenched teeth.

“I invent.”

“There you are.”

A bright, greedy grin broke across her face, the kind that belonged on a deck with three alarms running.

I took my fingers away. She made a tiny, scandalized noise and immediately clapped both hands over her mouth, delighted by her own failure.

“Quiet means quiet,” I said.

She nodded hard, eyes shining.

I spanned her waist and lifted her onto the window ledge. Her boots swung well clear of the floor. That was what always changed her breathing fastest: the instant her small body left the ground and became something I could place wherever I wanted. She braced her palms behind her on the sill while I opened her coveralls farther and pushed the fabric down until it trapped her boots together.

Below her, the night crew moved through the pool of worklight. In the dark berth above them, Poppy sat naked from the waist down with her short legs bound by her own clothes and her flushed pussy open under my hand.

“Still the best seat in the house?”

“Improved sightlines,” she whispered. “Excellent service. Questionable fire code.”

I spread her thighs as far as the coveralls allowed and put two fingers back inside her. Her joke ended on a wet little gasp. She grabbed my shoulders. I held her in place with one palm across her stomach and worked her with the other until her heels drummed once against the wall.

A rigger below rolled a bearing cart across the exact patch of floor where the sabotaged Mule had gone down in spring. Poppy saw it. Her whole body went taut under my palm.

“That spot,” she whispered. “Four years, and that was where they finally looked at me.”

“I looked before that.”

The words landed inside her with my fingers. Her hazel eyes came off the floor and locked on mine.

“You did,” she said.

I curled my fingers into the place that made her voice vanish. She shook on the sill, fighting every sound as I kept her suspended over the deck that had once looked through her. Her pussy clenched around my hand, release coming in quick, helpless waves. The freckle-flush ran from her throat across her small chest. She buried her face against my neck and breathed one ragged laugh into my skin rather than letting the cry out.

My arm kept her suspended until her boots quit tapping the wall.

Then I lowered her. Her knees took none of her weight at first. I kept one hand around her waist until she found the floor, peeled the coveralls off her boots, and pointed to the space between mine.

Poppy looked down, then up at me. The glassy eyes and wicked grin arrived together.

“Oh,” she whispered. “That’s where this lesson goes.”

“Down.”

She dropped to her knees between my boots with the happy speed of a woman who had found the part of the plan written specifically for her. Petite enough that the sill rose above her head, she looked even smaller against my legs and the huge bright hangar beyond the window. I opened my coveralls. Her eyes widened when my cock came free, and she pressed her thighs together as if the sight had put current through them.

“Hands behind your back.”

She obeyed, lacing her fingers at the base of her spine. No hands meant no stolen pace, no impatient grip, nothing but her mouth and whatever rhythm I gave her.

“Show me how quiet you can be when your mouth is busy.”

Her grin barely fit around the head of my cock.

She opened wider. I slid over her tongue and into wet heat, one hand settling into the longer teal hair on top of her undercut. Her eyes remained fixed on mine, bright with the private display of it. Forty meters below, Andic argued with Sowe over a floor mark. Up here, I guided the deck’s smallest pilot along my cock one controlled centimeter at a time.

Poppy’s cheeks hollowed. She made a pleased sound deep in her throat, too soft to leave the berth. When I drew her back, a line of spit caught the hangar glow between her lower lip and the head.

“Good,” I said. “Again.”

She took me deeper. Her shoulders flushed darker. Her fingers flexed behind her back, eager to grab, yet she preserved the position I’d assigned. I set the pace with my fist in her undercut, slow enough that she had to feel how completely I filled her mouth, then held her at the deepest point she could take comfortably.

Her eyes watered. They never left mine.

I pulled her off and let her breathe. “Whose pace?”

“Yours,” she whispered, voice rough and thrilled. “Obviously yours. I filed no competing work order.”

“Keep it that way.”

I put her mouth back on me. She shivered, delighted, and took what I gave her. Every pass grew smoother. The wet sounds seemed enormous in the dark room even though the crew below couldn’t hear a thing. She knew they couldn’t. Not one head turned below. Poppy watched the oblivious crew through the glass, then lifted her eyes to me and performed for the only man who could see her.

When I eased her back by the hair, she followed my cock with her mouth before catching herself. A breathless giggle escaped.

“Greedy,” I said.

“Accurate diagnostic.”

“Up.”

I lifted her by the waist before her legs could do the work and set her on the edge of the narrow bed. She bounced once, naked and flushed, then opened her thighs at the pressure of my hand.

“Tell me what you do when the plan breaks.”

“Invent,” she said.

I pushed into her. Her answer dissolved into a strangled breath as her wet pussy took me deep. I folded her compact body beneath mine and drove into her with the mattress springs complaining under every stroke. She hooked her short legs around my hips, trying to pull me faster. My grip locked around both thighs and held them where I wanted.

“My pace, Torque.”

“Your pace,” she whispered. “Your very slow, infuriating, structurally sound pace.”

I slowed further just to hear the silent laugh shake through her.

She came again when I lifted her hips and changed the angle, sudden enough that her hand flew toward her mouth. I caught the wrist halfway and pressed her palm flat to her own chest. Her heartbeat kicked against it. Her other hand clawed the blanket while her pussy seized around my cock and her whole small body bowed off the bed.

I gave her no neutral pause to disappear into. I drew out while she still trembled, stood between her knees, and touched two fingers under her chin.

She understood immediately.

Poppy slid off the bed onto her knees again, laughing silently at the improvised final stage. She put her hands behind her back without being told this time and opened her mouth, eyes up, waiting.

“Finish the job,” I said.

She took my cock eagerly. My fist in her hair governed the warm, wet pressure of her mouth until my abdomen tightened. She felt the change and made a hungry sound, looking straight up at me while I drove deep and came. The first heavy pulse filled her mouth. She swallowed under my hand and took the next. Her lips stayed sealed around me until the last twitch passed over her tongue.

Only then did I let her lean back on her heels.

Her glove-sized hand wiped the corner of her mouth. The grin returned by degrees, wrecked and incandescent.

“My brain has stopped making crane noises,” she whispered.

“Temporary repair.”

“I’ll take it.” She tipped sideways against the bed, knees finally giving up. “Also, the berth now has two documented uses.”



Afterward I wrapped her in the blanket off the barely used bed, and she sat in it on the mattress and looked around the berth like she’d caught it doing something.

“So it does work,” she said, poking the mattress. “The bed. Huh.”

“Most people learn that sooner than the night before they fight Kane.”

“Most people don’t sleep in a crib because they’re in love with a Mule.” She said it with her whole chest, unashamed, as she said everything true, and then she scowled at the mattress like it had cost her a valuable principle. “I’m not moving in here, don’t get ideas. It’s too quiet. A person could die in this room and the frames wouldn’t even notice.”

I rolled each wrist once to make sure the hold against the glass had left no strain, then tucked her against my chest and counted the quick breaths through her back until they lengthened and steadied. She let me, watching me do it with the delighted wonder she never quite lost.

Poppy’s grin faded as the quiet returned. “If I lose tomorrow, everybody gets to decide today was the day the deck girl reached her limit.”

“No,” I said. “They get one bout. You keep the cockpit, the callsign, and every hour you put into Scrapdog after it. Kane can beat you without making you smaller.”

She searched my face for consolation and found none. I gave her the harder thing.

“You rebuilt a condemned Mule because a queue said there was no cockpit for you. One champion lacks the power to put you back on the floor. Win or lose, you wake up Renner, P., line pilot, and the work keeps being yours.”

Her shoulders lowered. A moment later, her fist loosened in the blanket.

“That’s annoyingly permanent,” she said.

“Good repairs usually are.”

The grin returned, small and real. “Okay. Yeah. I can fly one bout if it doesn’t get to decide my whole life.”

Below us, Scrapdog’s cooling pump cycled through the berth wall with its familiar uneven thrum. Poppy’s eyes closed on the sound before she noticed. A moment later she yawned enormously and listed sideways into my arms. She fell asleep against my shoulder in under a minute, in the bed she barely used.

I gathered blanket and pilot together and carried her down two tiers toward the tool crib. At the second-tier landing, the amphitheater feed rolled onto the hangar’s night board above Scrapdog. The bout card burned in amber across the rust-red plates: KANE, O. / RAZORBACK vs RENNER, P. / SCRAPDOG.

Poppy slept through it. Across the floor, five hundred night-shift crew let their ratchets slow and looked from the card to Scrapdog’s patched armor, measuring tomorrow’s champion against the machine everyone had watched a hangar rat drag back from condemnation. Above my sleeping burden, the two callsigns burned side by side in amber.




Chapter 4: Fair and Square

The day-two sim ran a collapsed refinery, and I knew the second the environment loaded that Poppy had a chance. A refinery is nothing but terrain and tolerances, the language I’d sent her in to speak.

Cracking towers rose forty meters, catwalks strung between them above a tank farm of ruptured spheres. Pipe runs the diameter of a frame’s arm crossed a gantry crane on a rail spur any pilot could see and only a mechanic would know how to break. Poppy had drawn a map made entirely of leverage for someone who thought in loads. Scrapdog stood in it wearing rust-red oxide primer, a machine built out of nine dead frames by a girl who understood that a war machine is a bag of tolerances waiting to be exploited.

The amphitheater was full again. Fuller. The card had done its work overnight; every tier of Bastion had come to watch the doctrine’s champion put the deck’s scapegoat back in her place, and that was the story command wanted told, and I sat in the crew stand next to Bram with my hands resting on my knees and hoped very hard that Poppy had heard me say don’t try to out-pilot her.

“She slept in the crib,” Bram said, low, watching the boards spool up. “Went down at midnight, I heard her come in. You want to know how I know she’s ready or how I know she’s terrified?”

“Which one?”

“With her, ready and terrified use the same tools.” He had the thermos and a fresh tin charm. I ignored the charm for almost three seconds.

Then curiosity beat discipline. “You bought another one.”

“It’s for luck.”

“It’s a charm of what’s going to eat the eastern picket.”

“It’s for LUCK, Kessler,” Bram said, with dignity, turning the little tin thing over in his fingers, ELEVEN KILOMETERS AN HOUR stamped on one side of it. “You put the bad thing in your pocket so it can’t surprise you. Everybody in this city’s got one. You want to worry about somebody, worry about the day they stop selling.”

Bram turned the little charm over once and pocketed it. “Refinery,” he said, reading the loaded map. “Good ground for the small one. Bad ground for anyone who thinks a duel is only about the pilot.”

“First engagement,” the range officer called. “Squadron Leader Kane, Razorback. Line Pilot Renner, Scrapdog.”

Poppy went to work.



I left the crew stand before Poppy finished her opening step and took the pit stairs three at a time. Watching from a seat would tell me who won. The diagnostic rail would tell me what Scrapdog survived.

Poppy walked Scrapdog beneath the refinery crane and struck a cracking tower at the corroded base. It folded across Odessa’s approach as one long wall, forcing the gray frame toward the pipe runs. The move looked spontaneous from the seats. On my pit slate, Poppy’s right-wrist trace rose before impact, paused at the actuator’s known lag, and stopped less than two percent below the old joint’s protection band.

My hand closed around the pod’s diagnostic rail. The modeled resistance fed back through the linked hardware: a rough little delay on the right, unimpeded power at the shoulder, then an unexpected counter-load from above.

“High rack,” I said, though the cockpit comm was closed.

Odessa had reached it already.

Razorback came through the falling dust above Poppy’s new corridor. A winter maintenance recording showed Poppy folding a damaged comms mast at that oblique angle; Odessa had pulled a combat answer from a repair log. She kicked couplings loose from the pipe rack and made Scrapdog raise the lagging wrist. The right actuator answered a fraction late against my palm.

Poppy protected the old joint. Odessa used the shortened guard, dropped behind Scrapdog’s shoulder, and put a sim blade through the seam. KANE lit before the tower finished settling.

I had ninety seconds.

The pod shell opened hot. Poppy shoved one arm out before the latch cleared. “How much?”

I caught her wrist and moved it aside, reserving my read for the feedback cylinder behind her seat. Sim heat had gathered in the right-hand coil with a crescent-shaped grain.

“Twelve hundredths on lateral return,” I said. “The tower strike loaded it high. She knew which response you’d protect.”

“Because I protected it in every maintenance log she stole.”

“She didn’t steal them. You filed them beautifully.”

“I hate competent enemies.”

A pit timer dropped through seventy-three seconds. Merrow changed the coolant patch on the pod coupling while Poppy dragged a refinery map over her knee. She put one grease-black nail on the pipe corridor, then scratched it out.

“She gets nothing twice,” Poppy said.

At fifty seconds, Odessa’s pod remained sealed. No tactical conference, no crew clustered around her. A replay ran on the inside of her canopy, showing Poppy’s wrist coming high three times at quarter speed. She watched until the system killed the image.

The latch came down over Poppy. Before it sealed, she caught my sleeve. “If the right response goes ugly?”

“It belongs to you. Make the ugliness useful.”

The second engagement began with Scrapdog abandoning the crane.

Poppy vaulted a pipe run before Razorback could occupy the rack and drove upward into the tank farm. The pit screens lost clear sightlines among ruptured spheres. I followed the fight through her telemetry instead: a footfall pulsing up the pod rail, hip load reversing in one abrupt pulse, right-wrist temperature deliberately low. Odessa’s trace chased hers at higher speed and cleaner angles.

Then Scrapdog’s shoulder took a small load that had no tactical reason behind it.

Poppy had brushed a catwalk support.

She banked the loosened support through three more exchanges. Odessa pressed her around a ruptured sphere, cut off the upper exit, and committed Razorback’s mass to the turn that should have trapped her. The delayed load arrived through the pod rail as a sharp downward snap. Poppy dropped the loosened catwalk across Odessa’s footing and drove her coil lance into Razorback’s exposed flank.

RENNER lit.

The deck crew around me exploded. Merrow slapped the pod housing and recoiled from the pain in his palm. A range tech dropped her timing stylus and left it on the floor while the whole bowl stood over her. Bram sat rigid in his seat, both hands clamped around his thermos.

“She loaded that support two exchanges before she needed it,” he said over the crew channel. “Built herself an option and kept flying.”

On the replay, the brush looked accidental until the strain overlay colored the support. Poppy had calibrated the load to loosen the lower fasteners while leaving the catwalk upright for Odessa to trust. Crew along the rail leaned toward their slates, no longer cheering the hit so much as studying its preparation. One option, concealed across two exchanges, had opened Razorback’s flank.

The score sat one and one. Ninety seconds separated Poppy from the third engagement.

Her canopy opened. Sweat had pasted the teal sweep to her forehead, and she was grinning too hard for anyone to mistake her nerves.

“Actuator,” she said.

The feedback cylinder warmed my hand again. Its crescent of heat had widened but not deepened. “Still twelve hundredths. You’ll get four hard lateral returns before thermal protection adds another six.”

Poppy pulled her response graph onto the canopy and marked four small boxes along the bottom. “Four lies,” she said. “I can sell her four lies.”

Across the pit, Odessa ran the catwalk engagement backward. She froze the contact two exchanges before the fall and circled Poppy’s shoulder brush. Her ice-blue gaze shifted from the replay to the four boxes on Poppy’s glass. The labels faced away from her. Their purpose still registered immediately.

“She found the setup,” I said.

Poppy looked directly across the pit at Odessa. “Then I won’t sell her that one.”

The reset warning sounded. Riggers in the upper seats held slates showing the shoulder brush from three angles. A cadet mimed the timing over the rail even though no voice could cross the closed sim channel. Poppy saw them. She stared up at mechanics studying her work. No laughter touched the rebuilt Mule.

She pressed her knuckles to Scrapdog’s old actuator housing, tapped the first of her four boxes, and closed the canopy herself.



She lost the third on a corner.

Odessa took Poppy’s terrain away. In the third engagement she stopped letting Poppy pick the ground. She’d spent two engagements learning that Poppy’s whole game was terrain, so she took the terrain away, drove the fight out of the refinery structures and onto the open apron by the tank farm, level ground, no leverage, nothing to drop, nothing to exploit, just two frames and two pilots and the contest Poppy couldn’t win yet: drilled technique.

Poppy tried to make terrain out of nothing. Her four marked boxes counted down on the pit glass.

She spent the first lie on Scrapdog’s bad wrist. The old right actuator lagged under lateral load, and she offered Odessa that slow guard on purpose, letting the hand drag as Razorback entered. My fingers tracked the feedback cylinder. Heat gathered along the crescent I had read between rounds, then stopped just shy of protection.

Poppy snapped Scrapdog’s left hand across the opening.

Odessa had committed only a shoulder twitch. Razorback’s mass centered over both feet, ready to break away before the trap closed. She circled toward the weak side and made Poppy carry the delay she had tried to sell.

One box went dark.

The second lie came from Scrapdog’s right hip. Poppy loaded it until the telemetry resembled a slipping thrust bearing, then let the frame drift two degrees across Odessa’s line. Razorback accelerated to punish the apparent loss of footing. Poppy dumped the false load and pivoted without drag on an intact bearing, bringing her lance around at knee height.

Odessa cleared it by folding Razorback’s leading leg and letting the point scrape armor. She had watched Poppy’s shoulders rather than the machine’s drift. The pilot telegraphed the counter a fraction before the frame revealed the truth.

Second box gone.

The pit crew stopped cheering. Merrow had both hands locked around the rail. Beside him, the range tech who had dropped her stylus held a replacement over the timing slate without writing. Each feint arrived first to us as numbers, then became two hundred tons moving at killing speed on the refinery screens.

For the third, Poppy gave Odessa no false failure at all. She held Scrapdog true through three exchanges and let the unspent box become the lie. Odessa waited for the manufactured fault, gave ground to preserve her response, and Poppy used the surrendered meters to drive her toward a painted drainage channel at the apron edge.

There was no physical obstacle there. Only a stripe on poured concrete. Poppy treated the line as a wall, cut her angle against it, and nearly forced Razorback into the geometry she wanted through expectation alone.

Odessa stepped across the paint.

The simplest answer broke the imaginary wall. She came back from the forbidden side with her guard already square. Scrapdog caught the hit on its forearm and skidded seven meters.

“Three,” Poppy said over her open cockpit channel. She sounded delighted now. Each failed deception had become proof that Odessa was reading her in the present. “Come on, Kane. Last one.”

Odessa’s reply snapped across the channel. “You announce it and expect me to be nervous?”

“I announce lots of things. Some of them are even true.”

The fourth box stayed lit.

Poppy shortened the right-hand motion to keep the tired actuator useful and denied Odessa two unopposed entries with ordinary guard work. Twenty-three seconds passed without a score. On open ground, against the best-prepared pilot on the Wall, she remained upright because she had made Odessa solve every movement twice: once for the fault it resembled and once for the intention underneath.

Then the thermal line rose another degree. The fourth box began to blink. Poppy had one hard lateral return left, and both women knew it.

Then Poppy used a fuel sphere as a corner, trying to bank Razorback around it and force one more exchange where the machine’s condition mattered more than the pilot’s hands. It was a good corner. She’d drawn a hundred versions in her doodled logbook and flown a dozen without a miss, and it would have worked against almost any pilot on the Wall. Odessa Kane had drilled that turn ten thousand times. Every mechanic-flyer reached for it when the ground ran out, and Odessa had known Poppy would reach for it as she’d known about the tower and the crane. She was already through the apex before Scrapdog committed to it. One ruthless sweep took the legs out from under the rust-red frame at the top of the turn. Scrapdog went down on the open apron in a slide of oxide-primed plate, and the boards posted KANE. She earned the result with nothing hidden in it.

The crowd refused to give doctrine the picture it wanted.

The packed amphitheater rose for the girl who’d lost. She had taken a round off the champion and fought a frame built to beat her all the way to a third engagement. Poppy climbed out of the downed pod, teal hair plastered to her brow, rust-red grease on one cheek, blinking into an ovation command had meant for her humiliation.

From the pit I watched her search the upper bowl until she found the cheap seats under the roof, packed with riggers, fuel crews, and off-shift deck-rats. Her people. She pointed both hands at them. Thousands of voices broke over us at once, and the rust-red line pilot laughed so hard she missed the pod ladder’s second rung. Bram caught her by the collar and planted her boot on the step. Three cameras caught that too. By evening the replay had spread across the deck, where Poppy maintained she’d missed on purpose because the crowd needed an encore.



Odessa came out of her pod on the far side and crossed alone toward the tunnel in place of the ovation. The champion walked through a crowd cheering the woman she’d beaten. Nobody gave one decibel to her victory, and she neither slowed nor looked back.

She stopped, once, at the rail near the pit, where Poppy was climbing down.

I had taken the rail position directly below them so every quiet word carried.

“Brains, though,” Odessa said. Quiet. No cameras on her, the ice-blue eyes doing their arithmetic. “You built a corridor out of a refinery in ninety seconds. That’s the best mechanical read I’ve flown against.” Odessa checked the empty camera line, then flexed the hand that had won. “Mine were better today. That’s all it was.”

Poppy looked up at her, breathless and grease-smudged. Her mouth opened, then closed on whatever answer had been waiting. She glanced once toward the open apron on the replay, gave Odessa the same hard appraisal Odessa had given every one of her traps, and nodded.

“They were,” Poppy said. “Today.”

Odessa’s jaw loosened before she caught it. Her eyes dropped to the grease marks on Poppy’s right glove, four short strokes for four invented faults.

“The painted drain,” Odessa said. “You almost made me respect a line on the floor.”

“You stepped over it. Very disrespectful.”

“It was paint.”

“Next time it moves.”

Odessa gave Poppy a long, direct appraisal, fighter to fighter. Odessa tapped two fingers against her own temple, accepting the warning and filing it. She turned into the tunnel while the roar followed Poppy in the opposite direction.



I intercepted Poppy at the pod before the crowd reached the pit. She had one hand inside Scrapdog’s feedback panel and was trying to pull the simulator cylinder free without waiting for a tool.

“I lost,” she said.

“You also cooked the right return within three degrees of protection without tripping it,” I said. I handed her the correct socket. “Take the cylinder out properly.”

Poppy attacked the four housing bolts before the ovation overhead had finished shaking dust from the passage. She swore when the first socket slipped, drew a breath, and tried again. Her fingers kept trembling around the driver. Signy arrived without a speech and took the heavy end while I carried the housing. We moved it into the service passage as the crowd thundered overhead.

Poppy set the cylinder on a maintenance cart and stripped the cover. The feedback ring showed four dark arcs where she’d sold Odessa the delayed response. Three had baited cautious tests. The fourth had produced the twenty-three-second exchange on the apron.

Odessa had refused every lie.

Poppy turned the ring in both hands. The tremor returned each time the crowd surged overhead, but she kept the dark arcs aligned long enough to study them. “She fought my repair history, then she fought the faults I invented live. That’s rude. That’s so competent and rude.”

“She earned today,” Signy said.

Poppy breathed through her nose, once. “Today.”

She rolled the ring to the fourth heat mark. “This one nearly got her. She shifted away before the left hip reversed. If the apparent opening moved under her while she committed…”

Signy put two fingers on the ring and rotated it half a turn. “Then Kane must choose a new angle after commitment. She cannot drill ground that changes beneath the load.”

Poppy’s eyes sharpened. “A moving load path. Scrapdog’s lag drives the environment response, so the fault becomes my timing source.”

“Build it,” I said.

We carried the cylinder to the tool crib. Poppy mounted a refinery sphere on a sliding tray, linked its travel to the delayed ring, and put a pencil between her teeth. Signy took the tabletop controls. The sphere shifted under her first committed turn, but the linkage dragged and threw both little frames off the cart.

Bram appeared in the doorway, assessed the wreckage, and drew a skull where Razorback had left the table. “Technical notation.”

Poppy reached for the axle, then stopped with her driver against the first fastener.

“Did you know I’d lose?”

A comforting lie would have insulted everything she had done in the pod. “I knew Odessa had more drilled answers than you had live sorties. I knew you could hurt her if you flew your own machine. Both were true.”

“You sent me in anyway.”

“You chose the card when you climbed into Scrapdog. My job was to help you make the loss expensive.”

Poppy rolled that through the same mind that had turned a bad actuator into four weapons. Her thumb rubbed grease into the driver handle.

“It was expensive,” she said. “For her, I mean. The crowd cheered me after she won. That’s got to hurt.”

“It did,” Signy said. She set the Razorback model upright instead of resetting the controls. “Do not apologize for being seen. Pay her back by becoming harder to beat.”

Poppy looked toward the service passage where Odessa had disappeared alone. “I can respect her and also want to put Razorback through a tank farm.”

“That’s usually how it works.”

Signy turned the model in her fingers. “Kane beat me in the first spring duel. I rebuilt the failed entry all night until Bram killed power to the sim hall.”

“Did that help?”

“It taught me to lose the same way with greater confidence.” Signy set Razorback at a different approach angle. “Wade made me look at what Kane forced me to protect. She wins twice if you only repair the answer that failed. Build a question she has not seen.”

Poppy’s attention shifted from the model to the moving tray. She pushed the sphere by hand. The warped axle pin caught beneath her fingertips, then released after the load had already passed.

“My trap moves on a timer,” she said. “She’ll read it, wait it out, and kill me after.”

“Then don’t provide the timing,” I said.

She went still over the mechanism for three seconds. Then the pencil came out of her mouth.

“Make her provide it.”

Poppy tore the timer linkage free. Instead of rebuilding it, she ran a short mechanical lead from the tray release to the impact plate beneath Scrapdog’s false opening. Signy watched over her shoulder while she turned the collar and set the trigger depth. No rehearsal could tell Kane when the floor would move because her own committed force would decide it.

“Hit it like you mean it,” Poppy said.

Signy drove Razorback straight through the apparent opening. Its planted foot struck the plate. The sphere shifted under the impact, the gray model went down, and Scrapdog bucked hard enough to scrape paint without leaving the table.

Poppy looked at the result, then wrote LIVE LOAD SUPPLIES TIMING across the cart.

“She can study every repair I ever filed,” she said. Voltage had returned to every word. “She can’t pre-study her own next decision.”

Bram added a second skull beneath Razorback. “Peer-reviewed.”

Poppy drew no victory mark. She put the bent timer linkage in a parts tray and began measuring the impact lead for full scale.



The crates I found on the way back.

A second-tier gun-deck bay had remained cordoned since before the trials. Two guards flanked a run of tarped crates. I had passed three times, clocking the guards instead of the cargo. This time I walked slow and let my hand trail along the top crate as I passed. Fingertips spread for two seconds: the unconscious contact I gave every machine within reach.

Through the tarp and crate wall, my palm met factory-new sync-governor cores sealed in wax paper, dozens of identical cold housings, the same units we’d pulled by the hundred out of a syndicate crate in the boneyard in spring. That told a story I already knew: the pipeline that fed the sabotage in spring still operated, moving factory-stamped governors through channels that were supposed to be dead and into hidden work somewhere on the Wall. We had photographed nine hundred pages of the syndicate’s trade records and watched the Authority lose them in transfer. We had not found where the factory-new units entered the line or where this shipment was meant to end.

One guard shifted his weight and looked at me. I gave the crate the absent attention a man gives something he has leaned on by accident. My palm drifted a hand’s width to the second crate before he decided I was interesting.

But under my palm, in the second crate, there was one housing that wasn’t a core.

It was larger, with a shape absent from the fleet manifest. I let my hand drift along the tarp as three ordinary-looking steps carried me past. Through the crate, my palm mapped a curved housing, one data spine, and three cradle mounting points in a pattern I’d felt very recently.

The three mounting points matched the pattern of the warm taps hidden in the sim cradle.

I lifted my hand and continued at the same pace. In my head, the crate joined the three telemetry taps. Together they resolved into something ugly and clear. A device. Cradle-mounted. Shaped to occupy my place behind a pilot’s spine-port, wired to pull the anchor waveforms the sim taps had been recording. Something built to do with a housing what my hands did with skin.

A machine anchor.

I didn’t have the name for it yet. I had the shape, and I had a test pilot’s posting coming, and my gut tightened with the same warning my hands gave before a hidden fracture opened under load.



They recalibrated Odessa two days after she won.

Razorback announced it midway through the standard morning circuit. Odessa entered the Gate Eight turn at sixty and the governor bit five points lower without warning. Two hundred tons lost power on the planted side. She saved the frame by opening the turn, carving a long gray scar across the apron instead of folding the knee, while the public feed changed beneath her live number:

KANE, O. / SYNC-GOVERNOR RECALIBRATION / OUTPUT VARIANCE REVIEW / CAP 55.0.

I stood at the deck rail and felt the spring come back up my spine like cold water. Those same three words had appeared on Signy’s slate after Exhibition Day. Signy had spiked to 87.4 and they’d tried to throttle her for it. Odessa won honestly, healed the shoulder she’d hidden all spring, and sent her raw trend climbing. The doctrine answered by reaching into a live circuit and taking five points from its own champion.

She brought Razorback home at fifty-five, below every rated pilot on the Wall. By the time the frame crossed the inner apron, impact drivers had stopped and riggers faced the returning machine with their tools hanging idle. Half of them had watched the same phrase land on Signy in spring. They recognized the method before Razorback reached its cradle.

Odessa came down the ladder, read the feed from her name to the cap to the reason, then walked to her locker without giving the watching deck a word.

Signy stood beside me when it posted. The same words had landed on her in spring. Her storm-gray gaze tracked each line in order, then returned to Odessa’s name and held there.

“They used my words,” she said, quiet. “Output variance review. That’s what they put on me after Exhibition Day.” She kept watching Odessa across the deck. “She obeyed every order they ever gave her. She flew their doctrine perfectly and won fair. They turned her down for it. I defied them and I keep climbing. She’s going to notice that. Sooner than they think.”

“You feel bad for her,” I said. It wasn’t quite a question. Signy and Odessa had split one-and-one in spring; the rivalry was real and old.

“I feel bad for anyone the doctrine benches for being too strong,” Signy said. “I was that woman. The only difference between us is that a deck-tech read my wrist first.” She turned and looked at me, and the level look went a degree soft. “You should go read hers.”

“She hasn’t asked.”

“She will,” Signy said, and went to run her circuit.



I found her at her locker that afternoon.

The loyalist locker row on the second tier ran gray, squared, and immaculate. Loss reports covered Odessa’s door in disciplined rows. Today’s win and the recalibration slip sat edge to edge where every loyalist pilot would see both.

WON, said the first. RECALIBRATED DOWN, answered the second. She had aligned victory and punishment with the same orderly hand.

She was standing in front of it when I came down the row. She didn’t turn.

“You’re the deck-tech,” she said. Sharp, fast, the trash-talk fluent even now. “The one whose hands every station on the Wall talks about. Larke’s accessory.” Her voice didn’t wobble. “Come to gloat that the doctrine ate its own.”

“No,” I said.

“Then what.”

I stopped a pace from her and offered nothing. After a moment she turned and put out her hand, the courtesy used to end an unwanted conversation.

I took it.

Contact delivered the shoulder before I could choose what to seek. I had found the over-rotated joint in a handshake that spring; now its grain ran clean from scapula to cuff. Healed. Whole. Better than it had been when she hid it from her own med checks.

A second sensation rode the same involuntary contact. High in the neural pathways, an uneven snag pulled against the healthy shoulder’s rhythm. The old injury could not have made it, and no frame load frayed a pilot there. I did not pursue it. Her fingers tightened at the instant mine registered the snag, discomfort unmistakable in the pressure of her grip.

I released her immediately. The courtesy had given me two seconds of contact, not an invitation to search her nervous system. Two seconds had still been enough for the fault to announce itself. She looked at me strangely; the handshake had lasted two seconds and I had found what she had not named.

“Get it looked at,” I said, repeating what I’d told her in spring. Her grip closed once on empty air after I let go.

“Get what looked at. I’m perfect. The med checks clear me every cycle.”

“I know,” I said. “The med checks found a healed shoulder. They never tested what the recalibration did to the rest of you.”

I turned and walked up the row. Her stare tracked my hands all the way to the last pod.



At dusk, the guarded cradle-shaped crate rolled out of the cordoned bay on a gun-deck tractor. Its escort cleared a path toward the crown while range riggers followed with fresh mounting brackets and Lieutenant Ansa Brekke’s Claymore waiting on the transporter above.

The range board lit only after the crate was moving: LIVE-FIRE DEMONSTRATION, advanced sync-support equipment presenting under live conditions, test pilot Lieutenant Ansa Brekke.

Odessa’s own wing. Brekke had flown Claymore against Signy on day one and lost with grace. She was the loyalist ace engaged to a Battery Six gunnery sergeant, selected to prove a machine could make the deck-tech’s hands ordinary.

Odessa stood on the second tier as the tractor passed below. Her gaze moved from Brekke’s name on the board to the guarded housing, then down the deck to me across a hundred meters of frames and working crews.

Behind her, the recalibration feed glowed fifty-five point zero. The range notice reflected in the locker door beside her win slip, machine and punishment aligned in the same glass.


Chapter 5: The Compensator

They bolted it directly into Claymore’s cradle. That physical honesty was the first respect the Compensator earned and the last.

The live-fire range on the crown was already packed when the final mounting bracket took torque. Broadcast lenses tracked the curved housing behind the pilot’s seat while full gun walks watched range riggers seal its data spine. Command had arranged for the machine to make its argument by working.

The frame was Claymore, and its pilot was Ansa Brekke.

I was on the gun walk when they brought her out. I’d made sure of it. A service pass sat in my pocket; my crew ticket said I was there to observe range maintenance. Like most of my truths, that was technically and incompletely accurate. Brekke came up the range in her flight suit with a helmet beneath one arm. Compact, athletic, parade-straight, ash-brown crop: a true believer walking toward what she believed in. She stopped at the rail below the gun line, found one face in the crowd, and lifted her chin.

“Told you I’d get the good demo,” she called up.

A broad, quiet gunnery sergeant on Battery Six’s mount wore her ring on a cord because a gun crew cannot wear rings. He lifted a hand and failed to smile through the worry. That gave me all I needed to know about Ansa Brekke’s private life. It was the last easy moment on that crown all afternoon.

The device sat in her cradle like a growth. I could see it from the gun walk, a curved housing bolted where a tandem cradle would go, a data spine down one side, three mounting points I’d felt the shape of three days ago through a tarp. The Surge Compensator. Nobody up there called it that. The range officer’s patter named it advanced sync-support equipment; the boards called it EQUIPMENT UNDER EVALUATION. I called it the machine built to replace my hands. My palm braced against the range structure and waited for the truth.



The spool-up began within specification.

Claymore stood in its firing-line cradle with a coil rifle racked. Targets ran out on the thirty-year-old rail hauler and its friction-coupling brake. The boards lit Brekke’s number at sixty point zero, the ceiling and the lie. The Compensator engaged. A white test clock appeared beside the Index readout and started counting hundredths.

Sixty. Sixty-eight. Seventy-five.

The crowd murmured. It climbed like an anchored number climbs, as they’d only ever seen it climb under a deck-tech’s hands, and here it was climbing with no deck-tech in sight, a woman alone in a cradle with a machine bolted behind her spine, and loyalist faith returned across a thousand faces on the gun walk. To people trained to trust numbers, the deck-tech began to look like a stunt.

Eighty. Eighty-four.

Somewhere up in the cheap seats a vendor was still calling tin charms out of habit, into a silence that had begun to build, because the crowd could feel the wrongness before it could name it: a number that should have topped out at Signy’s own records climbing past them with nobody’s hand on the pilot at all. Eighty-seven. The murmur thinned. An anchored climb carries a living rhythm. This one rose rigid and ownerless. The tin-charms vendor quit calling prices; along Battery Six, loaders rested cartridges on the ready rack and forgot to move their hands.

Signy was beside me at the rail. She’d come up on my crew ticket, out of uniform; she’d wanted eyes on what was being built to replace me, and she stood with her arms folded and the storm-gray eyes fixed on the boards, and she followed the same calculation as the entire gun walk: a woman alone in a cradle was climbing a number only my hands had ever moved.

“They’re going to sell this,” she said, low. “Output from a machine instead of the deck-tech. It’s already working. Look at their faces.”

“It’s not working,” I said.

She looked at me. She knew my voice and what it meant when it dropped. It had dropped.

Through my palm, four hundred meters of poured composite, steel range structure, and the bolted feet of a war machine delivered what the number was made of. My blood went cold for reasons unrelated to the wind.

I know what an anchor feels like from the outside. I’ve felt Signy’s climb a hundred times, felt it through the deck when I’m not the one carrying her, and it has a rhythm to it, a give and take, a living thing breathing between a pilot and the current, load offered and load received, want on both ends of it. It surges and settles. It’s a conversation.

The Compensator drove a square-edged wall of forced flow through Brekke’s channel. A synthetic sink pinned the path wide and rammed current forward at one rigid pressure, the tactile signature of a shorted bus-bar gone hard. Anchoring carries overflow in a living exchange. This machine trapped the pilot between two systems built to oppose each other.

“The governor is about to clamp,” I said to Signy, my hand still on the range structure. “The Compensator will fight it. Brekke’s nervous system sits between them, and the machine has no release choice.”

“Then get someone to stop it.”

“There’s no one up there who’ll listen and no time to make them.” I was already reading the distance to the service ladder, the geometry of the range, the four stories down to the cradle. “Signy. If she fires, get the gun walk behind the blast baffles. All of them. Do it now, don’t wait for me.”

“Wade.” Her hand closed on my arm. She knew what I was measuring. “You just watched what it does. You put your hand on that and it does it to you.”

“Baffles,” I said. “Go.”

The number hit ninety-one. The test clock froze beside it at 00:40.00.

And the governor tried to close.



I felt it try. Somewhere in the ninetieth point of that climb, the safety governor in Claymore’s cradle reached its tolerance and tried to clamp the channel down to safe. The Compensator held it open from the other side. A synthetic sink does not negotiate. Both systems locked against each other, with Brekke’s nervous system carrying the current between them.

She started to burn in real time.

I have watched a pilot overdraw before. Signy at Vantry, alone, the nosebleed and the crazing, the cost of a woman reaching past her ceiling with no one to carry it. That was a wound taken on purpose in a fight. This was a woman standing still on a range having her pathways forced past their limit by a machine that could not stop, and the distinction mattered more than the number. I was already moving before my mind had finished the sentence.

Claymore’s coil rifle came up.

The safety protocols assumed a governor that worked. They had no answer for what came next. When a pilot’s sync spikes past control, the frame reads it as intent. Brekke’s screaming nervous system told Claymore to fire. Claymore obeyed, walking live rounds across the target field and past it, toward the gun walks, toward four hundred meters of poured composite with a crowd on top.

Between two coil cracks, spectacle became catastrophe. I heard the first coil round hit the rail hauler and shear it off its friction-brake, thirty years of target hauler coming apart in a scream of coupling metal, heard the second go long over the target field toward the gun walks, and behind me I heard Signy start moving people, her clipped pilot’s voice cutting through the panic like a blade, BAFFLES, MOVE, GET BEHIND THE BAFFLES, the number-one ace of the Wall turned crowd marshal in the space of a breath because I’d told her to and because she trusted me to be right about what was killing us.

Down the gun line, Battery Six was already moving, Merat’s crew clearing the mount, a gun chief who knew a live round when it went over his head hauling his people off the parapet, and the gunnery sergeant with a ring on a cord was screaming his fiancee’s name at a frame that couldn’t hear him.

I reached the service ladder and swung onto the first rung before the recoil finished traveling through the crown. Four stories of bolted steel ran down the range face to Claymore’s cradle. Every second I spent naming the situation belonged to the Compensator.

“HOLD THE SQUADRON,” an officer shouted. “Hold Kane’s wing. Do not put frames on a live range.”

Up the gun walk, Odessa stood in gray with her squad behind her, ordered to watch while her own wingmate burned. I saw her face, then the descent took the crown out of view.

The third wild round failed to clear the outer blast baffle. It struck squarely. The plate bowed inward a hand’s width and threw a fan of fasteners across the empty section Signy had cleared moments earlier. Poppy’s reinforcement routed the impact into four mounts and kept the fragments on the safe side of the wall.

Recoil twisted Claymore in the cradle. The ladder kicked against my palms with a new lateral pulse. I flattened one hand to the side rail and read through the bolts: the left foot clamp had begun walking out of its socket, each shot gaining another millimeter. If it tore free, two hundred tons of frame would fall against the range face with Brekke locked inside and me beneath it.

“RANGE CREW,” I called into the service channel. “Left clamp is walking. Set both manual dogs. Stay off the cradle current.”

Two technicians crossed under Claymore’s heel while the rifle charged again. One dragged the first mechanical dog along the track. The other knocked grit from the second slot with the head of his sledge, seated the pin, then covered his partner as a fourth shot tore through the target gantry.

“First dog’s proud!” the nearer tech called.

“Four millimeters on the north edge,” I answered through the ladder. “Strike low. Drive it toward the frame.”

He changed his angle and hit the dog below center. The pin dropped flush just before the next recoil. Claymore shifted four centimeters and stopped against steel.

The impact tore one boot off its rung. My right hand caught the side rail, the torque-bar crescent in my palm grinding against galvanized steel. I found the rung again and went down, palms slapping cold metal while each coil crack rang through the structure. Halfway to the cradle, a round passed long over the gun walk. Its shockwave plucked at my coveralls and showered powdered composite down the ladder shaft.

Above me, Signy counted civilians through the baffle doors. Below, the range techs crawled clear of the locked foot. Battery Six emptied its mount. Three different crews, unable to see one another, did their assigned jobs and bought me the next rung.

Brekke’s channel reached my hands through the ladder. The square, rhythmless force grew harsher as I approached, beating through bolts, rails, and my finger bones. Near the bottom I could separate the two pressures: the governor forcing down, the Compensator driving up, both pouring their disagreement through a woman.

The rifle charged once more as I jumped the last two rungs onto the cradle gantry. Dead forced flow pounded every surface I touched. The left clamp bore hard against both dogs, but the pins sat flush. The frame would not fall before I reached her.

The cradle collar was sealed behind a safety housing meant to keep bodies away from a spine-port under load. I knew the manual release. I opened it and exposed the port skin.

Brekke sat rigid and arched, hands locked on controls she could not release, open eyes gone somewhere terrible. Behind her spine, the Compensator was a hard, cold weight jammed full of forced flow. My palm hovered a breath from her port skin and stopped.

“Brekke.” My voice drops. It dropped now, flat and level in the middle of the screaming range. “Reach for my hand. Choose it. Now.”

Her unfocused eyes moved past me. The locked fingers of her left hand scraped across the control grip and failed to open. She forced the right loose instead, tearing two nails against the knurled metal. Her arm shook between us while another round charged in Claymore’s rifle.

“My hand,” I said. “Take it.”

Her fingertips struck my wrist, slid, then returned with intent. She caught my palm and closed her grip. The contact opened only when she made it open.

And I took the surge.



I have carried Signy over the edge, and it feels like carrying a fire that wants to live. Poppy’s joy and Vera’s hope have passed through my palm. Every pilot’s overflow contains a person: a rhythm, a self through which the current runs. Carrying it is difficult and human. It is what I was made to do.

The surge hit my palm and locked my elbow. My teeth struck together. A white seam opened behind my eyes, and every old echo-burn branch on my arms heated at once as the machine-load tried to drive straight through tissue, refusing every living pathway.

I grounded my shoulder against the cradle frame and opened everything I had. The load scorched across my chest, cramped both hands, and found the range steel through my boots. Blood filled one nostril. I kept Brekke’s fingers closed around mine while the pressure poured downward. The channel that the Compensator had jammed open finally, finally found somewhere to empty. Brekke’s own governor got its grip back and clamped the sync down to safe. Claymore’s coil rifle went dead in its hands. On the boards, the number fell off ninety-one, dropped, kept dropping, hit sixty, and stopped with one final shudder through the cradle.

The range went quiet except for the wind.

Claymore’s left clamp bore hard against the manual dogs. I felt the trapped recoil through the cradle rail and called the range tech back before anyone opened the pilot housing. He bled the clamp in quarter-turns while another tech isolated the Compensator bus with a physical disconnect. Only when the dogs went slack and the synthetic sink read cold did the medics cross beneath the frame. The machine had stopped firing; it had not stopped being dangerous.

I stayed on my feet because a deck-tech collapsed on a live range was a picture command would use. Gray crept in from the edges and tried to fold my knees. I locked them, fixed my attention on the range steel through my boots, and counted the medics crossing the gantry as Signy counted an engagement. One, two, three. The medic count kept me upright while the Compensator’s dead flow drained into the crown of the Wall.

Warmth reached my lip and jaw as my nose began to bleed. The crown watched my hand remain locked with a burned pilot’s. I waited for the range officers, then the medics, then the grip that transferred Ansa Brekke into other hands. Once they had her, I lifted my palm from the port.

Then Maren had me.

Dr. Ilsa Maren, iron-gray bob, reading glasses on a chain, materialized at my elbow as she always did, savage expression ready, one hand shadowing my elbow, ready to catch a bad step while leaving my weight mine.

“Walk,” she said, low, furious. “You are going to walk off this range on your own legs if it kills you. There are cameras, and then you are going to lie down somewhere I can put you back together in private, and while I do it you are going to tell me the true amount you took, and I am going to write down a much smaller number for the record. I am not carrying you, Kessler. Walk.”

I made the whole length of the gun walk on my own legs, gray closing at the edges while Maren shadowed my left side without touching me, past a crowd that had gone from cheering a machine to watching a deck-tech carry the machine’s failure off the range on his own two feet. Beyond the blast door, I made it to the private treatment cart, gripped its rail, climbed onto it under my own power, and sat before my knees made the choice for me. Safely aboard, I lay back and let Maren start swearing in earnest.



By the time the medics had Brekke off the crown, the Compensator was already hidden beneath a tarp and rolling toward an interior bay. The evening feed called it an instrument malfunction with no injuries reported.

The next morning, tram-concourse vendors set a new charm beside the Surveyor’s: a little tin frame with a little tin figure climbing down its face. Nobody had authorized it, and it outsold ELEVEN KILOMETERS AN HOUR two to one before noon. People paid eight scrip for the version of the range they had seen with their own eyes.

The cell came for me in the med-bay before the range was even cold.

Poppy got there first. She stood at the foot of the bed, gripped the rail until her knuckles blanched, and opened with, “So,” then abandoned the rest. Her thumb traced the baffle schematic embossed on the bed rail. “You ran down a ladder into live coil fire and put your hand on what burns people. On purpose. I built the baffles you sent everybody behind. Two years ago. They worked.” Her voice cracked and reassembled. “I’m proud of the baffles. Screaming at you is still scheduled, but right now you’re going to watch me be proud of good plate work.”

“The baffles were good work,” I said.

“THE BAFFLES WERE GOOD WORK,” Poppy agreed, at a volume that made Maren throw a glove at her.

She caught the glove against her chest and finally restarted the joke. It came out crooked, too fast, but it came. Then she opened her slate to the crown plan and showed me every baffle seam the live rounds had struck. Three plates bore fresh scoring. None had opened. She had already marked the worst one for replacement and the other two for ultrasonic testing. Three new rib lines crossed her schematic in red, each one routing the next impact farther from the baffle doors.

Signy came in last and said nothing. She had marshaled a gun walk, put forty thousand people behind cover, and watched the man she’d chosen descend into the same force that burned a pilot. At the side of my bed, her level look went so perfectly level that fury became the only possible reading.

She took the hand that had sunk the surge. The inspection followed my own aftercare sequence: wrist rotation, pulse, the lingering tremor in each finger. Her ordinary fingertips could not read what mine could, so she made up the difference with relentless attention. When she had measured all the damage available to her, she set my hand down with deliberate care.

“We’re going to have the fight,” she said. Quiet. “The one about you carrying things that should kill you. Not tonight. You don’t get to have it tonight because tonight you win it just by being alive.” She pushed the hair off my forehead, the logistics of it, the gear-check of love. The open collar of her matte-black undersuit had slipped lower during the range evacuation, amber seam dark against the flush still crossing her collarbones. Her fingers lingered at my temple after the medical check ended, and my pulse answered the loaded touch despite everything the Compensator had put through me.

“But we’re going to have it, and this time Vera and Poppy are going to be in the room, because it’s stopped being my fight and started being ours.”

“It was always going to be ours,” I said. She almost smiled and pressed her fingertips back to mine. Brekke shifted two beds down; Signy’s attention snapped toward the sound, and the pressure returned to her hand.

Cold saline ran into my arm while Sarn’s question paced the drip. How many before you start lying to her about what you can carry? I had run down a ladder and taken machine-flow for a woman I barely knew because the alternative was watching her burn. Maren had not released me yet, and the compulsion had not become safer because I could name it. When she did release me, I would take the measured surge route in my own hands and ask Sarn to teach me where to send it.

Brekke breathed steadily in the med-bay while her fiancé sat beside her, both broad hands around the one wearing his ring. Fresh silver ridges crossed her cervical line in the governor-pattern I knew from Vera: current forced past the governed limit, then trapped there. The scar would mark Brekke for the rest of her life.

She was twenty-six. Her left fingers answered Maren’s pressure one at a time, smallest first, each movement dragging the absent grip farther back into the present room. Her fiancé counted with her under his breath. By the fourth finger, Brekke was crying silently and still completing the motion. Maren did not praise her. She reset the hand on a folded towel and asked for the sequence again, giving recovery the dignity of ordinary work.

Her sergeant had the ring off its cord and back on her finger where it belonged; you can’t wear a ring in a gun crew but you can wear one in a med-bay, and he sat holding the hand it was on and didn’t say a word. Every so often he’d look the two beds’ distance to where I lay and give me a single short nod, gun-line to deck, all of a broad quiet man’s gratitude rationed nod by nod so that he’d have enough of it to last.

On the second morning, Maren tested Brekke’s hands. The right opened fully. The left curled around an absent control grip.

“Don’t pull the fingers,” I said from my bed.

Maren turned her reading glasses toward me. “I earned my medical license before you knew which end of a torque bar to hold.”

“The burn catches above the elbow. Warm the flexors and let the pathway notice the load is gone.”

Brekke’s fiancé had already reached for a heat pack. Maren pointed at the warmer without looking away from me. “Forty degrees. If you give her forty-one, I remove you from my ward and her engagement.”

He set the pack beneath Brekke’s forearm with gun-crew precision. Her smallest finger straightened first, then the ring finger beneath the returned band. The injured index remained hooked around a control that was no longer there.

Maren brought a cut grip from stores and locked its spring at one-tenth flight resistance. Brekke closed from the index first. The scar caught, dragging the whole hand back into the posture the Compensator had forced on it.

“Lead with the little finger,” I said. “Close across the palm. Don’t pull from the scar.”

She changed the order: little finger, ring, middle, then index. The spring moved three millimeters. Sweat gathered along her hairline while she worked the sequence until the grip reached its witness mark and returned under control.

Her fiancé painted the mark blue. “Ordinary load,” he said.

“Reset it,” Brekke answered.

“Can you hold a control?” Maren asked.

Brekke looked at the blue line. “Not long enough to fly. Yet.”

Her parade edge had returned with the answer. Maren almost looked pleased.

I pressed my knuckles to the bed rail. Brekke’s burn reached me through the steel as a faint ragged pull along the cervical path, damaged but continuous.

“The route is still there,” I said. “It has to learn that an ordinary load ends when you ask.”

Brekke turned her head on the pillow. “Can you teach me?”

“After Maren clears the tissue.”

“He means after I save him from attempting field medicine with his bare hands,” Maren said.

The fiancé closed his fingers around Brekke’s newly opened hand. She squeezed back, weakly and on purpose. He bowed his head over their joined hands and spent all the feeling on his grip.

Maren wrote voluntary grip and controlled release returned on the chart, then drew a hard line through the range officer’s earlier phrase no injury. Three heavy strokes of ink left the correction ready to survive copying.

That afternoon Poppy came back from the crown with powdered composite in her undercut and four plate measurements written across both sleeves. She put the bent fastener from Battery Six beside my saline line, then spread a charcoal rubbing of the baffle’s rear face over the empty bed tray.

“Mount six bowed eleven millimeters,” she said. “Mount five bowed nine. Seven and eight stayed under four because the impact fan crossed high. All hidden plates kept their fasteners. Nobody straightens them until I map the grain.”

Her hands shook when they stopped moving. She saw me notice and immediately weighted the rubbing with three medicine cups.

“The reinforcement spread load the way you designed it,” I said.

“It spread too much into the north bracket. I’ll scarf a second rib behind it and leave the bowed face alone. The bend proves which path saved the crew.”

She pocketed the fastener and pointed at the mount numbers on her sleeve. “Inspection starts after supper. Battery Six already opened the housings. Merat says I can bring a hammer if I promise not to improve his guns without asking.”

“Can you promise that?”

“No. He knows me.”

The work put strength back into her voice. She rolled the charcoal rubbing, tucked it under one arm, and touched two fingers to Brekke’s bed rail before she left. No slogan. Just the pilot’s mount number written beneath the baffle measurements on her sleeve.

Vera came to see Brekke that evening. I was in the med-bay two beds down with a saline line in my arm and a much smaller number written on my chart than the true one when Vera Stahl walked in, stopped at the foot of Brekke’s bed, and faced the scarring across a twenty-six-year-old’s neck.

Vera has that scar. She’s had it fifteen years. Cascade-era, it crossed her left collarbone and climbed the cervical line, a mark from the era when the manuals were cut. She neither hid nor discussed it. Vera now faced the same scar on a twenty-six-year-old woman. Her thumb found the old ridge beneath her collar. The next question she asked Maren came out one breath late.

“Will the left-hand pathway take retraining?”

“Months,” Maren said. “Longer if somebody lies to her about the damage.”

Vera squared the corner of Brekke’s blanket. “When you can fly again, come find me. I’ll teach you what the ceiling is actually for.”

Brekke’s left fingers twitched against the sheet, reaching for the offered work. Vera saw it and left before hope could alter her command face.



Mattick collected the crate personally.

I was well enough to stand, barely, at the freight dock when they moved it. I wanted my hand on the housing before it left. Colonel Dray Mattick came for it himself: gray-blond and thinning, field grays too clean for a man always near a disaster, latex gloves on his hands, a voice like a form being filed. His gaze passed over me. Mattick treated everyone below officer rank as scenery; that habit had already cost him more than he knew.

The cart came past me on the dock, and I spread my hand over the tarp covering the Compensator as it rolled by. Two seconds of habitual contact told me more than Mattick intended to leave behind.

Every component had run to specification. The Compensator forced the channel open, maintained the forced path, and burned Brekke according to its design.

I walked beside the cart for three steps, fingers traveling with the housing beneath the tarp. The synthetic sink retained a rectangular patch of heat while its overload fuse read cold and untouched. A normal safety design routes excess current into that fuse until deformation opens the circuit. This unit had sent the surge around it through a factory-installed bypass.

Mattick saw my hand moving and changed sides. One latex glove closed over the tarp between my palm and the housing.

“Range evidence,” he said.

“Then preserve the bypass.”

His eyes flicked to mine. That was more attention than he gave most deck crew in a year.

“There is no bypass in the specification.”

“There is under your glove.”

The cart kept rolling. Half-drained and facing three freight guards, I banked the reading instead of wasting it on a losing confrontation.

Fresh drill scores crossed the unbroken housing under my fingertips. New mounting holes corrected the first model’s geometry. The fuse bypass proved the burn was no accident; the new holes proved somebody had already begun the revision.


Chapter 6: Orders East

At dawn, Signy laid her slate across the eastern route map on my bench. Her braid still hung loose from sleep. One clause filled the screen in hard amber capitals:

TANDEM SYNC-SUPPORT EQUIPMENT NOT AUTHORIZED FOR DEEP-ROTATION DEPLOYMENT.

Above it sat the rest of the blade. LARKE, S. Deep-rotation attrition patrols, Kesk corridor, sectors nineteen through twenty-four. Report in eight days. Two-woman wing pairing to follow.

Crane had held the spring posting until the Compensator burned itself out in public. Distance was his remaining tool for severing the number-one ace from the deck-tech who pushed her past the ceiling.

“Kesk.” Signy’s voice flattened each sector into a coordinate. “Nineteen through twenty-four.”

“That’s where Ochoa lost two wingmates in the autumn,” I said.

“Both of them,” Signy said. She took the slate back and squared it on the bench, careful as she was with everything. “Deep rotation is six months in the shale flown in pairs with no support wing, no reserve inside four hundred kilometers, and a picket that files its own casualties. Each ordinary fault becomes permanent until the wing runs out of machine or pilot.” She read the casualty mechanics like a flight plan and pointed to where the fuel ran out. “The tandem clause puts me there at my raw ceiling. Eighty-five, nine, in country built to kill pilots at a hundred.”

“Crane wants you beyond my reach and off the boards,” I said. “The city can’t cheer an anchored record it never sees.” I braced my hand against the bench’s cold steel, and let it steady me as metal did. “It’s the neatest thing he’s done. There’s no scandal in a posting. Pilots get posted. The Wall won’t even blink.”

“The Wall will blink,” Signy said, “when it compares the board. The only pair that ends a fight fast, sent away, while a Category Four stands at the mouth of the corridor they’re sending me into.” She looked at me, and the level look had something under it I’d learned to read. “You have a look.”

“I have a plan.”

“Tell me the plan.”

“Not yet,” I said. “It’s got parts that aren’t mine to promise yet. But I’ll tell you the shape.” I turned the slate face-down on the bench, a small deliberate thing. “You’re going to comply. You’re going to report east on schedule, to the minute, not one hour late, nothing to hold against you. And then we’re going to make the east bigger than the order.”

She weighed it against the route map, then nodded once. She was a soldier and the plan started with an order followed, a language she trusted.

The eastern route map came out from under the strain ledger. Bearing races pinned its corners. Kesk-Two-One sat two hundred and sixty kilometers east-northeast, a small block at the corridor mouth. Two and a half hours for a running frame if terrain and fuel were imaginary. Almost three days for transporters at thirty kilometers an hour with cranes, tankers, spare actuators, and people who needed sleep.

“They expect a two-woman wing,” I said. “That means they expect no heavy recovery, no field gantry, no replacement limbs, and no reserve if one frame goes down. The posting kills by making every ordinary fault permanent.”

Signy put one finger on K-21. “The station has a crane.”

“One picket crane rated for a line-frame arm. Not a leg. Falconet’s leg weighs forty-five tons and she’s the lightest machine on deck. Longstride loses a knee in shale, the station can’t lift it.”

“So the east gets a crane convoy.”

“And fuel. And an air frame. And a commander who can hold the line while the crew repairs under it.”

She traced the route backward. Three shale cuts pinched to transporter-trap width. One bridge could carry a frame but not a recovery crane. Our revised convoy line bent south around it, adding forty kilometers and a water stop at an abandoned quarry.

“You planned this before dawn,” Signy said.

“I started when Crane delayed the posting. A delayed blade still falls.”

“Then mark the fuel loss at the quarry. Crosswind strips more than the chart says.”

I marked it. Her knowledge made the impossible convoy merely difficult.

“Vera,” Signy said.

“If she chooses it.”

Her finger moved west on the map, back to Bastion, then down through six tiers of paper to the place the map did not mark. “And frames.”

“If Sarn opens the originals. If the Yard frames are as ready as they feel. If we can put living pilots back in them before the eight days run out.”

“That’s too many ifs.”

“We remove them individually. Sarn first, then the station’s true condition, then transport. I don’t need command to give us an expedition today. I need enough real things moving that when the eastern picket asks for help, the help already has fuel in its tanks.”

Signy studied the corridor and began naming the failure points as she named kill-lanes. Water for sixty station personnel. Ammunition for a prolonged hold. A recovery flatbed. Spare coil-lance capacitors. She did not ask whether we were going. She asked what would stop us and put each answer in order.

Before the first route was finished, Poppy hauled a drawbar coupling onto my bench with both hands and swore at it in load ratings.

“Recovery Crane Two,” she said. “The freight roster calls it expedition-ready. The freight roster is a comedy publication.”

She dropped the coupling on the route map. Two bearing races jumped from the impact. Signy caught the K-21 corner before it curled.

I put my palm on the casting. The coupling had spent twenty years taking lateral shocks from drivers who treated a crane like a yard crawler. Old stress lay in the grain around the pin bore, broad and survivable. A newer line cut across it at an angle, bright-edged under my skin, where one overloaded turn had begun a crack three layers deep.

“Eight millimeters from the forward bore,” I said. “It opens if the crane yaws under load.”

“Which happens in shale every time the ground has opinions.” Poppy climbed onto the bench, crouched over the map, and tapped the southern detour. “So Crane Two stays home. Crane One has the lift, but its transporter eats a final drive every two hundred kilometers. Crane Four has an intact carrier and a dead boom motor.”

“Build one out of two,” Signy said.

Poppy’s head came up. “Say more attractive things like that.”

“Crane Four’s carrier. Crane One’s boom and power pack.”

“Sixteen hours if Merrow quits pretending he can’t reach the rear mounts. Twenty if he continues being enormous on principle.” Poppy pulled a grease pencil from behind her ear and added a square beside the quarry stop. “And we need cribbing. The shale east of the quarry eats outriggers. Forty sleepers, hardwood, full-length.”

Bram came to the corner bay carrying coffee and found his recovery fleet being dismembered on paper.

“Crane One’s boom hasn’t come off that carrier since the first incursion,” he said.

“Then the bolts have enjoyed a long rest,” Poppy answered.

“The rear pair are seized.”

“I own heat.”

“The cable drum weighs six tons.”

“Merrow owns shoulders.”

Bram poured coffee into a cap and set it beside the cracked coupling as if the casting might need fortification. “Merrow has been informed he is equipment.”

“Promotion,” I said.

Signy marked the bridge we couldn’t cross and drew the revised route around it without lifting the pencil. Poppy added fuel figures beside every leg, talking through tankers, water, and the spare-capacitor cart. She crossed out the academy’s standard field stores and substituted things a crew actually used beyond the Wall: knee seals, braided return hose, two portable pumps, actuator blankets for the night cold, and enough brazing rod to rebuild a small city badly.

Every kilogram required Poppy’s justification. Every omission required mine.

“Two spare line-frame arms,” I said.

“One arm and two universal elbows. Arms are forty tons each. Elbows solve more failures per transporter slot.”

“A shoulder hit takes the whole limb.”

“A shoulder hit takes the pilot out of the fight long enough for the recovery crane to matter. Two elbow failures strand two frames. One spare arm flatters one catastrophe.”

Signy considered the two columns. “Elbows. Add plate stock for a shoulder patch.”

Poppy circled it with savage satisfaction.

We walked the proposed load on the hangar floor. Each grease mark on the map became a chalk rectangle at true transporter width: crane, tanker, ammunition flat, food, medical, crew crawler. Signy paced the gaps and rejected the first order because the fuel line would have to reverse through the crane’s swing radius at a narrow cut. Poppy moved the tankers two places forward. I dragged the crane rectangle wide and planted my boot where its outrigger would land.

“That closes the southern escape lane,” I said.

Signy shifted the medical crawler inside the frame column. “Then this travels protected. Fuel takes the outer slot. If a strike penetrates as far as the tankers, Maren has already become the more valuable load.”

“She’ll be touched you called her cargo,” Poppy said.

“She’ll prescribe me a sedative and administer it with artillery.”

By the time Vera came in, the map had twelve grease marks, the hangar floor held a convoy in chalk, and Poppy’s name sat beside three machines she intended to turn into one before anyone authorized her.

Vera came in while the coffee was still going, chalk on her fingers from the cadet halls. She read the slate once and set it down. She understood the move faster than anyone because the post-Cascade purge had given her the medical-reasons version of an attrition rotation. Hers had ended with a desk and a ceiling.

“Report in eight days,” she said. “Two-woman wing pairing to follow. No tandem authority.” She looked at me. “You know what this is.”

“It’s the spring’s order, fired.”

“It’s the spring’s order improved,” Vera said. “In the spring they tried to throttle her where the deck could see it and the deck stopped them. This time they don’t throttle her at all. They just move her to where being throttled won’t matter, because there’s no board out there and no crowd and no me.” She folded her arms, and the command presence filled the corner bay just as it filled every room she stood in. “He’s learned. He’s stopped trying to win the argument in front of the city. He’s started moving the argument somewhere the city can’t watch.”

“Then we don’t let him,” I said.

“No,” Vera agreed, “we don’t.” She flattened the eastern map with both palms. Signy shifted to the right flank of the chalk convoy before Vera assigned it; Poppy abandoned a fuel calculation halfway through the final digit and turned her grease pencil point-down, ready. The corner bay had reorganized itself around a squadron commander. Fifteen grounded years had changed neither the effect nor my certainty that the road east would give her command back.

“Bram’s making coffee,” she added, dry. “Sarn’s here. He came up. He says he’ll tell it once. I want to hear it. I was on the outside of the Cascade. I’ve never heard it from inside.”



He told it once, in the Yard, over Enna Marlow’s frame.

Sarn had forced an extra maintenance call by logging unstable cradle pressure on Enna’s frame. The guards recorded the claim beside all four names and would discover it was false once they inspected the gauges. The lift opened eight days off schedule. By noon, whoever watched its access log would know we had spent Sarn’s only quiet door. The three of us and Vera rode down anyway. Sarn stood before his pilot’s deployment-standard frame, rationed hands folded and graveyard-pale forearms bare, and gave us the pre-Cascade program as he carried it.

“Forty pairs,” he said. “A pilot and the man who carried her overflow. We were a weapons program. Nobody remembers that; they cut it out of the manuals with the rest. We weren’t there to make pilots survivable. We were there to make a weapon. The weapon was output, more of it than anyone had reached. Every month the program pushed the pairs past the last threshold, looking for the one that broke something open.” He gave the casualty total like a bearing temperature, flat and even. “Enna and I went higher than any pair on the board. We were the tip of it. And the night of the Cascade, the program ran a grid test, all forty pairs at once, coordinated, pushed together past the line, because someone had decided the breakthrough was on the far side of a number no single pair could hold but forty might.”

Vera’s thumb found the ridge of her old cervical scar. She stood square against the frame, but her next breath stopped high in her chest. She had witnessed a piece of this from the outside on Cascade night.

“Enna overdrew through me,” Sarn said. “I felt it start. I felt her reach past the threshold, so I opened everything I had to carry it, as you do, as you’re already learning to do.” His pale eyes came to me, flat and terrible. “It was too much. The load came through her, entered me, and passed what I could take. I couldn’t sink it. She burned through me because I wasn’t strong enough to carry what the program made her reach for. All forty program cradles were on the grid. A hundred and forty-one pilots died fleet-wide that night, all at once, the program pairs among them. The pilots pushed highest died first. Enna was one of the highest.”

A pressure relay ticked somewhere inside MARLOW, E., the tiny mechanical sound traveling the full four hundred meters of tarped machines while Sarn stood alone before his pilot’s frame.

“They struck anchoring from the manuals the next day,” Sarn said. “Forty-one pages, cut out with a razor. The finding entered into the record: anchoring kills its pilots. I’ve spent every year down here knowing they were right. I was there. I felt her burn through my own hands. The one thing I was for was to carry her, and I couldn’t.” He looked at me, and he said what he’d come up into the light to say. “That’s why I asked you how many she’s got left before you start lying to her. Because I know the mechanics of how strong you have to be, and I know the cost when you’re not strong enough, and I’ve had half a lifetime to learn that the ceiling they built is a cage, and I still cannot tell you they were wrong to fear what killed her.”

Sarn kept his palm on MARLOW, E. after the last words ran out. The tendons stood sharp beneath his faded tracery. Vera pressed her thumb against the edge of her own old scar. Signy checked the clasp on an already secured gear pouch, opened it, and secured it again.

“You’ve carried it since that night,” Vera said. Quiet. Commander to comrade. “Alone.”

“Somebody had to turn them over,” Sarn said. He gave that answer to every question. His palm rested on Enna Marlow’s frame after we turned toward the lift, fingers spread over a dent only he seemed to know.

A service light blinked at the frame’s left ankle. Sarn noticed it through the corner of his eye. He crossed the gallery, opened the actuator cover, and reset a slow pressure relay with two turns of a narrow driver. His first attempt slipped. On the second, his hands returned to their usual economy.

“She hated a warning light,” he said to the open panel. “Would refuse launch for anything amber. Said amber was a machine clearing its throat before it started screaming.”

The relay came green. He closed the cover and checked every fastener with his fingertips. On the last screw, his driver seated without a slip. He left us to the lift in grim silence.

Vera walked out of the Yard beside me. During the lift’s three-minute rise, she pinched the edge of her old scar between two fingers and studied the dark shaft wall. She named the discrepancy only after we came up into the light.

“I was told the same finding,” she said. “Anchoring kills. It’s the sentence they built the ceiling on. I’ve taught it ever since, in a way, by never once questioning it out loud.” She stopped at the deck rail and looked at nothing. “And I watched an anchored pair fly impossible things before it went wrong, at the edge of the Cascade, from the outside, and I’ve spent fifteen years telling myself that what I saw and what they found could both be true.” She turned. “His account is honest. I believe he felt her burn through his hands. But one phrase doesn’t sit, Kessler, and I can’t name why.”

“Which phrase.”

“All at once.” Her amber eyes held the cold clarity she brought to a telemetry table, but she did not turn the memory into a verdict. “I remember the pair I watched falling in a way that never matched the finding. That’s memory, not metal, and time can grind any edge it likes onto memory. Don’t make evidence out of mine.”

“I won’t.”

“When we have time and witnesses, we walk the Cascade hulls,” she said. “All of them. We let the metal say what it says, even if it says Sarn is right.”

I filed the words and no theory beside them. Sarn had given us the only honest account from inside the Cascade. Until the frames gave us something harder, his account stood.



Poppy answered the tandem clause with a cutting torch and no subtlety at all.

We came back up from the Yard and she was waiting in Hangar Three at Scrapdog’s berth, vibrating, grease to the elbow, standing beside the rust-red frame with a tarp over its dorsal plating and the expression of a girl who has been sitting on a surprise so long it’s about to detonate.

“So,” she said. “The order says no tandem equipment authorized for deep rotation.” She put a hand on the tarp. “Which is a very specific thing to say. It’s a thing about equipment. It’s about a specific cradle on a specific frame.” She pulled the tarp. “It doesn’t say anything about THIS frame.”

Under the tarp, bolted into Scrapdog’s dorsal plating, brazed and signed and finished, was a tandem cradle. A second one. Built to the same drawings as Longstride’s, one meter forty by one meter ten, the bay dimensions within specification, a place for a man to ride behind a pilot’s spine-port and carry her overflow.

“You said someday,” Poppy said, and her voice did what it did, the delight with the whole four years of wound under it. “In the spring. You said someday there’d be a cradle in my frame and I’d fly anchored. So I built it. I build fast.” She wiped her nose with the back of her wrist and left a fresh smear. “War first. I know. But it’s bolted in, and my turn exists now. Nobody can put on a slate that it isn’t authorized because it isn’t their equipment, it’s my frame, I put it there. TORQUE, it says. Look, I signed it.”

She had. Inside the bay, small, stenciled: TORQUE.

Bram had wandered over with the thermos and stood looking up at the second cradle with a senior rigger’s particular sorrow: he had checked every fillet and found nothing to criticize. “Brazed it herself,” he said. “Wouldn’t let me near it except to sign off the joints. Sixteen hours. Didn’t sleep.” He took a pull of coffee. “Getting a crew to build from pure spite and keep the load-paths right takes talent. She did it in a weekend.” He said it like a complaint. Pride sat under every complaining word.

“I can hear you,” Poppy said.

“Good,” Bram said. “Eat something.”

Poppy’s brazed seams passed beneath my palm from forward joint to aft brace. Bram’s fillets had seated evenly, with no voids under the bead and no heat pull at either mount. TORQUE sat stenciled inside the bay in letters small enough for only its occupants to read.

“It’s good work,” I said. “It’ll fly.”

“It’ll FLY,” Poppy agreed. She slapped the signed bay, then immediately polished the handprint off her own stencil with her sleeve.



The queues gave up the last strangeness of the day that night, and Poppy found it because routing logs yielded to her obsessive attention as readily as metal yielded to my palms.

“Wade.” Poppy cut off midway through describing the new cradle’s vent routing and turned her slate around. “Look at K-21.”

Kesk-Two-One. The eastern picket at the mouth of the corridor, sixty souls, a two-woman wing, sitting under the Surveyor’s standoff. Its relay traffic ran up the screen, the reports it filed on schedule up the picket chain.

“They’re on time,” Poppy said. “Every report, on the schedule, nothing missed. But look at the shape.” She scrolled. “The traffic’s gone thin. Routine checks have shortened. Supply acknowledgments repeat the same timing and word count. Nobody at a live picket writes this uniformly for this long unless they’re copying a pattern.”

“Someone’s filing the approved script. What is happening never reaches the report,” I said.

“Or filing on time so nobody comes to check why the traffic went thin.” Poppy pinned the slate to the bench with both hands, so rigid the tool lanyard at her waist stopped swaying. “The reports are perfect. That’s the problem. Too perfect.”

I filed the repeated timing beside the motionless Cat-4 and went to find Signy.



She was in Longstride’s cockpit in the dark.

The frame stood in its berth with the boards dead and the canopy sealed, two hundred tons of it silent in the night hangar, and she was in the pilot’s seat running shutdown checks on a machine that wasn’t going anywhere, cycling the same shutdown sequence for the third time. The finished checklist had not lowered her shoulders or eased the set of her jaw. I came up the cradle steps and cycled the canopy and climbed in behind her into the tandem bay, the one meter forty by one meter ten of it, close, her spine-cradle right there, the harness points, the narrow geometry that put my body over hers whether either of us moved or not. Beneath the sealed canopy, two hundred tons of war machine became the smallest room on the Wall, a room with one door, and I’d just closed it over both of us.

She didn’t turn around. She faced forward while she reached back and found my hand, and put it on the throttle-side rail, closing my fingers on it before she spoke in the clipped words she used for everything that mattered.

“They call us equipment,” she said. “Assets. Units. On the slate today I’m sync-support equipment, not authorized.” Her breath was level and her voice was not quite. “Tonight I want you to run me like they say they run me. Use the words. All of them. Redline me.” Her grip tightened until the throttle rail clicked in its bracket. “I’ve never asked you for that. I’m asking.”

I put my mouth against the back of her neck, at the port, and felt her pulse jump under it.

“I decide what redline means,” I said. No inflection. My register at its flattest, which is what she’d asked for. “You don’t get to know before you agree. You say yes now or you don’t say it.”

“Yes.” No hesitation, chin up, a decision, hers. “Yes. Now.”

“Then grip the throttle brace. Don’t let go until I tell you.”

Her fingers wrapped the brace. The tendons in her forearm rose as she tested the hold once, then she waited. I opened the first section of her suit at the nape.



I peeled the sync-suit off her beneath the instrumentless canopy, unzipped it down her spine and worked it off her shoulders and down to where the pilot’s seat and her own boots stopped it. Bare to the waist, she sat against the hard spine-cradle with both hands fixed on the throttle rail. The narrow bolsters trapped her flared hips, the harness lugs bracketed her shoulders, and the sealed canopy left barely enough room for my body over hers. The number-one ace of the Wall kept both hands where I had placed them. A thread of worklight bled through the canopy seam, enough to give me the flare of her hips crushed into the seat and the deep arch six years in this cradle had built. I traced that line by touch. She shivered, both hands still fixed to the rail.

Then I gave her the words, in my flattest register, a maintenance log narrated filthy.

“Let’s see what this unit takes,” I said, against her ear, my hand moving down her belly. “Load rating well under spec. Been throttled its entire service life, never once run at what it’s rated for.” My fingers found her and she was already slick, and I told her so, mechanic-plain. “Runs wet under the lightest load. Barely touched it. Look at that.”

Her composure broke along its cleanest line. Even her begging arrived as clipped instructions.

“More. Two fingers. Please.”

“This unit asks for more than it can hold,” I said, giving her the two, feeling her clamp down on them. “Always has. Entire career asking for output nobody would give it.” I curled my fingers and she made a sound and bit it off. “Asks for more. Takes every bit. Greedy piece of equipment.”

“Tolerances,” I said, working her slow, reading the tremor climb her thighs like a needle climbing a gauge. “Runs hot. Vibration outside spec. This unit’s about to exceed its own rating and it’s begging me to let it.” I set my thumb where it did the most and held a slow even pressure. “You count everything. Count this. Out loud.”

I drew my fingers out and showed her the shine on them in the faint worklight. Her count skipped from forty to thirty-seven and died there. Then I put them to her mouth.

“Clean the instrument.”

Her storm-gray eyes locked on mine while she sucked them, disciplined even in that, tongue working between my fingers until I took them away. My grip at the back of her neck fixed the angle I wanted.

“Good unit,” I said. “Follows maintenance direction when the technician makes it simple enough.”

The flush crossed her collarbones in a hard wave. “Keep talking.”

“You don’t set the work order.”

“No.” Her voice clipped shorter. “You do.”

I slid the same wet fingers back into her and pressed deeper than before. Her thighs opened as far as the cockpit geometry allowed. The seat harness buckles clicked under her heels. At every blunt inventory term, her fingertips pressed deeper into the textured brace and her hips drove harder against my touch.

“Ninety seconds,” she managed, breath scraping, and it was a joke and a plea at once, her counting habit surviving even now. “Sixty. I’m at sixty. Don’t… forty. Wade. Forty.” The count came apart in her mouth. The pilot who timed everything lost her own clock. Her fingers crushed the throttle rail as thirty-seven vanished. The failed count drew a ragged laugh from her, furious at losing the numbers and hungry to lose more.

Her right hand left the brace and reached back for me. I caught it in transit, folded her arm firmly back to the assigned position, and closed her fingers around the textured grip myself.

“I told you where that hand stays.”

She began an objection. I bent her forward over the seat back before it could become a full sentence, keeping her palm locked to the brace while my mouth rewarded the correction. Her deep arch rose in the cockpit’s narrow space.

“Four fingers and the thumb,” I said against her. “Keep every one seated.”

Her grip tightened. The objection turned into a precise, shaken yes. I made her wait between passes until her thighs shook around my shoulders. Each time she maintained the assigned grip, I gave her what she had asked for.

“Please,” she said, precision breaking at the ends of the words. “Please, I’ll hold it. I’m holding it. Don’t stop. There. Right there.”

I brought her nearly over the edge with my mouth and stopped. Her body followed the missing pressure before discipline hauled it back. I counted three hard pulses under my hand, then rose behind her.

“Wade.” The name came rough, her grip still fixed. “Don’t stop. Don’t you dare. Harder. Now.”

The cockpit gave us nowhere to go. That confinement made it work. I got her forward over the seat back, that deep-built arch tipped up for me, and ran the heel of my hand down it in one lingering pass, feeling the entire overtuned length of her wound tight and holding.

“Still holding the rail,” I said.

“I’m holding it,” she bit off. Her fingers had gone pale at the joints, discipline concentrated into that single point of contact.

I gathered both wrists off the rail into one hand and pinned them against the spine-cradle frame above her head. Then I entered her from behind in the pilot’s seat, deliberate and hard, the narrow geometry locking our bodies together while her arch opened the angle fully. At her ear, I continued the maintenance report: greedy, overtuned, running hot, asking for redline, mine to operate. Her hips answered each phrase with a stronger backward drive. The number-count failed completely. Every plea shortened while I held her wrists to the cradle and set the load she took.

And then, when I felt her go to the edge, when the entire overtuned system was about to let go under my palm braced over her sternum, I dropped the game.

“The strongest nervous system I’ve ever had under my hands,” I said, dropping the asset terms without warning. “The best pilot on this Wall, and mine. Nothing throttles you except what they bolted on, and I’m going to spend my life taking it off.” Her pathways opened wide against the heel of my hand, and the 85.9 capacity held without distortion. “That’s my reading. Come for me.”

Her eyes lost the hard focus she’d carried since dawn. Her breath left in a rush with no number attached. Her pussy clenched around me in a hard pulse, the release driving forward through her whole body. Under my touch, the pathways opened clean while her heartbeat scattered. She pressed my hand harder over her sternum, pinning the true reading against her heart as the fury shook loose.

The next contractions came in her maneuver cadence, each one gathering harder before letting go. That measured grip dragged me over with her. I drove to the root and spent myself there in hard, hot bursts, one hand still spread over her sternum while the answer raced through the nervous system they had called equipment. Her body held me against the seat as cum began to slip warm between us. She said my name once, low and satisfied, the only designation left beneath the sealed canopy.

My palm never left her in the cramped cockpit while the tremors subsided. The cradle frame had left faint marks beneath my grip, so I turned each wrist through its full range and read undamaged tendons under warm skin. Then I set two fingers at her throat and counted each shortened breath against my shoulder until pulse and lungs settled into the same even cadence, a frame at idle.

“Redline,” she said, into the dark, and there was the ghost of the dry blade in it. “I asked for redline and you finished me on a compliment.”

“You asked me to use their words,” I said. “They don’t get the last one. I do.”

“Sync-support equipment,” she said, trying the slate’s phrase on her tongue. Scorn had replaced the morning’s raw edge, though her jaw still tightened around the last word. “They wrote that on a slate about me this morning and thought it would land like a demotion.”

“How’d it land.”

“Like the people naming equipment who have never once put their hands on it,” she said, and I felt her mouth curve against the dark, the blade fully back now, the fury finally routed somewhere it could be spent.

She rebuilt her braid by touch, each crossed section restoring her precision. When she cycled the canopy, cold night-hangar air poured into the cockpit over both of us.

“I report in eight days,” she said. “On schedule to the minute. Nothing to hold against me.”

“And we make the east bigger than the order.”

“Tell me the shape again.”

The open canopy framed a dark hangar. Beneath the sixth tier, four hundred meters of frames stood turned over and ready, preserved since the purge by a hand-reader whose palms spoke my language. Far east, a picket sixty souls strong filed perfect reports into a sky with a monster in it.

“You go east because they ordered you east,” I said. “And then, when the east needs more than a two-woman wing, we bring it more. All of it. Every frame they buried and every name they erased.” I found her braid behind the seat and ran my hand down it, and she let me. “They wanted you filed somewhere the cameras can’t follow. So we’re going to put the entire graveyard where the cameras have to.”

Her braid lay heavy across my knuckles. Signy covered my grip with the firm pressure she used to confirm a control had seated. Eight days remained.

The canopy repeater interrupted us with a fresh K-21 status report. Same minute as the last three. Same abbreviated length. Same nominal code.

Signy read it once. “Too uniform.”

“Off its rhythm,” I said.


Chapter 7: The Challenge

Odessa Kane came to my hangar at the hour the deck runs thinnest, in uniform, zipped to the throat, rigid, tactical, and ready to fight for every word before she said one.

I was at the bench alone. Signy was on the morning circuit; Poppy was asleep in the crib; Bram had gone home after shift. One worklight burned in the corner bay while cold frames stood beyond the slate window. Her boots reached me first: parade cadence on the gantry stair, too measured for a rigger, too deliberate for someone who belonged here.

It was the deadest hour Bastion kept. The big doors were down and the gun line quiet. On the far wall, the picket plot threw its slow green wash across a deck finally at rest. Past the slate window, the Surveyor’s mark occupied the same coordinate it had for days, motionless at the corridor mouth, a problem no one could touch and a schedule no one could read. I’d been sitting with that mark and a cold cup of Bram’s coffee and a page of erased names for two hours when the boots came up the stair. The cadence slowed outside the corner bay, four measured steps compressed into three as whoever approached checked the room for witnesses. I pushed the cold coffee aside and cleared both hands.

She’d picked the hour on purpose. Two in the morning left one skeleton shift on the far bays and nobody in the corner triangle. Odessa had calculated the witness risk and found the unlogged gap. She walked into my workshop in loyalist gray with the helmet line still pressed into her hair, stopped just outside my reach, and offered her hand like a challenge.

“Read me,” she said. Fast, prosecutorial, no preamble. “All of it. If your hands are what every bay on the deck says, prove it right now. If they’re not, if it’s a stunt, I file the report I’ve been sitting on since spring. It ends you, and I’ll be right to file it.” Her chin came up. “That’s the deal. Take my hand.”

Twenty-two years old, thick-thighed and wide-hipped, her G-hardened build zipped into gray like a creed, offering me a handshake as you offer a duel. The threat gave her a familiar grip on the conversation. Behind it stood Brekke’s burned neck, the fifty-five cap, and a report Odessa had carried unfiled for months.

I took her hand.

The decision surprised her despite the invitation. Her weight shifted onto the rear foot, fight geometry arriving before trust. I left my other hand on the bench where she could see it.

“You can break contact whenever you want,” I said.

“If I break it, does the reading stop?”

“Completely.”

She tested that truth by loosening two fingers. The current thinned at once. Then she closed them again, harder.

“Continue,” she said.

Her grip came dry, hard, and certain. Even this was a contest to her; the knuckles aligned, the thumb pressed for leverage, the wrist held the angle that made another person adjust first. Neither of us moved. Her challenge and my answer joined at the palm beneath one worklight. Then I let the reading run. Her fingers tightened involuntarily as the diagnostic entered, some reflex older than doctrine recognizing that I had begun to open her.

And I read her.



The shoulder first; the shoulder was where I’d read her in spring, the over-rotated right that she guarded and lied about to her own med checks. It was healed. Unbroken, whole, the joint let to mend at last, the load-path continuous and strong.

I maintained contact and let the reading travel beyond the shoulder. Everywhere it went, it found strength. Her body carried reserve like a machine built one grade heavier than its assigned work: pulse steady and calm, deep muscle trained to absorb loads that folded lighter pilots, thighs and pelvis routing every bit of force efficiently. Nothing physical frayed. Whatever the doctrine had done to Odessa Kane, her muscles had answered by becoming harder to break.

The deeper history lay in how that strength had accumulated. Training strain crossed training strain, years of extra repetitions laid after instructors called the session, tiny repairs packed dense through her back and hips. At seventeen she had begun building strength as insurance and never stopped paying the premium.

The new damage interrupted that clean construction at three branch points: the cervical junction, the line beneath her sternum, and the path carrying reflex into command response. Each had frayed at a different angle within the last four days. Signy’s governed damage had spread evenly under sustained load. Odessa’s looked torn, recent, and unrelated to anything a frame had asked of her.

I turned her hand palm-up and set two fingers over the pulse at her wrist. The physical system drove slow and strong under my fingertips. Pulse, tendon response, and muscle tone all tracked true; discipline governed strength rather than concealed fatigue. The fray sat above that sound engine like a cracked mount, damage in the structure that told the engine what its work meant. Each pulse crossed it and scattered by a fraction.

“Don’t adjust for me,” I said.

“I’m not adjusting.”

“You shifted the load away from the read. By habit.”

Her jaw set. “Then read through it. That’s the challenge.”

I stopped the small compensating rotation in her wrist. The next pulse came through uncompensated. It caught at the cervical branch, scattered beneath her sternum, then struck the command-response path late. She felt the instant I found the center. Her fingers stopped trying to win the handshake.

“There,” I said. “That’s the place you’ve been flying around.”

“How bad.”

“Three fresh branches. Nothing permanent yet. Your shoulder is healed and the rest of you is structurally sound. This started four days ago.”

Her eyes narrowed around the date. She did the arithmetic herself: the recalibration, the win, the sponsor who had ordered both.

A cooling fan wound down and restarted while she stood at the bench. The trash-talk failed to launch. Her jaw worked once, discarded two answers, and reset to parade alignment.

She reached into her flight suit, took out her slate, and turned it around. On the screen waited a photograph she’d carried since spring: factory-fresh Limiter cores stamped with her own doctrine’s marks inside a crate that had no business existing. She had seen it, photographed it, and never managed to file it.

“I can’t file this,” she said. Four words. The rest came in comms-style, each sentence its own round.

Her slate showed the strain her face withheld. The grip sat a half-degree too tight, knuckles pale around the photograph she’d carried for weeks without setting down. She delivered each sentence like evidence entered against a hostile witness while her grip gave up what her voice refused to.

“I was a border orphan. My parents’ convoy got written off as acceptable loss on an attrition patrol, in country like the Kesk corridor they’re posting Larke into now. The academy took me in. It gave me structure and a ladder and a reason to get up. Crane sponsored me himself when I was seventeen. I flew for him with a clear conscience because he saved my life, and I believed every word he said.”

“Which word stopped fitting first?” I asked.

“None,” she started. Her jaw shifted. She swallowed the word.

“The recall,” she said instead. “It cost me my battle, and I obeyed. Then they benched me for winning and I read the slate twice and said nothing. Then they bolted a machine into Brekke’s cradle, burned her on a range, and made me hold my wing while a deck-tech ran down a ladder to do what I’d been told all my life couldn’t be done.”

She put the photograph on my bench, pulled it back toward herself, and forced her fingers open.

“I’ve carried this since the spring. Filing it means the man who saved my life built his war on throttling the people who fight it. It means the doctrine I gave everything to is a lie.” Her jaw tightened. “I couldn’t file it. So I came here at two in the morning to threaten the one man who might tell me whether my own hands were lying too.”

“They’re not,” I said again. “You read the crate right in spring. You read the recalibration right last week. And you read what I just told you right, standing here, which is why your voice keeps cracking on a night you planned down to the hour.”

She looked past me then, at the wall behind the bench, the ledger pinned open, the manifest page in Sarn’s hard hand, photographs of factory-new core crates and syndicate dockets, and the poisoned telemetry-tap diagram beside them. Her sponsor’s entire life, contradicted, hung up in a corner of Hangar Three by a deck-tech who cut Limiters. She read it as she read a sim board, fast and total. Her thumb stopped grinding the slate’s edge when she reached the photographed CDA stamps.

“You’ve got more than a photograph,” she said.

“I’ve got a wall. You just added to it. You don’t know it yet, but you did.”

“Your hands aren’t lying to you,” I said.

“I know.” Her voice cracked once on the word. She pushed through it. “That’s why I’m here.”

She crossed to the evidence wall first; whatever she wanted from me had to survive the proof.

“Show me the chain,” she said.

I pulled the spring crate image free and laid it beside hers on the bench. Her photograph showed the factory stamps from the official recovery angle; mine showed torn wax, sequential serials, and quartermaster paint beneath the crate lid. Odessa aligned the images by a bent corner bracket.

“This is Gate Nine,” she said. “Your raid.”

“Twelve days after Breach Night. Fourteen crates. Five hundred and sixty factory-new cores.”

Her nail followed the serial run to the housing sketch from the amphitheater taps. “And this pattern became the Compensator.”

“The taps harvested anchor waveforms. The guarded housing matched their spacing. Claymore’s device ran those waveforms without a person on the other end.”

“Brekke was the proof test.” The words came sharper than grief. Anger was the tool Odessa reached for once the evidence had an edge. “They used my squad because loyalist pilots don’t refuse demonstrations.”

She took a pin from the tray, drove it through her own photograph, and fixed it beside mine. Then she wrote four items on the white margin in compact block capitals: RECALLED MID-FIGHT. CORES. 55. BREKKE.

She stared at the pin driven crooked through her own evidence. Her fingers still trembled when she took the paper down, squared the corner, and put it back. This time she left the misalignment visible.

“I kept trying to make each one an exception,” she said. “A bad order. A corrupt freight officer. A machine failure. Four exceptions don’t align this neatly.”

“Now they’re on the wall.”

“A wall isn’t a filing.”

“It’s where I keep the things that tell me what to break next.”

Odessa enlarged the factory stamps until the serial edges filled the slate. Three units in her recovery photograph continued the sequence from the crates we had taken twelve days after Breach Night. The last number from my image and the first from hers differed by one.

“Continuous production run,” she said. “Your captured shipment and my official recovery stock came off the same line.”

I handed her a grease pencil. She wrote the two numbers side by side beneath the photographs and drew one straight line between them. The line gave us a future target: the factory batch record had to touch a shipping controller somewhere before the units split into sabotage stock and official stock.

“That goes into the housing-program hunt,” I said.

“After the cut,” Odessa answered. The pencil point scored the wall backing under her hand. “I want my own hands free before we follow theirs.”

She still squared her shoulders for a fight. Now she faced the wall.

“The recalibration first,” she said. “Then the housing program.”

“Your cut happens when you ask for it. The program takes longer.”

Odessa turned toward Longstride’s cold frame strut, one palm pressing the place at her sternum where I had found the fray. She started to set a condition on whatever came next. I closed the distance before the sentence could become armor.

I walked her back against the strut, one hand at the small of her back, three steps until the cold plating of Longstride’s frame leg stopped her, and I spread my other hand over the gray zip at her throat and held it there, and her caveat died in her mouth.

“You’ve been read,” I said. “Tell me what you want in plain words. If the answer is no, you walk out untouched.”

Her breath had gone fast. The flush was rising past the helmet pressure-line, up her pale throat, and her eyes were ice-blue and gone hot and her mouth had nothing clever in it.

“It’s this,” she said.

“Say it.”

“I want your hands.” Her chin was up, a challenge accepted, a dare given like a decision. “All of them. On me. Now. And I’m not going to say please, so don’t wait for it.”

“I wasn’t going to,” I said, and I took the zip of the gray suit in my fingers, and I treated it like ordnance. It was.



The loyalist gray had been zipped to her throat like a creed for as long as I’d known her. I drew it down tooth by tooth and felt each one give under my thumb, making the descent last because six years of doctrine deserved a slow opening. Her breath followed the pull. By the time the tab reached her sternum, she had given me her stillness openly. The suit parted over her strapped torso and the force-built lines below it. Every bay had registered that body peripherally; I took the view directly.

My gaze traveled down her section by section, reaction running with the sight. Boots planted at parade angles put the first animal drop in my gut. Muscular thighs strained the gray, and I gripped one with deliberate hunger. The wide deep hips came free of the suit. When I shoved the gray down past them, the heavy high-set ass every bay on the deck knew in its peripheral vision filled my hands at last. My grip sank into force-built muscle, and the rival who had spent a year squaring herself against me pressed back before pride could stop her. The torso she strapped down for flight, the average chest that wasn’t her headline and had never pretended to be. The violet sweep already disordered where the strut had caught it. The ice-blue eyes over her shoulder, locked on mine, hot, the calculations finally gone.

Odessa Kane out of the gray hit me harder than Odessa Kane inside it ever had. Six years of throttled power stood unzipped against cold plating. When my grip tightened on her hips, she pushed back with all that endurance and pride, then shuddered at the stronger hold that stopped her.

The strut gave her nowhere to spend all that prepared force. I put one hand between her thighs, felt how wet the confrontation had made her, and took three deliberate strokes over her clit before turning her away from me.

“You going to read me all night?” she asked. The taunt nearly survived.

“After.”

That answer caught her harder than another delay. I walked her to the bench with my hand closed around the back of her neck and bent her over the evidence she’d just pinned. Her palms landed on either side of the crate photograph. The four words in her own block capitals stayed directly beneath her eyes.

“Look at what brought you here,” I said. “Then give me your stance.”

She set her legs as if she meant to absorb a frame impact. I moved one boot inward with mine.

“Narrower.”

“I know how to brace.”

“You’re finished bracing.”

Her next reply dissolved when I ran my palm up the inside of her thigh. She adjusted the stance on my order and lifted that heavy ass toward me, the gray suit hanging at her boots and her evidence under both hands. I printed my grip into her wide hips, and she shoved backward hard enough to shift the bench, eager to turn the position into another contest. Even then, she started to talk.

I made her wait while I stripped the gray suit the rest of the way down her legs. I freed her left boot, crossed behind her without letting her rise, then pulled the right clear. Odessa preserved the position over my evidence-covered bench while the last pieces of her uniform left her body. Her ass lifted when I ran my palm up the hard back of one thigh. The movement was involuntary and she hated that I noticed.

“Your stance is too wide,” I said.

“My stance is fine.”

I nudged her boots closer with mine. “Now it is.”

She looked over her shoulder, ice-blue eyes hot. “You correct every pilot’s posture naked, Kessler?”

“Only the ones who arrive with bad habits.”

“My habits win fights.”

I dragged two slick fingers over her pussy and eased them in to the second knuckle. Her answer broke in half.

“These habits?” I asked.

“Those are under… review.”

I worked her open with the same patience I’d used against the strut, thumb circling her clit, fingers curling until her powerful thighs shook against the bench. I kept my other hand on the center of her back, reading the pathways as arousal drove them wider. The jagged faith-fray changed under load. It did not vanish, but it stopped spreading. The damaged branches now carried one single direction.

“You’re steadier bent over my bench than you were standing at attention,” I said.

“I will kill you if you put that in a maintenance log.”

“Hold still and I might leave out the posture note.”

She poured all that strength into obeying my order without moving. I prepared her until wetness ran down my wrist and her threats had shortened to single words. When her body was ready, I freed my cock and pressed the head against her.

“That all you’ve got,” she started, and the sentence dissolved mid-word when I changed the angle, the last of it coming out as just a sound.

“Keep going,” I said, against the back of her neck. “Finish the sentence.”

She reached for another taunt. I changed the angle, and the sentence failed at the second word. The failure tightened my grip and heated her eyes.

“You always this mouthy,” I said, setting a pace built from full strokes and two-count holds she couldn’t hurry, “or is it just when you’re losing.”

“I’m not…” and the word went to pieces when I drove deeper, and she gripped the bench and shoved back and took it, her legs braced for load while her hips pushed back with competitive greed.

The bench legs walked a centimeter across the concrete. I planted a boot against one and drove on at the same relentless pace. She braced her forearms on the steel, shoulders and hips set as they were against a nine-G turn. Odessa met every stroke like the turn was hers to win, lost it under my hands, and loved the losing. That joy was the loudest thing she’d done all night.

“You’re not what.” I fisted a hand in the violet sweep and drew her head up until her chin cleared the bench. “Say it.”

“Losing,” she managed, breathless. The word was joke, lie, and plea at once. Her hips drove back hard on the admission, powerhouse muscle spending its last argument against my grip.

“You’re the hardest opponent I’ve put over this bench,” I told her, flat. Her breath broke. “Built to take the turn after everyone else folds. Still pushing when the fight is already mine. Ask me for more.”

“More.” No hesitation now, the armor gone, the clever gone, just the truth under it. “Harder. Don’t slow down. If you slow down, I’ll make you regret it…”

The threat dissolved. I answered by drawing one long, deliberate stroke through the rhythm, making her feel the pace change continuously instead of losing contact. Her hips chased the deeper angle as a raw, furious sound replaced the trash-talk. On the next drive I gave her the speed back hard. My fist in the violet sweep kept her face above the bench. Cleverness deserted her; she took each stroke, pushed back, and lost the argument joyfully.



Her taunts failed one by one as I drove her toward the edge. She looked down at the crate photograph, snarled at it as if the paper had challenged her, and then looked back at me over her shoulder.

“Don’t make this mean something,” she said, breathless and furious. “Don’t you dare make it mean anything. Just don’t stop. Please don’t stop.”

I kept my hand in the violet sweep and gave her the pace her body demanded. Her hard-built frame locked over the bench. The last trash-talk broke into a raw sound as she came, every muscle clamping down on me while I held her through the long violent waves.

Her powerhouse frame spent its strength in one sustained push. Her thighs went rigid and her hips drove back, every hard-earned muscle turning surrender into one final challenge she wanted me to win. I buried myself to the root and emptied into her in a series of deep, hot jolts, my grip leaving the hip marks I would check. Her braced thighs shook through each pulse while low sounds broke from her throat. At the last she said my name like a final concession the best mouth in the sim hall had fought all night not to make. The hangar swallowed it. Fifty meters off, the night shift worked the far bays and never knew that the doctrine’s champion had just come apart over a deck-tech’s bench with her creed unzipped to her boots and the fight finally gone out of her the good way.



When the shaking eased, I braced her against the bench and ran my thumbs across each grip print on her hips, testing color, heat, and the muscle beneath. All surface. I ordered her to unclench both hands from the bench, then close them again at half strength. She obeyed with visible annoyance; the controlled grip told me more than a breathing count would. My forearm supported her sternum until her legs accepted her weight without locking.

Afterward, her port skin warmed my palm as I completed the diagnostic she had originally demanded. Pleasure had not erased the damage. The cervical branch now carried her pulse cleanly; the line beneath her sternum and the command-response path still caught.

“The neck route is stable,” I said. “The other two still drag.”

She turned her face against my forearm and breathed once before the armor came back. “You delayed the report until after the test.”

“I wanted a result nobody could dispute.”

“Adequate methodology,” she said, her voice scraped raw.

She let me turn her by the hip, count her heartbeats, and check every mark I’d left. The same too-tight grip that had betrayed her on the slate finally opened against my forearm.

“You’re thorough,” she said, low and frayed, watching me do it with the ice-blue eyes gone strange. “Every bay on the deck said you were thorough. I thought they meant the frames.”

“I mean the frames,” I said. “You’re the opponent who kept finding one more turn after I thought you were spent.”

Her jaw loosened. Her eyes dropped to my hands, and the practiced edge left her mouth before she rebuilt it.

She sat on the bench edge to pull the gray suit over one leg. Halfway through, she stopped with the fabric bunched at her knee.

“If the cut goes wrong.”

“It won’t.”

“That’s confidence, not an answer.”

“And if the current outruns you?” she asked, already reaching for the failure branch. I respected the question more than reassurance.

I took a spare sync-governor housing from beneath the bench and set it between us. “Four fasteners. Two data leads. One mechanical detent. The dangerous part is current trapped in the parallel channel, so Poppy grounds the cradle before my tool touches the first fastener. Held’s crew watches the current. Signy watches you. If your raw rise outruns the cradle, I make contact and carry it until the new ceiling settles.”

Odessa turned the housing over. Her thumb found the filed detent from Mattick’s failed spring sabotage, then moved to the cut marks where I had disabled it.

“You have a failure branch for a cut you’ve only done once.”

“I had one before the first. It changed after I learned where the current bites.”

“And if you collapse?”

“The bay lever drops contact. Poppy built it where I can’t reach.”

Her thumb stopped on the cut housing. She had watched me run into a machine surge, and the unreachable lever gave my crew authority over my worst instinct.

“Who pulls it?”

“Anyone on the gantry.”

“Assign someone. Anyone means everybody waits.”

“Brekke,” I said. “If Maren clears her for the stairs.”

Odessa’s hand closed around the governor housing until the old cut edge pressed white into her palm. Her wingmate, scarred by forced flow, would stand at the lever during Odessa’s chosen cut.

“Ask her,” she said. “Don’t order her.”

“I don’t order anchors or witnesses.”

She resumed dressing. The suit zip stopped at her sternum while she considered the plan, then went all the way to her throat with one decisive pull.

She pulled the photograph off the wall, added a fifth line beneath BREKKE in the margin, and pinned it back up.

KANE, O. / WITNESS.

Her finger pressed the pin until its tremor eased. WITNESS sat crooked beneath Brekke’s name.

“The 55 cap,” she said, still facing the wall, back in comms-cadence, the armor rebuilding. “The recalibration. It’s a governor. It’s hardware. You cut Limiters.”

“I cut Limiters.”

“Then cut mine.” She turned. “I read raw at what.”

“Eighty-two, nine,” I said. “That’s your true ceiling, under the governor. That’s what you’d fly at cut.”

She compared it to Signy’s board number. The gap landed. Her gaze flicked once toward the route map where the Kesk corridor waited, then returned to me.

“When you cut it, the Board sees it. Public. Broadcast. If I’m doing this, I’m not doing it in the dark like a secret they can bury. Every station on the Wall watches you cut it, or I don’t do it at all.”

“Good. Witnesses are the protection.”

She zipped the gray suit to her throat, but left the photograph pinned crooked on my wall. At the doorway she glanced back at the hand that had found her shoulder in spring and her damaged certainty tonight.

“Get it looked at,” she said. The ice-blue eyes held a trace of dry amusement. “I’m worth keeping. You said.”

Her boots receded down the gantry.

The empty doorway held the last echo of her boots. On the wall, her photograph hung beside my ledger with WITNESS written across the margin.

Signy came in off the morning circuit an hour later, frost on the shoulders of my jacket. She read the fresh pin, Odessa’s five-line inventory, the second worklight still burning, and the gray thread caught on the bench edge.

“Kane,” she said.

“She wants the cut public. Raw ceiling eighty-two, nine. One fray route stabilized; two remain rough.”

Signy took the photograph off its pin and read WITNESS twice. Her face gave me no welcome and no objection, only the hard arithmetic one ace applied to another.

“If she’s on the gantry,” Signy said, “I stand where she can see me. After that, she proves what she chose.”

She replaced the photograph without straightening the crooked corner Odessa had left. Then she went to check Longstride’s wrist detent before her next circuit. Odessa had asked for a public cut. Signy’s answer was gantry discipline, with coffee and family plans left for later. The proof-event would decide how the others met her.



The first public range channel available was twenty-two days away, two days after Vera’s requalification gauntlet. Every earlier slot was locked under expedition preparation, and the broadcast desk offered Odessa a private maintenance feed if she wanted the cut sooner.

She refused it. Three weeks governed at fifty-five was the price of making every station watch.

At dawn, the loyalist berth row had three callsign plates missing. Fresh pale rectangles marked where Brekke, Sowa, and Varon had hung beneath KANE. A routing slate on Odessa’s empty command station scattered those pilots among other wings. Trask sent me one additional image from the security log: BREKKE, A., MED-BAY VISITORS FLAGGED FOR REVIEW.

Odessa stopped at the stripped callsign rail long enough to remove the two unused mounting screws and pocket them. Then she crossed to Razorback, set the scheduled-date notice beside its governor housing, and began the twenty-two-day wait without looking at the public board.


Chapter 8: Station K-21

The eastern picket screamed once on the open channel and then stopped. Longstride’s foot-plate carried the change into my hand when the nearest grinders, coil carts, and tram under the deck all dropped out of the structure together. Workers within sight had frozen beneath the Gate Four screen. I lifted my hand and looked up with them.

The screen carried the picket track, because the picket track was civic infrastructure now, as the Kill Board was. Since the spring, since the Cat-4 turned north and walked the Wall at eleven kilometers an hour, the city had kept one eye on the east as you keep one eye on a dog you do not trust, and the screen ran the long-range plot in the corner of every broadcast: the Surveyor’s mark, and behind it the little steady chain of the eastern stations reporting in.

Kesk-Two-One’s mark went from green to nothing while the deck watched.

The green vanished instantly, skipping the amber decay of a failing relay.

I was not the only one who caught it. Two hundred meters down the deck a rigger dropped a coil wrench and did not pick it up.



The last broadcast came through forty seconds later, distorted but unmistakable. The city could not put it down.

It rode the open channel Bastion had wired into private slates after Breach Night. When Kesk-Two-One’s mast spent the last of its power throwing a voice onto that band, forty thousand people received it at once.

I heard it standing at the deck rail with Signy on one side of me and Bram on the other, off the repeater box Poppy had rigged into the corner bay so we did not have to trust the official feed.

A woman’s voice. A picket sergeant, I found out later, thirty years old, a gun chief named Rell who had held the same mast for four winters. She was not panicking. The city could not stand how calmly she described it.

“Control, Kesk-Two-One. Herd contact, sectors nineteen through twenty-two, count is high, I’m reading better than fifty at the leading edge.” Wind scoured the open microphone for two seconds before the professional voice returned at the same controlled rate. “They are moving wrong. Say again, moving wrong. This is not a migration crossing. They are not passing through. They are settling. Repeat, the herd is settling on the station.”

Then the count of the mast’s own gun line, three short calls, the sound of the two picket frames going to full power in the background, a texture I could have named blind: a governed frame at sixty, both of them, screaming like a machine screams when the fight wants more than the ceiling will give.

Then carrier hiss.

The recording ran nineteen more seconds before it cut. Across the deck, people leaned toward their slates through every one of them, waiting for Rell’s voice to return. It never did.

Signy did not move for the length of it. When it ended she said one word, flat, in her pilot’s cadence.

“Settling.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Kaiju don’t settle. They eat and they move.” She was looking east, past the Wall she could not see through, at a picket she had flown resupply to twice in her career. “Something’s holding them there.”

Bram put his thermos down on the rail, the coffee untouched. “That’s Rell,” he said. “On the mast. I know that voice. She won’t have left the horn till the horn quit.”

Nobody said the other thing, which was that the station sat at the mouth of the Kesk corridor, and the Kesk corridor was where Signy Larke was posted to report in four days, tandem gear not authorized, in a two-woman wing.



Before midnight, the Gate Four duty board posted the Authority’s answer:

NO RELIEF AUTHORIZED PENDING CONFIRMATION OF STATION STATUS. NO CONFIRMED LOSS OF STATION.

Poppy laid the public recording beside K-21’s last six routine transmissions. The carrier hiss held a faint seven-second oscillation between Rell’s final words and the cut. I put two fingertips on the repeater housing while she played it through the maintenance speaker. A mast under random damage would decay unevenly. This pulse stepped down in deliberate increments as reserve capacitors joined the transmitter one after another.

“Rell kept the open channel alive after voice power failed,” Poppy said. “She spent every emergency cell to give Bastion nineteen extra seconds to record the bearing.”

We saved each step-down interval with the audio. The station had used its last stored current to make the warning harder to dismiss. Command answered that physical expenditure with a glowing line of refusal.

Nobody would cross two hundred and sixty kilometers of shale to verify a station behind the Surveyor. Calling K-21 uncertain kept relief columns off the road, funerals off the terraces, and hard questions off the broadcast.

The station would stay dark for as long as it took the uncertainty to become certainty on its own. A month, maybe. Long enough.

I had seen delay used this way before. In the spring, two Cat-3 corpses had lain unrecovered and unlit in the Gate Nine outer yard for twelve days, four kilometers from a hundred thousand people, while honest recovery crews stood behind tape. That time Crane had hidden dead animals. This time sixty people waited beyond the Wall while their water, ammunition, and blood ran down.

Bram read the board over my shoulder. His thumb worried the dent in his thermos until the metal gave one small click.

“Twelve days for dead ones,” he said finally. “How long you figure he gives live ones.”

“As long as it takes them to stop being live ones,” I said.

He picked his thermos back up and left it untouched.



The Cat-2 came at Gate Six at dawn, and it came through the old spillway sector, which was where they always came, because a fortress is only as strong as its oldest scar and the spillway fissure at the Wall’s northeast reentrant was the oldest scar we had.

I reached Longstride’s dorsal plating before the klaxon finished its first cycle. The tandem hatch shut behind me. My bare palm found the strip of skin at Signy’s spine-port, and the anchor opened while the eastern station remained dark.

“Contact, spillway, one,” Juno called down from four hundred meters, her Falconet already a gray-green speck against the paling sky, the lightest frame on the deck flying just as only she flew it, on nothing, every traverse a fall she caught. “Cat-2, forty meters, coming up the fissure like it’s got a map.”

“It’s got a map,” Signy said, and dropped Longstride off the gantry.

Civilians never feel the drop. Two hundred tons of line frame come off the launch cradle, and for a second and a half you are falling, five stories of cold machine with two warm things inside it. The feet strike the causeway. Every station on the Wall rings. Impact races up through the frame and cradle into the two bones of my forearm braced against the plating. I read the landing as it settled: load spread evenly across both feet, no favoring, no grind. Longstride was sound.

Signy was not, quite, and I felt that too, under my palm, the way I feel everything about her now.

Her raw ceiling read at eighty-five, nine that morning, holding at the same eighty-five, nine I had read in the dark thirteen days ago and higher than the eighty-four, six she had walked into spring with; the repair I had laid into her over three years of hidden fraying kept compounding, kept giving back what the doctrine took and then a little more. The anchor could not fix the war. Each mention of K-21 put a small double beat into her pulse. Her jaw tightened whenever the east entered the private channel, and the muscles beside her spine never fully released after the launch. I took the excess strain until her breathing deepened. Amber trace-lines lit her suit under my other hand as the channel opened, and hot copper spread across the back of my tongue. The bench number climbed.

“Ninety-one and open,” I said. “Take it.”

She took it.



The Cat-2 came out of the spillway fissure at a run: forty meters of wet-slate armor, six legs, a low slabbed skull built to ram. It had picked the reentrant because that angle was blind to two of Gate Six’s four gun batteries. The learned instinct belonged to an animal that had survived every approach except the one happening now.

Signy let it leave the fissure and come onto the open ground she wanted. Nine minutes later, she killed it at ninety-one.

She took its first ram on Longstride’s crossed forearms and gave two meters of ground on purpose. The animal’s commitment traveled through the frame, showing us the precise instant its mass tipped past recovery. Signy stepped off the line and buried Longstride’s shoulder in the base of its passing skull, a two-hundred-ton block moving at a speed the ceiling never permitted. The hit came back through the cradle and rattled my teeth. Under the redirected mass, the Cat-2’s front left leg folded. It smashed face-first into the causeway.

The hit came back through the plating and resolved under my palm into an even load path. Longstride’s replacement right forearm casting took the ram load and shed it through the shoulder yoke into the pelvis without favoring. The twenty-ton post-Breach Night assembly carried the load Bram and I had built it to survive. A hairline flutter persisted at the wrist detent, detoured by the actuator saddle around the central path. I logged it on the back of my hand while watching the animal. A fault found in the middle of a kill still belonged in the ledger; victory changed none of its tolerances.

The animal was not done. It got a leg back under itself and drove up off the causeway fast, faster than eight hundred tons of Cat-3 ever had. A Cat-2 is a knife and not a hammer, and for an instant it had Longstride’s flank.

“Left,” I said. Just the word. At ninety-one the word was enough; the frame was listening to both of us now.

Signy pivoted on the planted foot and let the animal’s drive carry it past the flank. Its skull crossed the space her shoulder had occupied. As it overran, she brought the frame’s elbow down on the back of its neck. A two-hundred-ton hammer put the Cat-2 on its face for the second time, harder, on her chosen ground.

Juno stripped its flank from above, one coil-lance pass at four hundred meters that opened the soft plating behind the foreleg. The Cat-2 rolled toward the fissure, trying to put its armored back between the wound and Falconet’s next pass. Signy saw the turn and did not chase the exposed seam. She stepped Longstride across the retreat line and made the animal choose between the frame and the spillway wall.

It chose the frame.

“Right wrist detent is fluttering,” I said. “No straight punch. Route through the elbow.”

Signy changed the kill on trust. Longstride caught the low skull on the left forearm, took the lunge across the pelvis and spared the weak wrist, and rotated. The animal’s own three hundred tons drove its neck under the frame’s right elbow. One short downward strike broke the plating Juno had opened while keeping all load off the bad detent.

Contact let me give her the wrist fault in one word. Signy rebuilt the kill before the animal recovered, while preserving the planted line and accepting the verdict on one hearing. The Cat-2 hit the causeway with its wound up. Signy put the frame’s foot on its neck and its fist through the seam, and that was the fight.

On Gate Six’s observation rail, Brekke’s fiancé watched off duty from his Battery Six post as the number fell from ninety-one to idle. He struck the steel once with the heel of his hand. The gesture traveled down the rail through fifty more steady hands until the entire gun walk hammered the Wall in answer. The rhythm named what everyone had seen: this living exchange, choice answering contact, was the thing the machine on the crown had failed to imitate.

Nine minutes. Gate to kill. The gun walks four hundred meters up had barely finished loading.

An open terrace mic carried forty thousand voices into the deck comms.

“Six hundred fifty south!”

“K-21 is dark!”

“Nine minutes! Send the pair!”

Each shouted fact sharpened the same sum: the only pair ending fights this fast had been posted into the dark corridor without tandem equipment.

Through the frame, I felt Signy’s fingers pause on the throttles after the kill as the terrace chant reached her.

“They just watched us do that,” she said, on the private channel, only to me. “And they’ve read the posting. All of Bastion just did the sum.”

“Then let’s make sure the city’s watching when we answer it,” I said.

The anchor stayed open through the after-kill quiet. Sweat had darkened the sync-suit between her shoulder blades, and one escaped strand of her duty braid clung to the flush at her temple. Beneath my contact, her pulse slowed while the muscles along her spine refused to release the last fraction of battle tension.

Her ceiling remained eighty-five point nine and stable. Under it ran the smaller double beat K-21 had put there, a posting and a dark picket carried in the same rhythm. I left that strain in her own pathways; she needed to carry it east with open eyes, and we both knew it.

“Later,” she said, her head still aimed downrange.

“Later,” I said, and cut the anchor, and felt her sag five points to her raw ceiling within seconds of contact loss, the repair persisting but the carry gone, the frame hers alone again.

She walked Longstride home at eighty-five point nine. On the freight apron below, a transporter horn shoved through the after-kill cheers.



Odom drove the first fuel transporter onto the apron before command found a name for the expedition. Its front wheel stopped squarely over the painted warning stripe. A freight supervisor ran toward her waving a hold slate. Poppy came down from the overhead cable tray at the same moment, utility schematic clenched between her teeth, landed on the transporter roof, and dropped through the service hatch before the supervisor reached the cab.

The vehicle’s restraint chain released with a heavy slap.

“That transporter is held,” the supervisor shouted.

“Differential inspection,” Poppy shouted from inside the roof. “Very urgent. Could roll east if neglected.”

Odom looked down through the open window. Thirty-one years on the Shale Flats burial route had given her no interest in performing innocence. “It is rolling east. Two hundred and sixty kilometers. Move your feet.”

Merrow and Andic dragged a recovery winch into the space the chain had occupied. I climbed onto the side deck and put my palm against the winch housing while its gears turned under riggers’ bars. The main drum showed no tooth damage; the brake carried a polished patch where somebody had suspended a line-frame arm too long and overheated one shoe.

“Brake shoe three needs replacing before shale,” I said.

Odom marked the housing with grease pencil. “Kessel Wash cache has a compatible shoe if nobody stripped it over winter. We reach the wash on day two. Bring a spare anyway.”

She already had the road in her head: every fuel cache, bridge, axle-eating cut, and place a two-hundred-ton frame could step while a transporter went around. She drew the route directly on the vehicle flank, ending at K-21’s dark mark.

Falconet dropped into its cradle above us. Juno came down the gantry stair with her flight gloves on, carrying a net bag of preserved ration bricks that bore three different kitchen labels and no coherent destination.

“Ilma says take the good ones,” she said, dropping the bag onto the roof. “My wife commits quartermaster crimes now. I’ve never loved her more.”

A second net bag descended from the gantry on a cargo line. Then a third.

“Caches go thin beyond kilometer one hundred,” Odom said.

“Ilma knows. These were apparently mislabeled as solvent.”

Poppy surfaced from the service hatch. “Can we drink them?”

“Only if Bram makes the coffee,” Juno said.

The freight supervisor had reached the cab. Before he could try the chain again, Vera’s voice crossed the apron loudspeaker.

“Stahl, Vera A., assuming field command of the K-21 relief element now forming on Freight Apron Two. Any officer intending to supersede will find me on the loading gantry.”

She stepped onto that gantry in instructor blues, chalk marking one cuff. No legal explanation followed. Crews saw who held the road and kept loading.

Odom pointed at Juno. “Air cover?”

“Falconet and my whole wing.”

At Poppy: “Recovery access?”

Poppy unrolled the sixth-tier utility schematic across the transporter hood. “The Yard lift is welded. I have a cable gallery, seven hundred meters of terrible decisions, and three sealed junctions. Working on which decision kills me least.”

“Choose one that leaves you alive to repair my axles.”

“Everybody keeps removing the interesting options.”

Odom turned to me. “Maintenance chief?”

“Yes.”

“Then read the fleet while it loads. Anything that will fail in three days gets to fail here.”

For the next hour, our answers arrived together and collided. Juno redirected a ration net before it crushed Poppy’s schematic. Poppy rerouted the transporter release, then climbed beneath the same vehicle to check axle play. Odom shifted two fuel bladders to balance the recovery winch. Vera stood at the gantry repeater assigning arriving crews by the tools in their hands rather than the rank on their collars.

Odom drew a thick black line beneath the recovery winch on her grease-pencil manifest. Signy added the frame screen beside it. Juno signed air cover across the top. More names accumulated in the margins until the original freight form disappeared beneath them.

Six hours later the duty board accepted the column and assigned no reserve wing, one medic, minimum fuel, and a departure window without margin. On the apron, the quartermaster crew physically removed two promised fuel bladders from Odom’s trail and started towing them south. Bram parked a disabled crawler across their route while Poppy “checked” its seized differential. By the time the crawler became mobile, Ilma’s mislabeled preserved rations occupied the vacated tie-downs and Odom had found replacement fuel from burial-route caches.

The replacement arrived in two battered municipal tanks with harbor-service paint under the gray. One coupling had the wrong thread for Odom’s fuel trunk. Poppy attacked it with calipers while Juno held the work lamp and Odom counted the liters we would lose if they vented the line.

“Seven hundred,” Odom said.

“Six-fifty if you tilt the tank downhill.”

“There is no downhill on an apron.”

Juno pointed toward Falconet’s cradle. “I can make one.”

They used the air-frame launch ramp. Odom backed the tank onto its lowest incline, Poppy cut an adapter from a fire-suppression manifold, and I kept my palm on the coupling while pressure entered it. The fresh threads tried to climb the old ones by half a millimeter. Poppy loosened the bracket, let the adapter center itself, then tightened in a cross pattern.

Fuel crossed while the bracket flexed once, centered itself, and stopped.

“Six hundred fifty liters not wasted,” Odom said.

Poppy marked the improvised coupling red so nobody would mistake it for permanent. Juno added ILMA’S SOLVENT in grease pencil beneath the mark.

Odom wrote every substitution directly on the transporter’s flank. Water condensers from two academy kitchens went under the center deck. Battery Six’s recoil springs took the bay forward of axle three. A tram crew rolled in at shift change with forty meters of feeder cable, no paperwork, and six adults suddenly fascinated by the sky whenever Vera glanced their way.

“If those water units leak on my brakes, I leave them in the shale,” Odom told the cook who had delivered them.

“They won’t leak.”

“Everything leaks east of Gate Nine. Tie them twice.”

Odom used the next hour for a roadside transfer drill. She killed the lead transporter’s engine in the narrowest chalk cut, declared its steering gone, and gave the crews six minutes to move fuel, medical stores, and the recovery lane around two hundred tons of imaginary wreckage.

The first attempt stranded Maren’s crawler behind a tanker. Vera stopped the clock at four minutes twelve and made nobody feel better about it.

“A wounded pilot spends those four minutes bleeding,” she said. “Reset.”

Signy shifted the frame screen forward. Juno moved the air-frame fuel aft, accepting a longer refuel to keep the medical lane clear. Poppy marked each wheel track in teal and swore when the crane’s rear swing erased three of them.

On the second run, the crews opened a corridor wide enough for Maren in two minutes nine. Odom threw a simulated broken leg into the route. Bram and Merrow transferred forty-five tons of chalk-marked dead weight through the recovery lane while Signy walked beside them, calling the frame screen’s pace.

The third run cleared both casualty and crane. Nobody cheered. Odom circled the two-minute mark on the transporter flank and ordered them to do it again in shale, after no sleep, with something trying to eat the column.

At the rail, families of the volunteer riggers arrived with bedrolls and sealed letters. One woman tucked a child’s painted shale stone beneath three torque wrenches, where nobody could call it sentimental. Another handed her apartment key to a neighbor and checked her gantry harness twice.

Odom walked the line at dusk, collected six keepsakes from unsafe tie-downs, and repacked them beneath the center deck beside the spare seals. A child’s wooden frame would have fit in my palm. Its right leg had been painted rust-red and its left arm gray-green, Scrapdog and Falconet assembled into one impossible machine.

The child who had painted it stood behind the apron stripe, gripping Signy’s gloved finger with her whole hand. Signy crouched until they were eye level.

“Does it fly?” the child asked.

“Only the green arm,” Signy said with absolute seriousness. “The red leg lands badly but complains well.”

Poppy shouted from beneath the tanker. “I HEARD THAT.”

The child smiled for the first time since her mother signed the roster. Signy carried the toy to Odom, crawled under the center deck herself, and lashed it between two seal crates. She pulled the strap hard enough to shift the transporter on its springs.

Odom watched from one knee. “Again after the first twenty kilometers. Road vibration settles every load.”

“You’ll make the check,” Signy said.

“Thirty-one years on the burial route. I make every check.” Odom touched the painted arm. “I filed four hundred words after Kessel Wash because you brought my convoy home. This road isn’t repayment. K-21 is ours, and the Authority forgot that roads run both ways.”

Signy tightened the buckle one tooth. “Then we bring them home on yours.”

The convoy now carried a straight-running axle, dry cable, gun springs, potable water, and one tiny frame packed safely beside the parts that would keep the large ones walking. Reserve wings and promised fuel stayed conspicuously absent.

The roster screen updated while riggers locked the last fuel line into place: LARKE, S. / ATTRITION ROTATION / KESK CORRIDOR disappeared into the relief column. The tandem restriction stayed. The forming relief received an initial day-forty-three departure, with too little fuel and no reserve. Signy’s posting had been folded into its roster; the clock had not yet moved.

I keyed my crew badge at Odom’s cab and took expedition maintenance chief. The lead engine accepted the assignment with a green service light. Maintenance traveled with its machines; my harness and tools were already in Longstride’s bay.

Across the apron, Poppy aimed a camera at the first transporter and began recording every loading mark. If Signy went where Crane wanted darkness, we would take witnesses east.



The mark-two trail surfaced under the transporter rather than in an office.

Poppy called me beneath Odom’s lead vehicle after dark. We lay shoulder to shoulder between the third axle and the deck, work lamps clipped to our collars, while the convoy’s weight pressed the suspension low around us.

“Spacer’s fitted,” she said. “This isn’t about the spacer. Put your hand here.”

She guided my fingertips to a thin strip of metal crushed behind the brake-line guard. I worked it loose. It was a shipping tag, aluminum, bent twice and smeared with old axle grease. One corner retained the blue paint used on the guarded gun-deck crates.

My thumb crossed impressed letters whose depth had survived the damage: six cradle-configured housings, a bonded freight carrier, destination coded to a north-gate service road. The final line had been stamped after the range failure. RETURN FOR GEOMETRY REVISION.

“This transporter hauled the crate cart before Odom claimed it,” Poppy said. “Tag caught when they stripped the roller assembly. Whoever swept the paperwork forgot freight sheds metal too.”

The reverse side carried a gate impression: two vertical bars and a broken circle. Odom recognized it when we crawled out.

“Fenced test facility outside the north gate,” she said. “No public road. I see its security lights on winter burial runs. Trucks go in after midnight.”

The tag’s edge held a second tactile record. Fresh clamp teeth had bitten it after the first fold, from a sealed-freight crate controller. I took a wax impression while Poppy sketched the bite spacing.

“Machine anchor goes out,” she said, following the route with a dirty finger. “Burns Brekke. Comes back for revised holes.”

“And the facility keeps working.”

She looked toward the open apron where crews loaded a relief column under worklights. “We can’t hit it before the east.”

“No. We mark the fence and keep the tag.”

Poppy punched two holes in the aluminum, wired it to the inside of my tool case, and stamped NORTH GATE beside it. The next time a housing crossed that controller, we had the teeth that had cleared it.

The muster klaxon sounded across the apron. Odom started the lead engine, and the third axle turned over the place where the evidence had hidden.

By the time I reached the apron, the crew boards displayed a gap no volunteer could fix by signing.

Seven amber pilot tags glowed down the left side of the physical muster board. Six frame tags faced them across a strip of black magnetic steel. The convoy assets filled the bottom rail: Odom’s road column, Juno’s air cover, Vera’s command channel, Maren’s medical crawler, my maintenance bay. Somebody had set the pieces out as if neat alignment could conceal the empty space.

I moved the tags myself. LARKE met LONGSTRIDE. RENNER met SCRAPDOG. KANE met RAZORBACK. VAIL met FALCONET, OCHOA met SLEDGE, DANBY met HALBERD. Each magnet struck the board with a hard little click. STAHL remained in my hand.

Her Culverin existed six tiers below us, mothballed and maintained, but her requalification had not happened. I set her tag opposite blank steel. The unmatched amber rectangle made the shortage visible from the far end of the apron.

Bastion owned twenty-two cockpits for six hundred rated women. The Wall would release no spare hull to a relief command approved because it was expected to fail quietly. Six frames meant each lost leg removed a pilot from the line. A crippled machine had no replacement hull, and the first living woman on Sarn’s returned record had no seat.

Sarn reached past me and put one finger beneath Vera’s tag. “And that’s before Denn.”

He wrote DENN on a scrap of tape and pressed it below Vera. Two more living names followed. Beside them, the empty frame column lengthened with every addition.

In front of the whole loading crew, the muster list outran the available metal.

I stood in the freight apron doorway with Vera on one side and Sarn on the other, the old man returned from his graveyard to the night air. Since the spring manifest, since my palm first found life beneath a tarped serial, I had been walking toward one sentence.

“We need frames,” I said. “I know where fifty are sleeping.”

Vera looked at me. She had commanded a squadron before I was born, then spent fifteen years grounded. Vera knew precisely what I proposed and what opening a graveyard welded shut by the Authority would cost. She did not tell me it could not be done.

Sarn’s gaze moved from the freight tunnel to the expedition roster in Vera’s hand. He turned the sheet over and wrote three current depot assignments from memory, each beside a Yard frame that remained able to walk. The unmatched tags and depot assignments said enough before he spoke.

“Some of them have living pilots,” he said. “Living women in depot coveralls who believe they washed out. A frame without her name in the seat stays dead.” He tapped the first assignment: night freight, forty minutes from the Yard. The second woman worked beneath our feet on the loading shift that night.

“How many are alive in this city?” I asked.

He held out his hand for the roster. “Find the pilots.”


Chapter 9: The Fault List

Command left K-21 dark on the board for seventeen days. I spent every one turning Signy’s exile into an army.

Odom buried fuel caches along the eastern road. Ilma shifted preserved rations under false cargo codes, and Poppy hunted access routes through the sixth-tier schematics. With Sarn’s copied manifest page inside my coveralls, I walked depot shifts and freight rosters until each erased name had a current address.

I approached none of those women yet. Each one would see her record and choose whether to sign, but I would not put that choice in front of her until I could put a field-ready frame under it.

At the corner-bay bench after shift, Sarn and I drafted the training they would need: ungoverned flight discipline, fray self-checks, overdraw thresholds, and long-grounded cockpit reflexes retrained before anyone could weaponize them as another reason to bench the women. Bram supplied terrible coffee while two hand-readers argued over loads in a technical language no one else on the Wall spoke.

Sarn built the first fray drill from a cut length of copper braid, a spring scale, and a pilot glove. He hid three broken strands inside an intact weave, put a blackout visor over my eyes, and made me find them by touch.

“Easy on a bench,” I said when the weakness snagged beneath my thumb.

He put the glove on my hand, turned off the worklight, and had Bram shake the bench while Vera called false range bearings into my ear.

The braid nearly disappeared among the other objects in the dark. Vibration blurred the broken section against the intact strands. I missed it on the first pass.

“A pilot will have engine shake, impact noise, and blood in her glove,” Sarn said. “Build for that woman, not for yourself in a quiet room.”

On the second pass I pinched the braid at both ends and pulled until the hidden fracture changed the tension between my fingers. That survived Bram’s shaking.

Vera stopped calling bearings. “That is the field check.”

Sarn cut twenty more lengths and gave Poppy the pattern for the expedition kits. Each pilot would carry one sound sample and one damaged sample until her hands knew the difference in total darkness.

Bram drilled holes through the samples and tied them to the field kits with different knots. Even if darkness hid the copper and gloves dulled touch, a pilot could confirm which lesson she held before trusting it. Vera approved the knots after testing them one-handed in rain gloves and with her eyes closed behind a dark visor.

Vera’s private training supplied the numbers paper could not. On the sixth night of the build, she sat the decommissioned throttle rig while I kept one palm over the scar at the base of her neck. The old restriction dragged against the live load like a brake shoe worn into its drum. She held the throttles anyway. The reading climbed from the forty-seven she had carried out of spring and settled at fifty-five.

“Fifty-five,” I told her.

She banked the number with one clipped nod and ran the sequence again. On the sixteenth night, with the expedition’s fuel column taking shape beyond the bay doors, the scar slipped under load and the pathways around it took three more points cleanly. Fifty-eight. I felt every fraction arrive through my palm before the bench meter confirmed it. She shut the rig down, opened her eyes, and said, “Enough to reach the line.” It was not enough yet, and both of us knew it. It was the number she would carry into the gauntlet.

Maren had cornered me on the ninth day of it.

“You’re planning to march a fuel column, six deployable frames, and seven pilots two hundred and sixty kilometers into shale country with one medic,” she said, iron-gray bob, reading glasses on their chain, pockets rattling with confiscated stimulants. “Me. One. And last month you carried a machine-shaped surge on a live range, then stood through a nosebleed and gray vision telling me it was fine.”

“It was fine,” I said.

“I will haunt your medical chart,” Maren said, with the deniable fury she brought to everything, “until the day you say that and it’s true, because I would not miss watching how this ends for a pension twice the size.” She jabbed a finger at my chest. “You keep your overdraw off my table as long as it stays survivable. That is the deal. The day it stops being survivable is the day I put it on every table in Bastion. Nod if you understand me.”

I nodded. It was the deal we always made. She confiscated a stim tab off a passing rigger on her way out, on principle. He had not been holding one, but he let her take it anyway; you let Maren.

On Thursday, Vera’s public requalification entry gained a storm-window slot and two pages of gauntlet conditions.



I read them off the board at Gate Four with a cadet crowd around me, and I read them with the same suspicion I gave a doctored log, starting with what they left out.

Storm-window scheduling: the gauntlet would run in the first available heavy-weather slot, gusts on the certification range, the target hauler swinging on its thirty-year-old friction brake, every hard thing made harder by wind. A fault-injection list that ran to a second page. I counted the entries and stopped counting at forty. Poppy’s certification list had been long enough that nobody expected her to survive it; this one was longer, and it was aimed at a woman flying a frame forty tons heavier than a line frame through the old scar in her own nervous system.

And stage three live. The Cat-1 from the holding pit, forty meters down under the range’s outer face, fed on harbor offal and used twice a year, dropped through the gate into the engagement box while three hundred people watched from the gun walks. Every rated pilot on the continent had killed one to earn her rating. Vera had killed hers at nineteen. She would kill this one, or fail to, at forty-one, in a storm, at the bottom of a fault list built to bury her.

“They built a course to fail her,” a cadet said next to me, nineteen years old and outraged.

The cadet was Mina Falk. She looked from the two-page fault list to the empty gun walks and understood the counter before I gave it to her.

“Then we fill the walks,” she said.

“Every rail,” I answered. “Let the crowd watch each fault land.”



Vera taught the afternoon before the storm came. I stood at the back of the cadet hall while she drew breach-lane doctrine with a stick of chalk.

Vera taught it hard. That was the only teaching register Vera Stahl owned. She stood at the board in immaculate instructor blues, one regulation button at her bust losing its daily war, mahogany hair pinned to severity. Chalk opened a breach in the line. She drew doctrine’s wrong answer next, frames rushing the gap head-on, and let the cadets study it before marking an X where each one died.

“A breach is not a hole you plug,” she said, contralto stripped of warmth, parade-ground carry at conversational volume. “A breach is a mouth. You do not put your hand in a mouth. You close it from the corners.”

She drew the corners. Two elements in echelon, offset, walking inward along the lane, refusing the fatal charge down its center, each frame covering the next one’s inside shoulder so the enemy could never widen the gap it had made, a moving funnel that pinched the breach shut from both sides while a high element stripped the screens off the top.

“The mistake is speed,” she said, tapping the dead frames she had drawn, the X’s. “Your gut sees an opening and demands a charge. Watch the inside shoulders. Every frame that overruns the lane exposes the one beside it, and the enemy widens the breach through that exposed shoulder.” She drew the inward walk again, deliberate and unhurried. “Walk it closed. Cover the frame beside you. Give the mouth nothing to bite. Starve it of width until its own mass blocks the opening.”

She walked it through in the sim pods, six cadets flying the geometry against a scripted penning force. The cadets who charged died. The cadets who walked it closed the lane. Vera never gloated; she reset the scenario and made them fly again until the inward walk lived in their hands rather than their heads. Then she walked it through live, on the formation floor, the cadets in a dry run with taped boots, six of them pacing the pinch at quarter speed while she corrected their spacing by proximity alone, a step, a look, a hand held crosswise at the required distance a frame’s shoulder should hold from the next, no raised voice, no chalk, just the presence of her moving down the line closing the gaps between bodies as she wanted the frames to close the gap in a wall.

“Falk,” she said, mid-walk, her eyes still on the opposite element. “Your inside shoulder’s open. You’re a meter forward of your cover.”

Falk pulled back a meter at once. The line closed; Vera moved on.

The cadets called it the pinch. She let them. I filed the name because doctrine labeled by cadets survives its teacher. I already knew where I would need it: two hundred and sixty kilometers east, at a station penned by a siege that made no sense, where a corridor came to a mouth.

At the end she asked a hard question she already knew how to answer.

“You’ve closed the lane,” she said. “The pinch is holding. And a runner-cloud comes up the throat behind you, into the ground you just cleared. Your high element is committed stripping screens off the top. Who takes the cloud, and with what?”

Silence. The pinch could turn and expose the breach, or ignore the runners and take them in the back. Either answer spent somebody.

Falk answered it. Mina Falk, nineteen, flight gloves a size too big, a maintenance manual under her arm like a field reference, put her hand up in a room full of cadets senior to her and said, “Nobody breaks the pinch to take it. You let the cloud into the cleared ground and you kill it there, in the funnel, because the funnel’s already built and the cloud just walked into a kill-box you didn’t have to make. You don’t chase runners. You make them come to a shape you already own.”

Vera looked at her for a moment. “That’s the answer.” She moved to the next pod while Falk reset her own shoulders and tried unsuccessfully to hide the satisfaction.

Signy was at the back of the hall by then. I had not seen her come in. She stood against the rear wall in her matte-black off-shift with the sleeves knotted at her waist, arms folded, watching her old instructor teach a doctrine Signy could fly in her sleep, Signy’s thumb found the end of her braid and held it, the old cadet tell she had never fully trained out. Vera Stahl’s era-record was ninety-six point eight; Signy Larke had broken it anchored at 107.3 in the spring. Signy watched her old instructor with both hands loose at her sides, carrying the record while leaving Vera room to reclaim her own.

“She taught me the pinch when I was seventeen,” Signy said quietly, not turning her head. “I flew it wrong for a year. Charged the lane every time. She let me die in the pods forty times before it took.” Signy watched Falk reset the pod and waited until the girl had sealed the canopy again. “She could have just told me. She wanted it in my hands.”

“It’s in your hands.”

“It’s in mine because it was in hers first.” Signy watched the cadets fly it in the pods, watched the ones who charged die and the ones who walked hold. “Whatever number she posts tomorrow, Wade. I want to be on the gun walk when it lands. Front rail. I want her to see me there.”

“You’ll be there,” I said.

Poppy had spent the class on the maintenance side of the pods, checking the six training rigs while Vera taught. On the last run she rapped twice on pod four’s housing and raised one grease-blackened hand.

“Falk’s left-leg response is eleven hundredths late,” she said. “That’s the pod, not the pilot. Return manifold’s trapping pressure after the reset. If you make her correct for it again, you’re teaching her to lean into a fault that won’t be in her frame.”

Vera stopped the exercise. She could have taken Poppy’s word and moved on. Instead she brought every cadet around the opened housing while Poppy traced the trapped-pressure loop with a screwdriver, then made Falk fly the run again after the line was bled. The missing eleven hundredths returned. Falk’s inside shoulder landed where Vera had wanted it all afternoon.

“That distinction will keep one of you alive,” Vera told the class. “A pilot owns her error. A crew owns the machine’s. Neither protects the other by accepting false blame.”

After the cadets returned to their places, Vera stayed by Poppy for a moment. “You found eleven hundredths through a closed pod.”

“It kicked the deck plate differently.”

“You built two tandem cradles while flying line patrols and opened the Yard’s freight door from inside a cable trunk.” Vera held Poppy’s hazel-green eyes. “My expedition has frames because you keep making doors where other people leave walls. I know whose engineering is carrying us east.”

Poppy’s freckles went pink to the collar. Her screwdriver stopped turning between her fingers. Vera’s attention lingered on that spreading color for a beat beyond professional appraisal, warm enough that Poppy noticed and stood straighter beneath it.

“Yes, Commander,” Poppy said.

Vera returned to the board. Poppy watched her cross the room before she remembered the open pod at her elbow.

When the class ended, the cadets stood. The whole hall came to attention as one shared instinct and raised a salute. Vera Stahl faced them at her own board with chalk on her fingers. At the back, Signy came off the wall and held it too, the Wall’s number one saluting the woman whose record she carried. Vera saw her. The chalk slipped from Vera’s fingers and broke against the floor.

I left Vera and her cadets holding the salute and went to check her frame.



I checked her frame because I check everything the cell flies, always. I also check at the hours nobody expects. That discipline put my palms on Culverin’s actuator trunk at eleven at night while two of Mattick’s men were still inside it.

The berth was supposed to be empty. Culverin sat at deployment standard where Vera had first brought me in spring, two hundred and forty tons of pre-Cascade frame bearing an antique-artillery name, the most cared-for machine in a graveyard’s worth of neglect. Habit brought me in from the freight side. I planted my palm on the actuator trunk before raising the lights because that is how I say hello to a frame.

And the housing was warm where it should have been cold.

Cold is an actuator trunk’s resting state at eleven at night. Warm means a hand. This warmth had a grain, tool chatter worked into a fitting and a feed line handled recently by someone in a hurry. I moved my palm along the trunk until the cold returned, then found the next warm boundary. Pressure turned temperature into information.

The actuator feed read wrong. A bleed valve cracked a quarter-turn past spec, in the fail-open direction, so that a frame testing green on the bench would continue reading green until it took a live load, and then, under the pressure spike of a hard maneuver, the cracked valve would bleed the feed and starve the left forearm for the half-second it takes a Cat-1 to close the distance and put its skull through a dropped guard. A pre-flight would never flag the sabotage. The doctored feed would become pilot error in the after-report: a frame that “faltered under load,” a pilot who “could not sustain the requalification standard,” a failure written on the woman and not the plot.

I could name the hand before I named the man. I ran a fingertip down the driven face of the cracked valve and read the wear the driver had left in the slot, a bevel worn off true on one side. Every turn bit crooked and left the same chatter, the signature I had learned from a number-nine in spring. A man’s bad habits make a reliable fingerprint under honest hands. Mattick’s crews all bore down crooked; they had all learned off the same wrong angle.

Two of them were still up on the dorsal gantry, five stories over the berth floor, gone still the second the lights should have come up and didn’t. I heard the second one breathe.

“Feed valve’s a quarter-turn light,” I said, to the dark, in my flattest register, not moving my hand off the housing. “You want to come down and torque it back, or you want me to log who left it that way.”

They ran, as men do when a paper-clean act turns lethal the second a witness names it. The gantry runner had one safe destination. I took the ladder he needed.

Bram took it for me. Fifty-seven, bad knee, forearms like bridge cable, he had followed at a quiet distance with an unlit torch and now waited at the freight ladder’s base. The first tech descended into the dark and found Bram in his way: barrel-chested, white walrus mustache, forty years of deck beneath his boots.

“Evening,” Bram said.

One bridge-cable forearm crossed the ladder frame at chest height. The man had nowhere to go except through a wall named Bram.

The tech tried it anyway. Bram caught a fistful of coveralls, turned with the man’s momentum, and seated him hard on the freight-side deck plating. The unlit torch hung from one finger while Bram stood over him.

“Stay.”

The man stayed.

The second one made the freight side and was gone into Bay Nine’s shift territory, which was how they always went, up the freight lift and into the dark where the honest night crews would swear they saw nobody. I did not chase him across the high catwalk. I took the shorter route down the Culverin’s shoulder ladder and hit the freight deck one level below him.

He crossed above me, boots hammering grating, heading for the lift bank. I laid my palm on the vertical support as he passed. His weight came through the steel as a quick four-beat load, then changed pitch when he stepped onto the movable bridge to Bay Nine.

“Bridge brake,” I told Andic over the night channel. “Set it now.”

Andic was working a crane two bays over and did not ask why. The bridge brake locked. Thirty meters above me, the running tech reached the first seam and found the bridge refusing to align with the far landing. He had to stop, reverse, and take the long fixed gallery. Cameras watched both ends of that gallery.

I looked up through the grating and let him see me below.

“Your face is logged,” I called. “Your boots are logged. Keep running if it helps.”

He kept running. His boots hammered on after the bridge camera had already captured his face.

I let him go after that, because one caught with his hand on a fail-open valve was all the evidence the deed needed and chasing the other one across five stories of catwalk was how you turned an evidence action into an accident report. More important, the bridge camera had his unobstructed profile and Andic’s brake log put him in the one route he could not deny.

Trask arrived inside ten minutes; I had learned to call Trask before I called anyone, and Trask documented it as Trask documented everything, the caught tech, the doctored valve, the bevel-worn driver still on the gantry, the measured quarter-turn, photographs and initials and a chain of custody so heavy that this one, too, could never be lost in transfer. A sabotage code that would not go quietly. The spring’s lesson, made routine.

“They’ll say he was doing authorized maintenance,” Trask said, writing.

“On a frame he’s not on the crew ticket for, at eleven at night, with a valve cracked in the fail-open direction,” I said. “Let them. The more they explain it, the louder it gets.”

By morning the doctored valve was all over the deck, and the deck told the terraces. Attendance for a storm-window requalification doubled. The crew stand had to add a second row before noon.

Sarn came up to ask if he could watch.

He came up in the evening, out of his graveyard, the last Anchor, absent from academy stands since the Cascade. He asked stiffly whether there was a place he could stand where he would not be noticed.

“Crew stand,” I said. “With us.”

Sarn looked toward Bram. Bram said nothing. He walked to the crew stand, set another chair at the row’s end, tested both rear feet against the deck seam, and returned to his coffee.



I found Vera beneath the Culverin’s open left-forearm actuator bay that night, hours before the storm.

We had left the sabotaged feed exposed after correcting it. The access plate hung from two service hooks, rain ticking against the berth roof while one work lamp swung under the frame’s arm. Vera stood on the maintenance platform in instructor blues with her jacket open and both bare hands on the repaired line.

“Bram and I walked the frame twice,” she said. “You walked it a third time. I want the readings separated. Machine first. Woman second. Hope touches neither.”

I laid my right palm against the actuator housing. Bram worked the manual pump on the floor through three full cycles. The corrected valve seated on each cycle. Pressure crossed the feed with Mattick’s quarter-turn bleed corrected, and the forearm centered every pulse through the shoulder.

“Culverin will carry stage two into the live drop,” I said. “No pressure loss. No delayed return.”

Bram locked the pump, clipped a portable service-cycle control to the platform rail, and set it to manual. “Feed’s yours. I finished my test.”

He gathered his tools, climbed down, and rolled the floor pump out of the berth. The freight-side privacy gate closed behind him with a metal latch. His boots receded along the empty service gallery until the rain swallowed them.

Vera watched the gate settle, then closed her eyes while the final residual pressure pulse crossed the line. She took my left hand and pressed it beneath her open collar over her sternum.

The old governor scar dragged at fifty-eight. Its lower boundary quivered in the direction it always moved when flight came near.

“Now the woman,” she said.

“Fifty-eight. The scar is yielding by fractions.”

Her laugh came out younger than the machine over us. Rain struck the berth roof harder, and the hanging lamp sent warm light back and forth over the mahogany hair beginning to escape its pins.

“Good.” Her amber eyes held mine. “I want your hands on me in the seat they took away. I want the frame included, not confused with me. Do you understand?”

“Yes. Tell me you choose everything that follows.”

“I choose it.” No rank. No wavering. “You direct it.”

I turned her toward the open feed and put both her palms on the line. “Keep them there. Every time the pump answers, you say whether the machine is true. I handle the pilot.”

The jacket stayed open. I drew the blouse down until the sleeves caught at her elbows, leaving the uniform half-on and her heavy breasts bare beneath the swinging lamp. She did not turn for a view of me. She faced the machine, palms spread on the repaired artery beneath the open plate, and waited for my touch.

I pressed the portable control with my thumb. The feed jumped beneath her hands.

“True,” she said.

I filled both palms with her breasts from behind. Their warm, substantial weight settled into my grip, stripped of every trace of monument. My thumbs worked over her nipples while my palms lifted her chest into the cold berth air.

The pump struck again.

“True.” The second consonant dragged behind her breath.

I closed my hands harder.

She arched back into me, then caught herself before either palm left the line. “More force. I am done being handled like a display nobody may touch.”

“Your hands stay on the feed. I’ll decide what more means.”

“Yes.”

I used my mouth at the side of her neck while one hand worked her breast and the other slid under the open uniform to the wet heat between her thighs. The maintenance platform gave her no pilot’s chair and no harness, only boot soles on grated steel and the exposed machine beneath her palms. Whenever her hips sought my fingers, I withdrew the pressure until she planted her stance again.

“You carry the platform,” I told her. “Nothing else.”

A fresh pressure pulse crossed the line.

“True,” she said, breath breaking. “Damn you. True.”

I gave her two fingers and kept the pressure deep until her body adjusted. The governor scar tightened beneath the back of my wrist, a brake that responded to want by slipping another fraction. I curled my fingers, thumb at her clit, and the next word lost its parade-ground edge. My thumb came off the service control; pressure continued without fluctuation beneath her hands.

Vera stared at the exposed line and gathered the contralto in pieces. “Hold is true. Continue.”

I triggered the next cycle. The pulse came through the line and into her palms while my fingers worked inside her. The frame’s pressure pulse crossed her left palm just as my fingers curled inside her. Her right hand flexed on the feed, separating the machine’s centered answer from the shudder that belonged to her body.

“Tell me which one is failing,” I said.

“Neither.” Her shoulders shook. “The machine carries pressure. The woman carries you.”

“Good. Keep carrying me until I move you.”

I held her near the edge until her thighs tightened around my hand, then changed the pressure into a shallow, continuous tease that denied her release while preserving contact. Her protest came out low and furious.

“Cockpit,” I said, sliding my wet fingers up her body to steer her toward the ladder.

The scar’s lower edge softened beneath my palm, rough drag giving way to a narrow band of warmth. Vera looked up at Culverin’s open canopy, at the seat she had spent fifteen years seeing from the wrong side of the berth.

I refastened only the waistband of her trousers. Her blouse remained at her elbows and the jacket hung open. She climbed ahead of me, each rung requiring her to trust the hands at her waist without turning the ascent into another test. My hands stayed firm, neither lifting nor letting her slip, until she crossed the canopy collar.

Culverin’s cockpit smelled of old insulation, fresh hydraulic fluid, and a machine waking after a fifteen-year halt. Vera stopped beside the broad pilot’s chair. Her fingers found the throttle-side rail by memory and whitened around it.

I reached past her, released the rail, and put her hand on the chair back instead. “The rail is not where you hide tonight. Sit.”

She lowered herself into the pilot’s chair. The old bolsters closed around her hips. I reclined the seat one detent. Her chest rose into the moving lamp shining through the rain-washed canopy while I stood in the footwell between her spread knees.

“The throttles are yours,” I said. “Keep your hands on the seat until I move them. Let me show you what came back with you.”

The final pins gave up. Mahogany hair fell over her shoulders, taking years off her face without taking one degree of authority from it. She left both hands gripping the chair where I had put them.

I bent over her and took my time with her breasts until she stopped shaping the sounds into words. My mouth closed on one nipple while I rolled the other between finger and thumb, then switched without giving her a predictable interval. She could not anticipate which side I would choose. Her thighs kept closing around my hips; I opened them again with my knees.

“Fifteen years,” she said. “I remembered the controls. I remembered the harness biting after a long sortie. I refused to remember the rest of this seat.”

“Then look at it while I give the memory back.”

I freed my cock from the coveralls. A thin trace of rig oil on my palm slicked the valley of her chest. I gathered her breasts around my cock, their weight filling my hands, and drove once through the pressure until the head cleared beneath her chin.

Her mouth opened automatically. I did not give it to her.

“Range lights,” I said. “Count them. Your mouth isn’t part of this pass.”

She looked through the rain toward the distant certification range and began counting, each number farther apart than the last. I pressed her heavy breasts tight around my shaft and worked through the hot pressure. Each stroke left a shine across fair-warm skin while her uniform sleeves held at her elbows. Her appetite had nowhere to hide. She watched the range she would fly at dawn while I used the body the academy had spent fifteen years buttoning into a monument.

“Your range,” I said.

“My range.”

“Your frame.”

“My frame.”

“And in this seat?”

Her amber eyes came back to me. “Yours to direct.”

I tightened both hands and gave her three deeper strokes. A full-throated sound broke from her on the third. On the fourth I held my cock buried between her breasts. Vera’s chest heaved around me, her hands locked to the chair back, her eyes heavy and direct.

Her count failed on the seventh light. She looked down at the shine across her breasts, then back at me, appetite direct and entirely adult.

“Continue,” she said, the word stripped of command rank and offered as a choice.

I eased my cock from the warm pressure of her chest. “Hands on the chair. I decide the rest.”

Relief loosened her shoulders. I turned the chair one quarter rotation toward the canopy. Vera lay canted across it, one shoulder supported by the headrest and one long leg over the outer bolster. The position left her facing me and exposed the wet line between her thighs without asking exhausted muscles to carry her weight.

“Hand on the throttle rail now,” I said.

She reached. I put her palm around it and covered hers while the frame delivered one complete pump cycle. The repaired forearm answered the commanded cycle with a centered pulse.

I put her free hand over the old scar at her neck. “You tell me when both arrive.”

Then I entered her from the footwell.

Her pussy opened around me in one controlled drive. The diagonal position changed the angle completely from the lap she expected, giving me her face, the rise of her breasts, and the throttle-side hand in the same view. She tried to lift her hip for more. I held it to the chair until she accepted the depth I chose.

I tapped the remote. The next pressure cycle traveled through the rail.

“Machine,” she said, voice rough. “Feed centered.”

I withdrew to the head and pressed back into her, palm spread over the scar. Her pathways opened around the old restriction.

“Woman,” she said. “Fifty-eight. Rising against you.”

I drove deeper. The chair took the diagonal force through its spine supports; Culverin answered under one touch, Vera under the other. Her long frame settled diagonally into the broad pre-Cascade seat, one leg supported along my forearm. She yielded depth, angle, and every pause to my hands; the hard command set of her shoulders gradually eased against the headrest.

“Do that once more,” she said.

I rolled my hips in a shallow circle, filling her while denying the next deep stroke. The changing pressure made her request sharpen on its own.

“Please. Give me the next one.”

I changed from the teasing circle to one hard drive that seated me deep. The canopy seal clicked on impact. Her hair spread across the headrest. The open jacket framed her chest, still shining from the work of my cock. Every thrust moved that weight and pressed the old scar into my palm.

“The machine is taking the load,” I told her. “No bleed at the feed. The woman is taking me without the scar closing her down.”

“Say the whole finding.”

I drove to the root and kept her there. “Culverin is ready. Vera Stahl is ready. Separate readings. Same verdict.”

Vera lost my eyes for one breath. Her grip tightened on the throttle, and when she looked back the command mask had failed to reseat. I gave her the next stroke before she could rebuild it, then another, increasing the force while holding the pace steady. Each impact traveled through the chair and control rail as she took the two separate readings she had demanded.

Her climax came through my palm as the scar’s lower boundary gave one measurable fraction. The commander who measured every public sound broke on my name, full-throated and young, while her hand kept its assigned place on the throttle rail. Her body drew me deeper in slow, forceful pulses. I held her hip to the chair and spent inside her, each surge answered by the remote cycle beneath her other hand.

I switched off the service control. In the sudden mechanical quiet, Vera’s boot slid down my calf and found the cockpit floor. One hand rested on Culverin and one on her neck.

“Both,” she said.

“Both.”

I checked the bruised line where the bolster had pressed her outer thigh, then set one palm over the old scar and the other on the forearm feed. Her hip carried only surface color. The cervical path settled at fifty-eight with its lower boundary fractionally looser, and the actuator returned every pump pulse without drag. Woman and machine registered separately under my hands. Both were ready.

Vera re-pinned her hair with a stripped wire tie from the sabotage sweep, restored her trousers, and left the jacket open.

“Whatever number the range posts is mine,” she said. “Your hand comes off me before I launch.”

“It’s yours.”

She put both hands on the throttles. “Then leave me five minutes with my seat.”

I cycled the canopy, climbed down into the rain, and gave her the five.

She closed the access plate herself. The latches struck home one after another beneath the rain.


Chapter 10: Day Five Thousand Six Hundred and Four

Command scheduled the gauntlet in a storm to keep the crowd thin. The crowd came anyway, forty thousand people climbing into the rain.

The gun walks four hundred meters up the certification range’s face packed out an hour before the window, despite wind driving rain sideways off the Wall. Cadet classes that should have been in the halls crowded the rail instead. Their instructors had released them and asked nobody’s approval. Chalk dust still marked several sleeves; whole classes had come straight from lessons and packed the rails with their teachers.

The crew stand held our row. At its end sat Bram’s extra chair and Emeric Sarn, the last Anchor, above ground at an academy event for the first time since the Cascade. Rain darkened his gray crew cut and ran across the faded silver tracery on his bare forearms. Gaunt and motionless, he watched the range like a man facing a grave he was no longer certain would stay closed.

The public board carried the counter. It carried it big, because command had not planned for the shame counter to become the thing every tier of Bastion came to watch fall.

DAYS SINCE LAST QUALIFIED SORTIE: 5,553 + 51.

They left it as a sum. Somebody in the board room had left the arithmetic unfinished, either from spite or the small cowardice of refusing to write the whole terrible figure. Forty thousand people could add. They completed it together, out loud in the rain, like a crowd counting down a launch.

Five thousand six hundred and four.

Poppy was on the rail beside me with a chalk stub; Poppy had opinions about numbers and expressed them in chalk lately, and she had written the line band on the wet composite where she could point at it: 60.0, the floor of the line-pilot rating, the bar Vera had to clear to keep the requalification and keep the expedition unfailable on her ticket.

“She reads fifty-eight this morning,” Poppy said, low, so the cadets below us would not hear the doubt in it. “I heard it off the med station. Fifty-eight, Wade. She has to fly two points up through a fault list and a live animal and a storm to keep her own review from getting thrown out. On a scar.” She scrubbed the chalk line brighter, like brighter chalk would help. “Tell me she does it.”

“She does it,” I said.

“Tell me like you read it and not like you hope it.”

“I read it,” I said. “Last night. Fifty-eight and slipping. And she only ever slips before she climbs, and she only ever climbs with fire near her. There’s going to be a lot of fire.” I looked at the chalk 60.0. “She’ll clear it. I don’t know by how much. Nobody does, including her. That’s why she wanted to fly it alone.”

Odessa stood twenty meters down the rail in loyalist gray zipped to the throat. Crane had reassigned her squad the morning after she chose, leaving six years of wing command reduced to empty places around her. Her own public cut was two days away. She watched Vera climb back from below the line with ice-blue arithmetic running, measuring what returned when a woman stopped accepting the institution’s number.

She caught me looking and tipped her chin at the counter. Your hands did that, or they didn’t. Show me. Water ran off the violet sweep as she turned back to the range. In two days her number would be on a board with her doctrine’s people trying to bury it. She had earned the right to watch what my hands could return before she bet the rest of her life on them.



She came out onto the range floor in a flight suit, and every conversation along the gun walks died between one word and the next.

I was not ready for the sight, and neither was anyone else. For fifteen years Bastion had known Vera Stahl chiefly in instructor blues, buttoned to severity, the monument at the front of the class. Most of the young crowd knew her only that way. The flight suit came out of a storage locker, and she put it on and walked into the storm, and every packed gun walk stopped making noise at once.

She was older than the last time that suit had seen a cradle. Age made the return larger, richer, and entirely hers. The suit was cut for a pilot, and she remained built like one: statuesque, broad-shouldered, full-figured, the war-gear finding every line her instructor blues had regulated into stillness. She crossed the wet range floor toward Culverin with mahogany hair pinned beneath the helmet in her hand. She never looked up at the crowd. That refusal was the most commanding thing I saw her do.

I chose to look with the rest of the Wall, and the mechanic in me was nowhere near the only part paying attention. Her flight-suit collar hid the governor scar I had read the night before at fifty-eight and slipping. The memory persisted in my palm: old resistance beginning to give as the range drew close.

“She looks like the diagram,” a cadet breathed on the rail below me, and did not know she had quoted the woman she was watching.

Down the rail, Odessa’s thumb stopped tapping figures against her forefinger. The ice-blue eyes stayed fixed on a forty-one-year-old woman crossing the wet range to reclaim her cockpit. She never looked back at the slate hanging dark from her belt.

Poppy said, very quietly, next to me, “Oh,” as you say it when a thing you built in your head turns out realer than you let yourself hope. She had chalked the line band on the composite an hour ago with a doubter’s hand. She rubbed the 60.0 out now with her sleeve, because she had decided she did not need it anymore.

Two hundred and forty tons of pre-Cascade frame took her up into its cradle, forty tons heavier at the shoulder than the line frames the cadets flew, an antique-artillery name on a hull the city had thought was a myth, and the Culverin lit its boards with Vera Stahl’s hands on the throttles, ending the counter’s long climb toward her next qualified sortie, and wind kept driving water across the canopy while the counter waited above her name. Along the rail, vendor calls stopped. Rain striking helmets became the loudest thing on the Wall.



Stage one was formation compliance, and Vera laid Culverin’s flight path directly over the centerline she had taught a generation to draw.

The examiners had a diagram and a tolerance band. A pilot passes by staying inside it. Vera flew the centerline until her trace covered the ideal. Their screens offered centered response, prescribed spacing, and turns without lateral drift. Years of drawing it on a board for cadets had put it into her hands past the reach of bad weather.

A cadet on the rail directly below me traced Vera’s centerline on a slate and found no daylight between the two plots. The storm threw two hundred and forty tons of frame around as easily as it threw the rain. Vera Stahl held the centerline as if the wind were a suggestion she had reviewed and declined. The examiners’ plot showed one line where there should have been two. A crowd unable to read the telemetry could still feel a hard thing flown easily, and its low sound rolled across the wet rail. Stage one is where they hoped she would already be shaking. She flew it like a woman annoyed to be asked.

The storm tried once to take the centerline from her. A gust rolled down the Wall and struck Culverin broadside halfway through the turn at marker seven. The old frame’s shoulder moved twelve centimeters off the plotted path. Vera let the upper body travel instead of magnifying the roll through resistance. Pressure shifted through the planted foot; the pelvis came under it so smoothly that the examiner’s line curved back onto center in one continuous load transfer. The wet range structure carried the load into my hand: shoulder to opposite heel, one uninterrupted diagonal across forty-year-old castings.

A cadet below the crew stand drew that diagonal on her slate before the replay appeared. The class had learned to see what Vera taught.

The gust left one more consequence. Culverin’s locked shoulder fairing had taken water through an old seam, adding weight to the left side. The range board flagged it as a minor imbalance. Vera corrected by shifting one ammunition tray across the pelvis during the marker-nine turn, using the tray’s travel as ballast while keeping the frame centered on its line. The correction rolled through my palm as a soft traveling mass, deliberate and temporary. When the wind dropped, she returned the tray and the balance came home with it.

The examiners had given her weather. She turned even the water inside the armor into something she could place.

Stage two carried the burial attempt: a nine-minute clock and two pages of injected faults with Mattick’s ambition all over them.

I stood on the gun walk with my right palm planted against the wet range structure, against the poured composite of the Wall itself, and I read the Culverin through it. A loaded frame writes its movement into any structure rigidly connected to its vibration, and the certification range carried everything; harmonics rose through the full range face into my hand, translating her flight into force, correction, and measured mechanical response.

Where Poppy improvised around faults, Vera anticipated them. She had written half those failure modes into the curriculum twenty years earlier. Before each injection landed, the frame moved.

She pre-positioned. When the trunk injected a hydraulic lock into the left knee, Culverin already carried its weight on the right. The seized joint sent one hard square tick through the composite while the frame continued level. When they starved the actuator feed, the targeted arm was already unloaded and the opposite side carried the work. When they induced a sensor drift in the right-side array, she flew from the left picture she had verified before launch.

Entry twenty-four reversed the cooling shutters while Culverin carried a firing load. Vera kept the charge, denied the heat spike, and rolled the old frame’s chest into the crosswind and opened the maintenance vents in sequence. Water tore off the armor in white sheets. The barrel jacket shed eight degrees before the fault trunk realized its closed shutters had failed to trap her heat. A Battery Six loader saw the maneuver, slapped her gun chief’s shoulder, and pointed with both hands. They had used that emergency venting on the Wall for years. Nobody had ever flown it as part of a firing turn.

Most pilots meet that list looking backward, catching each fault after it lands and scrambling to save the frame. Vera flew toward the next failure. Her preparation arrived ahead of each injection, the commander’s advantage written as load already moved before the machine objected. Through four hundred meters of wet Wall, I felt how completely she knew the list’s curve.

Every trace showed Culverin entering the safe load position before the fault. The examiners stacked the list denser toward the end. Vera preserved her lead while the nine-minute clock ran and loaded gun crews froze with their hands on the rammers.

At entry thirty-one they did what she had predicted in the cockpit the night before. A hydraulic-lock injection struck at the same instant as a scripted hard maneuver, stacking two loads meant to fold the frame. It rose through the structure and tightened my hand on wet composite. Vera had pre-positioned for it. Of course she had. In the dark, with her hair coming down, she had told me how she would meet this stacked blow. The stacked fault broke against a frame already braced for it. Below, the examiners replayed the sequence twice on the storm-lashed range because they could not believe a pilot had seen it coming.

Nine minutes. The clock ran out with the Culverin still standing and the second page of faults spent uselessly against the curriculum’s own author.

On the rail below me, Vera’s cadets had stopped watching the frame and started watching the injection order. Three of them compared the posted sequence against notes from her last class. By the time the examiner killed the trunk, they had identified the pre-position before fault thirty-one and drawn the load transfer correctly. The rigged list had become a lesson in front of the people it was supposed to fool.

Down in the examiners’ box, a man in field grays too clean for a storm ran the entry-thirty-one sequence a third time. I did not need my hands to know Mattick’s work; the density curve of that fault list was a signature as good as a bevel-worn driver. He froze the replay at Vera’s pre-positioned brace and stared at it while every other person beneath the shelter applauded.

Stage two ended. Range crews cleared the box while the holding-pit gate began its slow climb before the live drop. Forty meters below the range’s face, a starving Cat-1 waited. Forty thousand people high above went quiet enough to hear the holding-pit chains. The gun line on the walks racked to ready, sixteen coil batteries manned in the rain, the safety line every certification keeps in case a stage-three animal survives the box and comes up the causeway. Nobody expected to fire. Everybody loaded anyway. A live stage stayed live. The crowd watched from four hundred meters behind a manned gun line because the animal below them could climb.



Stage three did not reset the frame. Certification faults accumulate. Culverin entered the live box with its left knee hydraulically locked in the shallow brace Vera had chosen before the injection, its right forearm actuator feed starved, and its right-side sensors drifting farther off true by the second. Every wound from stage two stayed wounded.

The range dropped a living Cat-1 into the engagement box. Vera Stahl killed it in a storm at forty-one, as she had killed one at nineteen, while the gun line kept every charged barrel trained on the box.

The Cat-1 came up from the holding pit forty meters below the range’s face. Six meters at the shoulder and thirty tons, it had been fed on offal and emerged furious about the light. The gate dropped it into the engagement box at the causeway’s foot. A live-threat stage is not a simulation. Everyone on the silent gun walks had either killed one to earn a rating or hoped to.

She closed the box down as she taught the pinch: deliberate, unhurried, walking the animal toward a corner it had failed to recognize. Culverin’s two hundred and forty tons moved through the mud with a controlled hitch as Vera routed every turn around the locked left knee and kept the starved right arm close to the chest. The asymmetry carried command in every uneven load. The Cat-1 tested her twice with quick lunges meant to draw the guard. Vera banked both feints and kept the weapon ready for a full commitment.

On the second feint, the certification trunk injected a sensor blackout on Culverin’s left side. The right-side array continued drifting from stage two, leaving both visual pictures compromised. The animal saw the frame’s head turn blind and changed the feint into a cautious half-commitment aimed at the new weakness. Vera gave it the dead side. She let the Cat-1 believe the blackout had opened a lane, then shifted the old frame by pressure through its feet alone, pivoting on the mobile right leg while the locked left stayed planted, keeping the skull beyond her one useful forearm.

Through the wet Wall, the contact reached my palm as three even pulses: animal footfall, frame correction, no impact. She had mapped the engagement box before the gate opened and was flying off distances already stored in her body. The injected blindness lasted four seconds. She used all four while the drifting array lied to her, teaching the animal that the left side was weak.

The examiner had intended the blackout as a trap for Vera. Vera turned it into bait for the Cat-1.

The four-second fault cleared, but the right array had drifted another meter off true. Culverin’s display now showed the skirmisher slightly closer than it stood and half a body-width left. A young pilot would have split the difference between bad sensors. Vera trusted neither.

She put the frame’s useful hand against the engagement-box wall.

The contact reached me through the range structure as a broad scrape. The wall gave her a fixed reference the injected faults could not alter. She dragged two fingers through the poured composite, felt the frame’s own arm geometry against a known plane, and reset her body map without consulting either visual array.

The Cat-1 understood the wall contact as blindness. It rushed three strides, stopped outside the weapon arc, and kicked a fan of mud at Culverin’s head. Wet shale struck the canopy and packed into the damaged sensor housings. The creature had learned enough from penning frames to attack their sight.

Culverin did not turn its head.

Vera backed along the wall, planted step following planted step. The locked knee set each stride’s length. Her free foot swept the mud before it landed, leaving parallel grooves. She was measuring the box through soles and stride count, rebuilding the engagement in pressure rather than pictures.

“Fourteen meters from the south marker,” Poppy said beside me, reading the grooves on the public feed. “She knows where everything is except the animal.”

“She knows where it wants her to think it is,” Signy answered.

The skirmisher moved quietly for something massing thirty tons. Its pads spread weight through the mud, minimizing each footfall. Six quick pressure blooms still reached me through the concrete, circling toward Culverin’s locked side.

Vera read the crosswind instead. She watched the mud it kicked across the box. Every gust drove spray east until the animal blocked it, leaving a moving dry interruption in the sheet.

Culverin’s useful forearm shifted two centimeters.

The line batteries tracked the creature, barrels turning above us. One layer froze with both hands on her elevation wheel when she understood what Vera had found. Along the parapet, loaded crews stopped moving, afraid a bootfall would somehow disturb the pilot’s count.

The animal made another half-charge. Vera let the frame’s shoulder sag toward the locked knee, selling the failure deeper. Culverin looked old then: blind head, dead arm, one leg fixed in mud, body leaning into a wall for support.

The Cat-1 opened its jaw.

Vera stepped away from the wall.

The movement cost her the only fixed reference she had. It also opened a strip of bare composite behind her. The next sheet of spray struck that strip unobstructed except for one moving shape. She watched the shadow cross through the drifting mud and knew the animal’s line.

“She’s got it,” Signy said.

The left-hand weapon came up before the skirmisher accelerated. The muzzle stayed low, hiding the firing solution inside what looked like a damaged guard. Vera had built the kill from a wall scrape, locked stride lengths, crosswind, and one animal confident enough to attack a weakness she had offered.

When it committed the real charge she was already where the charge was going. She could not cross both forearms; the right still had no feed. She set the locked left knee as a braced post, took the skull on the useful left forearm and shoulder together, then pivoted the rest of the frame around that fixed joint. Thirty tons of skirmisher went past her into the corner she had been building while the crippled right arm hung useless against Culverin’s chest. The storm gusted hard across the box as she turned it. Before the Cat-1 cleared her forearm, Culverin’s left-hand coil weapon already carried the crosswind correction in its lead. The round entered the base of the skull at the instant the brainstem seam turned square. The animal went down mid-stride in the mud and did not get up. One round, with no correction after the shot.

Water drove sideways over a dead monster and a standing frame. High above, vendor calls had stopped, gun crews rested motionless on loaded mounts, and nobody risked wanting the number aloud before it posted.

Culverin occupied the final stance while range instruments completed their count. The locked knee shivered under the spent load. Vera held the frame there rather than disguise the tremor with a settling step, letting the record take the machine exactly as it was: one dead arm, one compromised leg, thirty stacked faults, pilot still commanding the box. The storm pushed at the broad shoulder. Culverin yielded three centimeters, stopped, and returned two. From the rail, I could read the surviving brace through the deck before the telemetry named it.

And the number posted.

She had entered the gauntlet reading fifty-eight, below the line band. Every soul tracking the feed knew a woman below the line was flying a course meant to prove she belonged there. Yet the scar slipped under load as it always did when hope and live fire came near. Mid-course, under stacked faults, storm winds, and a live animal’s charge, her output climbed. Stage three posted the sustained result for the record.

SIXTY-ONE POINT THREE. Unanchored. Through the scar.

Vera did not look at the board first. She lowered Culverin’s useful weapon, checked the dead animal for a returning load, and walked the frame to the recovery mark on the damaged knee. Only after the range officer called the box cold did she lift the blind head toward her result.

The line-pilot band opens at sixty. She cleared it by one point three, on her own, with nobody’s hand on her, and the Wall came apart.



Forty thousand people gave the returning pilot a louder roar than the dead animal. They had watched her cross the bar during the flight. They knew 96.8 used to live in that cockpit, and they gave the recovered 1.3 points everything their lungs held.

Signy led it from the front rail of the gun walk, squarely where she had told me she would be. Both fists rose in the rain as she screamed her old instructor’s sixty-one point three. Vera looked up from Culverin’s cockpit and found her best student at the rail, shouting the recovered number back to her.

Vera lifted Culverin’s useful hand. Two armored fingers touched the frame’s brow in the old Ninth Wing salute. Signy answered with the same angle from the rail, one pilot carrying 107.3, the other standing in mud at 61.3, neither number diminishing the gesture. Around Signy, cadets copied it until an entire wet section saluted the frame below.

Odessa watched the roar in silence. Her mouth formed the number once, testing the shape of a comeback two days before her own. Poppy slammed both palms against the wet rail. Bram kept his full thermos capped and stared at the board.

The noise rolled down the terraces. Beside me, a board tech mistyped the qualified sortie twice with shaking hands. On the third attempt, the counter that had advanced above Vera’s name every dawn clicked back to zero.

Bram read the new entry aloud. “Sixty-one point three. She’ll chase ninety-six point eight next.”

Poppy’s chalk had dissolved to blue paste between her fingers. She used it to circle the zero once on the rail, then turned her slate to Culverin’s telemetry. Cadets crowded the replay of fault thirty-one, arguing about the load transfer, while Vera’s age went unmentioned.

A range rigger came up from the cradle carrying Culverin’s spent knee pin in both hands. It had bent six degrees during the injected jam. Sarn rolled it once across his palm.

“Don’t straighten it,” he said. “Put it on the lesson table.”

Before Falk bagged it, I closed my fingers around the steel. The bend held two textures: a smooth yielding arc from the injected lock and a bright compressed patch where Vera’s pre-positioned brace had stopped deformation from becoming a buckle. The pin had spent itself without surrendering the knee’s geometry.

“Mark the load direction,” I told Falk. “Box the polished face where the brace caught it.”

She drew the arrow, photographed both surfaces, and labeled the bag with Culverin’s hull number, fault entry, wind load, final bend, and one last line in block capitals: PRESERVED BRACE GEOMETRY.

The bent steel went straight to Vera’s old classroom, still wet with rain.

Sarn, in Bram’s extra chair at the end of the row, made a sound I did not hear over the crowd and would not have intruded on if I had.



Crane applauded on camera. He had to.

He was in the reviewing position with his dress grays immaculate under a storm shelter and his campaign-scarred hands coming together for the cameras that were on him, and he applauded Vera Stahl’s requalification with a face that photographed like pride, and his steady applause showed me how little the performance cost him, because Crane had already moved past the number to the deed that would answer it.

The deed posted within the hour. Logistics optimization, the board called it. The expedition’s departure window, which had been set for day forty-three, moved up three days to day forty. The posted reason amounted to camouflage. Three days vanished from preparation, gathering, and road margin. Poppy’s build board still held tasks for each of them: a crane load test, two fuel-cache runs, the spare-capacitor inspection. Odom crossed out every calendar heading, pulled the work left, and left the lost margin visible in red. The moved date shaped a quieter failure along the road we had planned. Ilma’s cache run shifted into the night. Bram split the crane inspection across two crews, neither allowed to sign the other’s work. Poppy moved the fuel-pressure test ahead of sleep and wrote SLEEP AFTER PRESSURE in letters large enough for Maren to approve.

The Yard’s security board also added two roving patrols through the sixth-tier freight corridors while leaving Sarn’s monthly service ticket green. The additional guards watched every approach without sealing it. Crane had watched Vera clear the line and understood what her order to me meant: frames. He had begun counting everyone who approached the graveyard before the crowd had even stopped roaring. He could not stop the requal, so he watched what it was for.

Vera came down out of the Culverin onto the range floor still in the flight suit, rain-soaked, mahogany coming out of its pins, and she did not celebrate. She crossed the mud with the same unwavering command focus she brought to every flight. She crossed the mud to where I stood at the foot of the crew stand and she gave me her first order as expedition commander, given standing in her flight gear with a dead Cat-1 behind her and her requalification burning on every board in the city.

“Kessler,” she said. “Frames.” Her amber eyes were level and lit and entirely certain. “You said fifty. I’ve qualified. The review’s unfailable now, they can’t touch the expedition on my ticket. So bring me the fifty.” She drew one breath. “And bring me whoever’s still alive to fly them.”

Her wet glove struck my chest once as she put out her hand.

“They moved the window up three days,” I said.

“Then we open the graveyard three days sooner.” She pulled the wet hair off her face with a hand and did not blink. “It was always going to be a fight, Wade. He just told us when.”

She offered a commander’s grip in front of the crowd. Before I took it, she peeled off the wet flight glove and gave me her bare hand. I read her through the skin one last time; she had told me she would fly it alone and she had, and now the flight was over and the reading was allowed again.

Sixty-one point three. The governor-pattern crazing under my hand still scraped with fifteen years of old damage. Along its lower edge, the hard drag had loosened into a warm channel wide enough to carry one point three above the line band. She had built that route alone in the storm.

“The scar carried it,” I said, low, only to her. “That’s yours. I didn’t touch it and it climbed anyway.”

“I know.” The commander’s face opened into the younger expression I’d seen in the cockpit, then settled. “That’s why I flew it alone. Now let’s go dig up an army.”



As the crew stand emptied, a board tech dropped the spent brass counter cartridge toward the scrap bin. Sarn caught it, closed his scarred hand around the metal that had counted Vera’s absence, and pocketed it beside the Yard manifest.

On the range floor, a young rigger showed Vera the six-degree bend in Culverin’s knee pin. Sarn joined them beneath the zeroed display, compared the deformation to the load chart, and held out his hand for the wrench.

“One,” he said.


Chapter 11: Cutting Razorback

Twenty-two days after Odessa demanded a public cut, the first available city-feed light burned red over Razorback’s berth. She had spent every one of those days flying at fifty-five rather than accept a private maintenance feed.

At dawn the gantry stood ready. Odessa had given the broadcast desk her name, frame, and the camera angle that exposed every fastener on the governor housing. Every station on the Wall would watch a deck-tech cut Marshal Crane’s own protégée loose from his governor. The deck remembered Longstride’s cut from spring: grounded cradle, witness camera, emergency levers checked, tools laid out in sequence.

Odessa sat in the cradle, loyalist gray zipped to the throat. At twenty-two she sat motionless as a frame under transport lock, violet sweep hard off her face. The city feed light burned red on the gantry rail. Below, Sergeant Held stood at the gantry’s base with his old decommission crew. Held was squat and by-the-book; his people had spent years processing frames out of service. They came in civilian clothes, on their own time, to watch a governor leave the roster instead.

I climbed to the cradle with my tool roll and spread my palm over the Limiter housing bolted between rig and spine-cradle. I greeted it as I greet every machine. Through it, I read her.



The Limiter was hardware, ugly and performing its designed function, which was hold Odessa Kane at fifty-five, recalibrated down from sixty for the crime of winning fair, and under my palm I could feel the governor fighting her, the constant low grind of a machine clamping a channel that wanted to be open, the same wrongness I had felt in a hundred frames since spring.

My other palm settled onto the bare neural contact at her lower spine. Through that warm access point, I read past the governor and into her.

At the three branch points I’d mapped twenty-two days earlier, the damage had changed. The cervical route carried clean. The snag beneath her sternum had shortened by half, and the command-response path no longer scattered every pulse. Beneath those repairs, her raw ceiling waited at eighty-two, nine, the capacity she would fly at the second I took the clamp off.

“Eighty-two, nine,” I said, low, only to her. “Confirmed. That’s what you’ve got raw.”

“I know,” she said, ice-blue and level, not a flicker of doubt in her, the believer’s certainty re-aimed. “Cut it.”

My hands worked the cut in four practiced steps, faster than memory. The detent first, backed off against its spring until the housing floated free of the rig. The torque break next, the three retaining bolts cracked in the star pattern that keeps the load even so the governor cannot bind on its way out. The trunk release, the feed line uncoupled and capped. And the lift.

I felt each move in my hands as much as I did it. A Limiter fights coming off as it fights the pilot all its life, and this one fought, the clamp resisting the last millimeter like a bad tooth resists the pull, and then it let go all at once, and the governor came off Razorback’s spine-cradle in my hands, dead weight, a bolted lie, warm on the underside where it had spent years grinding against a channel that wanted to be open.

My other palm sealed to Odessa’s port skin when the channel opened. Cameras caught the housing; my palms caught the real event, the instant downward pressure vanished. Odessa’s eighty-two point nine rushed into the opened space. Every pathway expanded at once, taking a full breath into capacity the governor had hidden for years.

I held the dead Limiter over the rail for the city feed, Held’s crew, and every bay on the deck.

Impact drivers stopped. Cooling fans spun alone through the pause. Even the cradle relays seemed loud before the deck roared.

Held’s crew roared loudest, men who had spent years doing the sad lawful thing. Held himself took off his cap, a gesture from him equivalent to Signy screaming from a rail. Odessa released one breath in the cradle and gave the cameras parade composure. My hand felt the joy they missed.



By the time she came down the ladder somebody had already chalked the arithmetic on Razorback’s rail.

−1.7.

Someone had subtracted Odessa’s 82.9 from Signy’s old raw 84.6 and posted the 1.7-point gap like a race handicap.

Poppy inspected it with theatrical disgust. “Stale telemetry. Embarrassing.”

“Then correct it,” Odessa said, coming off the last rung with her arithmetic already sharpened for a fight.

Odessa flew the raw circuit before anyone touched the new cradle. Razorback stepped off the gantry under her alone, governor removed and anchor contact closed. The public board climbed clean to 82.9. She ran the eleven-kilometer Wall circuit before thousands, carried the number through every turn, and brought the frame home to the chalk waiting on its rail. The proof belonged to her before it belonged to any bond.

Signy took the rail for Odessa’s raw circuit, returning the witness Odessa had given Vera’s requalification. With a straight face and fresh chalk, she studied the stale −1.7 and left the old figure intact. She looked at it, and she looked at Odessa, and she added a small arrow pointing up, put the chalk down, and walked off in pointed silence.

Odessa stared at the arrow. “She’s indicating continued growth.”

Poppy grinned. “I believe she is indicating catch up.”

Odessa took the chalk Signy had left, crossed out the last decimal, rewrote it in squared block figures, and underlined the arrow once.

“Fine,” she said to the woman already walking away. “I’ll take it back off you a point at a time.”

Signy stopped at the stair and abandoned her exit. She looked back at Odessa, then at the naked governor housing in Held’s hands.

“Raw flight changes your braking distance,” Signy said. “At eighty-two, nine, Razorback will answer before the muscle memory you’ve drilled at sixty. First three sorties, enter every turn shallow.”

Odessa’s chin lifted. “I know how to fly ungoverned.”

“You know the theory. I knew it too. Even so, I put Longstride through a target barrier on day two because the hip arrived before my hands expected it.”

Poppy leaned over the rail. “Beautiful barrier. Very expensive. We kept a piece.”

Signy ignored her. “I’m not telling you to go slow. I’m telling you which new speed lies to you first.”

Odessa looked at the arrow on the chalk figure, then at Signy. Rivalry stayed in the set of both shoulders. So did recognition.

“Three shallow entries,” Odessa said. “Then I take the gloves off.”

“If your hands have caught up.”

“They will.”

Signy left the chalk. Odessa kept the warning. Neither offered more on a public gantry.

Poppy dropped from the rail and shoved a cradle checklist into Odessa’s hand. The page carried TORQUE at the top and six grease marks down one side.

“Bay lever behind Wade’s shoulder. Yours at your right hand. Deck command on the trunk. You pull yours if his voice loses words or his nose starts bleeding. You don’t wait for him to agree.”

Odessa read the list. “Who assigned you safety authority?”

“I built the things keeping his nervous system inside his body. The authority came with the brazing torch.”

Odessa folded the checklist into her suit. “Acceptable.”

Poppy held out a grease-blackened hand. Odessa looked at it, then took it grease and all. The handshake endured while an impact driver cracked twice below them and the cut governor cooled in Held’s hands.

“Your cradle fillets are within tolerance,” Odessa said.

Poppy’s grin came back. “You’re going to fit in terribly.”



Poppy had the tandem cradle in already; Poppy built fast and had been building this one since before it was allowed.

Razorback’s new bay followed the proven Scrapdog drawings, paying the spring promise twice over. TORQUE was stenciled inside where only servicing crews would see it. Poppy left her name on the machines she made now.

“One meter forty by one meter ten,” she recited, patting the cradle lip, “brazed not welded, Bram checked the fillets, and before you ask, yes, the emergency cutoff’s the three-lever rig same as Longstride, hers at her hand, deck command’s on the trunk, and the bay lever behind your shoulder where you can’t reach it, because you’re not allowed to be a hero on my equipment, Wade, I built the lever specifically so you can’t.”

“I read the fillets,” I said.

“I know you read the fillets. Everybody reads my fillets. I have the most-read fillets on the Wall.” She wiped a smear of braze flux off the bay with her thumb. “Just say they’re good.”

“They’re good.”

“Thank you.”

Poppy made Odessa cycle the cradle through a dry anchor load before anyone launched. The first pulse twisted the left rear mount. Poppy saw the shift on her witness marks before my fingertips reached the fillet.

“Dorsal plate’s thicker than Scrapdog’s,” she said. “Two millimeters. Aft pad needs brass.”

She seated the leaf and left the retest for the loaded circuit, a yellow witness stripe across the mount to tell us whether it walked.

“Provisional until she brings it home,” she said.

She perched on the cradle lip, satisfied, and narrated the rest of the install to silent Razorback. The one-sided conversation never slowed her.



Two hours after Poppy signed the cradle, Gate Six sounded a Cat-2 pair.

The paired contact had no precedent. I flagged it on the channel the instant I read it. Two Cat-2s running a coordinated lane play was an anomaly every pilot needed named before the next contact. A single Cat-2 probes. Two Cat-2s moving in step, one drawing the gun line while the other came up a lane the first had cleared, that was not fauna behaving like fauna, that was a pack running a play, through the thinned lanes command had left when it stripped the eastern picket and posted its best pair away. Somebody had taught them the lanes were thin. I did not know who yet. I had a graveyard’s worth of guesses forming.

Signy was on the morning circuit and eleven kilometers out. Razorback was in the berth with a fresh-cut Limiter and a new tandem bay and a pilot who had never flown anchored.

I made the call in the time it takes to make it, which is no time. “Kane. Your bay. Now.”

Odessa reached the cradle before my sentence ended. I came up the dorsal plating and dropped into the tandem bay behind her seat. My bare hand sealed over the warm contact patch just above her cradle harness, where the lower spine opened the shortest path into her nervous system. Crane’s protégée anchored against Crane’s doctrine on a live scramble. Amber trace-lines lit the gray suit as current found its channel, hot copper and burnt sugar coated the back of my throat, and the frame shed its ceiling.

“Ninety-three, eight,” I said, reading it climb as the bond took, higher than her raw, the anchor giving back and then more. “That’s your number, Kane. Open.”

“That’s a lot of number,” she said, and a trace of awe roughened the words, then vanished. Then she dropped Razorback off the gantry and went to work.



She killed them in eleven minutes with planted mass and returned force, her own method enlarged by ninety-three point eight. Odessa absorbed the first charge through Razorback’s crossed arms and drove the stored force back through the frame. Signy would have cut around it; Odessa made the collision pay her back. She took the first Cat-2’s draw-charge head-on, planted, let it break itself on Razorback’s crossed arms, and I felt the hit come through the cradle and into my teeth and read the frame route it through both shoulders without favoring. Poppy’s yellow witness stripe did not move.

The second one came up the cleared lane on the timing the play demanded, entering the flank where coordination was supposed to win. A frame committed to the animal on its arms cannot turn to meet the animal on its flank. The first animal occupied Razorback’s arms while the second took the exposed flank. Something had taught that bracket to two animals that should not have been able to run one.

Odessa broke the geometry with a move no governed pilot had the response margin to attempt. At ninety-three, she reached. Razorback’s hands closed around the staggered animal’s forelimbs, giving Odessa a two-hundred-ton grip. The load rose through the cradle and filled my entire body as she found leverage beneath three hundred tons of furious Cat-2. Odessa heaved it clear of its footing.

She threw it. Three hundred tons of Cat-2 crossed the lane at ninety-three, turning the pack’s own coordination into a collision. The flanking animal ran full-tilt into its airborne packmate. Both went down in a tangle of limbs and spraying shale at the lane mouth. The throw’s recoil drove through Razorback’s shoulders. The aft brass shim warmed evenly, the left rear mount stopped twisting, and Poppy’s witness stripe stayed aligned. Then Odessa stepped in and put Razorback’s foot on the first one’s neck and its fist through the second one’s skull-seam while they tried to sort out which way was up.

Twin kills. Eleven minutes. A frame-throw the crowd would talk about for a month.

And the terraces did the arithmetic out loud, on the open mic, as they had at every one of these since spring, except this time the sum had teeth the doctrine could not pull, because the open mic named Aldric Crane’s hand-picked champion while the board burned 93.8. Razorback stood over two coordinated Cat-2s with one skull crushed in its fist. No commentator needed to explain the picture.

Brekke watched it from the med-bay roof.

I did not see her until Razorback walked home, but she was up there, arm in a sling, ash-brown crop, the fresh governor-pattern scarring at her cervical line that the Compensator had burned into her, standing on the roof of the ward where they were keeping her grounded, and as Odessa’s frame came up the causeway Brekke came to attention and saluted it, one-armed, her salute finding the commander the squad had lost. And Odessa, in the cockpit, returned it, from the frame, a formal thing, commander to wing, the two of them finding each other across everything the doctrine had done to both of them.

We went back to the kill lane before recovery scraped it clean.

Odessa walked the causeway on foot with her helmet under one arm, replay slate in the other, stopping at each impact trench Razorback and the pair had cut into the shale. Juno paced the outer line while Poppy planted survey flags at the first animal’s charge, the flank entry, and the collision point.

“Their timing bothers you,” I said.

“Their timing was better than ours in the loyalist squadron until the throw broke it.” Odessa put one boot in the first Cat-2’s foreprint. “This animal committed to my arms here. The second began its flank run here.”

She pointed thirty meters downrange. A collapsed concrete marker blocked line of sight between the two positions.

“It didn’t see the draw-charge land,” Juno said.

“Didn’t need to,” Odessa answered. “The second launch began three-tenths after the first committed. Same interval on both approach-board traces.”

Poppy crouched beside the flank animal’s last intact foot and scraped shale out of the toe clefts. “Could be a call. Low-frequency, below the range mics.”

“Then they practiced the call,” Odessa said. “Three-tenths is drilled timing. Animals improvise around each other. These two flew a bracket.”

I climbed Razorback’s lowered hand and laid my palm against the heel plate. The frame carried the whole exchange in residual strain. First impact entered both arms. Odessa planted, loaded the hips, and prepared to return force. Three-tenths later a faint lateral vibration reached the right foot from the flank animal’s first stride. Razorback’s pilot had registered it and started the throw before either board marked the second contact.

“You felt the flank through the ground,” I said. “Right heel. You had the warning before the proximity board.”

Odessa looked at the print beneath her boot. “I thought it was recoil from the first impact.”

“Your body didn’t. You shifted the right hip before the board call. That’s why you reached in time.”

Poppy pulled the replay back to Odessa’s first load shift and froze the image. Razorback’s right knee had already turned four degrees.

“Well,” she said. “The ass continues to qualify as tactical equipment.”

Odessa gave her a level look. “Put that in a report and I throw you next.”

“You’d need a crane permit.”

I moved from Razorback’s heel to the first Cat-2’s dead forelimb. Its scale edges held a series of old parallel chips, evenly spaced, each healed before the next. The second animal carried matching wear on the opposite side. Repeated shoulder-to-shoulder travel had let them strike each other at the same cadence.

“Paired before today,” I said. “Weeks, maybe months. The scales learned each other’s stride.”

Juno stopped smiling. Cat-2s hunted alone or in loose feeding packs. They did not drill brackets until their armor wore matching marks.

Odessa planted a final survey flag between the two bodies. “Then the next pair gets farther apart before the commit. We kill the interval, not the bait.”

She uploaded the adjustment to every line pilot on the Wall under her own callsign. Within minutes the public cut had one consequence beyond the number: Crane’s former champion was rewriting anti-kaiju doctrine from evidence his ceiling said did not exist.



The deck ran hard that evening; the deck ran hard every evening now, three days shorter than it had planned to be.

Crane’s logistics optimization had cost us seventy-two hours off the clock, and every one of them showed on the freight apron: Odom’s convoy loading in floodlight, fuel bladders craned into the trail column, Ilma’s mislabeled rations vanishing into the manifest under Juno’s approving eye, Bram walking frame by frame down the line with his torch and his terrible coffee, signing off the machines that would march. We had lost three days of prep, the graveyard remained welded shut, and a picket two hundred and sixty kilometers east had been dark nearly three weeks. None of that got fixed by waiting around, so the deck kept moving.

Odessa worked it with us. A month ago she had been the enemy’s champion; tonight she was on the apron in loyalist gray helping Poppy torque down Razorback’s fresh tandem bay, taking Poppy’s torque-spec profanity without a flicker, giving it back drier. The deck had not decided to trust her yet. That afternoon’s three-hundred-ton throw bought one concrete installment: Held’s off-shift decommission crew came over without being asked and helped crate her old governor for Trask’s evidence chain.

“She’s prickly,” Bram said, next to me, watching Odessa argue fillet tolerances with Poppy, which was a thing you did with Poppy at your peril. “Good prickly, though. Vera was prickly at twenty-two. You could build a wall out of prickly like that if you had the mortar.” He drank his terrible coffee. “You got the mortar.”

“I’ve got a graveyard to open in three fewer days than I had this morning,” I said.

“Same thing,” Bram said, and went back to his frames.

She found me in the sim hall that night while re-flying her own kills in an open pod. Her approach came sideways through a critique, economical and unmistakably Odessa.

“Your cradle work’s a quarter-second slow on the sink,” she said, not turning around, the day’s kills running on the pod display in front of her, the frame-throw looping. “When I threw the first one. You lagged the sink a quarter-second. I felt the ceiling come back down for a quarter-second in the middle of a three-hundred-ton throw, Kessler, which is the quarter-second I could have died in.”

“You didn’t lag anything,” I said, coming down the pod row. “You threw a Cat-2. The sink caught up. You’re describing the feeling of doing a thing no Limited pilot would plan, and calling it my fault, because it’s easier than calling it yours.”

The trash-talk dissolved right there, mid-critique. I had read her right and she knew I had, and the sentence she was building fell apart in her mouth. She killed the pod display. The frame-throw went dark. The sim hall was empty around us, the pods dark down the row, the amphitheater seats rising into a shadow bowl overhead, the whole arena where she had been made, first in every day, last out.

She stood out of the pod and turned. The arithmetic eyes made a final pass over me, just as they had stopped watching Vera on the range. Her fingers stopped tapping figures against her thigh. Want took their place. She took my hands from the pod housing and placed them on the wide powerhouse hips the gray suit fought and lost to. Her palms held mine there. Odessa named the act she wanted in plain, filthy, unmistakable words, no hedging, the requisition filled out correctly as all her life had taught her to fill things out.

“I didn’t hear you,” I said, which was a lie, and she knew it was a lie, and that was the point.

I made her say it again. Slower.

She hated that. Her jaw set; the ice-blue challenge suggested she might refuse on principle. Desire outweighed principle. She repeated every word slowly in a wrecked, roughened voice stripped of trash-talk, the sim hall’s best mouth reduced to plain want. I watched the saying cost her. I watched her decide the cost was worth it.

Her appetite stood exposed in one exchange: the mouth had to go quiet before the rest of her got what it came for, and I decided when it went quiet. The price of what she wanted was saying it in a voice with no armor on it. She paid the price twice because I made her, and paying it was already half the surrender.

“Then we do it right,” I said. “I set the timing. You try to turn it into another bout, I stop. Understand.”

“I understand,” she said, accepting the condition like a challenge. Odessa Kane knew no other form of agreement.



“Say it again,” I told her.

“I want your cock in my ass.” Odessa faced the dark amphitheater; the familiar rail waited behind her. “I want the room where they trained me to watch.”

I sat in the open sim pod’s pilot chair and pulled her between my knees. The amphitheater’s empty black rows rose around her, every measuring seat exposed with no crowd or rival available to distract her from them.

“Then you face it,” I said. “Hands on the pod rim.”

She planted her palms on either side of the dead display. I opened the loyalist gray from behind and peeled it down her strong thighs, unhurried. I kept her standing between my legs, denying her the familiar rail, while I worked lubricant over her asshole and prepared her from below.

One finger opened her slowly. A second joined it once her body softened around the pressure. Odessa’s stance widened by degrees, her chin still lifted toward the empty seats.

“Field condition.”

“Full. Manageable. Your caution is offensive.”

I reduced the movement to a slow internal stretch, never withdrawing, and let the shallow pressure expose the cost of her complaint.

Her fingers tightened on the pod rim. “Cautious was inaccurate. Thorough. Continue at the prior depth.”

I rewarded the correction by adding a third finger and spreading them carefully. Her next breath came rough. The hard muscles of her thighs trembled against my knees, endurance meeting a pressure it could not simply overpower.

“Replay the throw,” I said.

“First Cat-2 committed to my arms. Second entered the flank lane. I took the first under the forelimbs and rotated through the hips.”

I curled my fingers deeper. Her sentence faltered, then resumed through clenched teeth.

“The anchor sink lagged because I reached beyond my trained load path. I adjusted. Threw three hundred tons across the second animal’s charge.”

“You adjusted in the move. That was yours.”

“Ninety-three point eight was ours.”

The correction came immediate. Good. The bond had not softened the rival out of her.

I withdrew my fingers, washed, and returned with fresh lubricant. Then I turned her around and put her astride my lap, facing me, her heavy ass supported by my thighs. The position denied her the rail she had used for every drill and every defense. She had to look directly at the man setting the pace.

“You’re going to take the first stretch looking at me,” I said.

“Do it.”

I waited with both hands suspending her above me. Her ice-blue eyes burned, but the requisition voice did not return.

“Please put your cock in my ass. Make me hold your eyes while I take it.”

I slicked my cock, set the head to her loosened hole, and lowered her by the hips. The ring caught hard at first. I maintained even pressure, neither forcing nor retreating, until her breathing lengthened and the muscle opened around me.

I lowered her through the resistance without breaking the motion. Her wide hips settled gradually; the sharp edge of stretch turned into deep, consuming pressure. Her lips parted. No trash-talk came.

“With me?”

“All of it.” She gripped my shoulders. “More.”

I lowered her until she sat fully on my cock. The position drove me deep without a rail or a practiced stance to brace against. Her body locked, then softened in a shudder.

“Your judgment?”

“Preliminary findings are…”

I lifted her two centimeters and brought her down again. The sentence vanished.

“Findings?”

“Biased. Keep moving.”

I owned the lift and descent with both hands on her hips, making the first rhythm vertical and face-to-face. Every stroke opened her around me again. She tried to rise faster. My hands kept her seated and waiting with my cock buried deep.

“You don’t turn this into a contest with gravity.”

“Everything’s a contest.”

“Then lose this one properly.”

I stood with her body tight around me, turned, and put her forearms against the outside of the pod canopy, leaving the drilled rail untouched behind us. Curved glass reflected the dark seats and the two of us in broken strips. Her boots found the floor. I held her hips while my cock buried in her ass, then began driving from behind with short, deep strokes that the glass threw back at her.

Odessa tried to critique the angle. I changed it and stole the sentence. Her hands slid on the canopy. I caught one wrist, fixed it above her head, and held her upright against the canopy.

“The arena built you to stand under its eyes,” I said at her ear. “Stand. Take what you asked for.”

She did. Thick thighs braced, wide hips fixed in my hands, violet sweep trapped against my shoulder. Each thrust dragged a harsher moan out of the mouth that usually weaponized every room.

Contact at her spine gave me new information in place of another pass over the old faith wound. I read the throw’s signature persisting in her pathways: load entering through the shoulders, rotating through that deep pelvis, leaving through the planted legs. Anchoring had widened the road without replacing its shape. The power remained unmistakably hers.

“I can feel yesterday’s throw in you,” I said. “The anchor widened the load path you already built. Shoulders, hips, legs. You at ninety-three point eight. Nobody else’s pattern.”

Her head turned enough for one ice-blue eye to find me in the canopy reflection.

“Say that again.”

“Your number. Your throw. I carried the burn. I didn’t write the move.”

Her reflected stare went wide and unprepared. Odessa’s legs lost their locked parade strength, and release broke through the performance armor while I kept her standing against the pod canopy. Her taunt reduced to my name, then lost even that. I stayed deep while her ass worked around me in fierce pulses. The sight of the Wall’s hardest rival shaking upright because I had ordered her to stand drove me over. My cock pulsed inside her, spending hard while I kept her powerhouse frame braced against mine.

One of her boots slipped on the polished floor. I caught her weight at the waist before the sole struck down again, and the empty amphitheater gave the scrape back to us from every tier.

Then Odessa looked at our broken reflection and managed, “Efficient arena utilization.”

“Highest praise you’ve given the building.”

“It earned nothing,” she said. “You did.”



I kept her against the canopy while the tremor drained from her thighs. An arm beneath her waist brought her upright one vertebra at a time. Supporting her hips, I guided her weight left and right to test whether the deep stretch had pulled anything past fatigue. Both movements came pain-free. Her stance steadied against mine. I tested the leg that had slipped by setting her heel against my boot and asking for pressure. She gave me enough to move both of us, competitive even while trembling, then allowed me to guide the leg loose instead of proving it twice. Her leg went loose under my guiding hand. She watched me settle her boot without trying to take the load back.

I worked my thumb along the deep hip muscles that had carried the Cat-2 throw. Heat gathered where effort remained, but no sharp strand warned of injury. Odessa watched the diagnostic in our fractured reflection. For once she did not fill uncertainty with a prediction. She waited for my reading and let my hands decide what her body needed next.

At her neck, the repaired branches carried a centered pulse, and I told her they were holding.

“Adequate,” she said, wrecked, which sounded like the highest praise she owned.

“Three point zero,” I said; the updated chalk occupied my mind and the deck’s arithmetic was in the room with us. “The current gap.”

“It’s a campaign objective,” she said, leaning against the canopy, not moving yet. “I’m going to take it off her a point at a time and I’m going to make you watch me do it.” Her hand flattened over the chalked gap on the pod housing. Then came one unguarded sentence. “I threw a three-hundred-ton Cat-2 today and I did not have to fear the burn at any point. Because you were behind me carrying it. I wasn’t afraid of the burn because you carried it. I want you to know I noticed.”

“I know,” I said. “I felt it.”

Her fingers closed around my wrist and placed my palm over the hard beat beneath her sternum. It was not a challenge grip this time. She wanted the answer received through skin, in the language that could not be revised for a report. The beat slowed under my hand from arena pace toward rest, each pulse still unmistakably hers.

She got off the rail. Her locker and gray flight jacket waited one row away; she ignored both. Odessa took my civilian jacket from the pod housing, pulled it over the peeled gray suit, and zipped it while daring me to comment.

“Larke steals this jacket,” I said.

“Larke established salvage rights,” Odessa said. She smoothed the collar with parade precision, then left the gray flight jacket in her locker and walked out wearing mine. At the threshold she tapped two fingers against the borrowed sleeve, acknowledgment delivered without looking back.

She crossed the dark hall at an altered pace, my jacket covering the peeled gray suit, and passed her old loss board with her eyes ahead.



The Kill Board changed overnight. KANE, O. lost its bench flag and returned at number two with a red arrow.

Under ANCHOR: KESSLER, W. (TECH.), the board techs added a second pilot without authorization: LARKE, S. and KANE, O.

The public consequences reached the gantry before breakfast. Three loyalist riggers brought their governor maintenance cards to Held and asked him to witness their untouched detents. Two line pilots requested raw-ceiling reads and accepted appointments after the expedition, because a public cut still required inspected cradles and time. Held marked a second training station on Razorback’s rail using the removed Limiter as the teaching housing. Odessa watched the queue form beneath her name, then turned the dead governor so its filed recalibration mark faced outward. Her own restoration had become a practical route other crews could inspect.

Falk brought the printout to my bench in her too-big flight gloves. “How many can one anchor carry?”

“One pilot per sortie. Land, clamp, release, change. Never overlap contact.”

She wrote the four boxes on a protocol card and tested the sequence once with insulated bench leads. Only after the first circuit opened did she connect the second.

“I teach the full transfer in the open course,” she said.

“After the expedition. Use smoke and bad lights.”

Falk pocketed the card with both lead ends.


Chapter 12: The Freight Door

At dawn, Sarn’s contractor code produced a dead red light at the sixth-tier lift. The shaft hatch carried a continuous weld in place of the monthly tack bead, and two armed guards stood between him and the seam. He pressed the access pad once more. Nothing moved.

He came up to my bench and told me in six words. “They welded me out. Full bead.” His voice stayed rationed, but his immaculate machinist’s hands kept finding and releasing the pencil behind his ear. Hundreds of solitary service runs had ended on a dead access light. Sarn had kept the dead because somebody had to, and being locked out of them gave all that restraint nowhere useful to go.

The continuous bead sealed the lift more completely than the guards did. Poppy’s utility schematic preserved one route command had overlooked: a cable gallery too narrow for anyone else on our crew.

“We make a door,” I said. “We’ve got the one thing Crane can’t weld shut.”

“Which is,” Sarn said.

“A hangar rat thirty-one centimeters at the shoulder who’s been wanting to crawl that cable gallery since she found it.”



Poppy crawled the cable gallery: seven hundred meters, thirty-one centimeters at the shoulder, no room to turn.

The power-and-comms trunk ran dark from the sub-station into the Yard. Halfway down, poured-composite shielding ate every comm band. She went in at the sub-station end in a headlamp and coveralls stripped down to nothing that could snag, with a hand line clipped to her ankle so we could pull a body back if it came to that, and she went in loud, because Poppy went into everything loud.

We heard her for the first three hundred meters. She narrated the cable clamps, the dust, the trunk’s miserable width, and a spider she named before apologizing and relocating it. The crawl got sound effects because Poppy gave everything sound effects. Our comm relay carried her voice back to every member of the cell at the sub-station mouth. It was comedy, but it was also the only rope any of us had on her. We listened to every word like a field report.

Then she hit the firewall shielding, and the comms started to go, and the narration came through in pieces.

“…clamp’s corroded, going around it, thirty centimeters is a lie by the way, thirty-one is a lie, whoever measured this measured it fat…” Static. “…getting tight through the firewall, gonna lose you in a second, tell Bram his fillets better…” Static.

And then nothing.

The comm dropped to dead carrier. At the sub-station mouth, the cell listened to the empty pipe. The trunk delivered bracket strain and cable tension into my skin; Poppy lay beyond the continuous metal my gift could reach. Movement, a jammed shoulder at the firewall, or collapse all produced the same slack hand line. Pulling blindly could wedge her harder. The bay lever she had built behind my shoulder suddenly made brutal sense.

Four minutes became ten. Ten became twenty. Nobody at the sub-station mouth tried to fill the dead carrier with reassurance she could not hear.

The freight doors at the Yard end opened from the inside thirty-eight minutes after she entered the trunk.

They opened onto the gallery of the dead. A headlamp appeared in the gap above a small, grease-smudged face and teal undercut. Poppy’s freckles had drained white, all their usual pink gone, the way her flush retreats when fear finally cashes out. She stood in the freight doors of a graveyard reached through seven hundred meters of black pipe. Her voice came back the only way it knew how.

“Delivery for the war,” she said. “Somebody order fifty frames?”

Vera met her at the doors and unclipped the hand line herself. Poppy’s knuckles bled through the dust. Her shoulders shook each time she tried to fill her lungs past the shallow breaths the firewall had allowed.

“Thirty-one centimeters was generous,” Poppy said.

Vera examined the cable burns with a commander’s directness. “You opened the only route my frames have. Every machine that walks out today does it through your engineering.”

Poppy looked down at the blood drying across her knuckles. Vera squeezed the back of her neck once, then turned toward the lift.

Between two drinks, Poppy gave me one detail. “At the narrowest part, I fixed on Denn’s name and breathed out until my shoulders passed.” She shut the canteen and kept the rest inside the pipe.

She sat on the Yard side of the freight threshold with dust caked to her sweat, working each knuckle through a slow bend because her hands had cramped around the cable brackets in the dark.

I crouched in front of her and checked the scraped shoulders, the cable burns, and the shallow pull of her breathing. Nothing was broken. Her freckles stayed white, and her gaze returned to the open conduit whenever its cable brackets creaked.

“I stopped halfway in my head,” she said. “My body kept moving, but I could feel how easy it would be to stay there until the air got bad.”

“You kept moving.”

“Denn’s name was on the other side. Then Ket’s. Then fifty machines. I counted people. The meters stopped mattering.” She flexed the right hand again. “The count got me through.”

Vera returned with a canteen and held it until Poppy drank. “I need that count taught, while the crawl remains forbidden unless the Wall is falling. Teach the crews what you did when fear took the distance away.”

Poppy looked up at her. “Count the reason. Let the pipe disappear.”

Vera handed her the canteen again. “That’s the field rule.”

The tremor in Poppy’s hands did not vanish. She drank, stood with my help, and went directly to the freight-door controls. At the motor cabinet she found a corroded emergency relay and spent ten minutes cleaning it so the doors would not close on the first frame coming out. Her shoulder flinched when the conduit groaned again; her screwdriver never left the relay.

When the relay closed, the door motor pulled twelve amps too high. Poppy heard it before the meter settled.

“Upper track,” she said. “Something’s dragging.”

Sarn took us to a maintenance ladder hidden behind the first tarp. Poppy climbed only three rungs before the narrow space above her stopped her breath. She came back down and stated the limit plainly.

“You go,” she told me. “I call the motor.”

I climbed. A strip of old gasket had folded into the freight track and hardened there. I cut it free while Poppy pulsed the motor from below in short bursts. Even when the gallery groaned around her, she called measured travel.

“Clear six centimeters. Stop. Clear four. Stop.”

The final strip dropped into my hand. On the next pulse, the door traveled without scraping.

Poppy marked the track fault on the cabinet and added a second line beneath it: Never send one person through the trunk. She underlined one until the pencil tore the paper.



At noon, Bram rolled a cutting-torch cart onto the sixth tier. Five hundred crew stood across the freight apron behind him, tools held motionless at their sides while forty cameras turned toward the lift.

We did it in daylight, on purpose, with the city feed running, because a thing done in the dark can be undone in the dark. The terraces above the apron filled with witnesses. Vera stood at the lift with Sarn’s manifest in one hand. Both guards measured the silent crews, the cameras, and the senior commander facing them. Bram’s cutting torch supplied the only authority the weld could feel.

Bram held the torch. Fifty-seven years old, bad knee, forty years on this deck. He had carried a thermos down every Tuesday until the first weld stopped him. Now he lit the torch against Crane’s full bead with the cameras running, and fifteen years of Tuesdays paid off in a fan of sparks on the live feed.

Poppy climbed onto the camera truck with both shoulders bandaged under her coveralls. She trained the nearest lens on Bram’s hands, then widened the frame to include Vera’s manifest and both guards. The recording would show every person, every weapon, and who stepped aside first.

The older guard glanced at the red feed lights, lowered his weapon, and stepped away from the seam. The younger counted five hundred motionless crew, forty camera lights, and Vera standing close enough to name him on the recording. His muzzle lowered. When the bead let go, he caught the hot edge with a brace hook and kept it from swinging into Bram’s bad knee.

The lift came free. Bram laid the severed bead on the camera truck as physical evidence of the closure. Three minutes down, three minutes up, and Crane’s weld cooled in a puddle on the apron.

Nobody cheered yet. Crew nearest the opening raised their work lamps and shone them down the shaft, one beam after another joining in the depth. Light reached the first tarps below. Only then did tools strike rails across the apron, not celebration for a speech, but a deck acknowledging that a blocked route had become usable machinery again.

Days ago at this same freight apron, Sarn had directed me from the frames to the living names. The spine-cradles below now held the discovery that would change what every one of those names meant.



We walked the Cascade-era frames before we rolled a single one up, and I brought witnesses, because what I was about to read needed to be read in front of people who could say they saw it: Vera, who had been there; Marion Ket, forty-four, silver-streaked dark hair, one of the recalled off Sarn’s manifest, a Cascade survivor who had spent her grounded life believing a lie about herself; and Sarn, who carried a different lie from the same night.

The gallery ran four hundred meters in two rows, fifty frames under gray tarps. Antique-artillery names came off the serials as we walked: Matchlock, Arquebus, Springald, every one a pre-Cascade class. The two eras carry names like uniforms; a hangar’s full history can be read at a glance. The old ones wear antique-artillery names, Culverin and Matchlock and Arquebus, guns from before there were guns like ours. The new ones wear compound field-nouns, Longstride and Razorback and Sledge, names for what they do and not for what they were. Fifty antique names slept under tarps six stories down, and up top Bastion from harbor to Wall flew field-nouns and thought the old names were myths.

The first Cascade-era spine-cradle met my palm, and its history opened into a finding repeated across every one after it. Fifty copies of the same scar turned observation into verdict.

A microsecond clamp scar hid in the spine-cradle’s load history, too fast and fine for any instrument to have logged: a governor engaging once under full flow and never releasing. Years under a Limiter leave the slow grind I read off Sledge. This was a single blow at speed. The frame never flew again.

Every Cascade hull carried the clamp at an identical depth and point in its final load cycle. Fifty governors had closed on one remote signal.

“Say what you’re reading,” Vera said, quiet, because she had waited since Cascade night for something harder than memory.

“Tell me yours first,” I said. “What you saw. In order.”

“An anchored pair,” Vera said. Contralto flat, banked fury beneath it, filed by name through every grounded year. “The night of the Cascade. I saw them fly things frames can’t fly. Then it went wrong, and they went down. Every account since says the burn came first: the anchor overdrew them, one hundred and forty-one pilots burned and died, anchoring kills. That is what they struck the manuals to prevent.” Her jaw set. “But I stood on that deck, Kessler. I saw the pair I watched. And the burn came after. I have never been able to prove the order of it. The burn came after the fall, not before.”

Sarn put both hands on the spine rail beside mine. His shoulders drew tight beneath the gray work shirt.

“Enna burned through me,” he said. “That is the fact I felt. I failed to carry her, and one hundred and forty-one pilots died on the grid.”

His faded forearm tracery no longer looked like a forecast for my body. Beside fifty identical clamp scars, it looked like evidence somebody had taught him to misread.

The next cradle put the identical clamp ridge under my thumb. So did the third. Witness memory could disagree; fifty microsecond scars could not.

“A burn crazes the pathways with heat,” I said, keeping my palm on the scar. “This is a governor clamp. Every cradle engaged in the same microsecond while its channel carried full flow. One remote signal hit the fleet. The clamp caused the burn that followed and killed the hundred and forty-one.”

Sarn moved to the adjacent frame and laid both hands on its spine rail. His reading took longer than mine. He traced the old load backward from the final cold point, thumb passing the clamp ridge three times before he accepted its direction.

“The flow stops here,” he said.

“All at once.”

“No taper. No anchor loss.”

He crossed to a third cradle, then a fourth, faster each time. The scars met his palms in the same place. Vera followed with a grease pencil and marked each housing at the microsecond ridge until four white lines stood level across four different machines.

Sarn put his own wrist beside the fourth mark. The pale tracery on his skin ended in branches; the clamp in the frame ended like a blade cut.

“I spent every run teaching myself the burn began in her,” he said. “The frame kept the order. I kept reading past it.”

“Read it now,” Vera said.

He pressed harder. Tendons rose along both forearms. “Remote clamp. Full flow. Command source.”

Vera drew the fifth white line and capped the grease pencil.

Sarn reached for the torque bar beside him and missed it.

“She didn’t burn through me,” he said slowly. “They shut the channel while I continued holding it open.”

“You were carrying her when the command took the choice away from both of you,” I said. “Then they blamed the anchoring and cut the proof out of the manuals.”

Sarn looked at the torque bar he had missed. On the next breath he seized it, knuckles white, walked to MARLOW, E., and began backing out the shoulder fasteners. His hands shook through the first bolt. On the second he stopped, forehead against the cold plate, and stayed there long enough for Vera to take one step toward him and stop herself. Then he resumed. The shaking never fully left.

Vera took the brass Ninth Wing key from her pocket and set it beside Sarn’s torque bar. He looked from the key to her face. Neither touched the key again that night.

Ket had gone white. I turned to her, because there was one more reading to take, and it was the one that pulled all of it out of history and into the living woman before me.

“Ket,” I said. “I need to read your neck. You won’t feel anything. It’ll take two counts and you’re not going to like what I find.”

She let me. I put two fingers at her cervical line and found the scar where Vera’s witness list predicted. Ket had flown that night, lived, and been benched within the year on a file citing tests never run. Fine and old, the governor-pattern silencing had been written into the hardware of her own neck after the Cascade and never revealed to her.

“You’ve been carrying a governor scar since the Cascade,” I said. “Nobody told you. Vera’s witness list holds forty-four names, and by our count thirty-two other living women may be wearing one without knowing it. You didn’t wash out, Ket. Nobody washes out. They clamped you and they wrote it as your failure and they sent you to a depot.” I took my fingers off her neck. “I’m sorry nobody put a hand on the right spot until now.”

Marion Ket, forty-four, put her own hand to the place where mine had been and started crying. The tears continued while she climbed Springald’s ladder. She missed the third harness buckle twice before Sarn reached past her and seated it without comment.



Denn came up out of the depot, and that was Poppy’s to give. Poppy had been carrying it since she was twenty.

I went with Poppy to get her. We carried the manifest page and record into the depot district, where Denn had spent three years. Sandy-brown crop, depot-muscled, weathered hands, she worked a job that was not flying because she believed she had washed out. Poppy stood before her, unable to find a beginning. So she started as she started everything: at the wrong end, blurting.

“You clapped for me,” Denn said, before Poppy could get it out. She remembered. “Little rigger. You fixed my Mule at twenty and you clapped when I made line pilot. What are you doing at my depot.”

“You never washed out,” Poppy said.

And then she showed her the record, the real one, exceeded governed output, two occasions, benched, the truth of it, and Denn read it standing at a depot workbench with her weathered hands starting to shake, and her left thumb kept reaching for the grease rag she wore at the depot belt, wiping a clean hand after each line as if the next sentence might leave dirt. She reached the phrase exceeded governed output and missed the rag entirely.

“They told me I washed out,” Denn said.

“They lied,” Poppy answered.

Denn signed. The pen trembled through the last two letters. Poppy signed as witness, then clapped once for the woman she’d clapped for four years earlier. Denn laughed, wrong and wet, and left the grease rag on the depot bench.

Corra Dell signed the same day, thirty-six, wiry and dark-haired, nine years benched. Marion Ket signed with her hand remaining at her neck. By dusk, three women had crossed from Sarn’s manifest onto Vera’s active roster. In my ledger I opened a new heading, RESTORED, and entered Denn, Dell, and Ket beneath it.



Before the frames loaded, Sarn brought up the Yard’s hand-crank release. Poppy painted its outline beside the motor cabinet, lowered the hook to shoulder height, and tied her dusty retrieval line around the handle.

“Maximum future occupancy of the cable gallery is zero Poppies,” she said.

Five riggers opened the door blind with the crank. The slowest needed fourteen seconds. After Poppy moved the hook, every one managed it in under ten. Bram sealed the retrieval cord against fray and left the tool visible from either side.

With every name spoken, five frames loaded the freight lift below. The apron above fell silent when the cable gauges took their combined mass.

The lift had not carried five war frames since the Yard filled. Its north cable accepted load first, tilting the platform half a degree before the car moved. Sarn called the stop ahead of the indicator. Five hundred crew watched him walk to the exposed guide wheel, place his hand on the grease-dark rim, and point to the adjuster.

“Two turns south. Half turn east.”

Bram made the correction with a wrench longer than Poppy was tall. The platform leveled under five old machines. On the apron, receiving crews used the wait to lay out seals, coolant hose, spine-bus brushes, and wheel chocks at five painted stations. A cadet chalked each frame’s known fault at its assigned mark from Sarn’s new parts ledger. Nobody crowded the lift door. Nobody spent the anticipation pretending the old hulls needed nothing.

When both cable gauges shared the load evenly, Sarn gave the ascent signal. Deep under our boots, the first geared turn brought five antique frames toward daylight.

The lift climbed through three minutes of shaft at walking speed. Cable gauges stayed within one mark of each other after Sarn’s correction. Receiving crews tracked the rising platform by the painted tier numbers and called each one aloud, giving the operators below continuous confirmation that the car traveled level.

At the apron lip, Matchlock’s old fingers appeared first in the rectangular daylight, then its head and chest, the antique-artillery name rising out of the shaft letter by letter. The frame stood under its own balance while the platform aligned with the floor. Its right knee gave the single cold click Sarn had logged. Denn held the old machine steady until both bridge locks showed green.

“Matchlock, walk,” Sarn called.

Denn stepped off the lift. The leading foot crossed the hatch line, and somebody on the terrace started the roar. It reached the apron before Matchlock’s second foot landed, giving the resurrected frame a wall of sound to walk into.

Arquebus followed with Dell in the seat, then Springald with Ket. The two unnamed hulls came last on maintenance control, their canopies empty and visibly so. We did not hide the unfinished restoration behind remote movement. Three living pilots had reclaimed three frames; two more machines had returned to await women we had yet to find.

Matchlock’s cold knee clicked once per step, an antique sound absent from the newer fleet. The crowd quieted enough for every uneven impact to carry across the apron. A depot worker recognized Denn through the canopy and removed his cap. Another woman pressed both hands over her mouth when Springald’s serial cleared the shaft. Crew members near the threshold kept their eyes on foot placement and bridge clearance until all five machines occupied their painted stations in sunlight.

The working silence broke after the last frame settled. Matchlock’s canopy opened. Denn looked down at the depot worker and touched two fingers to the old pilot patch folded in her pocket. Springald opened next; Ket sat inside with tears still wet and the third harness buckle finally seated. Behind them, the empty canopies exposed the remaining work.

The old frames idled with a lower hydraulic knock than the post-Cascade machines. Five antique heartbeats rolled across the apron, separate from the crowd, metal announcing itself in a language the city had nearly forgotten.

Before Matchlock took a full stride, Sarn made Denn load each foot against the lift’s painted edge. At ten percent she said nothing. At twenty, her left hip shifted before the indicator moved.

“Return’s late,” she said over the external speaker. “Four-tenths. It always did that on wet shale.”

Sarn checked his old ledger without looking surprised. The matching four-tenths delay sat beside her name in hard pencil.

“The accumulator still owes you time,” I said. “Don’t train around it until we replace the bladder.”

Denn eased the mass off the knee rather than proving the correction twice. We painted the transfer limit on Matchlock’s ankle and left the loaded retest for the field crew after the replacement. Her old hip correction and Sarn’s ledger entry had identified the same fault from opposite sides of the cradle.

Held’s crew was there. The decommission men who had processed these frames out of service by the book, standing on the apron watching them roll back in, and Held took his cap off again, and this time his whole crew took theirs off with him. One old rigger put his hand against Arquebus’s foot-plate as it passed, the way I touch a frame. I doubt he knew he was doing it or could have explained why. A lifetime spent decommissioning machines rarely lets a man watch one return to service. His palm wanted proof this one was real.

Denn drove Matchlock through its first powered walk that afternoon, ungoverned, rusty as a three-year absence made a pilot. Her balance corrections were a mess and nobody said one word about it. When she crossed the apron under her own power, crying in the cockpit while she kept the old frame upright, the deck channel filled with her callsign spoken by one crew after another until MATCHLOCK became a rolling chant.

Signy came to stand beside me while the frames rose, fresh from the morning circuit with her sleeves knotted at the waist. My attention caught on the flare of her hips, narrowed at the waist, then rose to the color the rollout had brought high across her throat. In private, my hands could bring that color farther. Her chin tipped toward the hand I’d left on the rail, and the flush deepened another shade and refused to fade.

“You’re reading me,” she said.

“I read everything.”

“Later,” she said. The word had become our schedule. She went back to watching the dead walk while her hand found mine at the rail through two hydraulic pulses. A war, a graveyard, and five hundred cameras surrounded us. Signy’s fingers left a warm print across my knuckles before releasing.



The doctrine school opened that afternoon in Hangar Three. We gave the recalled pilots the two things they needed before the road: how an ungoverned frame answers ahead of governed muscle memory, and how rising fray feels beneath their own hands.

Dell found the warning fastest. Her palm rested over her sternum while Arquebus’s training cradle increased load in small steps. At sixty-eight, her pulse ran even. At seventy-one, a fine tremor entered the cervical branch before the meter showed strain.

“There,” she said.

Sarn killed the load. “That’s your exit signal. Learn it before pride learns to rename it.”

Denn needed four attempts. Ket found hers at the scar I had just named. Each woman marked the tactile warning on her glove rather than memorizing a universal number. The number varied. The change in rhythm did not.

Then Sarn put me in the demonstration chair.

He had built a practice surge from an old simulator sink, a copper grounding plate beneath my boots, and a hand contact connected to a stepped capacitor. The rig reproduced none of a pilot’s living rhythm. Its rising load still exposed bad habits.

“Take the contact,” he said.

I closed my right hand around it. Current entered as heat and pressure, featureless compared with a living anchor but heavy, waking every echo-burn branch along my forearm.

“Shed at my mark.”

The load rose. My instinct closed around the whole thing and tried to become the ground myself. At Sarn’s mark, I inhaled and locked my shoulder harder.

The capacitor discharged. My right knee hit the deck.

Sarn opened the circuit before the class moved. “You walled it.”

“I had it.”

“Your knee disagrees. You waited until the load became dangerous before building an exit.”

He tapped three locations: sternum, left hip, grounding plate. “Exhale before the rise. Let the first increment cross the chest. Shed through the opposite heel, and step off before the reservoir empties. Point the load. Don’t become the ground.”

The next several runs stopped being repetitions and became ambushes. Sarn moved the cutoff mark, changed the rise speed, and once killed the current early so its retreat tried to pull me after it. Every mistake ended with him naming where I’d trapped the pressure, then altering the next load before my body could memorize a script.

For the final run, Poppy killed the worklights while Bram drove engine vibration through the chair. The load changed shape twice in darkness. I found the copper plate by heel, exhaled before the second rise, routed the pressure across my body, and opened my grip while the reservoir still carried charge. The final dump struck the grounded plate after I had stepped clear.

Residual heat lingered in my arm. Nothing sat behind my heart.

Sarn checked my pulse with two fingers. “That is the beginning.”

He reset the practice dial to zero, coiled the grounding lead for the next session, and handed Falk the forty-one recovered pages of Chapter Eleven. She began reading before his fingers left the stack. At the first diagram she stopped, laid the paper over the dead contact plate, and traced the old exit route with one gloved finger until the lines matched the hardware in front of her.

Falk got her assignment at the end of class. I gave it to her on purpose: real work with consequences, stationed safely inside Bastion. The compatibility protocol project, the question she had been asking since spring, how you test whether a pilot and an anchor can bond before you bet a life on it, Chapter Eleven’s pages and Sarn’s memory and a nineteen-year-old’s stubbornness pointed at it. She lit up, and she did not notice that the work was in Bastion and the war was going east, and I did not point it out, because real work made her useful in Bastion while the expedition marched east.



On departure eve, the watch board held the Surveyor at zero speed for the thirty-seventh day.

Poppy read the counter over my shoulder while rubbing the raw cable burns across her knuckles. She had wrapped two fingers and left the others bare for tool feel. When a coolant crate shifted on its tie-down, she caught it with her boot, reset the strap, and returned to the board without pretending her hands did not hurt.

“It’s waiting for something to come east,” she said.

“Yeah.”

She looked from the motionless track to the five loading marks on the freight apron. “We’re something coming east.”

Then she went back to loading.


Chapter 13: Beyond the Wall

Crane stood on the Gate Nine causeway beneath the departure clock he had shortened by three days.

Bastion filled all eleven terraces down to the harbor, but no roar followed the forming column. Faces tracked ten deployable frames, a thin fuel trail, and the road toward a station dark for a month. The two unnamed Yard hulls waited in Bastion on maintenance control, waiting for pilots, spared the eastern march as empty promises. Along the barriers, civilian hands reached out to tape cards to the rolling column.

RECEIVER PROBLEMS. The stall on the sixth-quarter concourse sold them for eight scrip. By formation time, civilian hands had taped one to every transporter flank. Crews checked the adhesive and left each card in place. The message meant refusal of a lethal order; this time it answered thin staffing, a shortened clock, and a woman’s exile folded into a supply manifest. Odom found three of them on her lead transporter and did not take them down. She drove out under them on purpose.

Crane was on the causeway to see it.

He stood at the head of the ramp in dress grays that photographed like a monument, campaign-scarred hands clasped behind him. He watched the expedition he had built to fail form and roll for the gate. Cameras loved him for it because he looked like the leader a city under siege wanted to believe in. He delivered the camera-ready words of a formal sendoff, and I did not hear them. I was forty meters down the column at Longstride’s foot and the wind was wrong and it did not matter what the words were.

The column started to roll. My path up the trail carried me past the head of the ramp. Crane’s eyes moved from the RECEIVER PROBLEMS card on Odom’s transporter to my scarred hands. I read the glance plainly: he knew who had turned exile into a column, and he wanted me to know he saw it. I looked at the unhealed Yard-weld burn across Bram’s glove as the transporter carried me past.

Vera formed the pinch in motion: fuel protected inside the trail, recovery behind it, frames offset along both flanks.

The order of march turned route calculations into steel: transporters at thirty kilometers an hour, fuel protected in the trail’s belly, Odom’s crane crew behind, frames rotating along the flanks so no pilot burned her legs on a three-day road. A running frame covers twelve hundred meters in thirty-eight seconds when it has to. A frame that must reach a picket two hundred and sixty kilometers east upright needs alternating work and recovery. It walks, rests, rides a transporter cradle for a stretch, and walks again. Vera rotated them with a veteran commander’s hard-earned caution. She had done long marches before and buried the pilots who had not paced themselves. Falconet went up. Juno took her to four hundred meters and stayed there, the wing’s air frame at her operating altitude, the lightest machine on the deck trading armor for the only high eyes we had.

“Say again the ration count,” Juno said on the channel, an hour out, in the level voice she used when she was about to enjoy something.

“Manifest reads nine days preserved,” Odom said. “I’m counting twelve.”

“Twelve.”

“Somebody mislabeled three days of it into the trail column as coil-cleaning solvent,” Odom said. “The containers hold dried fish and hardtack. The manifest has valid signatures. Curiosity would only endanger an excellent supply miracle.”

Juno let it sit a moment, up at four hundred meters, the grin audible before the words. “My wife runs the quartermaster’s stores on the freight side,” she said. “My wife commits crimes now. Three days of fish, mislabeled as solvent, in a war column. My wife’s crimes improve by the week.” Wind filled Juno’s open channel for a second. “Tell Ilma the fish is good. Do not tell Ilma I know the fish is good. She likes committing the crime clean.”

At the second halt, Sowe held up an empty ration bag and asked Odom for more solvent with a straight face. Odom gave him dried fish and logged nothing.

I rode the first hours on Odom’s low service crawler, standing on its side deck with my harness clipped to the rail. At each scheduled halt I went down the flank on foot, fingers spread on a foot-plate here and a shin actuator there, saying hello as I say hello to everything and taking each machine’s load history directly through my skin. When the column moved, the crawler carried me forward at the transporters’ thirty kilometers an hour. Sledge and Halberd read like what they were: two frames that had held the coil gallery doors at Gate Nine at exactly sixty point zero for over an hour on Breach Night, governor grind worn deep into their spines as it wears into every frame the doctrine flies, Ochoa and Danby walking them east because the two veterans who held the doors on the worst night in years had asked for the hard duty when it came.

Matchlock read like a frame flying its first campaign hours in three years, because it was.



Denn rode Matchlock half a meter off formation. She lagged the rotation, corrected too hard, and drifted back.

At the second rest halt, my palm on Matchlock’s foot-plate found an honestly flown machine carrying three years of cockpit rust. On the next march leg, Signy held her own slot and left the gap visible. Odessa attacked the offset on her slate, recalculating transporter spacing around Matchlock but leaving Denn to correct herself. Halt by halt, Denn narrowed the drift herself.

“She’s flying,” Bram said, next to me at the halt, watching Matchlock walk. He had a thermos of the terrible coffee, a bad knee, and forty years on deck. The crane crew needed his signatures, but his real reason rode ahead of us: he had held the torch that cut the graveyard open and would not let its frames out of his sight now that they were up. “Three years. Look at her fly.” He drank the coffee. “Don’t you dare tell her the line’s wide.”

“Wasn’t going to.”

“I know you weren’t. I’m telling you anyway, so I said it out loud once and now I don’t have to worry about it.” He capped the thermos. “Legs hold on that one, by the way. I checked the fillets. Sarn checked them after me. Old frame, good bones.” He looked down the trail at Matchlock. “She fixed a Mule on my line during her service years. I signed off a knee she flew afterward. Funny what comes back up out of the ground.” Then he limped after the machine and checked both feet.

Sarn rode the lead transporter with both hands folded around a cooling cup. The shale had yet to offer continuous metal for his gift; he watched it pass and waited for the country to start telling him things he feared hearing.



At last light, a fine fast patter crossed the steel leveling picket beneath my palm. Forty-plus spawn-runners poured from a dry wash a kilometer west before Juno’s boards found them. Their small feet drove a wrong-rhythmed vibration through the shale and into the continuous steel member, too many fast impacts in country that should have been empty. The boards had not yet resolved the contacts. I used the lead on the channel.

“Contact. West wash. Ground says forty, running loose. Coming fast.” Then; Juno needed to confirm it from the only high eyes we had, “Falconet, look west.”

“Confirm forty-plus,” Juno said when the range return sharpened, from four hundred meters. “Spawn-runner cloud, out of the wash, loose formation, no Cat-3 behind them that I can see. They’re an orphaned wake. Somebody’s mother came through here recently and shed these and moved on.”

“Or was moved on,” Sarn said, quietly, from the transporter, the first thing he had said in an hour. Nobody answered him. Everybody filed it.

Vera took the fight in one transmission, command economy with no wasted syllable, its geometry laid down before the cloud closed. “Line on the trail. Sledge, Halberd, anchor the flanks. You’ve held doors before; hold this one. Larke, Kane, you’re the wolves. Hunt the edges, don’t chase into the wash. Falconet, strip the leading rank at altitude and drive the rest onto the line. Recalled frames, center, with me. Renner, the debris. You know what to do with a wash.” She did not raise her voice. She never raised her voice. “Kessler’s on the ground read. If he calls a lane, it’s real. Nobody’s flying anchored tonight, this is a raw fight, keep your ceilings under you. Go.”

They went.

I braced low at the leveling picket with my palm on its steel head. In a raw fight, the read was my contribution; tremors delivered through that member formed the best sensor grid on the field. Boards built to find one big, slow body struggled with forty small, fast ones. My palm tracked the cloud splitting and reforming. I called each lane as it formed. “Two ranks, they’re going to split at the flat rock and try both flanks at once. Left rank’s heavier. Sledge, weight left.” Sledge weighted left. The heavy rank broke on Ochoa’s crossed forearms like a wave on a groin. One hour and eleven minutes of Gate Nine at sixty lived in her hands as she stopped it, then shed the mass onto Halberd’s guns.

I was not reading bare ground. The driven picket was a crude transducer, turning dozens of impacts into load changes my palm understood. A board tells you where a body is. The steel let me feel how the next stride loaded before it landed, a running animal leaning its weight into motion the way a machine leans into a hard turn. Spawn-runners were not machines, but their feet continued striking a mechanical member driven into the same shale. A fraction of warning became a kill-lane. I called them early all night, as Vera had met her faults ahead of the injection on the range, and the difference between the board’s picture and the picket’s vibration was the difference between a line reacting and a line waiting.

“Three peeling off the flat rock, going for the transporters,” I called. “Ket, they’re yours, they’ll come up the gap between the second and third trailer, kill them in the gap.” Springald came around the trail with Marion Ket learning her raw ceiling in real time. She met the three in the gap the rock had named and put them down between the trailers. Ket said nothing afterward. She checked Springald’s left arm, cleared the aisle, and waited for the next lane with her scarred neck rigid above the cradle.

Signy and Odessa hunted the edges as a raw wolfpack, turning the three-point-zero gap into a private gun counter at combat volume. At eighty-five point nine, Signy took the fast movers on the north edge with motionless economy, one decisive kill per pass, her coil lance threading skull seams on measured angles. Odessa worked the south at eighty-two point nine, accepting their mass and returning it in pieces. In the second minute she put four down in one sweep.

“That’s four, Larke. How many you got?”

“Six,” Signy answered, her eyes still on the next lane.

Odessa offered the channel censors an anatomical suggestion and killed two more.

Poppy did to the wash what Poppy did to any piece of terrain, which was read its load paths and turn them against the thing standing on them. She put Scrapdog on the lip of the dry wash pouring runners onto the field. Spring floods had undercut one bank, leaving a shelf of shale above the channel held by nothing but habit. Poppy read that habit as she read a walking crane stay. Scrapdog’s salvage boom pulled the shelf down onto the cloud’s own reinforcements. Thirty tons of bank folded the second wave into the wash before it cleared the lip. Over the guns, Poppy narrated in torque-spec profanity: “And THAT’S why you check your load paths before you build your den in a flood channel, you absolute…” The channel did not need her final word. The second wave died in the collapse, leaving the line only the first to finish.

Falconet stripped the leading rank from four hundred meters and drove survivors onto the line. A runner’s dying spine shard crossed Halberd’s outer cooling sleeve and vented a bright fan of fluid across the shale.

“Pressure dropping,” Danby called.

The safe response was to leave the slot. Danby stayed long enough for Sledge to close across her front, then backed Halberd between the second and third trailers where the convoy itself shielded the damaged side. Sowe ran under the frame with a clamp patch before the pressure reached red.

The leveling picket delivered three animals changing stride toward the leak’s hot spray.

“Cooling scent drew three,” I called. “Coming through trailer four’s wheels.”

Ket rotated Springald without asking the old ankle for a turn, backed straight down the aisle, and met them between the transporters. The first went under her coil weapon. The second tried to climb the trailer and exposed its underside to Sledge. The third hit the patched-fluid puddle, slipped, and died beneath Halberd’s surviving foot before Sowe had finished tightening the clamp.

“Pressure stable,” Sowe called from under two hundred tons of frame.

Danby returned to the line on Vera’s mark, sleeve ugly and functional. The recalled frames kept the center around Culverin while a knot of six broke off the south edge past Odessa’s sweep and ran straight at Matchlock. The channel went silent around the same fact: Denn had not killed anything in three years.

Denn killed after three years away.

She met the six wide, hard, and inefficient. Matchlock’s line stayed ugly while the shots landed anyway. The first spawn-runner went under its foot, the second under its fist. A coil round fired too close and too hot killed the third. Every correction arrived late; every one struck bone anyway. She killed all six in a scrambling drift no examiner would have passed. Over the guns on the open channel, we heard her.

She was crying. She did not stop firing. Every call sign dropped out except Matchlock’s gun counter. All six discharges struck killing anatomy.

The command channel filled with every voice Denn had been denied for three years, and Vera let it run. Ochoa yelled, “THAT’S how you do it, Matchlock.” Poppy produced a stream of vowels. Juno’s “Welcome back, pilot” lost its usual dryness. Odessa offered “Nice line” about a line that had been terrible.

Denn kept crying, firing, and killing until the cloud broke beneath the first stars.

That night, under RESTORED in my ledger, I added: Denn. Six kills. Matchlock held.

The fight left three jobs: spawn-runner blood in Matchlock’s ankle returns, a bent hand guard on Sledge, and a shard through Halberd’s cooling sleeve. Under camp lamps, crews locked the frames and divided those repairs before anyone ate.

Denn stayed in Matchlock’s cockpit after shutdown. The canopy stood open, harness released, but she sat with both hands hovering above the dead controls as if touching them again might undo the six kills.

I climbed the gantry and put my palm on the frame beside her seat. Matchlock carried the fight in distinct loads: six impacts through the right hand, one foot-crush, three coil discharges fired inside the barrel’s preferred cooling interval. The third discharge had warped a capacitor mount by less than a millimeter. Honest damage. Repairable.

“You fired the third shot hot,” I said.

Denn stared at the controls. “I know.”

“It saved the flank. It also walked the rear mount. Both facts stay true. Tomorrow you give the capacitor another half-second or you lose the bank by the next halt.”

Her weathered fingers closed around nothing. “I heard everyone on the channel. After the first kill. Then I couldn’t hear anything except the depot foreman telling me I’d always been better with crates. Three years of that voice, Wade. I killed the second runner with it in my head.”

“And the third?”

She looked down at the blood on Matchlock’s ankle. “Poppy screaming welcome back.”

“Better voice.”

A laugh escaped her and turned wet. She wiped her face with the heel of one hand. The tears did not stop. She climbed down anyway and found a torque wrench.

Sarn met her at the damaged capacitor mount. He did not tell her to rest or congratulate her. He set his hard pencil against the shifted bracket and asked, “Which load moved it?”

Denn looked at the six impact marks, then at the capacitor bank. “Third discharge. Too hot, with the right shoulder carrying the first runner’s load.”

“Good. Back the upper pair a quarter-turn. Leave the lower pair tight. Let the bracket relax before you seat it again.”

She followed the instruction while her hands continued shaking. Sarn held the lamp, faded tracery bare in the cold. On the second bolt the wrench slipped. He reset it in her hand without comment. On the third, she found the torque clean.

Poppy and Vera walked the broken wash line once, marked where the shelf had peeled beyond the intended strike, and brought Ochoa over to see the overrun. By the time food came around, Sledge’s guard was straight, Halberd’s sleeve held pressure, and Matchlock’s capacitor sat centered.

Denn signed the field patch with her pilot number; the depot shift code no longer defined her. A young rigger asked for the new torque value. She answered without checking the slate, made him repeat it, and showed him the heat color that would warn if the mount walked again. Then she put his hand on the capacitor bracket and fired one cold test pulse so he could feel the difference before trusting the paint.



Vera came to the command tent after the rounds were done and the watch was set. She wore the flight suit, but the war had left dust in its seams and a bruise along one hip where Culverin’s harness had ridden during the ambush.

She did not arrive with untouched command polish. Her shoulders sagged when the flap closed. Then she caught them, squared the maps, and tried to become the commander again before the woman had finished being tired.

I caught her fingers before they reached the last crooked map and folded them into my palm.

“Leave it.”

“The eastern corner is folded.”

“It’ll still be east at dawn.”

Her eyes met mine. The admission came without ceremony. “I don’t know how to set command down for the hours sleep requires.”

Her fingers worried the crease. I covered them with mine, left the map crooked, and opened the flight suit to her waist. The old scar met my palm at fifty-nine point one, up from the fifty-eight she had carried into the gauntlet. Field command was moving it faster than the classroom had.

“Your body knows you’re back,” I said. “It’s healing while you refuse to stand down.”

“Then stand me down.”

I took the order out of her voice with my first grip, one hand around the back of her neck and the other on the bruised hip.

“Lie on your left side. The harness already worked the right. You don’t support yourself again tonight.”

A folded bedroll lay beside the map chest. Vera lowered herself onto it without the parade-ground care she would have used in daylight. I put a blanket under her right knee, rolled another behind her back, and arranged her body for comfort as firmly as I arranged a pilot for a cradle.

“Flight suit stays at your waist,” I said. “Hair down.”

She pulled the pins herself. Mahogany fell over the field blanket and took ten years off the exhausted face looking up at me.

“Now let the day go where I put it.”

I lay behind her and filled my hands with her breasts from both sides, one cupped beneath her, the other working a nipple until her breath snagged. Her back settled into my chest, her hands open on the field blanket. I supported her completely until the rigid command set of her shoulders eased beneath my chin.

My fingers closed around her nipple while my other hand slid beneath the open suit and found her wet.

“Tell me the last thing you personally fixed before this flap closed,” I said.

“Matchlock’s capacitor mount. Denn seated it true on the third bolt.”

I pushed two fingers into her pussy. “Then the mount is seated.”

Her hips answered with a weak, hungry roll. My forearm redirected it into stillness while my fingers maintained the slow internal pressure.

“The next thing happens because I move you.”

“Yes.” The relief in it came raw. “Please keep it that simple.”

I kept it simple. Two fingers, then three, each given after her tired muscles released around the last. My thumb circled her clit while I held the full weight of one breast in the other hand. She watched the tent lamp and did nothing else. Every time her mind reached for the roster, I took her attention back through touch.

“Since the grounding, I dreamed about field fatigue,” she whispered. “Imagine the particular foolishness of wanting sore hips and a watch outside your tent.”

“You wanted proof the war had a place for you.”

“It does.”

“Then you don’t prove it for one hour. You receive.”

Her shoulders lowered against my chest. The right hip softened into the blanket. I worked her until the field-command precision broke into a helpless backward roll against my hand, then withdrew before release and turned her face toward mine.

“You asked me to help you remember the rest of deployment,” I said. “Give me the choice again, without command in it.”

Amber eyes held mine, adult and direct even through fatigue. “I want you. I want your hands on my chest and your cock in me. I want the war outside the flap and your decisions inside it. Yes.”

I stripped my coveralls to the hips and lay behind her on the padded floor. Vera stayed on her left side with the flight suit gathered at her waist, one arm under her head, the rolled blankets supporting shoulder, spine, and bruised hip. I fitted my body along the warm length of her back and put her right leg over my thigh.

“You stay supported,” I said. “I move you.”

“Then move me before you find another muscle to diagnose.”

Impatience put a hard edge back into the contralto. I liked hearing life in it. I still made her wait while I checked the angle of the bruised hip and ran my fingers through the wet heat between her thighs.

“You spent fifteen years waiting,” I said. “You can give me ten seconds.”

“Nine now.”

I caught her jaw and turned her face toward mine. “Counting is Signy’s bad habit. Yours is pretending command makes you less hungry.”

The laugh came rough and surprised, then failed when I set my cock to her pussy and drove into her from behind in one controlled stroke. Her body opened hot and close around me. My forearm supported her ribs; the blankets took every kilogram I did not. Nothing pressed the harness bruise.

“There,” she whispered. “That is what I wanted.”

I held myself deep and made her feel the full arrival before withdrawing. She tried to press back for the next stroke. My grip on her thigh stopped her halfway.

“I said I move you.”

“Yes.” The answer came raw with relief. “Keep it simple.”

I set a deliberate rhythm, drawing nearly free and seating deep while her back remained against my chest. The side-lying angle gave her no stance to brace and no map table to grip. One hand controlled her upper thigh. The other lifted the heavy breast resting against the blanket while my thumb worked the nipple.

Boots crossed outside on the watch route. Vera’s head started to rise.

I seated myself to the root and held her there. “Somebody else owns those boots. Look at me.”

She turned her face. Amber eyes found mine over her shoulder while the sentries passed and continued on schedule without her. Her fingers opened on the blanket. I gave her the next stroke harder, supporting the fatigued hip while each deep thrust took another piece of command out of her shoulders.

“Harder,” she said. The old parade note had disappeared. “Please. Deep enough that the tent stays outside my head.”

I increased force and kept the pace mine. Every stroke seated deep and changed into a grinding hold until her body accepted the pressure. The field blanket rasped under my boots. Her voice dissolved against my jaw while one hand kneaded her breast and the other governed the thigh draped over mine.

My fingers crossed the governor scar. Fifty-nine point one held. The pathway no longer dragged like a brake during every climb; it carried arousal along one open route from the base of her neck through the body clenching around my cock.

“Scar’s open,” I told her. “Fifty-nine point one. Field command didn’t close it. Fatigue didn’t close it.”

Vera lost the watch outside entirely. Her gaze stayed fixed on mine while a strong internal pulse traveled along my cock.

“Tell me what came home,” she said.

“The pilot. The commander can wait outside.”

Her eyes closed for one breath. I said her name, and she opened them again.

I slid my hand from her breast to her clit. The first circle made her hips push back despite my hold. The second tightened her pussy in a gathering wave. I kept shallow motion inside her, trading deep thrusts for a controlled internal grind until she forced herself still.

“Ask for the rest as Vera.”

“Make me come,” she said. No rank, no distance. “Hold the bad hip clear and take me until there is nothing outside this blanket.”

I lifted her thigh higher, taking every strain off the bruise, and drove into her with the force she had asked for. My fingers worked her clit in the same steady interval. The scar stayed smooth under the heel of my hand. Her breath shortened against my mouth. She reached back once, not for a map or control, but to close her hand around my forearm and keep my touch exactly where it belonged.

“Let the lamp move,” I said. “Let the watch walk. Stay in my hands and come.”

Her climax took her on the next deep stroke. Vera’s pussy closed around my cock in slow, powerful contractions while her contralto cracked on my name. Her head fell against my shoulder. I kept her fully supported and gave her the same depth through each aftershock until the hand on my forearm loosened.

I withdrew before my own release and rolled her carefully onto her back, keeping a folded blanket beneath the bruised side. The open flight suit still framed her body at the waist. Her breasts rose heavy and flushed in the lamplight, nipples hard from my grip.

Vera looked down at my cock, slick from her, then back at me with appetite stripped of command polish. “Use my tits. I want your finish where I can see what survived the road.”

I rolled her shoulders flat against the support.

“Shoulders down,” I said. “Hands where I put them.”

I guided one hand beneath the lower curve of each breast and arranged her grip to support the weight without straining her shoulders. Then I braced over the bedroll, added oil from the field kit, and gathered her breasts tight around my shaft with both of my hands over hers.

“Hold that pressure. Nothing else.”

“Yes.”

I drove through the dense warm channel, the head of my cock clearing the upper curves before sliding back through oil and sweat. Vera watched every pass from below. The maps stayed behind her now. Her heavy-lidded attention followed my face, then my cock moving between the breasts the academy had buttoned into a monument for fifteen years.

“They got the flight suit back,” I said. I tightened my hands, making her full chest spill around my grip. “I got the woman inside it.”

“Yours,” she said, direct and unembarrassed. “Use them harder.”

I changed the angle and drove faster. Her palms maintained the support I had assigned while mine controlled compression and pace. Pre-cum streaked the shining valley. Each stroke pushed the suit’s open collar farther aside and left another wet line across fair-warm skin.

Vera tried to lift her head for my cock. I pressed her shoulder back into the blanket.

“Watch. Mouth stays out of it.”

Her eyes flashed with adult hunger. “Then make the view worth the order.”

I gave her three hard strokes. On the fourth I drew out in one slow pass and kept the head pulsing above her sternum until her breathing frayed. She could feel the denial only as anticipation for my finish, never as control over me. My hands closed around hers and her breasts.

“Whose command is outside the flap?” I asked.

“Mine.”

“Who has you in here?”

“You do. Wade, finish on me.”

I drove through the pressure until my abdomen locked. Then I pulled free, kept one hand squeezing her breasts together, and came across them. The first heavy spurt struck high on her chest. The next ran hot into the oil-slick valley. Vera held my gaze through every pulse, command face gone, her own release still moving in small aftershocks through her open thighs.

I spread the last of my cum across the skin my grip had marked, a blunt visual claim under the moving lamp. She looked down once, full-throated satisfaction replacing exhaustion, then back at me.

“That part of deployment,” she said, “I remembered accurately.”

I checked the grip color on her breasts, the harness bruise, and the fatigued muscles beside her spine. The bruised hip had not deepened. Her shoulders rotated without pain. At her neck, the old scar carried a smooth path at fifty-nine point one while her pulse settled.

Vera cleaned us with a warmed field towel. When her attention drifted toward the folded maps, I drew the blanket higher over her shoulders.

“Morning,” I said.

She settled beside me.

“The scar didn’t pull during the flight,” she said. “I waited for it.”

“Your body stopped treating this climb as the Cascade.”

“Not every climb.”

“No. This one.”

She accepted the distinction. Outside the tent, Matchlock’s repaired knee made one soft settling knock as the metal cooled.

Vera listened. “Good bones,” she said, borrowing Bram’s phrase.

“Pilot or frame?”

“Both. Don’t make me repeat something sentimental.”

I pulled the blanket higher. When fresh boots passed outside, her eyes opened but her body stayed against mine.

“The line held because you trained it,” I said. “Denn killed six and kept firing. Ochoa took the flank. Nobody required you for the next watch circuit.”

A gust lifted the crooked eastern map corner and let it fall. Vera set her unused hairpins beside it and left both where they lay.



Second dawn came up gray over the shale. The relay found K-21 alive and wrong.

K-21 lay a hundred and seventy kilometers east, past the curve of the world and beyond Juno’s seventy-kilometer horizon at four hundred meters. The relay supplied our only view. The picket masts talk across the entire eastern chain, a relay net the CDA strung over the shale a generation ago and mostly forgot. K-21’s mast remained connected. At second dawn, its automated station status traveled up the chain and reached us.

Poppy pulled it off the relay before anyone told her to. She checked the floodlight field, checked the timestamp, then went back to the floodlight field before she read it aloud. Her thumb stopped over the scroll control.

“Station status, K-21,” she said. “Floodlights: lit. Pattern: daylight-standard.” She looked up from the slate. “Wade. The floodlights are on. It’s dawn. Why are a picket station’s floodlights burning in a daylight pattern at dawn?”

“Because the station’s alive to run them,” I said. “And because something’s wrong enough that it’s running them anyway.”

Poppy opened the light-cycle history. The station had switched to daylight pattern at dawn as programmed, then restored full perimeter flood two minutes later by manual command. The operator repeated that override every morning since the relay went dark.

“Someone inside has a living hand on the switch,” she said. “Every dawn they tell the automation it doesn’t understand the threat.”

On the horizon, no light reached us yet. The surviving relay log was the only proof we had of the living hand, one stubborn override repeated through darkness, hunger, and whatever moved beyond the gate.

“Alive and signaling wrong,” she said.


Chapter 14: The Loud Country

Beyond our second dawn’s march, the migration channels held no fresh tracks. My hand on Longstride’s foot-plate spent the morning finding where the traffic had gone.

Shale country should be thick with sign. Ochoa had flown the Kesk corridor and knew it. She said so on the channel, each word level. Two wingmates buried out here in the autumn had fixed the proper shape of this country in her memory.

“This is wrong,” she said an hour after second dawn. Ochoa did not elaborate. She stated a thing and let you catch up. When I asked what she meant, she gave me a burial veteran’s spare inventory: migration channels worn into rock by the seasonal herds, den scrapes in the lee of ridges, spawn-runner middens fouling the low ground, and none of them touched in weeks. “You fly this corridor in the autumn, you’re never out of sign,” she said. “Every turn gives you a den scrape, a fresh midden, or an occupied channel. It’s the loudest country on the picket. That’s why it eats wings. And I’ve been flying flank for two days and I’ve counted nothing. Nothing, Kessler. That’s not a good country. That’s an emptied one.”

She was right, and I ground-truthed her the slow way, halt by halt. It was all there and it was all cold. The migration channels ran empty, worn deep by a hundred seasons of animals and holding not one fresh track. The den scrapes had been abandoned mid-season. Packed shale retained the curve of bodies that had risen weeks ago, never returned, and never been replaced. The middens had stopped being added to, their top layers weathering gray. Animals that should have replaced each other through the season had left the same weeks-old vacancy. Pilots shortened their intervals between board checks, and every flank frame began turning its sensors toward empty channels.

I got the real read at the mid-morning halt, and I got it through Longstride’s foot.

At the spawn-runner fight, Poppy’s driven leveling picket had given my palm a crude steel transducer. Bare shale gave me nothing my gift could trust. Here we had no picket in the migration channel, only Longstride standing with a broad foot planted across the old tracks. I tried a new application: palm pressed to the frame’s foot-plate, reading vibrations gathered by the machine.

The poured-composite casting spread the frame’s weight over the rock and collected minute load changes across its full contact patch. Those changes traveled mechanically into the shin actuators, where my palm could take them as it took bearing flutter through a housing. Touch, metal, continuous load. Nothing more. The foot-plate turned country-scale vibration into strain information, and the first stable reading stopped me where I stood.

The foot-plate carried a repeating directional bias from the compacted shale beneath it. Passing weight had polished western edges and driven microfractures eastward through the top layers. One sample meant little. Three later halts returned matching edge wear, fracture angles, and track-bed widths. Ochoa laid those stops over the survey map. The physical deformation formed straight corridors with hard turns at the tower lines. Animals had not wandered through this country. Repeated traffic had been forced along fixed routes.

“Sarn,” I said. “Come put your hand on this.”

He came down off the transporter with no wasted step and put his machinist’s hand beside mine on Longstride’s foot. He read the country through the frame, the only living pair of hand-readers braced on the same foot-plate. His thumb stopped on the casting. He stared east, toward program work thirty years gone.

“Lanes,” he said.

“Lanes.”

“I know this.” He kept his hand on the foot. “Program traffic lanes. Fixed turns at tower intervals. We tested them before the Cascade.”

He looked east toward a tower line the charts called dead. “Somebody kept my homework.”



The charts marked all eleven towers dead. The first tower leg returned warm bearings and fresh grease through my bare hand.

Bait towers stand four hundred meters apart across the shale, low lattices of poured composite and steel throwing broadband thrum meant to pull kaiju off population centers. They are not clever. They are loud, kaiju hunt loud, and that is the full design. These eleven had been logged burned-out for years, hulks on the survey charts, dead infrastructure the patrols had removed from routine checks years ago. I walked to the nearest tower with Vera and Sarn while the column held. It looked burned out: weathered steel, cold crown, lattice gone gray with years. I spread my palm against the leg, answering the pull every machine exerted on me.

Warm bearings. Fresh grease. A maintenance rhythm I could read like handwriting.

The tower had been kept alive beneath its abandoned shell. Bearings in its crown turned on grease laid down within the month; the drive train ran free of neglect’s grind. A steady hand had maintained it to working standard, and the fittings preserved that hand’s habits as clearly as a bevel-worn driver preserved a saboteur’s. This was not a crew’s work. Crews sign frames and leave torque marks in ten different tempers. A single hand had done this, patient and regular, using the same touch on every bearing, servicing a tower on schedule for years as Sarn had turned his frames over on schedule beneath the Yard.

“Fresh grease. Same seating depth on every fitting,” I said. “One maintainer.”

Sarn put his hand on the same leg. His thumb stopped midway across the bearing cap, then followed the service sequence from lower fitting to crown. The graveyard wound belonged to the Cascade era; this one was fresh grease.

“It’s my field-craft,” he said. “The service interval. The way the bearing’s packed. The order you’d do the fittings in to save your back on a cold morning.” His voice did not rise. It went, if anything, quieter. “I taught this. The emitter towers had a maintenance doctrine. I wrote half of it, and it died with the program after the Cascade. Somebody stands out here every month and services them in my old order. Only one place taught the method. Everyone else who learned it there is supposed to be dead.” He took his hand off the leg. “Emitter towers,” he said, and I heard the word before I understood it. “I said emitter. These aren’t bait towers, deck-tech. Come look at the crown of number nine.”



Tower nine’s crown carried hardware no bait tower ever shipped. Poppy opened the housing while the column formed a defensive ring below.

Poppy went up the lattice because Poppy went up everything. She cracked the crown housing on tower nine. Inside, bolted onto the bait tower’s honest sound rig, sat a second machine: a resonance emitter producing something far narrower than broadband thrum. Her running description shortened as she traced the carrier ring.

“It’s not broadband,” she said from the crown, forty meters up. “The bait rig underneath is the honest part the charts know about. A second emitter rides on top of it with a narrow shaped carrier, and the pattern’s…”

The next word took long enough that Vera looked up. Poppy came down the lattice with one module cradled against her chest.

“A sync signature,” she said. “It’s broadcasting the waveform of a pilot flying anchored.”

Sarn took it from her hands and turned it over. Vera stood at his shoulder. The two of them assembled the answer over the open housing while I recorded the carrier specifications in my ledger.

“Bait towers pull kaiju with noise,” Sarn said. “That’s doctrine. That’s true. That’s what the field was built to do.”

“And it never worked well enough,” Vera said. “We always knew that. Noise pulls them a little. Not reliably. Never reliably enough to steer one.”

“The broadband speaker only gets their attention,” Sarn said. “This emitter redirects them with a sync waveform. Somebody found the carrier their bodies follow.” He held up the module. “They hunt sync: a pilot in a cradle running her nervous system through a frame. That signal draws them across a hundred kilometers of shale.”

“And the Wall’s academy,” Vera said slowly, the banked fury coming up under the contralto, “runs twenty-two active frames every day from the loudest structure on the continent, with six hundred rated pilots rotating through them.”

Sarn lowered the emitter. “The Wall broadcasts a fixed sync source. Somebody put moving copies on my dead towers and used the very signal the doctrine spent fifteen years trying to suppress.”

Juno’s contact call cut across the open housing.



A Cat-2 pack entered the emitter’s fixed approach lane while the housing was still open.

“Contact,” Juno said. From four hundred meters, she had watched the entire route develop. “Cat-2 pack, six of them, coming straight up the lane from the east. Their heading hasn’t wavered once. They’re coming straight to the tower.” Wind hissed over Juno’s open channel. “We opened the housing and made the signal stronger.”

Vera did not waste the fight. She had the emitter thesis in her hand and she turned the battle into proof of it, command economy, the geometry laid down before the pack closed. “Kill the emitter’s power first, Renner. Cut the carrier and see if they lose the address. Line on the tower base. This is the lane doctrine, people, the one I taught in the halls eleven days ago, throats and pins, we route them into the tower legs and pinch. Larke, Kane, wolves, raw, no anchor. Recalled frames on the pinch with me. Falconet, drive the lead. Kessler, ground read.”

Poppy killed the emitter’s power at the crown. The pack kept moving, but its dead-straight lane broke into a confused cast as six animals searched for the vanished carrier. Then they found a louder source: the expedition’s ten frames full of synced, unanchored pilots, and they came for us instead, because we were the lighthouse now.

“There it is,” Sarn said, watching it from the transporter, voice pared to nothing, a man watching his life’s homework kill in front of him. “They lost the tower and found us. We’re louder than the machine. Of course we are. We’re real.”

The six animals lost the carrier and wheeled toward the strongest real sync source on the field.

That source changed with every maneuver.

Longstride idled at 85.9. Razorback sat at 82.9. Culverin carried 61.3 through Vera’s scar. The recalled frames ranged lower and uneven. As pilots accelerated, braked, or shifted load, their signals rose and fell, and the pack corrected toward each change with the hard unity of compass needles.

“They’re sorting by output,” Juno called from four hundred meters. “Lead pair just ranged on Longstride. Rear four are turning toward Razorback. Every time somebody spikes, heads move.”

Vera abandoned the rehearsed pinch before the pack reached it. “No broad line. Four frames guard the open housing. Larke and Kane, separate by two tower intervals and give them competing signals. Renner, make the carrier interrupt the real ones. Kessler, tell me which change they follow.”

Culverin, Matchlock, Springald, and Sledge formed a square around tower nine while Poppy climbed back into the exposed crown. Halberd stayed mobile behind them, ready to cover whichever side the pack chose. Instead of routing six animals through prepared throats, we had to keep them away from one open machine while using that machine to learn how they hunted.

Longstride’s foot-plate stayed beneath my hand. Each Cat-2 correction altered its stride and put a distinct bias into the tower field. Six sets of impacts crossed through shale and steel. The strongest two loaded west toward Signy; three angled south toward Odessa; one circled uncertainly between the emitter and Culverin.

“Carrier pulse, quarter strength,” Poppy said.

She bridged the honest bait driver to the shaped ring for half a second.

All six animals broke stride together.

The motion came through my hand as a single violent hitch. Heads swung toward tower nine before the pulse ended, then split back toward Longstride and Razorback. The false sync had outranked every pilot during the pulse.

“They follow onset before amplitude,” I said. “A fresh signal steals them. Renner, short pulses only. Kane, spike south and break before they arrive. Larke, wait for her drop.”

Odessa drove Razorback from 82.9 into a hard acceleration. Four Cat-2s wheeled south. She ran between towers ten and eleven, gave them a straight target, and cut power at Vera’s mark. At the same instant Signy burst north.

Three animals turned inside their own charge and collided shoulder to shoulder. The fourth kept Odessa’s last bearing, committed to where Razorback had been loudest, and ran through the gap after her.

Poppy pulsed the carrier.

The lone animal abandoned Odessa and charged tower nine.

“That is uncomfortably effective,” she said from the open housing.

“Kill it before it reaches you,” Vera answered.

Poppy let the false signal run one second longer, drawing the Cat-2 square onto the tower footing. Then she cut it. The animal faltered beneath the lattice, searching for the vanished pilot-shaped source.

Scrapdog dropped from the maintenance side with its salvage boom already hooked around the tower’s unused counterweight cable. Poppy released the brake. Six tons of service ballast fell inside the lattice and yanked the boom sideways across the animal’s forelegs. Its own momentum folded it into the poured-composite base.

Culverin stepped from the guard square. Vera put one round through the skull seam while Poppy’s cable kept it pinned.

“One,” Vera said. “Carrier still open. Keep working.”

The three colliding Cat-2s had separated. Signy and Odessa did not hunt their edges. They became moving bait, taking turns presenting the newest signal and handing the animals across the field before any charge closed.

“My throw,” Odessa called.

Razorback spiked. Two animals turned south.

“Your throw,” Signy answered.

Longstride accelerated north a breath later. One switched to her. The other had already committed too deeply and stayed on Odessa.

The handoff separated them without crossing their lanes. Odessa took hers between towers eleven and ten, planted Razorback against the charge, then shed at the last instant so the Cat-2 struck a tower leg and spared her arms. Three hundred tons hit steel. The footing held; the animal’s shoulder did not. Odessa put her fist through the seam exposed by the break.

Signy killed hers differently. She ran ahead by meters, letting the animal chase the freshest signal around tower eight. On the third turn she cut Longstride’s output to idle. The Cat-2 overran the point where it expected her, and Longstride came back from the quiet side with a coil lance under its jaw.

“Two,” Odessa said.

“Two,” Signy answered.

No campaign total, no ambiguous count. Even on the current engagement.

The remaining three learned from the handoff. They stopped turning on every spike. Instead they spread, one watching Longstride, one Razorback, one circling tower nine. The pack had seen two false transfers and begun filtering the newest signal.

“They’re weighting persistence now,” Juno said. “Lead animal ignores first onset. Tracks the signal that stays up longest.”

“Then give it two lies and one truth,” Vera said. “Denn, Ket, you are the truth.”

Matchlock and Springald left the guard square together. Their lower outputs rose steadily rather than sharply. Poppy pulsed the carrier once. Signy threw a short acceleration north. The lead Cat-2 ignored both and chose the sustained combined source in the center.

Denn and Ket backed between tower nine’s western legs, close enough that their two signatures overlapped. The animal charged the apparent single source.

Springald’s old ankle could not make the lateral turn a textbook trap required. Ket never asked it to. Both recalled frames backed straight on their strongest paths while the Cat-2 entered the gap. At Vera’s mark, Matchlock went left and Springald went right. The merged signal split around the animal at point-blank range.

It hesitated between them.

Sledge hit it from behind. Ochoa drove the skull into the tower footing, and Denn fired through the exposed base while Ket kept Springald’s coil weapon on the throat.

The fifth animal came for tower nine during the kill. Poppy’s last carrier pulse had taught it the housing mattered even when silent. It lowered its head and charged the lattice where she worked forty meters above the ground.

“Renner, down,” Vera ordered.

“Core still bolted. Two retainers.”

“Leave it.”

“Negative on abandoning the illegal war machine.”

Scrapdog moved between the charge and the tower, but the angle closed too slowly. Halberd came across the guard square and struck the Cat-2’s flank, redirecting it by only a few degrees. Enough to miss the housing leg; not enough to miss tower ten.

The animal hit tower ten’s south support at speed.

Damage reached me through Longstride’s planted foot before the dust lifted. A high double flutter crossed the sole and caught beneath my palm. The leg had cracked one meter above its base collar. Its crown began leaning toward Poppy’s open housing and the four frames below.

“Tower ten south leg opening east,” I called. “Eleven seconds. Renner, get off nine. Denn, Ket, clear the fall line.”

Poppy descended the lattice with the carrier core hugged to her chest, the last two retainers apparently removed through profanity. Matchlock and Springald cleared south. The wounded Cat-2 tried to rise beneath the failing tower.

Vera converted collapse into a kill. “Springald, west leg from the north. Matchlock, maintenance cable on the north strut. We choose the fall.”

Ket braced Springald on the straight load path its ankle trusted. Denn caught the service cable and backed Matchlock two steps. The crack tore farther beneath my hand.

“Now.”

Ket shoved. Denn pulled. Forty meters of tended steel folded east in a controlled collapse, away from our crews and directly onto the animal that had broken it. The crown struck and jumped Longstride’s foot against the shale. Dust swallowed the field.

The sixth Cat-2 used the dust to charge Culverin.

It had stopped following the strongest source entirely. It chose the frame that had commanded the others, whether by observing movement or signal pattern I could not tell. Vera had the carrier core, two crew members, and Poppy in Culverin’s shadow. She could not evade without exposing them.

Signy and Odessa answered together. Longstride hit the animal’s left shoulder at 85.9. Razorback struck the right at 82.9. Opposed force folded its front legs and drove its skull into the shale two meters from Culverin’s feet.

Vera finished it with the command frame’s left weapon.

Six Cat-2s lay among the towers. We had killed them by changing what the battlefield sounded like to their bodies, and they had begun adapting before the ninth minute.

Poppy left the open carrier on test power while Juno flew the altitude sweep. She gave it one pulse after the last animal stopped moving. Every living spawn-runner beyond the field changed direction; the dead Cat-2s did not twitch. That ruled out a mechanical reflex in the armor and put the response somewhere higher.

“Latency log,” she said.

I read the pressure history back through Longstride’s foot while she marked it. First pulse: all six altered stride before the carrier fell. After two false handoffs, three waited through the initial onset and chose sustained output. The fifth identified tower nine while silent. The last selected Culverin after Vera directed the others.

“They learned four filters during one fight,” Poppy said. “Freshness. Duration. Source location. Command pattern.”

Sarn looked across the carcasses. “Or one animal learned and the others followed its movement.”

“Which one led?”

Juno replayed her overhead feed. The heavy Cat-2 that had struck tower ten changed first on every adaptation. The others corrected after it by fractions.

“Pack leader,” she said. “Not shared thought. Visual follow.”

That mattered. A leader could be isolated. A carrier could still deceive the others if the leader lost sight of it. Vera added the finding to the field card: blind the lead animal before any future signal handoff.

Odessa marked the heavy animal’s turning radius on her slate. Signy added the delay between its movement and the pack response. Their figures differed by two tenths. They replayed the overhead track once, corrected both numbers to the same midpoint, and moved on with accuracy settled. The rivalry knew when accuracy mattered more than victory. Poppy copied the reconciled figure onto the carrier crate in permanent bright-white paint beside the pulse latency and the leader’s turning radius.

I stayed on Longstride’s foot throughout the engagement, reading the pack through the frame and calling each lane a fraction early. The animals leaned into their charges before taking them. My palm named which throat they would break just before they broke. The line moved on those calls as it had in the wash, meeting each turn before it came. The crews reloaded before anyone celebrated. Battery hands passed six fresh cells down the line, each one seated, latched, and called ready by a different voice. Denn and Ket walked the carcasses from opposite ends and met at the center, marking every throat twice. Overhead, Juno held Falconet at four hundred meters and searched the approach corridor, the abandoned channels, and the route behind us. Her shadow crossed tower nine once, then swept east beyond the dust. Only when Falconet completed the full circuit and Juno called empty shale to the horizon did Vera release the frames from combat spacing. Nine minutes had left six Cat-2s under the tower legs and eighteen hundred tons of routed war motionless in the field.

We took the emitter core out of tower nine under the tail of the fight. The fallen Cat-2 had twisted one tower leg and loaded the crown off center, so the housing leaned above Poppy while she backed out the retention bolts. Bram rigged a safety line to Scrapdog’s wrist and increased the tension by careful centimeters. I kept my palm on the damaged leg, reading the crack as the load moved.

“Two turns left on the upper bolt,” Poppy called.

The crack widened beneath my hand, a coarse tearing grain moving toward the next lattice joint. “One turn. Then stop. Crown shifts if you take both.”

She stopped without arguing. Bram added tension. Scrapdog took the crown’s weight through the safety line, the bent leg relaxed by a fraction, and the bolt came free under Poppy’s fingers without dropping forty meters of emitter housing onto her. She lowered the core in a canvas sling while the recalled frames held the field and the gun crews checked the dead twice.

On the ground, Poppy refused to open it until Bram had driven four grounding stakes around the crate. She linked the stakes with wet conductor braid and discharged each capacitor into the shale. The first three gave nothing. The fourth spat a blue-white arc across the braid and melted one clip.

“That’s why we don’t lick unknown war hardware,” Bram said.

“That rule has never been about me specifically enough to require saying aloud.”

“It is now.”

Inside the core, the honest bait driver occupied most of the housing. The shaped-carrier assembly had been fitted into its dead space: six copper vanes around a ceramic throat, each trimmed by hand to a different length. Poppy laid tracing paper over the vanes and rubbed their edges with chalk.

“The bait driver supplies amplitude,” she said. “This smaller ring cuts it into the anchored pattern. Remove the ring and it becomes a stupid loud tower again.”

Sarn touched the shortest vane without moving it. “We tested this geometry at Kestrel. It overheated after nine seconds.”

Poppy pointed beneath the ceramic throat. A narrow cooling jacket had been brazed directly into the old oil return. “Somebody solved that.”

The return fitting carried fresh tool marks. The tower might have been built from dead program work, but this correction was current, installed by someone still improving it.

Only when the capacitors read empty did I put both hands on the housing. I read the maker before we crated it, because a machine remembers the hand that tended it like a frame remembers a crew, and one person had tended this machine.

The fittings put one technician’s habits into my skin: regular quarter-turns, uniform seating depth, no slips or hurried cross-threading. One technician had serviced every delicate fitting on a repeated schedule. Those marks proved precision and a steady hand, nothing more. Whoever maintained the field still crossed monster country alone each month; whether calm or terrified, he completed the work without leaving tremor in the metal.

Before Bram’s crew closed the shock crate, Poppy dusted the service collar with carbon and rolled a clear strip across it. One partial thumb pad and the heel of a narrow hand came away from the same angle used on every fitting. Sarn compared the print spacing to his own program tools.

“Worked barehanded at final calibration,” he said. “Gloves for grease, skin for the vane alignment.”

The carbon also showed a new crescent where somebody had adjusted the shortest vane after the last maintenance cycle. Fresh copper showed at the revised vane pitch and across the matching cooling-jacket clamp. The keeper had tested this stronger setting recently, found where it overheated, and returned with a correction. The vane no longer matched Sarn’s dead program drawing; the cooling route had been widened to support its new output. Someone was still running trials in this field, one maintenance visit at a time.

Poppy sealed the strip between two panes and scratched tower nine’s serial into both edges.

Then Bram’s crew locked the emitter core into a shock crate. The dying charge faded through the lid as the last two straps cinched tight.

“You know what this is, right,” Poppy said, coming down the lattice with grease to her elbows and a light in her that was half horror and half what made her a menace, patting the crate. “This is the single most illegal object on the continent and we just committed a felony to own it. I need to reverse-engineer this after the war. Bram. Bram, can I have it after the war.”

“No,” Bram said, his attention fixed on the lashing.

“After the war.”

“No.”

“I’m going to build a smaller one,” Poppy told the crate, confidingly.

Bram closed his eyes like a man who had heard a future problem announce itself. He cinched the last strap and declined to say no a third time. With Bram, everyone knew that amounted to yes.

The fallen lattice blocked the transporter road. Matchlock and Springald lifted trusses while Bram cut one lane through; Razorback dragged the carcass clear. Sowe turned a tower access panel into Springald’s new shoulder plate, leaving AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY across Ket’s armor.

While crews cleaned bone from Matchlock’s knuckles and repaired Culverin’s towing lug, Sarn removed tower nine’s shaped-carrier bridge. The honest bait driver stayed operational; the false sync required a part now locked beside our captured core.

Poppy buried one camera behind the western warning plate. It drew from the ordinary tower circuit and woke if anyone touched the carrier housing. Sarn aligned the lens with the maintainer’s habitual service stance centered in frame.

We refueled, loaded each repair once, and rolled near dusk. The necessary halt put us on K-21’s final approach late on day forty-three.



Poppy drew the map on Scrapdog’s hull in chalk while the crews refueled. It answered the last question and supplied a worse one.

On Scrapdog’s flank, Poppy drew the eleven towers and connected the physical lanes we had sampled. Every chalk line converged at the Kesk corridor mouth. She marked the Surveyor’s stationary position with one hard box.

“Every route delivers traffic past this point,” she said. “The grid keeps the corridor mouth fed.”

Vera followed every converging chalk route with one finger, stopping at the boxed Cat-4 mark. “Why feed it? What does a herded war buy a man that a burned-out picket doesn’t?”

Nobody had that. Vera studied the converging corridors, then gave the march order. Poppy left the chalk box wedged in Scrapdog’s shoulder seam and did not wipe the map away. Before shutdown, she photographed the converging routes with a frame serial visible in the corner, tying the country-sized pattern to one physical hull and one day of field dust.



We camped short of the tower line’s last mark. That night, a fine cyclic pressure entered every parked spine-cradle.

Each of the four cradles confirmed the same pulse through direct contact: Longstride, Razorback, Scrapdog, Culverin. The waveform traveled through each contact assembly at a frequency the frame hardware accepted as sync input, though no active pilot had generated it.

Signy pressed two fingers beneath her ear when the cycle returned. “Pressure along the lower jaw,” she reported on comms.

“Same,” Odessa said from Razorback. “Right side into the port.”

Poppy and Vera confirmed the route from their own cradles. Beside Longstride, Signy ran three unnecessary checks on the same harness buckle. Under my fingers at her wrist, each pulse tightened her grip before she forced it open.

Sarn joined me at the cradle and took the same tactile cycle through his palm. “We spent years asking why noise couldn’t steer them,” he said. “We should have asked how they already found pilots.”

The pressure returned. Signy looked down the line. “It’s calling us.”

She looked down the sleeping line of frames, counted the sentries twice, and keyed the command band. “Advance the watch change.”

The new watch came up in pairs. Nobody crossed between parked frames alone while the pulse kept touching their cradles. Ochoa and Danby took the north interval; Denn and Ket walked the emitter crate with hands on separate lock bars. Poppy killed every nonessential sync diagnostic so the only active signal belonged to instruments we could name. She clipped passive foil strips across the four cradle buses, each marked with frame serial and watch time. The strips needed no current of their own; whatever reached them would leave heat bloom in the lacquer. When the pressure returned, Longstride’s strip browned at the center while Scrapdog’s marked nearer the edge.

“Same call, different reception paths,” Poppy said. “It isn’t choosing one of us yet.”

On the next cycle, my palm on Longstride felt the pressure arrive weaker by a fraction, then strengthen as Razorback’s standby bus woke across camp. The waveform was sampling us, or our own hardware was answering unevenly. I logged both possibilities and left my hand on the frame.

“Watch advanced,” Vera said.

Nobody tried to sleep through the next return.


Chapter 15: The Broken Gate

Picket Station Kesk-Two-One had survived weeks under siege. That survival was wrong: something capable of destroying the station had chosen not to, and Juno saw the pattern from four hundred meters.

We came up on it at dawn on day forty-four, after the tower-field repair and a short night halt. The transporters crested the last ridge before the corridor mouth. There it stood: a picket fort of poured composite and gun galleries dug into a shale rise, its floodlights burning against the morning in the daylight pattern the relay had shown us. Alive, and ringed. A Cat-3 lay across the only approach, twelve hundred tons or more. Around it moved forty or fifty spawn-runners, juveniles the big animals shed like wake. Together they penned the station from gate to gun gallery. The long siege had written itself into every wall, yet K-21 remained.

“The Cat-3 has preserved the station,” Juno said from altitude, all dryness gone. “It could have taken the walls weeks ago. Instead it broke the gate, left the wounded in the inner yard, and kept sixty people alive inside a box. The screen maintains the perimeter without pressing the exposed ground.” She banked over the breach. “It wants that door held in exactly this condition.”

“Holding it open or holding it shut,” Vera said.

“Both,” Juno said. “It broke the gate and it won’t let the gate close. Look at the breach. The station’s frames keep it from sealing; the animal keeps it from widening. The wear says nine days of that balance.”

I did not have my hands on it yet, but I had my eyes, and the dance Juno described was shaped wrong. A Cat-3 could have taken the station in an afternoon. This one had spent weeks preserving the same condition: breached, lit, and screaming. Its purpose could wait. Sixty souls had endured inside that pen, and we had come two hundred and sixty kilometers to open the door.



Senna Holt held the breach solo when we came over the ridge.

K-21 had started with a two-woman wing. Stoneguard now stood inside the gun galleries, its wounded pilot running the guns by hardwire. Rampart occupied the broken gate at a flat sixty point zero and moved like a wall that hit back.

Longstride’s foot-plate delivered Rampart’s impact pattern through the shared shale. A recurring right-side hitch entered every throttle correction, but distance and ground contact gave me only the asymmetry, not its cause. Longstride’s magnified feed supplied the next evidence: Holt shortened each inhale and kept her right elbow tight against her ribs while the other hand worked the controls.

Between impacts, the feed caught a tall, broad-shouldered woman crowded into Rampart’s scarred canopy. A dark-gold campaign braid lay over one shoulder; nine days of lost sleep had grayed her sun-weathered light-tan skin. A thin scar crossed one eyebrow above gray-green eyes that stayed fixed on the breach in place of the relief column. She turned into another charge before I could make the injury more than a working hypothesis.

“Wing leader, K-21,” her voice came over the picket band. Even the voice hitched, breath cut short on the intake. “Identify. We’ve had no relief authorized, and I’m not expecting any. If you’re a relief column, somebody committed a felony to send you. I’ll want to shake his hand.” Radio static filled Holt’s short, guarded inhale. “After I hold this gate. Which is right now. So if you’re real, get in the line.”

“We’re real,” Vera said. “Expedition command. We committed the felony. Hold your gate ninety more seconds, Captain. We’re going to open the pen.”



Poppy asked me for the cradle in plain words with the ridge at our backs. I gave her Scrapdog and rode the frame she had built out of a condemned Mule and nine dead frames. At eighty-nine point three, our first anchor paid the promise from spring in the middle of a war.

She made it a blurting, breathless request. As the column deployed, she came off her frame’s ladder and stood before me with four years on her face: the buried file, rebuilt Mule, cradle built from the drawings and signed TORQUE inside the bay. She said it as she said everything true, starting at the wrong end, fast and completely unsubtle.

“You said someday,” she said. “I built the cradle. I built two cradles. It’s someday. There’s a Cat-3 and I built the bay and I want you in it, Wade, I want to fly one at a hundred percent, please, is it someday.”

“It’s someday,” I said.

We went up Scrapdog together. I dropped into the tandem bay she had brazed with her own hands. My bare palm sealed over the warm neural access just above the base of her harness, and I anchored Poppy Renner.

The channel opened. The dry bite of scorched insulation rose along the back of my tongue. Amber trace-lines lit Poppy’s flight suit as the current found its road. Under the anchor, her raw 76.2 opened and ceased to be a ceiling. I read the bond climb past her 76.2 raw ceiling, giving back what doctrine took and then more. When it settled, I read the number and gave it to her.

“Eighty-nine, three,” I said. “That’s you, Torque. That’s what you’ve got with me behind you. Open.”

She made a sound that was not a word. Then she flew.

At eighty-nine point three, Poppy stopped treating the siege as a battlefield. Under her hands, the broken gate, cracked gun gallery, debris slope, and siege works became one damaged machine. Every failure point offered her a weapon, and Scrapdog finally had the output to reach all of them.



She killed with the siege itself. The pen’s debris became three drop-traps, every one called in torque-spec profanity across the open band. Crews penned on those walls for a month had found nothing to cheer. Now they cheered a hangar rat killing a Cat-3 with its own rubble.

The first one she took with the gate leaf itself. Nine days of impacts had twisted the lower hinge while leaving the manual dog under full spring load. Poppy drove Scrapdog’s salvage hook through the dog, backed three steps, and tore it free as a spawn-screen leader entered the breach. The damaged leaf swung across the opening like a two-hundred-ton bat and crushed the runner against the opposite jamb.

“Doors,” Poppy announced to the entire picket band, “have a preferred direction, you spawn-shedding” and then the word.

The second one she took with a gun gallery that was already collapsing. A month of pen had cracked the eastern gun gallery’s face; it would have fallen on its own within a week. Poppy read that week down to a second. She baited two spawn-runners into its shadow and used the salvage boom to pull the crack the rest of the way. Forty tons of gallery came down on them. She did not narrate that one. Only her breath stayed on the comm while she flew a flawless pass.

The third trap belonged to Holt’s damaged gate. The thirty-ton counterweight remained hanging above the breach after its leaf had swung free, its cable lying slack through a broken guide. Poppy fired Scrapdog’s salvage boom across the Cat-3’s leading foreleg as the twelve-hundred-ton animal committed to the station. The hook caught the counterweight cable and drew it into a loop around the limb.

“Holt, manual dog!” Poppy called.

Inside the gate house, Holt released the counterweight brake. Thirty tons dropped through its shaft. The cable snapped taut around the Cat-3’s foreleg and yanked sideways while its body continued driving forward. The gate’s dead weight took the limb across its natural line, threw the shoulder into the prepared siege revetment, and staggered the animal down onto one knee in front of the combined force.

“IT’S DOWN,” Poppy screamed, “IT’S DOWN, IT’S DOWN, HIT IT, HIT IT NOW,” and the line hit it.



The counterweight cable pinned the Cat-3’s foreleg, but forty spawn-runners turned back to cut it free. Holt knew every damaged approach to her station. Vera gave her the screen.

“North wall, collapsed cistern channel,” Holt called. “They’ll use it because our guns can’t depress into it. Larke, take the gate. Matchlock and Springald, eastern revetment. Kane, stay on the big one. Renner, keep that cable alive.”

Signy left the open flank and put Longstride squarely in the broken gate, taking over the position Holt had held at sixty for nine days. The spawn screen flooded the cistern channel on Holt’s call. Longstride did not chase it. Signy closed the outlet with one foot and killed runners as they emerged, forcing the rest to pile behind their own momentum.

Holt came off the breach in Rampart and used the station’s dead ground as only its captain could. She hardwired a gallery gun to her frame, aimed it by walking Rampart’s shoulders rather than using the damaged traverse, and fired down the channel from above. The trapped runners had nowhere to spread.

“There are civilians on this band,” Holt said as Poppy celebrated the first volley in torque-spec profanity.

“They’ve heard worse for weeks,” Poppy answered.

Matchlock and Springald guarded the eastern revetment, where the gate counterweight cable crossed exposed shale. Denn kept runners off the line while Ket backed Springald along its strong straight path, putting the old frame between each jaw and the cable. No center throat, no repeated pinch. Their job was a ten-centimeter steel rope under twelve hundred tons of angry load.

Scrapdog’s salvage boom carried the cable tension into my contact point. Each thrash from the Cat-3 arrived as a violent sawtooth pulse. The counterweight shaft groaned behind us.

“Upper guide is walking,” I said. “Three centimeters. Poppy, lower boom angle or the cable climbs out.”

She dropped Scrapdog’s shoulder and fed half a meter of line. The guide settled. The Cat-3 tried to rise, found its foreleg held sideways, and exposed the revetment wound under its shoulder.

Odessa attacked that wound. Razorback drove both hands into the trapped joint and rotated with the cable rather than against it, using the counterweight as a second frame in the grapple. Her raw 82.9 went into mass and leverage. Bone broke beneath her grip.

Juno’s Falconet maintained four hundred meters and devoted every pass to relaying the animal’s dorsal armor shifts. “Seam opening on Kane’s side. Larke can’t leave the gate. Somebody else takes it.”

Poppy saw the answer in the station’s damaged western gallery. Its manual coil carriage remained loaded on a traverse rail that pointed nowhere useful. Scrapdog released one hand from the cable, caught the carriage with the salvage boom, and dragged the entire gun sideways until its barrel aligned with Odessa’s opened seam.

“Rell,” Poppy called. “Can that thing fire?”

From the mast gallery, the sergeant answered in the voice Bastion knew through static. “One capacitor. Manual trigger.”

“Save it for Vera’s mark.”

The screen broke in pieces around the station. Signy kept the gate. Holt cleared the cistern channel with the hardwired gun. Ochoa and Danby intercepted the few runners that crossed open ground, Sledge and Halberd fighting tight against the station walls, far from their usual expedition flanks. Denn and Ket defended the counterweight line until the last juvenile died under Springald’s old straight-moving foot.

Vera brought Culverin toward the pinned Cat-3. The animal’s thrashing lifted the counterweight halfway up its shaft. Poppy paid out cable, Odessa maintained the broken joint, and I read the guide’s remaining tolerance through Scrapdog.

“Two more lifts,” I said. “Third tears the guide out.”

“Then it dies on the second,” Vera replied.

Culverin stepped onto the animal’s opposite shoulder. Two hundred and forty tons forced the torso down while Razorback and the counterweight held the foreleg open. Juno called the dorsal seam square. Poppy locked the dragged gallery gun on that line.

“Rell,” Vera said.

The station fired.

Its last capacitor sent a round through the seam Odessa exposed. Falconet followed from altitude. Vera put Culverin’s killing shot into the same channel before the animal could complete its second lift.

The Cat-3 collapsed. Tension vanished from Scrapdog’s boom so suddenly the cable jumped clear of the guide and struck sparks off the gate wall.

The relay tagged six direct contributors to the Cat-3 kill and issued a separate nine-frame citation for the relief action. Gate Four had never carried either format.

Once the big animal fell, the surviving screen scattered into shale. Holt recalled her hardwired gun, Signy stepped out of the gate, and the station’s broken entrance became ordinary damaged machinery again.



Twelve hundred tons coming down on one knee retained a foreleg. The dying swing cut toward the eastern gun position, where six people worked a hand-cranked coil battery with no time to run.

Corra Dell put Arquebus between the gun crew and the foreleg. In the half-second available, she walked a two-hundred-ton frame into the Cat-3’s dying swing and stood over six people. The foreleg took both of Arquebus’s legs off at the knee. Dell rode the frame down into collapse and fire. All six gun crew walked away from beneath the machine that shadowed them with its body.

Dell lived. Maren had her out of the wreck and stable inside twenty minutes. Burns covered much of her left side, and the crush injuries would keep her out for months. Her pulse held through transport. Maren’s prognosis stayed concrete: if the grafts took and infection stayed out, Dell had a road back to a cockpit.

While Maren worked, the six gun crew Dell had covered came to Arquebus’s wreck one at a time. None approached her stretcher or tried to put gratitude on a burned woman fighting for breath. They brought work instead.

The layer pulled Dell’s cracked helmet free from beneath the sternum plate. The rammer cut her harness free of a melted buckle so Maren would not have to. Two ammunition hands lifted the damaged canopy clear and set it beside the med transport, where she could see that the cockpit had come out with her.

I put my palm on the helmet’s rear ring. The frame fall had driven one sharp load through it, then the gun crew’s extraction had spread the second load evenly across four hands. No neck-twist marked the first impact. Dell had gone down square, protecting herself even while the legs came off.

“She kept her head centered,” I told Maren.

“Tell me about the pilot, not the helmet.”

I touched two fingers to Dell’s unburned wrist. Her pulse drove hard but regular beneath the sedation. The cervical path carried no impact scatter. “No hidden neck load. Burns and left-side crush only.”

“Only,” Maren said, savage as ever. Then she wrote cervical clear by contact read on the field chart and underlined it.

The gun chief took Arquebus’s pennant down before the recovery torches started. He folded it into a square and placed it beneath Dell’s unburned hand on the stretcher. Her fingers closed weakly over the cloth.

Then Holt found me at the broken gate where repair crews were trying to reset the warped manual dog. Fresh strapping crossed the right side of her chest, and she held out her left hand.

“Torque bar,” she said.

I put the tool into her palm. Our fingers met, direct skin at last, and the injury resolved under my hand: two cracked ribs on the right, wrapped tight, with the throttle-side muscles carrying every shortened breath around them.

“You’ve been flying on those,” I said.

“I’ve been flying the gate,” she answered, already turning to the work.

She jammed the bar under the warped plate and threw her weight from the left until the manual dog came free with a hard crack.

The leaf sagged into its lower track. Holt stopped both lift chains from loading together and directed the north chain first; the south anchor had cracked on day six. My hand rested on the hinge while crews raised it in half-turns. At six centimeters, the lower roller found its track.

The gate moved. Holt seated the dog with one final pull, braced my torque bar across her thighs until her left arm stopped shaking, then forgot to return the tool and carried it to the inner gun line. I let her keep it.

Arquebus would not move. Bram walked the wreck after, in the settling dark, and he crouched by the frame’s severed legs where they lay in the collapse, both of them off at the knee. His palm settled on the torn casting, fingers spread over the last load the limb had carried. He traced the sheared actuator bundles, the knee pin bent into an oval, and the clean diagonal where the Cat-3’s foreleg had driven both supports beyond recovery.

“Legs are heavier than arms,” he said.

He put his tape across the severed face although no replacement existed. Falconet’s leg weighed forty-five tons and was the lightest on the deck; each Arquebus casting had carried more. Both had stood between the dying swing and six gun crew.

Bram rose off his bad knee and wrote WALKED AWAY beside every crew position on the wreck tag. Then he added DELL beneath them.

“Frame stays,” he said. “People went home. Put it in the ledger that way.”



Sixty survivors came out of K-21. The first carried stretchers, the second water ledgers, and the third a month of habits that did not know the pen had broken yet.

Sergeant Rell emerged from the mast gallery last. Bram knew the controlled voice before I knew the face.

“That’s the mast sergeant,” he said. “That’s who Bastion heard.”

Rell saw Scrapdog cross the yard with its rust-red armor scarred from the fight and saluted. Poppy stopped the frame to let a medical cart pass. Rell saluted again. When Scrapdog moved to the damaged gallery and braced it for the riggers, Rell followed and gave the same formal salute a third time.

Poppy finally climbed down, teal hair stuck to her forehead and grease over one cheek. “If you keep doing that every time Scrapdog moves, your arm’s going to fall off, and Maren already has enough inventory.”

Rell’s hand started up again by reflex.

Poppy caught it halfway and changed the salute into a handshake. Rell gripped her like a woman testing the only solid thing in the shale.

“You dropped the pen on its knee,” Rell said.

“The shale dropped it. I filled out the request in explosives.”

Rell laughed once, then looked toward the mast as if the dead relay preserved her warning inside it. “How much went out?”

“All of it,” Bram said from behind us. “The herd count. Moving wrong. Settling. Bastion heard every word.”

Rell sat hard on a broken gate block. Through the entire pen she had not known whether the warning crossed the relay. Bram handed her his thermos cap. She drank cold coffee, made a face, and laughed until both hands pressed over bruised ribs.

“That’s terrible.”

“Structurally adequate coffee,” Bram said.

“That word doesn’t mean what you think it means.”

“It held through the siege.”

“So did I. Nobody should drink me.”

Rell scratched K-21’s mast code beneath the rim before returning the cap. Her hand had stopped shaking by the final digit. Bram inspected the mark, washed nothing, and screwed it onto the thermos with station dust still in the threads.

Holt arrived while Rell was trying to explain sugar to him. Fresh strapping crossed the captain’s ribs. She delivered the debrief standing, economical even with pain, in eleven breath-short sentences while the crews repaired the gate behind her.

“Station held. I lost my wingmate’s frame to the pen on day two, and Stoneguard has flown on a hardwire since. The gate broke nine days ago. I held the breach at sixty because sixty was what I had. We have eleven days of water left.”

Her next breath stopped short against the strapping. She waited for it to clear and made no attempt to hide the pause.

“The animal could have taken K-21 in an afternoon. It preserved us instead. Packs came down the western corridor, routed around the station, and continued east. The pen kept our frames active around the clock. We supplied a steady sync signal while the herds were handed through.”

She looked at me then. Gray-green eyes, one eyebrow split by an old scar, no rank theater left after the long hold at the gate.

“We served as the beacon,” she said. “Somebody kept us transmitting to call something, and I held the gate at sixty until relief came. Put that in whichever ledger people continue to trust.”

“Mine,” I said. “The metal will tell us the rest.”

Holt waited until the work was done before she sat. One arm braced across the ribs I had confirmed through her hand. Rell took station beside her with the water count and started at one without being asked.



Scrapdog held one rust-red hand open inside K-21’s floodlit perimeter. Poppy climbed into its palm after dark and called me up to join her.

She had narrated all three kills on the walk from debrief, complete with a freight-winch noise for the counterweight and a crash long enough to make both wall sentries look inward. Halfway up Scrapdog’s wrist, the noise stopped.

Poppy sat between two armored fingers taller than she was. The raised palm made a platform roughly sixteen meters above the yard, high enough to catch the cold above the floodlights. Her flight suit stayed zipped to the sternum. Her boots tapped an irregular pattern against the knuckle seam.

When I stepped into the frame-hand, she caught my wrist and put my palm directly over the port at the base of her spine.

The residual anchor current hit me in six scattered routes. It snapped from port to jaw, jaw to fingertips, sternum to knees, then doubled back through the base of her skull. None of it carried injury. None of it had accepted that the sortie was over.

“Everything’s still flying,” she said. No joke. “My teeth. Behind my face. The tendons under my knees. I shut Scrapdog down and my body missed the announcement.”

“Your nervous system never completed the landing.”

“Then land me.” She turned within my hand, hazel-green eyes wide and serious. “Use the count from the cradle. Keep your palm on the port until eighty-nine stops trying to go somewhere. That’s what I want.”

“You want the whole current brought down under my hands?”

“Yes. All of it. And I want you while you do it.” Her grin returned for a second, thinner than usual but hers. “Very explicit maintenance request. No missing fields.”

I unfolded the maintenance tarp across Scrapdog’s palm and doubled it over the central plate so the seams would not bruise her. Then I sat with my back against the raised armored thumb and pointed between my knees.

“Come here. Face me. Your legs did enough today. I carry the lift.”

She opened her suit, peeled it to her boots, and crawled into my lap. Cold air raised her nipples. Her short legs bracketed my hips, but I kept her knees on the folded tarp so they carried none of her weight. One arm closed around her waist. My other palm covered the port she had placed under my hand.

“Still scattering,” I said.

“Then start the count.”

I freed my cock and drew her over me. Her gaze dropped, did its familiar wide-eyed calculation, then came back to mine.

“Ask for the first descent.”

“Put me on your cock. Hold me up and bring me down slowly. I don’t move unless you move me.”

“Yes?”

“Yes, Wade. Land me.”

I set the head to her wet pussy and lowered her by the hips. She opened around me in stages, heat closing over each centimeter while her arms tightened across my shoulders. At the deepest point, I stopped with her full weight in my grip and none in her legs.

Her eyes squeezed shut.

“Open them.”

They opened immediately.

“Four,” I said.

I lifted her almost free. Current sparked away from her knees under my palm.

“Three.”

I brought her halfway down and changed the straight descent into a slow circle, making her feel the stretch without giving her the bottom.

“Two.”

Her pussy tightened in anticipation. A restless route snapped from her jaw toward the base of her skull. I caught it beneath my hand and held her suspended.

“One.”

I brought her down in a single controlled drive and seated her at the root. She cried out before she remembered the sentries, then buried her face against my neck.

“The station doesn’t matter,” I said. “Quiet because I told you, not because anyone might hear.”

Poppy lifted her head. The wall speaker called a repair team to the eastern gallery.

“I need help with that part.”

I drew one work glove from my belt, folded it, and pressed it against her lips.

“Teeth.”

She opened with immediate delight. Leather settled between her teeth. Her jaw stopped chasing the stray current and closed around a fixed resistance.

“Again,” I said.

The second landing cycle went slower. I lifted her with both forearms, kept the glove between her teeth, and matched each descent to the strongest route under my palm. Port to sternum. Sternum to pelvis. The smaller paths tried to split toward her fingers; I stopped halfway and waited until they rejoined.

“Four. Three. Hold. Two. One.”

She reached the bottom shuddering. The pressure behind her knees vanished first. Her legs softened against mine.

The wall speaker cracked over the floodlit yard. “Anchored pair, Renner. North reserve confirmed.”

Poppy’s eyes flew toward the sound.

I caught her chin. “Look at me.”

She did.

“They get your callsign. I get the pilot after landing.”

Her answer came around the glove, muffled and eager. “Yours.”

I set the next rhythm without a count. Supported face-to-face in my lap, she could not steal the pace with tired legs or turn the movement into performance. My arms lifted. My hips finished each descent. The current reorganized beneath my palm as physical pleasure gave it one road to follow.

She tried to speed me by tightening her thighs.

I stopped with her barely taking the head.

“No work from those legs.”

Poppy let them fall loose. The surrender took effort; I felt the last sortie tension leave her knees.

“Good. Now take what I give you.”

I lowered her deep and pressed my thumb to her clit between our bodies. Her teeth sank into the glove. Floodlight caught the freckle pattern across one shoulder, but the flush rose along her jaw this time, color marking the route that had buzzed hardest after the fight.

“Where’s the current?”

She tapped her jaw, then her sternum. Two routes now.

“Better.”

“Not finished,” she managed around the leather.

“No.”

I lifted and seated her, thumb circling while her arms stayed around my shoulders. Each stroke gathered the remaining current inward. Her breathing shortened. The path at her port stopped scattering and drove straight beneath my palm.

“Now, Torque. Land.”

Poppy came facing me, not the walls. Her pussy clenched around my cock in quick hard pulses while I carried her full weight and kept my palm sealed over the port. The work glove swallowed her cry. Under my hand, the route from spine to sternum held through every aftershock.

I did not let her fold away from it. I kept her upright in my lap until her eyes opened and found mine again.

“One route,” I told her. “The knees are quiet. Jaw’s almost down.”

She pulled the glove free and tested her teeth. “Almost is offensive.”

“On your knees.”

The command put heat back into her tired face. I lifted her off me, turned her on the tarp, and placed her between my boots. Scrapdog’s armored thumb rose behind her like a wall. The station lay beyond my shoulder, irrelevant to where I aimed her attention.

“Hands behind your back. Eyes on me.”

Her fingers laced at the base of her spine. I gathered the longer teal hair on top of her undercut and guided her mouth to my cock.

“The jaw route is last,” I said. “You settle it on my pace.”

She opened and took the head over her tongue. The first wet pull drew a residual tremor through her jaw into my fist. I held her there until it passed, then eased her back.

“Again. Slower.”

Poppy obeyed. Her mouth traveled down my cock in measured stages, eyes lifted to mine. She had no hands to hurry the work and no audience to perform for. The glove lay on the tarp beside her knee, carrying the marks of her teeth.

I guided her deeper. Her cheeks hollowed. The old post-anchor chatter in her jaw changed into the deliberate pressure of her mouth, a physical task with a beginning and an end.

“That’s it,” I said. “Take the noise and make it useful.”

She made a pleased sound around me. I controlled each pass with my fist in her undercut, varying depth before rhythm could become automatic. When she tried to follow as I withdrew, I held her by the hair.

“Wait for it.”

She waited, lips parted, eyes bright.

“Good pilot. Again.”

This time she took me until her nose pressed my stomach. I felt the last jaw tremor release through her mouth. When I drew her off, she breathed against the wet head and grinned.

“Teeth stopped.”

“Port?”

She touched two fingers to her own spine. “Quiet.”

“Then the landing’s complete. Get back up here.”

I lifted her from her knees and laid her along the folded tarp, shoulders supported by the curve of Scrapdog’s index finger. She reached for the glove. I took it first and set it between her teeth again.

“You keep that until I finish.”

Delight flashed. She nodded.

I moved over her and put her legs around my waist, keeping the knees relaxed against my sides. The position brought us chest to chest, her port accessible beneath my forearm and her eyes directly under mine. I entered her in one slow drive.

No current scattered. Pleasure traveled in one coherent route from port through sternum to the tight wet grip around my cock.

“What does eighty-nine point three feel like?” she asked around the glove.

I drove deep and held her there. “Like a frame finally flown to specification after four years under a tarp. Every part answered when you asked. Now the pilot knows how to come home afterward.”

Her eyes filled. The tears did not carry the old wound of being ignored. They carried a picket’s open channel, three traps, and a whole station using her callsign as ordinary combat language.

The speaker called again. “Renner, anchored pair. North reserve.”

Poppy laughed into the leather.

“They know who flew the hand,” I said. “You don’t need to watch them know it. Watch me.”

She did. I drove into her with the glove held between her teeth and my palm spread beneath her spine. My other hand pinned one wrist beside her head. Her body stayed loose where the sortie had left it tight, receiving each stroke instead of trying to help.

“Who brought you down?”

She spat the glove into her free hand long enough to answer. “You did. Put it back.”

I put it back and increased the pace. Her eyes remained on mine as the floodlight crossed the side of her face. The color gathered at her jaw, then spread downward across her collarbone in a pattern different from the window berth’s broad freckle-wave.

Her second climax built slower. I felt it in the coherent route before her body showed it: pressure tightening under my palm, sternum rising against my chest, pussy beginning to pulse around my cock.

“Stay with the landing,” I said. “Take it through one path.”

She nodded hard.

I gave her the last deep strokes and pressed my thumb to her clit. Poppy came with a silent full-body shudder, leather creaking between her teeth. Her pussy clenched around me in fast waves that pulled my release after hers. I seated myself at the root and came inside her, each hot pulse traveling through the single quiet route beneath my palm instead of splintering into aftercurrent.

Only when both of us stopped shaking did I take the glove from her mouth.

“Status,” I said.

Poppy moved her jaw, flexed her fingers, bent both knees, and checked inward with the serious face she usually reserved for a bad bearing.

“Landed,” she said. Then the grin detonated. “Also, I’m keeping the glove. Campaign equipment.”

“Of course.”

I checked her pulse, the port path, hips, knees, and the marks from the glove. No current chased itself through her body now. I wrapped us in the maintenance tarp behind Scrapdog’s armored thumb. Poppy tucked into my side, small enough for the canvas to swallow her, and bit my wrist lightly when I tried to reclaim the glove.

Bram had taken a printout from K-21’s watch board. I showed it to her beneath the tarp: ANCHORED PAIR, RENNER. Her name appeared above mine.

She read it twice.

“I used to be the person nobody wrote down.”

“Now a picket station uses your name to route combat reserves.”

Poppy folded the printout into the stolen glove and hid both inside her flight suit.

“Evidence,” she said.

Obviously.



Poppy pulled K-21’s mast logs before she went to sleep. Poppy pulls every log there is, and what the mast had recorded in the past year closed the day on a colder thing than a dead Cat-3.

She found me at the frames with the slate hugged tight to her chest and her quick breath barely reaching her shoulders. She skipped every lead-in.

“The picket mast’s got a deep-band channel,” she said. “Nobody uses it. It logs on its own. And it’s logged three events in the past year. Acoustic. Deep range. Source uncharted, band unknown, nothing on the Wall can chart it, the log just says received and gives a timestamp and a bearing and nothing else, because there’s nothing else to give.” She scrolled. “Three of them, Wade. Spaced out over the year. And the third one…” Her thumb struck the timestamp and stayed there. She put the slate in my hands so I could read it myself. “It’s timestamped the night the siege began. The night the Cat-3 penned the station. Something in the deep range made a noise nobody can chart, on the night this whole thing started, and the mast heard it, and filed it, and nobody was ever coming out here to read the file until we committed a felony to open the door.”

I read the three timestamps and the bearing into open shale beyond the last picket. Poppy took the slate back and split the display, putting the mast log beside the Surveyor’s track.

After forty-two days at zero, the Cat-4’s marker moved.


Chapter 16: The Moving Mark

Day forty-five passed under triage lights and repair torches. The Surveyor shifted one kilometer off its forty-two-day mark, then stopped there through the night.

At dawn on day forty-six, wind cut through K-21’s mast house and worried four pieces of evidence on the chart table: Poppy’s grid map, the open emitter core, three deep-band logs, and Holt’s account of herds handed past the station.

“Say it plain,” Holt said. Her ribs were strapped, but she stood over the route she had defended for a month. “What kept us alive?”

Sarn put one finger on the converging tower corridors. “The grid delivered prey past the Cat-4. K-21 fixed its position. Your frames stayed active at sixty around the clock while the Cat-3 kept the gate open and stopped short of destroying you.”

Holt traced the western herd route with two fingers. “Every pack passed south, then east. The pen broke Stoneguard on day one and never pressed for the kill again.”

“A dead station produces no sync,” Sarn said. “The pen kept yours transmitting.”

Holt’s left hand closed against the chart edge. “I kept Rampart active to save sixty people.”

“And you did,” Vera said. “The enemy made your defense serve two purposes. Only one of them was yours.”

Juno’s watch-board call came down the stairs before Holt answered.



“Watch board,” Juno said from her high circuit. “The Surveyor’s moving again. East-southeast.”

We emptied onto the crown into the wind. The mast repeater carried the long-range picket track familiar from every Bastion rooftop. The mark that had occupied the corridor mouth for forty-four days was moving.

The track left the corridor on an east-southeast heading across open shale, away from the Wall and toward the silence where the beacon had gone dark. Toward us.

Eleven kilometers an hour, unchanged from the track that had paced the Wall. K-21’s surviving gunners recognized the speed before the readout settled. One stopped carrying a water case. Another turned the case sideways and kept walking with his eyes fixed on the moving mark.

The track from Bastion’s relay showed our own frame cluster south of the station. The Surveyor’s new heading pointed through it.

Poppy dragged K-21’s falling sync trace under the moving track. The first kilometer of Cat-4 movement began within the same logging interval. “We shut the station down and it turned toward the replacement signal.”

I put my palm against the mast’s azimuth ring while its motors tracked the new bearing. The gear teeth loaded in a steady east-southeast progression, then paused each time the Surveyor paused. This was active tracking from three pickets, not a projected route drawn through stale points. Poppy scratched the first live bearing into the ring beside the old corridor mark. Forty-two days of stationary wear made a dark polish at zero; the fresh track began as a bright line leaving it.

“Physical witness,” she said. “If the relay log vanishes, the mast still remembers the turn.”

Rell added the time in her own hand and resumed the count she had lost.

Signy checked the closing vector to one decimal. “Us.”

Then K-21’s own mast sounded the long tone, and the station full of survivors who had been penned for a month went gray.



The sustained warning meant a Category-4 had been acquired on a heading. It had sounded four times in sixty years before Bastion tracked the Surveyor in spring. K-21’s mast now added the fifth.

Rell lost her ration count at thirty-two. A water case slipped from one gunner’s hands. Its impact split the wooden brace on the crown. A Cat-3 had nearly ended them; the last Category Four had cost eight frames to bring down and killed nine hundred and forty civilians.

Our crews reacted through their own habits. Poppy talked through three impossible trap concepts without pausing before the fourth died under a snapped piece of chalk. Denn checked Matchlock’s left knee twice despite signing it sound an hour earlier. Odessa attacked the arithmetic, marking speed and bearing as if numbers could bleed. Signy’s language tightened, every vector carried to a decimal. Sarn found symmetry in the event and immediately asked me to call it coincidence. Ochoa put her hand against Sledge’s foot and kept it there.

Sarn listened to the long tone with his hand on the mast house wall, reading the note through the poured composite as I would, and he said what made it worse, quietly, only to me. “Four times in sixty years before tonight,” he said. “I’ve heard the recording of the first one. Kestrel Station, the first incursion, the tone that started the entire war. And now I’m going to hear the fifth from forty kilometers away and walk toward it carrying the machine that called it.” He took his hand off the wall. “There’s a symmetry in that I don’t care for. Men my age start seeing symmetries and calling them meaning. Don’t let me. It’s just a klaxon and a heading. Tell me it’s just a klaxon and a heading.”

“It’s just a klaxon and a heading,” I said.

“Thank you,” he said, and did not believe me, and neither did I.

Holt moved before the long tone could begin a second cycle. She crossed the crown to the manual alarm cabinet, broke the wax seal with my torque bar, and opened the acknowledgment breaker.

The sustained note cut off. Wind returned to the mast house.

“Track logged,” she said. “My people don’t need to hear that twice.”

Below us, K-21 had stopped in the middle of evacuation work. A gunner stood with one end of a stretcher still in his hands. Two kitchen workers froze with a water barrel between them. Rell had lost her place in the ration count.

Holt leaned over the crown rail. Fresh strapping showed beneath her open coat when she drew breath.

“Station! The warning did its job. Now do yours. Medical loads south apron. Gun crews remain assigned until Stahl releases you. Rell, start the count from one.”

Rell looked up. “Again?”

“Again.”

“One,” Rell called. The water barrel moved. “Two. Three.”

Work resumed outward from her voice. The stretcher crossed the yard. The barrel reached its transporter. A mechanic who had gone white under the klaxon climbed back into Stoneguard’s hardwire cabinet and began labeling the gun leads for whoever stayed.

Vera waited until the station moved again. Then she spread the map across the alarm cabinet Holt had opened.

“All right,” she said. “It’s coming. Let’s decide where.”



She laid three choices out in deeds and maps. I chose the hunt before the animal could choose for us.

Vera dismissed the westward retreat in one sentence. “Bastion stays off its route.”

She tapped K-21’s broken gate next. “Holding here gives the enemy a battlefield it already shaped and sixty exhausted people inside it.”

Holt rotated the map southwest. “Sarrow Cuts. Forty kilometers. One dry riverbed between narrow shale walls. Old gun trail from the station.”

“Can a Category Four enter?” I asked.

“On the survey model. I last flew over it three years ago. The western throat may have narrowed, and the north basalt shelf was shedding slabs then.”

Poppy pulled the elevation sheet closer. “So the map gives us a possible duel lane and no trustworthy charge point. We read the rock when we arrive.”

Vera set the crated emitter on the western approach. “If the throat carries its mass, we draw it in and build around what the canyon actually gives us. If it doesn’t, we adapt before the carrier goes live.”

“We have its leash,” I said. “We kill it in the Cuts, if the ground earns the plan.”

Poppy was already drawing. She heard a plan and turned it into a build before anyone finished approving it. Holt’s recon of the Cuts filled her slate as she chalked terrain notes across it: scree slopes, throat widths, the load paths of a canyon system she had never seen. Poppy read the survey the way she read a frame from its serials. “Two days,” she said, not looking up. “You want a Cat-4 to fight where you tell it in the Cuts, I need two days and the whole crane crew and every charge line we brought and Bram not arguing with me about the scree slopes.” She looked up at Bram. “You’re going to argue with me about the scree slopes.”

“I’m going to argue with you about the scree slopes,” Bram agreed.

“We’ll argue on the road,” Poppy said, and went back to her chalk.

Holt sent a rigger for the station’s relief model, a shallow tray of local shale used to teach lost convoy routes. She poured the Sarrow survey elevations into it and marked three facts we needed before seeing the ground: one dry riverbed wide enough for the duel, two narrow throats, and a buried basalt shelf along the north face.

Poppy placed a wrench socket at the western mouth for Sarn’s emitter and a mug on the riverbed for the Surveyor. She reached for charge casings, then stopped herself.

“No,” she said. “I can design a pretty collapse on a tray and kill us with the rock I didn’t touch. We choose the strategic shape here. We engineer the canyon after my boots are on it.”

Vera nodded. “Shape first.”

We set only four commitments. The emitter would call the animal into the western throat. The gun line would occupy the east. Longstride needed open riverbed for repeated lunges. A controlled rockfall would close one retreat route without burying our own frames.

“One main face,” Bram said, tapping the north wall. “Never both. A double collapse fills the floor we’re trying to use.”

Poppy wrote MAIN FACE on the tray’s north side. Below it she added HERD-USE PARTIALS, then drew no charge locations. “The survey says basalt. The actual seams tell me where it hinges. I want test anchors in the rock before anyone hands me explosives.”

Signy and Odessa placed their casings at opposite edges of the riverbed, leaving the center empty.

“We keep one honest duel lane,” Signy said.

“And enough shoulder room for the rest of us to punish anything that turns out of it,” Odessa answered.

Holt marked the old gun trail into the Cuts and the evacuation route wide of it. Vera assigned march order from those two lines. The tray gave us a destination and a tactical demand, nothing more. All detailed geometry would be read from the real canyon before a single charge entered stone.



The evacuation split honest, with the wounded and civilians moving southwest away from the killing ground while the heavy crane remained with Odom and the trap force. We left a dead frame on the wall to lie for us.

Vera did not pretend the Cuts were safe for anyone who did not have to be there. Rell took charge of the civilian manifest under Odom’s senior driver, who knew every axle-eating turn on the eastern cache road. The medical transporters went southwest toward the next station. Odom kept her lead tractor, heavy crane, and recovery crew for the trap. Corra Dell went out on a stretcher, burned and alive and furious to be leaving. Maren rode only to the first medical halt, confirmed the worst cases stable, and returned in the empty ambulance.

Holt planted herself beside Rampart’s key case. “My station. My ground. I stay.”

Vera looked at the strapping around Holt’s ribs. “You remain as terrain officer. Rampart launches only on my call.”

“If your call is late?”

“It won’t be.”

Holt took the key. “Acceptable.”

Before the civilians rolled, Holt shut down the beacon they had been forced to maintain for a month.

Stoneguard’s hardwired guns came off first. The wounded frame had been running its sync bus through station copper after its cradle failed, putting a pilot-shaped load into the mast day and night. Holt opened the field breaker herself. The continuous nervous flutter vanished from the mast-house rail beneath my touch.

Rampart came next. Holt climbed into the frame one last time with her ribs strapped, walked it off the broken gate, and set it on mechanical locks inside the yard. She powered the cradle down completely. No governed idle remained in the yard. The sixty-point vibration that had lived under K-21 for nine days drained out of the gate steel beneath my hand.

The station changed when its frames went quiet. Pumps, wind, and human footsteps continued. The steady sync scream disappeared.

Poppy watched the Surveyor’s track while each load ended. It did not turn at Stoneguard. It changed bearing by six-tenths of a degree when Rampart went dark, correcting toward the expedition’s active frame line south of the station.

“It lost the fixed source and ranged on us,” she said.

Holt came down Rampart’s ladder and looked at the dark mast. “A month of keeping that signal alive.”

“You kept sixty people alive with the same work,” Vera said. “The enemy doesn’t get sole ownership of what your defense accomplished.”

Holt accepted that with a short nod and transferred Rampart’s startup key to the refit driver. The station was no longer calling the Surveyor. We were.

We left Arquebus on the wall.

Before Odom rolled, we shifted the fuel arithmetic. The civilian column took two bladders and one maintenance crawler. The trap force kept four bladders, the heavy crane, and enough coil charge for two full engagements. Every frame in the Cuts would enter with one return march in reserve. If the fight spent it, we would win beside machines too dry to walk home. Odom marked the cutoff in red on every driver’s slate and made each driver repeat it back.

The lead civilian transporter’s rear axle sent a hairline flutter into my hand before it loaded. The source was early spall in the left bearing race, hidden under grease, harmless for twenty kilometers and fatal at eighty under a full water load. Odom rerouted the water to the second trailer while Bram changed the bearing on the spot. The Surveyor kept walking while the old race came out hot in Bram’s gloves. Nobody rushed the repair. Haste on an evacuation road kills as cleanly as a monster.

Bram proposed standing Arquebus on the wall and spent the rest of the discussion checking its severed leg mounts. Arquebus could not walk, both legs off at the knee, each casting heavier than Falconet’s forty-five-ton leg, a frame that would never march again sitting in the station it had saved. And a station that had been a beacon for a month needed to look, from a distance, like it still had a frame in it. The enemy keyed on fixed loud things and a fortress with a standing frame on its wall reads different than an empty one. So we stood Arquebus up on the broken gate, propped and braced, a dead frame dressed to look alive, its guns loaded and aimed out at the corridor, a last posting for a machine that had put its own legs between a Cat-3 and a gun crew.

Getting it onto the wall nearly cost us the crane.

Arquebus still massed well over a hundred tons without its legs. Odom’s heavy lift could carry the hull only with all four outriggers planted on the station apron. The south pad settled two centimeters as the boom took weight.

The crane frame gave my hand a slow diagonal twist, not the broad pressure of ground compression. K-21’s apron slab had cracked beneath the paint during the siege. The outrigger was levering two separate pieces of floor against each other.

“Stop lift,” I said.

Odom froze the winch with Arquebus hanging half a meter above its transporter. The north cables carried their share; the south pair took more load with every centimeter.

“Can’t lower,” Poppy called from the rigging deck. “Transporter moved clear. If we set it now, the hull lands on the fuel manifold.”

A sharp ping crossed the crane.

One strand in the southeast lift cable had parted. The broken wire curled away from the bundle like a silver hair.

“South cable losing,” I said. “We have one minute before the apron opens farther.”

Holt looked at the gate, the crane, and Rampart on mechanical locks inside the yard. “Use the wall.”

She brought Rampart online at governed idle, walked the frame beneath Arquebus’s left shoulder, and raised both arms until the dead hull’s weight came onto them. The gesture looked like one war machine holding another upright. Through the crane frame, the southeast cable eased by eight tons.

Poppy slid down the rigging line with a spreader beam clipped behind her. “I can transfer the bad corner to Rampart, but I need the beam through Arquebus’s dorsal hardpoint.”

“Hardpoint cracked in the fall,” Bram warned.

“Then we use both shoulder yokes.”

She swung the beam between the suspended hull and Rampart’s raised hands. Holt kept the living frame motionless while Poppy threaded slings around each yoke. The dead frame shifted above her, armor knocking once against Rampart’s forearm.

I felt the crane cable jump. “Ten seconds on that strand.”

Poppy locked the second shackle. “Take it, Holt.”

Rampart accepted the shoulder load. The southeast cable went slack just before its broken outer wires peeled away. Odom cut that winch drum and kept the other three under tension.

Now the crane guided while Rampart lifted. Holt walked Arquebus to the gate in three slow steps, cracked ribs under fresh strapping, the dead hull cradled against her frame’s chest. Matchlock and Springald braced the wall side while Poppy reset slings at each elevation change.

The cracked apron slab broke completely after the weight left it. One corner dropped six centimeters into an old drainage void.

“Survey said sound concrete,” Odom said.

Holt looked at the hole. “Survey predates the pen.”

Vera added one order to the Cuts plan: every support would take a live load test before the canyon earned our trap.

Rampart seated Arquebus into its wall braces. Poppy climbed the chest plate and locked both gun mounts at a slight uneven angle, the posture of a live pilot scanning rather than a dead machine displayed square. From the eastern approach, the silhouette would move in the wind against its braces and suggest a frame holding tension.

Matchlock’s rising load entered my palm through the lower brace. The repaired wall accepted the weight through three sound anchors; the fourth carried a granular flutter from siege damage. Bram added a steel spreader and painted that anchor yellow for inspection at every watch change. We did not pretend the siege-fractured wall had become new concrete.

Arquebus stood upright without the living frame beneath it. Its guns faced the corridor. Crews stripped the damaged crane cable and plated the apron hole for the civilian column.

Bram climbed the wall and signed its hull before we left. He wrote his name beneath Arquebus’s own, as he had signed Scrapdog’s pelvis casting in spring and Falk had signed the sternum plate. Bram stood back to look at the dead frame keeping its last watch on a wall it would never leave. His palm pressed the fresh signature once. Dell walked away, I reminded him, because he had told me to remember it. Frame’s gone. Dell walked away. He nodded, and came down off the wall, and came down without looking back. His palm remained black with fresh signature paint.

The evacuation column went out under the same wall, wounded, civilians, and nonessential personnel filing onto Odom’s transporters in the afternoon light, carrying what a month of siege had left them to carry, which was not much. Rell, the picket sergeant who had saluted Scrapdog, objected to leaving. She had held the station in her voice for a month and hated riding away while the fighting went elsewhere. Holt answered by putting the civilian column’s water, passenger, and medical counts in her hands.

“You own every living name on those transporters until the next station takes them,” Holt said. “Bring me a complete count after the fight.”

Rell climbed into Odom’s senior driver’s cab and began with the first water seal. When the transporter turned, she twisted once to keep K-21 in sight, lost her place, and started again from one.

Before we crated the emitter, Sarn and Poppy ran its trickle circuit into K-21’s armored dummy load. No signal left the mast house. The shaped carrier traveled only through copper while they mapped the controls.

The field dial had no neutral mark. It offered three hand-scratched detents. At the first, my palm felt a shallow repeating cycle. The second doubled the peak without changing its interval. The third added a delayed return pulse that loaded the housing from the broadcast side.

Sarn shut it down.

“That third setting isn’t stronger,” Poppy said. “It’s asking for an answer.”

“Or imitating one,” he said.

She traced the return path to a socket that had been cut from the tower harness before we arrived. Empty screw holes showed where a recording module had once sat.

“Maintainer took the memory,” she said. “Left the mouth. Took the ears.”

The cooling housing gave my palm repeated service marks across all three detents. Repeated use had polished every setting on the selector.

Poppy painted the first detent white for attraction, the second amber for full output, and the third red with a question mark. At the Cuts we would use only the carrier we had already observed. The red detent received a wire lock.

We crated the emitter with its unknown setting physically bound. Whether the Surveyor still followed the known carrier could be learned only after the trap was armed.



Sarn volunteered for the trap crew before Vera could assign anyone to it. Both hands settled on the emitter housing, fingers aligned over fittings polished by the keeper’s unknown routine.

“I’ll aim the leash,” he said. He stood over the crated emitter with machinist’s hands on the housing. The faded tracery on his forearms no longer offered me a simple future; every new branch now carried a lesson he had survived long enough to teach. “Somebody has to relocate the emitter to the killing ground, tune it, and run it live. It should be me. I built the science and know its waveform better than any of you.” His fingers tightened on the housing. “Since the purge, I kept the machines of the pilots that science killed and turned them monthly so the frames would not set into their own weight. Let me aim this. Let me point what I learned at what’s coming instead of keeping its victims’ records. I’m too old to fly and too useful to bury. Put me on the leash.”

Vera looked at him. “You’ll be at the box’s mouth. Closest position to the animal on the field.”

“I’ve been the first thing something reached before,” Sarn said. “I was holding a door open for Enna when they shut it on both of us. This time I hold the right door.” He picked up the emitter. “Point it, don’t carry it.”

“You’re on the leash,” Vera said.

Poppy set two extraction safeguards on the mast-house floor before Sarn could carry the emitter outside.

First came the deadman grip. Sarn had to hold it closed for the carrier to broadcast. Releasing the handle killed the waveform and signaled the crawler to pull his harness behind the gun line.

“If I release by accident?” Sarn asked.

“You leave early and endure tragic embarrassment,” Poppy said. “If you keep holding after Vera’s withdrawal call, I cut power at the crawler.”

The second safeguard covered power loss. Bram would sit at the crawler’s manual clutch. A dead motor would free the drum so Razorback could pull Sarn’s line by hand.

Odessa took the slack and walked backward once. Sarn moved across the mast-house floor on the harness without turning or striking the emitter crate. The harness stopped at the painted extraction line.

“No more rehearsal on level concrete,” Poppy said. “The final route depends on real scree, real grade, and where the box actually sits. We build the overhead line and drill every failure branch in the Cuts before we arm.”

She painted DEADMAN and MANUAL CLUTCH on the trap slate. Sarn oriented the carrier controls east and the release grip west, arranging the box so his working hand could broadcast or resist extraction, never both. Poppy checked the reach once and found he could not touch the carrier dial after opening the grip.

“Two ways out,” Vera said. “Command release and dead power. Terrain test on site.”

Sarn reset the harness straps himself. “Ready.”

Poppy removed the padding, marked where it needed to be cut for his hips, and packed it with the untouched overhead rig. The safeguards were load-bearing. The final extraction drill would wait for the real slope.



We rolled for the Cuts in the afternoon.

Signy was checking Longstride’s coil lance. I joined her at the actuator housing and laid my palm over the recoil saddle while she drove the loading ram through a dry cycle. The first pulse centered in the saddle. The second left a narrow heat drag on the lower guide.

“Guide’s carrying left,” I said. “Half a millimeter.”

She bent beside me to inspect it, sleeves knotted at her waist, braid tight for the road. Her hip pressed my thigh as we both reached into the housing. The contact put color across her throat, but neither of us abandoned the work.

“Shim it at the next fully protected halt on the road,” she said.

I caught her wrist before she withdrew and read the fine strain from three days of combat. “You need the same halt.”

Her gaze held mine over the open lance. “Later.”

“After the guide and before the next march leg.”

“Agreed.”

She passed me the shim gauge without looking away. I measured the drift while she kept the ram under pressure. Half a millimeter at the lower guide, matching my palm’s reading. Signy released the load only after I marked the shim thickness on her glove.

“You get ten minutes at the halt,” she said. “Then I test it under full recoil.”

“You get fifteen off your feet while I work.”

“Twelve.”

“Fourteen.”

Her mouth moved at one corner. “Accepted.”

At the protected halt I loosened the lower guide, slipped a half-millimeter brass leaf beneath the left seat, and tightened the fasteners in cross order while Signy sat on the transporter step with both boots off the ground as promised. She complained once at minute thirteen. I answered by handing her the loading control. At fourteen, she drove the ram through a full dry cycle. Recoil pressure returned down the center of the saddle, but a faint edge of heat persisted beside the new shim.

“Guide tracks center. We inspect the shim after the first live shot,” I said.

She stood. The fine strain in her wrist had eased during the enforced rest. “Pilot rested. Move the column.”

The road to the Cuts ran southwest, away from the Surveyor’s east-southeast search heading. The tracks diverged while we prepared, and that was deliberate. We marched for prepared ground with the leash crated and silent until every charge, gun, and fallback stood ready. Once the ground was prepared, we would activate it and try to turn the Surveyor toward ground we had chosen.

The animal waited eighty-four kilometers northeast of the Cuts, alternating long stretches of movement with deliberate halts. Each halt widened the time we had without making the final approach predictable. Two days for us to reach the Cuts and build the trap. After activation, the leash had to pull the Surveyor onto a new southwest line, and its stop-and-listen pattern had to carry that approach to dawn on day fifty. Vera had not promised the crews two days while a monster stood four hours away. She had bought those days by moving away from it with the emitter dark, then planned to call it only after the trap was finished. We watched the tracks separate at every halt and sweated the future turn, refusing the fiction that they were already converging.

The first march halt came at a dry cut too narrow for the crane transporter. Odom could have backed the column eleven kilometers to the survey road. Instead, Holt showed us an old gun trail beneath the western lip, buried by three seasons of scree.

Razorback pulled the first cable while Matchlock and Springald walked the loosened stone outward in shield-sized loads. Nobody used weapons. Coil fire might have announced our position across the shale. Poppy rode the crane boom over the trail and called clearance with her boots hanging above the cab.

“Eight centimeters port. Four. Stop. Your rear wheel is lying to you.”

Odom leaned out her window. “Wheels don’t lie. Spotters do.”

“Your wheel is on a rock shaped like treachery.”

Uneven rear load tilted the transporter rail beneath my palm. “She’s right. Left rear carries twelve percent extra.”

Odom stared up at both of us, reversed ten centimeters, and let Bram lever the rock free. The crane passed with two fingers’ clearance from the canyon wall.

We left the trail wider than we found it. Odom marked it on the evacuation map in case the trap force had to return carrying wounded.



Vera put her finger on the dry riverbed of the Sarrow Cuts on the chart that night at the first march halt, and said the word that made it the killing ground, and forty kilometers of shale away, something answered the long tone.

“Here,” she said. Her finger marked the riverbed floor, one open lane down the middle of unscarred canyon. “We build it here. Kessler, Renner, you’ve got two days. Sarn, the emitter goes at the mouth. Eighty-four kilometers between its current track and the Cuts. Work the stop intervals into the arrival estimate.”

The transporter’s northeast support delivered one deep impulse into my resting grip. After six-tenths of a second, the southwest support carried the same load through the shale. The direction pointed back past K-21 toward the uncharted range.

Poppy’s deep-band counter stayed at three. She drew the impulse direction on the convoy slate without adding a fourth mark, then passed the slate to Juno for the next altitude check. Signy moved Longstride to the northeast quarter of the column. Odessa took the opposite rear, where Razorback could turn the crane transporter if the shale answered again.

We marched for the Cuts.


Chapter 17: The Leash

The Sarrow Cuts were a canyon system built by a river that had died a thousand years ago. We walked every meter of the killing ground before building a single thing in it. The first survey spike went in at dawn. By noon, two mapped supports had failed under test.

Holt’s recon had been right. A big thing walked the Cuts one way, down the dry riverbed floor at the bottom, because the walls closed on either side in a funnel and the scree slopes above were loose enough to bury a climbing Category-4. The riverbed floor allowed one honest fight, a lane a few hundred meters across between rising canyon walls, narrowing at both ends into throats a frame could hold and a Cat-4 had to squeeze through. The survey called both support positions ideal. The steel bars found moving rock beneath the first and a buried channel beneath the second.

At the western throat, the riverbed had shifted three meters north since Holt’s last flight. A winter slab fall narrowed the opening and buried the old emitter position under fractured shale. The Surveyor could still enter, but the straight carrier line on our map now pointed into a rock wall.

Poppy climbed the new debris fan with a hammer and drove three test spikes. The upper fan held. The lower layer slid under her boot and carried one spike twenty centimeters downslope yet left it straight.

“We put Sarn here, extraction crosses moving rock,” she said. “Bad.”

The alternate site sat twelve meters south, on a shelf the survey marked stable. The steel test bar returned a hollow response from beneath the shelf. An old flood channel ran under the surface crust.

Bram loaded the shelf with the recovery crawler. At six tons, the crust fractured around one wheel.

“Worse,” he said.

We moved the emitter forty meters outside the mapped box to a low basalt rib that had not appeared on the survey at all. The rib carried the crawler load through one solid seam. It lengthened Sarn’s guide line and changed the angle at which the carrier would reach the throat, but it gave his extraction real ground.

The north shelf held the second correction. Holt’s survey showed one broad basalt face. Up close, a fresh crack divided it into two leaves. Poppy’s original charge plan would have dropped the smaller leaf early and warned the animal before the main mass moved.

She stripped every charge marker off the drawing.

“New hinge,” she said. “We load both leaves together or we don’t use the face.”

I climbed beside her, palm on the anchor bar while she tensioned it. The two leaves shared load only through a weak seam near the base. We moved the charges below that seam and linked them to fire within four milliseconds of each other.

The actual canyon had invalidated our emitter location and first collapse model before either became a trap. Forty extra meters of cable lay across the basalt rib; the erased charge plan remained visible beneath Poppy’s new one.

Vera walked the revised ground once more. “Now we build.”

We built every piece of the trap in full view of the crews. Poppy Renner explained every mechanism she made; my trust required watching each load path become physical. Every fallback received a painted arrow visible through dust.

The captured emitter went at the box’s western throat, where the Surveyor would enter from the grid corridors. Sarn tuned its sync waveform and rigged it to the transporters’ power. He would run the broadcast by hand from the closest position on the field.

Poppy and Bram rigged three distinct rock weapons, and that was the argument they had promised each other on the road. Labels went on every public circuit so no pilot could mistake one face for another in dust.

The north slope held the MAIN FACE, the basalt shelf from Holt’s survey. Poppy assessed layer angle, undercut depth, fracture color, and the debris fans left by earlier falls. I climbed with her to check the test anchor. She had drilled steel across the third shale layer, giving my hands a continuous member to read. Under applied load, force traveled true through the upper beds, then turned sideways at a weak seam near the base.

“Your anchor crosses the fault line here,” I said, tapping the depth mark. “Set the charges beneath the shelf. Let intact basalt rotate onto the floor.”

She checked the layer with her hammer, grinned, and moved the line. The north main face became the one full collapse intended to stagger the Surveyor.

The south wall’s upper shelves received smaller HERD-USE PARTIALS. Those charges could split a runner wave without filling the duel lane. Bram made Poppy reduce two loads after her first calculation threw debris across our own western positions. Rock lied differently than metal, and they fought the lie charge by charge until the marked partials fell only to the center line.

Poppy also rigged one reserve slope on the south wall over the eastern half of the floor and logged it nowhere. Its private lead ran separately from the marked south partials. She showed that map only to me and Vera. Poppy Renner had learned paranoia in a hangar full of doctored logs and treated it as an operating principle: a card the enemy could read was a card the enemy could beat.

“One card the three of us don’t show,” she said, chalking it into the private command slate and nowhere else. “If everything I logged gets spent or countered, I want one hillside nobody knew about.”

I called it good mechanic’s paranoia. She said it was ordinary paranoia and the mechanic part was a bonus.

The gun line dug in at the eastern throat, the far end, the ground the animal would be driven toward. The field coil batteries we had hauled east in the trail column were dug into the throat where they could rake the riverbed floor. And Falconet took her spotting circuit at four hundred meters, her operating altitude, the one high eye over the whole box, because when the shooting started and the dust came up the boards would go blind and the only usable picture left would be Juno’s from above and mine from below.

Poppy checked the hidden slope’s private firing lead one final time while the watch board closed.

Then she built Sarn’s real extraction across the western scree. The emitter sat at the throat with twelve meters of broken grade between its controls and the crawler’s cover. An overhead guide line kept the harness clear of the crate. The deadman grip killed the carrier when Sarn released it; Bram waited at the crawler’s manual clutch in case power died.

The first terrain pull caught Sarn’s heel on a buried rock and rolled him halfway onto his side. Poppy stopped the drum, dug the stone out with both hands, and shifted the route north by half a meter. She added no new gadget. She corrected the ground.

On the second run, Vera called withdrawal. Sarn opened the grip. The carrier lamp died, the crawler took him downslope, and the guide line kept his shoulders clear of the emitter housing.

Poppy killed crawler power halfway through the third. Bram released the manual clutch. Razorback took the tow line and walked Sarn behind the gun baffle without a powered drum.

“Deadman and manual pull both hold on the actual grade,” Poppy said. She unbuckled Sarn and inspected the scuff on his heel. “Those are the exits. No heroic third option.”

Sarn reset the release grip at the emitter. “Sound.”

Vera painted his withdrawal line onto the private command slate. Vera ended the rehearsal with both extraction routes proven on real grade and left the third run uncalled.



Ochoa asked me to cut Sledge’s Limiter before the fight and named her dead once. Danby chose to keep Halberd governed.

She came to me on the second evening while Poppy was still arguing scree tolerances. “Cut it,” she said. “Sledge. Before dawn. I want to fly this one uncapped.”

I looked at her. Ochoa had flown at sixty point zero her entire career, had held a coil gallery door at Gate Nine at sixty for over an hour on Breach Night, was one of the veterans the doctrine had made and had never once asked me for the cut, because the cut was heresy and Ochoa was not a heretic, she was a soldier who flew the number they gave her. And here she was asking.

“You’re sure,” I said. “It doesn’t come back. Once I cut it you fly your raw ceiling forever, and your raw ceiling burns you if you overdraw it alone. I’m on Longstride for the Cat-4. You’d be uncapped and unanchored in the fight.”

“I lost two wingmates in this corridor in the autumn,” she said in the level voice she used for permanent facts. “Nika Pell. Arla Dey.” The names landed once and stayed in the canyon. “I flew at sixty and I held every door they told me to hold and I did everything the doctrine said and I buried two wingmates out here anyway. I’ve watched every woman you restored this spring, and I watched Larke and Kane walk away from their public cuts, and I’ve decided to fly this fight at everything I actually have and answer for the burn myself. Sixty stopped being safe when somebody far from the fight chose it for me. Sledge is going to be on that line at dawn either way. I want it there at my raw ceiling. Read me now. Give me the raw number before you cut.”

She held out her bare wrist. My fingers found the ungoverned capacity throttled beneath the Limiter. “Seventy-one point two.”

“Then cut it.”

I cut it in the four-move sequence. The governor came off Sledge’s spine-cradle in my hands, and Ochoa’s raw ceiling rose beneath my palm to seventy-one point two, a veteran finally able to fly every point she owned. Sledge’s stance changed under my palm, old governor grind releasing from the cradle in one long shiver. She took the dead Limiter from me with both hands, tested its surprising weight, and looked at it before handing it back. “Seventy-one point two. Good.” Then she walked off through the cold canyon dark alone to pre-flight her frame at a number that was finally hers.

Danby stood at the next frame, Halberd, and had heard all of it. The choice belonged to her. She spoke before I could ask and met my eyes without apology.

“I’m staying governed,” she said, plain and settled. “I’ve thought about it. I believe what you do. I also fly better inside a ceiling I trust than at a raw number I’ve never felt. Sixty is the edge my hands know, so that’s what I bring to a Cat-4 fight. I’ll hold my slot there and hold it well.” She looked at me for judgment and found the same respect I had given Ochoa. “The new way deserves an honest comparison flown by somebody who knows the old one.”

“Then hold your slot at sixty and hold it well,” I said, giving her the same answer I’d given Ochoa after her cut. I entered 71.2 beside Sledge on the line slate and 60.0 beside Halberd, then assigned each the slot its pilot had chosen.



Before the light died, Vera called the first failure branch and made every frame fly it. Then she reset the box and called the next.

The emitter would draw the Surveyor onto the riverbed floor. Longstride would lunge and withdraw while the gun line raked it, the scree slopes staggered it, and the throat frames kept it inside. We would keep its mass turning, deny it a square impact, and spend the canyon one prepared failure at a time until the killing shot opened. Vera’s operational plan gave every complication its own drilled branch.

Vera drilled the branches. A cold approach off the carrier shifted the eastern throat forward and gave ground on the west. Early scree charges became spent terrain while Poppy kept her reserve. A broken throat brought Falconet down to spot, the wolfpack onto the breach, and recalled frames into the gap. She drilled Longstride’s fall hardest: Signy dropped toward raw, Odessa took center, and the gun line covered an organized withdrawal. The pilots called each branch cold off Vera’s voice until the plan accumulated like a frame on the assembly floor, every joint tested before it carried a life.

Denn and Ket, the two active recalled pilots after Dell’s evacuation, guarded their throats and hit their marks. Denn’s line had come all the way in from the spawn-runner wash, no drift left in it. Nine days ago she had flown wide and cried. Now Matchlock’s heels stopped on both painted marks. Ket rationed every word. Before each turn, her gloved fingers checked the scar position Sarn had taught in Hangar Three; Springald answered with straight entries that protected the old ankle. Twelve days after doctrine school, neither woman missed a call or hid a warning from the crews.

Vera made the third rehearsal blind.

Poppy fired two dust charges into the empty riverbed, throwing a shale curtain across the box until the painted terrain marks vanished. Falconet’s feed went dark by design. Every pilot lost the diagram at the same instant.

“Boards failed,” Vera called. “Find your physical marks.”

The gun crews dropped to the sight stakes they had driven into the eastern throat. Denn put Matchlock’s left foot against a buried rail we had laid flush with the riverbed and found her slot by heel. Ket backed Springald until the frame’s calf touched the basalt block marked with three hammer cuts.

Halberd entered six meters north of her assigned line. Danby reported the error, felt for the steel guide under the frame’s foot, and corrected south at governed speed.

“Slot recovered,” she called, reporting the correction with the same clarity as the original error.

Ochoa reached Sledge’s mark early at seventy-one point two and overshot by a meter because the ungoverned frame answered faster than her muscle memory. She reversed without crossing her rear marker.

“Raw braking still ahead of my hands,” Ochoa said. “Second approach shallow.”

She flew it again while the dust stayed thick. This time Sledge stopped with its heel centered over the guide stake.

Odessa held the eastern throat from the one thing her instruments could not erase: recoil returning through Razorback’s planted feet. Signy ran Longstride’s lunge line by counting wheel ruts under each stride. Poppy, who had built half the marks, deliberately called one false range bearing into the open channel.

Nobody chased it.

“Good,” Vera said. “The canyon belongs to your feet before it belongs to your boards. Exit branch one. Longstride down.”

Signy killed her own frame trace. Odessa moved into the center without waiting for a visual confirmation. Danby kept Halberd governed and centered in slot while Ochoa’s faster Sledge closed the exposed inside shoulder. Denn and Ket narrowed the west opening by measured steps. The line withdrew through dust with every frame accounted for.

At the final mark, Poppy cut the dust charges. The clearing air revealed Halberd and Sledge shoulder to shoulder, different ceilings, one line.

Vera sent the frames back to their opening marks and put people into the rehearsal.

Battery two’s crew carried a weighted stretcher into the north trench. Poppy buried the route beneath loose canvas, broken range stakes, and a simulated coolant line charged with dyed water. Sowe lay under the battery carriage wearing a red casualty tab and strict instructions to complain if anybody stepped on her.

“Main face spent,” Vera called. “Battery two disabled. One crew member trapped. Surveyor still live at center. Recover the people while the line continues fighting.”

The obvious move was to send Culverin. Vera kept her own frame on command and made the nearest restored pilots solve it.

Denn held the western throat in Matchlock. Ket occupied the north support in Springald. Leaving either slot opened a route to the mock animal.

Denn lowered Matchlock’s left arm across the trench instead. The old frame’s hand landed beyond the dyed coolant line, forming a bridge from the crew position to protected ground. The buried rail carried the wrist load across Matchlock’s repaired shoulder scarf and into my grip.

“Arm supports personnel only,” I called. “Carriage load opens the old shoulder repair.”

Ket backed Springald half a step, keeping the throat covered, and hooked the disabled battery’s ammunition sled with one foot. The movement dragged the heavy obstacle away from Sowe while Springald’s guns remained aimed into the box.

The stretcher crew crossed Matchlock’s arm. One boot slipped on dyed coolant. Denn rolled the frame’s palm upward by three degrees, turning the bridge into a shallow guard rail before the person could fall.

Under the carriage, Sowe began insulting the realism of her casualty assignment.

“If you’re healthy enough to review the exercise,” Poppy called, “you’re healthy enough to crawl.”

“My leg is fictionally crushed.”

“Use the other three.”

Sowe crawled to Matchlock’s wrist. The weighted carriage had pinned one corner of the casualty tab, forcing Ket to move the sled another ten centimeters while keeping Springald’s old ankle on its strongest straight path. She called the load. Denn answered with the arm’s remaining tolerance. Neither pilot surrendered her throat.

Ochoa and Danby took the live-side cover. Sledge surged forward to intercept the imaginary strike, then fell back behind Halberd’s governed guard while the recovery crew crossed. Danby counted the slower frame’s timing in half-second marks. Ochoa spent speed only inside those protected intervals.

The last stretcher cleared. Denn raised Matchlock’s arm and found the western throat still hers. Ket released the sled, restored the north support, and called Sowe’s red tab recovered.

Vera inspected the dyed footprints afterward. One print crossed the line where simulated coolant would have burned through a boot. She made that crew member repeat the bridge route using Poppy’s canvas as an absorbent mat. On the second pass, every foot stayed dry.

“The frame line exists to preserve the people inside it,” Vera told them. “A trap that kills its recovery crews belongs to the animal.”

Poppy added the canvas roll to battery two’s field kit. Denn marked Matchlock’s arm-load limit beside the wrist ladder. Ket moved the sled hook to a point Springald could reach on its straight path.

“Again,” Vera said, and drilled the exit branches once more, the ones nobody wanted to fly, the ones where somebody was hurt. I watched every exit twice. Exits were where good plans kept people alive.



Signy found Odessa beside Razorback after the final rehearsal and handed her the eastern-throat slate.

“If Full Bore locks my attention on the duel, the box belongs to you,” Signy said. “My fear isn’t the animal. It’s looking away from the line while Wade is carrying too much. I need you to hold both things I can’t watch.”

Odessa read the slate once. “I’ll hold the throat. And if his mark slips, I’ll put a round through Longstride’s cutoff repeater myself.”

Signy’s mouth tightened. Then she offered her wrist, pilot to pilot. Odessa closed her hand around it until Signy nodded. “Good,” Signy said.

Sarn put me beside the grounded emitter that night and changed the practice surge before I could settle into the Hangar Three cadence.

Two short pulses crossed the contact plate cleanly. The third held. I followed the expected count instead of the load, kept receiving after the exit path narrowed, and walled the pressure behind my sternum. Black closed around the work lamps.

Sarn killed the contact. “You planned for my sequence. The animal doesn’t know it.”

When my vision cleared, he put the dial in my right hand. I raised the current myself while the left side of my body tried to route it. The moment pressure began pooling behind my heart, he closed his hand over mine and turned the dial down.

“There. Your exit changed, and you kept adding because the plan said higher. Come off when the path changes, not when the number says you should.”

He pulled the grounding lead loose for the final load. I let the expected route die instead of defending it, turned my left hip into the crawler rail, and exhaled. Heat crossed my ribs, entered the bolted frame, and left through the grounded tracks. Dust jumped beneath the treads. When Sarn cut the dial, I released contact before the reservoir could drag me after it.

He checked my pulse, his faded tracery beside my newer map in the work lamp.

“Come off the current when she pulls you,” he said. “No bargaining.”

His hand touched my shoulder once, directly over the oldest branch, then left. Signy’s lever and the open exit stayed concrete in my mind.



The anchor rig sat under Longstride in the canyon dark, the contact pads rigged for saturation, the work lamps throwing cones on the rock, and Signy came to me war-eve to build the weapon that would win the fight, and the weapon needed the return current we had tasted for three seconds in spring but never stabilized: me letting her carry what Chapter Eleven called the edge, the narrow margin of my load, and sustain it.

The saturation protocol started clinical, and I kept it that way. For ninety seconds my palms mapped her zone by zone, reading each pathway and saturating it with contact to lay the load paths as deep as they would go before the fight. It was a mechanic’s procedure, and I ran it like one. She lay beneath my hands in the lamp-cones as if taking a pre-flight, storm-gray eyes level, breath counted. For those ninety seconds, it was work and nothing else.

At ninety seconds she caught my forearm before I could begin the next zone.

“Chapter Eleven says the stabilized state needs a return path,” she said. “The pilot carries the edge of the anchor’s load. We have never held that return deliberately.”

I measured the recovered procedure against what my hands had felt in spring: three uncontrolled seconds of return current, proof the path existed. She had identified the missing mechanism. The decision remained mine.

I took both her wrists, placed her palms over the tracery on my forearms, and positioned my own back against the contact pads.

“You carry only what I place in your hands,” I said. “You do not reach for more when you feel the rest. I set the load, the pace, and the cutoff. If you want that job, say yes.”

Her answer came clipped and immediate. “Yes. Give me the narrowest share and make me keep it moving.”



I pulled her down onto me, her body over mine in the lamp-cones, maximum skin contact as the saturation needed it, chest to chest. I guided my cock into her wet pussy and lowered her by measured increments until the returning current balanced at the same moment my cock seated fully inside her. Her palms pressed over my tracery; my hands owned her hips. My hands fixed her hips at the angle the return path required and controlled every rise and descent.

The return current opened beneath her palms and kept flowing. My load entered her as a narrow pressure along the forearms, stripped of the uncontrolled spring flash. Her fingers tensed, adjusted, and settled over the tracery without losing contact.

“That’s what you carry.” Her palms pressed harder over my tracery. “Every time. That’s what your hand’s been sinking off me since spring. Wade, how do you…”

I lifted her by the hips. The rest vanished into a sharp breath as the return pressure tightened in her hands.

“You don’t get to worry about it tonight,” I told her, my verdict leaving no room for debate. My hands printed her hips, guided her down onto me, and fixed her at the depth I chose. “Right now you feel that pressure, route it through both palms, and learn where it leaves you. That’s the full lesson. Keep the current moving.”

“I won’t drop it.”

“I know you won’t. Slower.”

I gave her the commands and she took them, repeating my cadence under her breath so each instruction survived the next sensation. “Draw it out,” I told her. She extended the rise and told herself, “Wait for him,” after the next stroke. My current entered beneath her left palm, crossed her chest as a slender pressure, and left through the right without pooling. The bench meter climbed throughout while neither of us watched it.

I changed the pace, accelerated her, and drew the movement down into tight suspended circles with her body trembling above mine. Her release gathered under my palm while the return pressure sharpened beneath hers. Both pulses began converging on the same branch point. Her begging kept its clipped pilot’s cadence and never dissolved into babble. “There. Keep me there. Don’t let me rush it, Wade. Let me feel all of it.” I denied the movement she chased until her breathing steadied around the current. With my palm at her spine, I read her approaching release and felt my own load cross her in the same instant. The meter passed every number the campaign had banked, tenth by tenth, toward a line neither of us would name.

Before the two currents met, I changed the geometry.

I rolled her beneath me onto the contact pads without breaking skin contact, one arm locked around her waist, my cock staying deep inside her through the turn. Her palms slid from my forearms to my shoulders, following the tracery, keeping the return path open. I pinned one wrist beside her head and spread the other hand over my collarbone where the next branch would write itself if the state took.

“Hold the load,” I said. “I still set the pace and everything else.”

“I know the difference.”

I drove into her harder. The pads caught her from shoulder to hip. Her pleasure arrived through the echo as a second pulse beneath my own, and she gasped when the answer returned.

“You felt that,” I said.

“Every stroke.” Her precision shook but held. “That angle. Give it to me harder.”

I changed the next stroke into a shallow grind. Her palm kept the assigned pressure over my collarbone and respected the boundary until she offered the words on her own.

“Please. Same angle. Harder. Let me carry what you give me.”

I gave her what she asked for because I had made it mine to give. Each thrust forced the meter another fraction upward. Her inner muscles closed in a slow measured draw along my cock while the return current put the exact pressure of my load into her palms. She received it, routed it, and kept her gaze level.

She tried to pull my shoulder closer. I caught both wrists and pinned them above her head.

“You hold what I place in your hands,” I said. “Nothing more. You don’t steal extra because you’re afraid I’ll keep it.”

Her eyes went wet and level. “Then place it.”

I released one wrist and set her palm back over the collarbone branch point. The current settled. She carried only the assigned current, no more, and I let the rest keep moving through my open exit path. Sarn’s lesson moved below thought: point it, keep it moving, exit open. Pleasure, surge, frame, ground. A channel instead of a dam.

“Good,” I told her. “That’s how you hold me.”

Her arch rose off the pads. The flush burned from her chest to her throat. “Don’t stop at the line.”

“We stop where I decide.”

“Yes.”

I set the final rhythm, deep and controlled. Our eyes locked while both currents ran toward the same point.



The two currents met and balanced for three seconds. Her palms pressed firmly over the tracery; mine anchored the base of her spine. The bench meter locked at 108 STATIC, and the slate resolved beneath it: [FULL BORE]: ARMED. THRESHOLD UNKNOWN.

Signy saw the receipt over my shoulder. She gave it one measuring look and returned to me, refusing to guess at the combat ceiling waiting beyond it. The choice passed through the echo without turbulence, like a seated control handoff: tonight we proved the state existed. The animal would receive the rest.

Then pleasure crossed the stabilized path in both directions.

Her release entered my palm at her spine and returned beneath her hand on my collarbone, sensation carried both ways without either nervous system trapping it. She felt what her body did to mine while I felt her precision finally break into one clipped cry. Her arch rose against the pads. The flush crossed her collarbones. I held the rhythm at the depth she had begged for until her body pulled me over with her.

I spent deep inside her, each pulse traveling through the open return and coming back as the pressure of her fingers over my tracery. Signy stared into me through all of it, learning the edge she had asked to carry and keeping only the share I gave her.



Wrapped in one blanket against Longstride’s foot, we checked the return after pleasure stopped driving it. One warm copper washer passed from her left palm to her right with identical sensation and no catch beneath her sternum. I kept contact at her spine until the residual current emptied through the grounded pad. Then we talked the fight. Signy pulled the cutoff lever through its full mechanical travel once, reset it, and waited for the mark I had been building toward since Kessel Wash.

“If I reach the third state in the fight, I’m going to be past every line I’ve ever mapped,” I said. “Longer than any exit I’ve drilled. And I need you to be the one who drops me.” The three-lever cutoff, her hand on the one at her right in the cradle. “I’ll set a mark. Ninety seconds. When the clock hits it, you pull your lever, whether or not I’ve called it, whether or not I want you to, whether or not I’m still telling you I’ve got more. You drop me at the mark. I’m asking you to be the one who takes me off the current.” I made myself say the rest. “I’ve spent my life being what won’t let go. In the frame I need you to be the one that lets go for me. Because I asked you to. That’s the arrangement now. It runs both ways.”

She was quiet a moment, in the blanket, her palm over my sternum. “You’ve fought me on the overdraw every time since Kessel Wash,” she said. “And now you’re handing me the lever and asking me to use it on you.”

“Yes.”

“About time,” she said, clipped.

Her hand settled over the memory of the lever. The grip was firm, practical, already rehearsing the pull I had asked her to make even if my voice argued at the mark. She mimed the full throw once, down to the locking click.

I opened the ledger against Longstride’s foot in the lamplight, leaving the page fully visible between us. Entry four hundred and seventy-one took four words.

Both ways. Holds.



At first light, Sarn brought the emitter to full output. The relay track turned onto our corridor.

“It’s moving,” Juno said from her spotting circuit. “The Surveyor entered the outer lane with animals ahead of it. Heading matches the emitter bearing.”

A new zero appeared beside the track.

The smaller contacts did not stop with it. Juno counted them spilling ahead through the outer lane, a loose front of spawn-runners and heavier signatures pushed west by the same carrier. Vera moved two gun batteries from the main throat to herd-use positions and made the crews carry their shells by hand so no engine note altered the listening animal’s choice.

“It stopped where our waveform meets the tower field,” Juno said. “It’s listening.”

Sarn tightened his grip on the deadman handle. The carrier lamp burned against his knuckles. Nobody increased the output to hurry the answer.


Chapter 18: The Funnel

Sixty years of records said a Category Four hunted alone. The Surveyor entered the Sarrow funnel behind two dozen Category Ones and two Category Twos driven ahead of it.

It had spent an hour at the grid edge testing the emitter waveform. Then it pushed the herd onto our killing floor before exposing its own mass.

“It’s using them as a mine-clearer,” Juno said from the high circuit. “It learned the towers’ trick and put the smaller animals in front.”

“Then the trap springs on the herd,” Vera said. The assignments changed before Juno finished the count, following the failure branch they had drilled in the failing light. “Everybody to the wave positions. We spend the wave and we hold the animal. Kessler, you’re my eyes on the real one. Tell me the second the Surveyor’s past the herd and on the floor.”

I had come up Longstride at first light, into the tandem bay behind her seat, and read her before the fight as I always did. Today’s fight began at Category Four scale. She sat the throttles with her braid tight and sync-suit half-zipped in the cold canyon dawn. The cradle harness drew hard lines around the generous curve of her hips, emphasizing the sharp narrowing of her waist above them. Amber trace-lines lay dark against matte black; my hand had not touched her yet. Beneath all of it, I read the disciplined stillness of a woman facing the biggest duel of her life, one degree too rigid, the importance flush already climbing her throat.

“You’re reading me,” she said, her eyes still forward.

“Always.”

“Read me when this is over. Wherever we are standing.”

It was a plan, a promise, and a thing to fly toward. I filed it and put my hand on the cold frame instead of her. The fight came first.

I rode Longstride’s tandem bay while Signy flew raw at eighty-five point nine. Anchor contact waited a hand’s breadth from her spine-port; amber trace-lines remained dark. My other hand braced against cold frame structure and read the battlefield through the machine as the wave came down the funnel, clearing a trap it had yet to understand.



The herd did not enter as a loose wave. The Surveyor drove its two Category Twos shoulder to shoulder at the front, using six hundred tons of armored mass as a plow. Category Ones packed behind them until the funnel held one compressed body of claws and plate.

“North slope on the leaders,” Vera ordered. “South charges stay cold.”

Poppy fired the north line. Forty tons of scree came down across the marked cut. The leading Category Twos lowered their skulls and took the fall.

They died, but the compressed herd shoved both Cat-2 bodies through the rockfall. Dead armor became a moving ram. Scree rolled ahead of it, stripping our marker stakes and carrying three charge leads off the floor. The enemy had packed the animals tightly enough to push its dead through the obstacle.

“South top,” Vera said. “Split the column before it reaches the guns.”

A second shelf collapsed into the middle of the herd. The western half piled against the dead Category Twos. The eastern half spilled around the scree and found the gap where our central charge leads had vanished under moving rubble.

The rehearsed lanes no longer existed.

“No wolfpack,” Vera said. “Larke, cover the batteries. Kane, take Matchlock and Springald out of the pocket. Renner, your leads are under the herd. Hold the western split in place. Ochoa, Danby, east throat.”

Longstride fell back toward the gun line rather than hunting the wave. Signy hated yielding center, and the hate showed in one overprecise correction between the battery pits. Then she became a shield. Her coil lance worked short, ugly arcs, knocking Category Ones away from exposed crews rather than chasing skull seams for a count.

“Battery three, traverse now. Four, hold your barrel. Two runners behind your left baffle. I have them.”

A Category One leaped the first pit. Longstride caught it across the chest and drove it sideways into the second before either reached the crew. She stood over six humans, forcing the fast things to come through her.

The second runner twisted beneath Longstride’s lance and caught the battery’s coolant hose in its claws. Liquid flashed across the hot jacket. Two loaders abandoned the pit before the steam blinded them; the third stayed trapped behind the breech with the hose whipping across her path.

Signy could kill the runner or cover the human, not both. She drove Longstride’s lance butt into the shale and used the shaft as a rail. The loader clipped her harness to it and crawled beneath the frame’s forearm while the runner clawed at the armor above her.

“Three meters,” the loader called. “Two. Clear.”

Once the hose was clear, Signy turned the lance. She trapped the runner’s neck between shaft and ground, shifted one foot away from the ruptured hose, and broke the spine with a downward lever stroke.

The battery had lost coolant and two loaders. Signy did not leave it dead. She kicked the spare hose chest toward the surviving crew member, then stood Longstride across the pit while the woman changed the line behind her heel.

“Pressure?” Signy asked.

“Building.”

“You have twelve seconds.”

“I need nine.”

The crew member coupled the new hose in eight. Steam cleared from the jacket, the breech indicator returned green, and Longstride shifted to expose the restored firing arc.

“Battery three back,” Signy reported.

She had spent no kill count on the rescue. The gun she kept alive would spend one for her later.

Odessa went west into dust so dense her boards lost Matchlock and Springald. The wall of dead mass had cut both recalled frames off behind the rockfall with eight Category Ones closing around them. Razorback could have punched straight through at ninety-three. Odessa flew raw at eighty-two point nine with two older frames following her, so she spent precision and held her mass in reserve.

“Denn, freeze your left foot. Ket, one step north.”

Odessa planted Razorback between them, took the first runner’s leap on one shoulder, and fed its body under Matchlock’s foot.

“Now, Denn.”

Matchlock crushed it and never broke stance.

Odessa used her own bulk as the center of a three-frame wheel. Springald pivoted on the north side; Matchlock moved around the south. They tightened the pocket around the eight animals and forced every attack into somebody else’s weapon. Ket put down two with Springald’s short gun. Denn took three with controlled footwork that never drifted. Odessa killed only when a gap threatened to open.

“Your line is wide,” she told Denn after the fifth body fell.

“Thought we weren’t saying that.”

“We’re in combat. Sentiment’s off shift. Half a meter left.”

Denn corrected half a meter and laughed once before Matchlock’s fist found another skull.

At the eastern throat, Sledge’s raw 71.2 and Halberd’s governed 60 demanded different timing. Ochoa surged, peeled three animals from the mass, and fell back before heat built. Danby stayed planted and killed what passed her shoulder. On the next cycle they reversed the geometry while allowing their speeds to differ.

The herd forced both at once. Ochoa gave ground into the eastern battery’s premeasured arc while Danby closed behind the six animals that followed. One volley put all six down.

“Seventy-one two, clean,” Ochoa reported.

“Sixty flat,” Danby answered.

Both machines crossed the next recoil together. Sledge arrived earlier, Halberd on its governed mark, and the staggered impacts caught two different animals in one prepared lane. Ochoa left a boot-width of open shale between them so Danby could disengage without matching Sledge’s faster turn. Every crew stayed covered while the eastern throat remained closed. Danby called Ochoa’s faster reset; Ochoa waited for Halberd’s governed return before beginning the next cycle.

Poppy had lost three marked charge leads under the bodies plowing across her firing lines. Her terrain weapons had become hazards: one buried line could detonate under Scrapdog’s foot if she guessed wrong. She left the slopes alone and did the least Poppy-looking work on the field. Scrapdog planted against the first dead Category Two and became the brace.

The western herd kept pushing from behind. Three hundred tons of carcass shifted against Scrapdog’s arms. Poppy widened her stance and became the stop she usually avoided being.

“Pressure’s walking south,” she said, voice stripped of sound effects. “If this body rotates, it opens the western pocket. I need a cable on the jaw hinge. My arms are occupied with three hundred tons of dead Cat-2.”

Bram’s ground crew ran the line under Scrapdog’s shadow. A Category One came over the carcass toward them. Poppy could not release either arm, so she caught the animal with Scrapdog’s knee, pinned it against the dead mass, and held both while Sowe clipped the cable.

“Cable set!”

“Winch east, slow. Pull the hinge and make the body lock itself.”

The recovery crawler took strain. The foot-strut carried the cable tension through the riverbed, one thin straight force crossing chaotic impacts.

“Another ten percent,” I called. “Jaw’s seating against the north rock.”

Bram increased tension. The dead mass rotated eight degrees and jammed between fallen scree and the canyon floor. The rest of the herd hit the mound and stopped moving forward. Poppy had turned the Surveyor’s ram into a barricade without dropping another slope.

“Locked,” she said. “Now kill everything behind it.”

A red fault lit under Scrapdog’s left heel. One of the stripped charge leads had been crushed into the wet shale beneath her foot, its insulation cut through against the frame’s sole. The buried circuit was cold at the detonator but live from the continuity bank. If Poppy lifted, the lead could spring back across the firing bus.

“I have current under my left foot,” she said. “Small. Wrong place. Sowe, find my heel cable. Nobody energizes south.”

Sowe left the recovery crawler with insulated shears and crawled into the narrow shelter between Scrapdog’s ankle and the braced body. The dead Category Two shifted a finger’s width as the remaining herd struck the mound from behind.

“Body moving,” Poppy warned.

“Then don’t let it.”

Poppy braced the three-hundred-ton body with both arms while the left foot never shifted. A runner climbed the barricade above Sowe. Scrapdog could not use its knee this time without shifting the dangerous heel.

Denn saw it. Matchlock crossed the pocket’s edge, caught the runner in both hands, and threw it backward into the packed herd.

“Work window,” Denn called.

Sowe found the flattened lead by touch, followed it away from the sole, and cut on the safe side of the damage. The heel fault went dark.

“Clear.”

Poppy lifted the foot only long enough for Sowe to pull the severed wire free. Then Scrapdog planted again and took the carcass load.

“South circuit physically open,” Sowe reported.

“Good,” Poppy said. “Now kill everything behind it.”

Vera moved the guns.

Culverin stepped into the abandoned center, took a field battery’s towing yoke in both hands, and dragged the entire mount sideways while its crew ran beside it. Two hundred and forty tons put the gun where the erased marker stakes had once defined a lane.

“Battery five, elevation minus three. Fire through Kane’s gap.”

The round crossed between Razorback and Springald by less than a meter and opened the western split from the side. A second shot entered the packed bodies behind Poppy’s barricade. The herd lost pressure and became separate animals trapped in three local fights.

The gun’s new position solved the western sightline and filled the center with its own dust. Juno dropped Falconet below the canyon lip, where an air frame had no room to fly, and turned both lift fans sideways. The wash peeled dust off the battery pits in one hard sheet.

“You have six seconds of floor,” she called.

Battery three found two runners crossing toward Culverin and fired through the clear strip. Juno rolled Falconet vertical before the recoil wave reached her. Loose shale struck the underside armor like thrown gravel.

“That was five,” Vera said.

“I preserve a margin for artistic disagreement.”

On the next pass, Juno did not clear the guns. She drove the dust north across Razorback’s gap, blinding three Category Ones while Odessa remained visible above it by shoulders and head. Odessa read the moving cloud and struck through it, each fist finding a skull at the height Juno had called.

Falconet’s left fan coughed on ingested grit. Juno shut it down before the imbalance could spin her, landed on the right fan and both legs, and continued as a ground spotter with half her lift gone.

With the batteries secure, Signy left them. She and Odessa crossed once at center without forming their familiar sequence. Signy handed Odessa two fast runners with a lance feint; Odessa returned a heavier animal by shoulder-checking it into Longstride’s waiting line. Each was too busy doing the other’s usual work to count.

Ochoa finished the eastern split at seventy-one point two and came off the current at Sarn’s drilled signal, breath steady, no burn. Danby held sixty beside her and still occupied the same patch of shale she had chosen at dawn.

Matchlock and Springald walked out of the western pocket under their own power. Denn’s line stayed half a meter cleaner after Odessa’s correction. Ket carried a cracked shoulder plate and no neural fray. Razorback had blood to both elbows and had spent the phase as a shield, with none of her usual throws.

Poppy braced Scrapdog until the last living pressure left the barricade. Her reserve slope remained untouched on the private circuit.

“Card still face down,” she reported.

The herd phase had cost two visible slopes, three marker lanes, one field gun’s original position, and most of our clear sightlines. Four pilots had been displaced into unfamiliar jobs. A wall of dead bodies crossed the ground. No frame was lost.

The human count came in pieces over the crew band. Battery three’s trapped loader had burned one palm on the replacement hose. Sowe carried a cut across her coveralls where the severed charge lead snapped back. One eastern signaler had a cracked visor and no eye injury. Maren cleared each name or sent it behind the baffles.

The loader tried to stay at her gun with the burned hand.

Signy put Longstride’s lance across the battery entrance. “Medical first.”

“We have ninety seconds.”

“You have two hands for the rest of your career. Keep both.”

The loader went. A reserve crew member took her place before the lance lifted.

Poppy heard the exchange and ordered Sowe out from under Scrapdog’s ankle for a coverall inspection. Sowe displayed the shallow cut, received seal tape from Bram, and returned only after Poppy saw the patch with her own cameras.

Maren tied the loader’s burned palm open before swelling could close it around an imaginary hose. The woman used her uninjured hand to point a reserve loader through the replacement sequence: bleed valve, coupling collar, pressure witness. When the reserve reached for the collar too early, she stopped her with one word and made her wait for the line to empty.

Sowe returned beneath Scrapdog only after Poppy inspected the seal tape across her coveralls. At the private board she touched each circuit in order: south physically open, north spent, reserve untouched.

“Turn around and give me the circuit state,” Poppy said.

Sowe faced away from the board. “South open. North spent. Reserve untouched. Also, the furniture was hostile.”

“Bad furniture. Return to station.”

Sowe tied the severed lead around the dead south terminal instead of pocketing it. When a replacement rigger reached toward the wrong post, the scorched copper met his glove first.

“This circuit already tried to kill us,” she said. “Leave it physically open.”

He moved to the north check. The loader at battery three completed the hose handoff from Maren’s station without returning to the gun, and her reserve repeated the three steps over the crew band before pressure came up.

The Surveyor had bought itself cover with every body we killed.

Vera gave us ninety seconds. Poppy called the countdown while the crews spent their breath on repairs.

“Ninety.”

Matchlock and Springald dragged one Cat-2 body aside until battery three gained a crooked line west. Razorback stamped loose armor flush with the ground for the older frames’ withdrawal path.

“Sixty.”

A rigger cleared Falconet’s fouled fan by hand. Bram pulled Springald’s bent shoulder plate six centimeters off its gun traverse and left the ugly fold in place.

“Thirty.”

Sowe tied the severed charge lead visibly to Scrapdog’s rung. Ochoa checked free of fray. Danby reported sixty without apology.

“Ten.”

Human crews reached the baffles. Nine frames returned their positions. Battery three loaded into the narrow firing line.

Its chief checked the new sightline by hand. The carcass drag had bent the forward stake two degrees east, so she refused the painted bearing, sighted along the actual gun tube, and made two loaders move the rear socket by half a boot. Through Longstride’s foot, I felt the mount settle square into undisturbed shale.

“Battery three seated,” I said. “Rear load centered.”

The chief cut the corrected bearing into both handwheels. If dust blinded the optics again, either loader could rebuild the line from those matching cuts. The surviving crew member who had changed the coolant hose took the right wheel with her unburned hand and repeated the setting back.

Poppy’s count reached the end.

“Zero.”

New pressure entered Longstride’s feet.

Beneath all that moving work, Longstride’s feet received the slow, deep impact of thirty-nine hundred tons stepping onto the bodies it had sent ahead.

“Real contact,” I said. “West throat, moving now.”

The Surveyor walked in through its own dead.



Slow, deep footfalls rose through Longstride’s planted feet into my hand on the structure. The Surveyor entered low behind the herd’s dead, keeping their armored mass between its body and our guns.

Dust opened around it. The Surveyor rose at the west throat, sixty-eight meters at the shoulder, taller than the canyon walls in places. Scarred overlapping plates covered its shoulders; forelimbs probed the corpse cover before every step. It filled the throat, then the floor. Pilots who had spent careers killing Cat-1s at thirty tons and Cat-2s at three hundred now faced something nearly twenty times Longstride’s mass, more than twice the heaviest Cat-3 any of them had fought. Call signs vanished. A loader lowered her cartridge without seating it; one of Matchlock’s rangefinders muttered the mass twice as though the second reading might shrink it. Vera’s firing order brought every voice back.

It entered low, a posture absent from every record. It dropped head and shoulders below the line of its own herd’s dead, its full mass hidden by a rampart of Cat-1 bodies against our gun line. It moved from mound to mound, reading where our guns were and keeping meat between itself and them. A Cat-4 that had watched a month of herding, a broken pen, and a walked-off trap had learned out here alone that a gun line needs a sightline. It crossed the killing floor denying us one, its drive-herd’s bodies a moving fortress. At the eastern throat, the gun line could not find one usable shot at a mountain keeping a hill of dead between itself and the muzzles.

“It built its own cover,” Juno said. “No clear shot from above or the eastern guns.”

Battery five tried a ranging round at the only exposed shoulder edge. The shot struck a dead Cat-2 instead, drove through three hundred tons of carcass, and spent itself against the Surveyor’s outer plate without penetrating.

The animal stopped.

Its head stayed hidden. One forelimb reached around the dead mass, found the Cat-2 by touch, and rolled the carcass toward the muzzle flash. The dead animal crossed the riverbed like a boulder, armor scraping sparks from shale.

“Battery five, abandon pit,” Vera ordered.

The crew ran east. The carcass hit the emplacement and flattened the gun into its trench. Nobody died; one complete battery disappeared beneath the animal the Surveyor had used as cover.

Then the Cat-4 shifted behind the next body before our other mounts could use the throw as a sightline.

“It ranged the flash,” Juno said. “One shot and it located the gun.”

Vera changed the fire rule at once. “No ranging rounds. Batteries fire only on Kessler’s confirmed contact and relocate after every volley.”

Culverin hooked the crushed gun’s ammunition sled and dragged it clear while Matchlock pulled the shaken crew behind a second baffle. The gun chief counted all six people by name, found one missing loader, and turned back. The loader crawled from beneath the range table with a broken slate and no injury. Only after Matchlock carried her clear did the chief report the mount abandoned.

The field had lost one battery before the Surveyor exposed a single vulnerable plate.

The Surveyor’s resonance return vanished mid-approach. One moment every board held its mark; the next, every scope showed dust and carcass clutter around an empty return.

Thirty-nine hundred tons kept crossing the floor without an instrument return.



Longstride’s cold internal foot-strut met my bare hand beneath the shaking tandem bay. Signy planted the frame and kept it raw at center. The Surveyor had removed its resonance return, but thirty-nine hundred tons still drove slow, deep pressure through the rock into a two-hundred-ton frame’s feet. I tracked each footfall through the bones of my hand while the boards showed nothing.

“Third corpse from the west throat,” I said on the open channel. Every frame re-netted on my voice. “Moving south along the bodies. Two steps. Stopped. It may be testing which frame answers the pause.” Two more narrow loads entered the rock. “Moving again. South and east, along the line of bodies. Gun line, you don’t have a shot. It keeps a Cat-1 carcass between you and its flank in every position. Hold your fire. You’ll waste a volley on a dead one and give it the muzzle flash to range you by.”

“Holding,” the gun line said.

“Larke, it’s angling toward your two o’clock but it doesn’t have you yet. It’s working the dead cover. Stay planted. Movement gives it a clean bearing.”

The frame did not move. Signy flew raw and steady, hands on the throttles, waiting while the Surveyor worked somewhere in her two o’clock.

“Kane, ease left. Get off the open floor. Corpse mound at your eight. Put it at your back so it can’t come through the dust.”

Razorback shifted. The wolfpack opened the called angle; the guns held cold. Recalled frames sealed both throats. Nine frames and a battery re-netted around a deck-tech whose palm was the only functioning sensor left on the field.

For several minutes the mountain probed a blind line, shifting load toward each throat and withdrawing before commitment. I called every pressure change through the rock before it landed.

Poppy linked my calls to the surviving batteries’ traverse marks. Each mount moved on my bearing, held its shot, and rolled three meters to a new prepared socket before the Surveyor could range its mechanical noise. The gun line learned to aim blind and relocate without spending a shot.

The animal noticed the moving mounts anyway. Its weight paused whenever a carriage crossed steel rails, then resumed after the sound ended. It could not see the batteries through dust and dead mass, but it was listening for every mechanical answer our line made.

“Kill carriage power,” I said. “Move on hand cranks only.”

Crews disengaged drive motors and put shoulders into traverse bars. The next relocation vanished beneath the broader noise of settling bodies. Three crews learned the hand-crank cadence from that success and passed it mount to mount through raised fingers. The line became quieter by degrees: drive motors dead, locking dogs padded with torn uniform cloth, ammunition sleds lifted over the worst rails. Each silence denied the animal another point to range.

The Surveyor’s forelimb tested the old socket and found it empty.

Then the Surveyor began striking the dead deliberately. A forelimb pushed one Category-One body into another, sending paired impacts north while its own mass remained south. The first false step moved two gun barrels before I caught the broad decay.

“Stop traverse. It kicked a body.”

The animal struck again. This time three dead impacts crossed the floor in quick succession, the rhythm of a running approach without the gathered weight that should have preceded it.

Signy’s hands never left the throttles. “It’s manufacturing footsteps.”

“Yes. Read only my calls.”

I changed the language so nobody could confuse an observed load with a confirmed position. Noise for carcass impact. Weight for living mass. Contact only when both aligned.

“Noise north. Weight south. Hold. Noise east. Weight still south.”

The Surveyor spent four false charges trying to pull a frame out of line. The new call set kept all nine planted. It feinted at the north throat where Ket held Springald, a fast surge of weight that came up through my palm as a lunge. I identified the load before commitment. “Ket, feint. Give it stone.” Springald became stone, every actuator fixed on the assigned line, and the Surveyor moved on after finding zero response. It tested east toward the gun line. Sledge gathered under Ochoa, ready to answer. “Ochoa, bait. It wants the muzzle flash. Let it starve.” The frame settled again. A veteran flying uncapped banked her fire on a deck-tech’s word, overriding every instinct nine years at sixty had built into her.

Every probe reset toward the middle of the floor. “It keeps returning to center,” I said. “The throats may be range tests. Longstride remains the common bearing.”

Nine pilots shifted to my calls while the Surveyor kept loading the shale through Longstride’s feet.

“Kessler’s got it,” Vera said, on the channel, to every frame in the line. “Nobody fires, nobody moves, until he calls it. He’s the grid now. Fly his voice.”

Nine pilots returned their positions to my calls, giving me corrections before the next pressure change arrived.

The field of dead made the read dirty. A dead Cat-2 settling under its own weight sent a broad rolling pressure through the shale that resembled the Surveyor changing direction, while loose armor plates knocked against rock in quick false steps. I flattened my palm harder to the strut and separated impact from load. Dead mass relaxes outward. Living mass gathers under the next stride.

A heavy pulse rolled north. I let it pass.

“False return,” I said. “Dead mass settling at the center mound. Hold your lanes.”

The next pressure came narrow and deep, weight collecting on a forefoot before release. That one had intent in its mechanics.

“Real contact. South foot loaded. It’s turning north behind the long carcass. Falconet, dust break at center in three seconds.”

Juno shifted at four hundred meters on my blind bearing. Three seconds later, the Surveyor’s shoulder disturbed the corpse-smoke squarely where I’d called it, a dark moving ridge visible through a gap in the dust.

“Contact,” she said. “Your hand has it.”

The gun line started to traverse toward the glimpse.

“Don’t chase the picture,” I said. “It’s already gone. Stay on my bearing.”

The mounts stopped before they spent a volley on the last glimpse’s location. Through the strut I felt the animal pause after the feint, waiting for the guns to betray themselves. They did not.

Battery three’s chief chalked my last two bearings directly onto the handwheel. When the next call came, the crew traversed by shoulder force to the new mark and locked there without motor noise. Battery four copied the method. A gun line designed around powered sights became a row of silent manual instruments aimed by one palm on a frame.

The Surveyor shifted again, slower now. The batteries tracked without firing. Each time it stopped to listen, our line became cold steel around motionless crews rather than a motor it could range.

The final carcass rolled outward beneath my palm’s read. Beyond it, the Surveyor gathered all four forelimbs under one forward load.



Sarn drove the emitter to full output at the west throat. The Surveyor crossed into open ground without changing bearing.

“It knows the difference,” Sarn said. “The carrier brought it here once. It won’t follow the recording again.”

“Come off the throat,” Vera ordered.

Sarn shut down and moved behind the gun line. The Surveyor turned through the corpse-smoke toward Longstride.

“Live sync is its target,” Juno said. “It’s hunting Signy.”

The foot pressure changed from spaced walking loads to a continuous charge. Thirty-nine hundred tons accelerated straight down the riverbed at Longstride, each impact flooding the foot-strut and rattling the tandem bay. One hit would erase the frame before any rescue could reach us. Sixty point zero had no answer for the closing speed.

Every frame in the line felt it commit, and the plan met the moment. “There’s the charge,” Vera said, fast now, the branch she had drilled snapping into place. “Duel plan, live, it’s going for Longstride, everybody screens, keep the herd’s dead between you and it, do not get in front of that charge. Kessler, Larke, this is yours, the rest of us make it fight honest. Renner, hold the card.” “Holding,” Poppy said, tight. Falconet dropped out of four hundred meters toward the floor. Vera’s Culverin swung wide. The wolves peeled to the shoulders, every frame arranging itself around one duel. Matchlock and Springald closed the western throat behind the charge. Sledge and Halberd took opposite carcass mounds, leaving their muzzles cold until the Surveyor exposed a seam. Odessa put Razorback on Longstride’s withdrawal side, close enough to catch a broken lunge and far enough not to crowd Signy’s first step.

Signy squared Longstride to the charge. She recited closing distance and lateral room to one decimal, checked her cutoff lever with her right hand, then reached back toward the spine-port where my palm waited five centimeters off her skin. I saw the decision in the hand and felt it in the frame’s raw response. There was no anchor current yet, only the evidence of a pilot choosing the one way through a Category-4: together and at everything we had.

She said it cold and clear on the open channel.

“Kessler. Everything.”


Chapter 19: Ninety Seconds

Signy’s spine-port met my hand when she said everything. Her skin burned against my palm, pulse hard and level. The anchor took. Amber trace-lines lit the length of her like a fuse, and the ceiling that had never existed since spring disappeared all over again. She flew a Category-4.

The Surveyor carried nineteen and a half times Longstride’s mass. Its first missed swipe excavated a trench that could swallow a transporter, which settled the physical argument: one direct hit ended us. Signy refused to be there when the blows arrived.

She flew [Burst Vector], the lunge in and out of reach a summer amphitheater crowd had come to see. Now it was no sim, and her target could kill her. The Surveyor’s first swipe crossed the riverbed like a falling wall, a forelimb capable of folding any frame it touched. Signy was gone before it landed. She lunged beneath the arc, struck the shoulder joint, and burst clear. The limb hit the place she had occupied and raised a wall of shale. It answered with the other limb and she was not there either. It brought its head around, sixty-eight meters of skull swinging like a wrecking ball, and she went under it, in past the guard, a strike to the throat and gone, the frame threading the reach of a Category-4 as she threaded a corpse-field, in and out of a reach that closed like a canyon behind her every time.

The bay snapped through direction changes as two hundred tons broke left and right until my vision tilted on end. My hand sealed to her spine, anchor fully open, amber trace-lines burning while Signy flew a duel beyond doctrine’s survivable plans. And it was not enough. I read the deficit through the frame in the first minute. She was fast. She was perfect. The animal was faster than perfect had any right to face. Every wound she landed closed before she came around, while the beast learned her lunge lines. Its swipes came a fraction earlier each time as it filed her pattern. We were on a clock running toward the moment it could read her well enough to be waiting where she lunged.



Odessa guarded the eastern throat with doctrine-perfect discipline while Signy flew the duel. Her old training kept the box closed.

Razorback took station ahead of the gun line as Crane’s academy had trained its believers to do. The Surveyor repeatedly tested the eastern exit, trying to leave Signy’s killing floor for open ground where its mass would decide the fight. Each attempt found Odessa lane-clean in the gap, with Sledge and Halberd braced behind her and the batteries protected beyond them. The animal could not get out.

The Surveyor tested her with a forelimb rather than its full body. The armored hook came through the eastern dust at Razorback’s waist in a stripping sweep meant to clear her from the throat.

Odessa did not meet it chest-first. She set Razorback one step behind Halberd and Sledge, gave the two veterans the lane spacing they had drilled at sixty, and let the limb enter between them.

“Close on my mark,” she said.

Danby and Ochoa held until the hooked joint passed their shoulders.

“Mark.”

Halberd struck down at the inner elbow. Sledge drove up against the outer plate. Razorback took the trapped limb at the wrist with both hands. Three different outputs closed like a mechanical clamp.

The Surveyor pulled. Sledge slid half a meter. Halberd’s rear heel cut a trench. Razorback’s shoulders loaded past amber, but Odessa did not chase the strength contest. She rotated the wrist instead. The joint reached its natural stop and made the animal choose between dislocation and retreat.

It retreated.

The three frames released before the returning mass could drag them onto the open floor. Odessa restored the throat line within one step.

“Still here,” Danby said.

“Obviously,” Odessa answered.

Her old training now guarded the pilots Crane had tried to break.

And Poppy spent her card. The one hillside nobody knew about, the unlogged reserve slope on the south wall, she blew it at the moment Vera called for it, and half a hillside came down across the Surveyor’s haunches and staggered the Surveyor onto its hindquarters long enough to expose the flank, the trap’s last real trick, the card the enemy could not have read because it was never written down.

The charges fired from bottom to top beneath the basalt shelf. The intact slab rotated into the Surveyor’s hind legs along the relief model’s line; broken scree followed and buried the smaller joints. Scrapdog’s firing key stayed down until the final circuit confirmed.

“Card spent,” Poppy said.

It worked once. The stagger bought one opening; the Surveyor banked the lesson immediately. Its haunches stayed clear of the eastern floor and every remaining slope thereafter. One spent card had taught it to neutralize the whole south wall. “Reserve slope spent,” I said. “The emitter is spent. It has learned the remaining terrain. We have the gun line, the frames, and whatever kill-line we can still open.”



I read the problem mid-fight and I gave it to the line in my flattest register; it was the worst reading since we left Bastion and there was no soft way to carry it.

The Surveyor healed at speed. I read it through Longstride every time Signy struck. Each wound began closing before she came around for the next pass, the animal’s full mass knitting faster than we could cut. A hundred small wounds meant nothing. You do not bleed a thing that heals faster than you can bleed it. You have to kill it in one line.

And the one line doctrine would have used was gone. Its dorsal armor had adapted, as Pike’s had on Breach Night, fused across the dorsal shields where sixty years of records placed the brainstem seam, the armor growing shut over the one place a frame is taught to put the killing round. I read it under Signy’s strikes, the dorsal seam fused solid, and I understood we were watching the same anomaly Poppy had mapped in the spring, kaiju armor adapting to the doctrine used against it, and this animal had adapted the seam the entire war aimed for.

“It’s Pike’s back,” Poppy said on the channel. “The dorsal seam fused in the same place. This is the entire war learning where we aim.”

“The remaining kill-line runs through the palate into the braincase,” I said. “Somebody has to stand inside its reach, drive the lance through its open mouth, and hold through the death-thrash. Longer than any frame can survive there.” The animal struck the riverbed; the channel broke into static. “Unless the frame’s faster than the animal’s reflex loop. Unless we outrun what it can track.”

“Which we can’t at eighty-five,” Vera said. No inflection. Because she knew the arithmetic too.

“No,” I said. “Not at eighty-five.”

The channel went silent. I checked the closing distance, Longstride’s joint heat, and the ninety-second limit.

“Signy,” I said. “The third state. Now.”



[FULL BORE] ran for ninety seconds on Poppy’s range clock. At 111.4, Longstride became the fastest thing on the riverbed. I opened the exit through sternum, hip, heel, and frame bus before the first surge arrived.

“Both ways,” I said, my hand sealed to her spine-port. The return path opened beneath her control, and she took only the edge I had placed in her hands. “You carry the edge. I give the rest a road. On me. Now.”

“On you,” she said, and we went up.

The meter I could feel through her spine climbed off her old record and kept climbing into the same full-flow regime the Cascade pilots occupied before a remote clamp killed them. Sustained open flow could still kill me through voluntary overdraw if I walled it and lost the exit. But there was a way off the current. Sarn had drilled it into me in the dark, and I refused to wall the climb; pressure crossed my chest and left through the grounded heel. The meter accelerated through 108, 109, and 110 while both nervous systems balanced the load as they had for three seconds on the bench. At 111.4, the rise stopped. One isolated number remained fixed, four point one beyond her old record, while a mountain charged in front of us.

The amber trace-lines lit the length of Longstride like a second dawn coming up in the canyon dark. Air tore off the shoulder plates in visible sheets. Each footfall pulverized the river crust before the sound of the previous one arrived, and the Surveyor’s claws closed on amber smears already twenty meters away.

Each return vector struck my planted hand differently: lateral shear on the leftward feint, a hard axial shove beneath the jaw, then the fine high flutter of knee bearings running hotter than their design sheets allowed. Fasteners stayed seated. Every joint Bram’s crews had inspected bore the impossible changes.

The Surveyor had adjusted its swipes to the pattern of an eighty-five-point-nine pilot. Longstride’s jump to 111.4 made each correction obsolete. The great head jerked after her first pass, and every following strike landed farther behind the frame.

Poppy owned the count on the open channel, calling every ten seconds with a range officer’s measured cadence. Tears roughened the numbers but never disturbed their intervals. “[FULL BORE], mark. Ten seconds. Twenty. She’s holding one-eleven-four, she’s holding it. Thirty seconds.” Sarn’s instruction returned with his hand remembered against my sternum: You point it. You don’t carry it. The difference is whether you’re alive at the end of the sentence. I let the load cross me into the waiting frame bus. The open channel shed in stages with the exit ramp available throughout: breath, load, ramp; breath, load, ramp. Each stage crossed my sternum and palm before entering Longstride’s waiting bus. For ninety seconds, the worst current my gift had ever run crossed me along a fully open road. Every bit left my body through the frame. Longstride drove it into a Category-4.

“Forty seconds. Fifty. Kessler, your nose, I can see it on the bay cam, you’re bleeding. Stay on the ramp.”

The Surveyor stopped trying to strike Longstride directly. It had missed six times and learned the speed gap. Instead it drove both forelimbs into the riverbed and tore up a wall of shale across the entire lunge corridor.

The debris was not aimed at us. It filled every place we could be.

Stone hammered Longstride’s armor. One slab spun toward the right knee already running above design heat. Signy could evade the slab or preserve the approach vector, not both.

“Take it on the left shoulder,” I said. “Right knee stays unloaded.”

She rolled the frame into the impact. Thirty tons of shale struck the shoulder plate and drove us sideways. I read the force cross the yoke, spread through the pelvis, and leave by the left foot, bypassing the hot knee. Longstride came out of the debris cloud still on line.

The animal swept again, building another area attack.

The first impact had walked Longstride’s left shoulder inspection plate half a centimeter off its witness line. At ordinary speed it was cosmetic. At Full Bore, the lifted edge caught the slipstream and hammered the two forward fasteners like a pry bar. The vibration came into my palm as a rising double knock.

“Left shoulder plate is opening,” I said. “Two fasteners. We lose it on another rightward vector.”

Signy altered the next lunge by three degrees, presenting the plate’s trailing edge while hiding its lifted face. Air pressure drove it back against the armor. The double knock flattened to one manageable tap.

“It’ll stay seated while we keep left bias,” I said.

“Then all returns go left until the kill line.”

The change narrowed her escape space by twelve meters. She accepted it without losing speed, every vector now protecting one loose plate while the Surveyor tried to fill the riverbed with debris.

Poppy saw the answer from Scrapdog’s firing position. “Battery three, put a round under the loose face. Make the debris go up, not across.”

The surviving gun fired into the riverbed before the Surveyor’s claws completed the second pull. The round lifted a vertical column of shale. The animal’s sweep caught the rising material and threw it over Longstride, missing us.

Signy used the brief clear lane to strike the throat plate, then burst back before the falling stone closed it.

“It changed methods,” Vera said.

“So did we,” Poppy answered.

The Cat-4 had stopped tracking the frame and attacked its possible space. Our line changed the space before it could finish.

At sixty seconds Vera began the kill setup. “Vail, start the dive now. Kane, sight the hinge. Renner, bring the boom to the right forelimb. Line batteries, trench the north footing on my mark.”

Juno left four hundred meters with thirty seconds still on the clock. Falconet traded armor for lift and could not survive one strike from the Surveyor; Juno committed anyway, rolling into a steep controlled dive while the animal’s attention stayed on Longstride. Odessa settled Razorback behind the eastern-throat revetment and built her sight picture on a joint that appeared for less than half a second during each lunge. Poppy walked Scrapdog’s damaged boom into the reach of a limb that could flatten her frame, then held it clear.

My vision grayed at the edges. A fresh tracery branch cut toward my collarbone. The pain wanted me to close around it. I breathed and shed one stage of load through the open channel, keeping the exit available.

“Seventy,” Poppy called. Her voice stayed steady; her breathing did not. “All positions set. Twenty to the mark.”

Vera dropped one hand. The recalled frames and veterans fired into the shale beneath the Surveyor’s north feet. Sledge, Halberd, Matchlock, Springald, and Culverin tore the trench together, governed, raw, and restored weapons landing along one mechanical line. Rock erupted beneath the animal. Its north footing collapsed to the ankle, forcing thirty-nine hundred tons south, away from the canyon wall and toward Poppy’s waiting boom.

Signy gave it three lunge patterns too fast to file. High at the left eye. Low beneath the jaw. Past the right shoulder with her coil lance held back, teaching the animal to guard a strike she had no intention of throwing. Its head turned after the false line. The jaw hinge appeared to Odessa’s sight.

“Seventy-five,” Poppy said.

Odessa did not fire. Five more seconds mattered. The hinge had to be loaded before it broke, and loading it meant making the Surveyor bite at Longstride one final time.

I felt Signy prepare the approach through the two-way echo. She carried the edge I had given her without reaching for more. Under my other palm, Longstride’s right knee bearing crossed its design temperature and stayed mechanically true. The frame had one safe entry left at this speed.

“Eighty,” Poppy called. “Ten to the mark.”

“Kill sequence,” Vera said.

Signy drove straight at the open mouth.



At eighty point four, Signy drove Longstride inside the Surveyor’s reach. [FULL BORE] put us beneath the jaw before the animal’s reflex loop finished recognizing the approach. She struck upward with the lance haft rather than the tip and forced the skull to rise.

The Surveyor bit.

Its mouth came down around the space Longstride had occupied a fraction earlier. Signy folded [Burst Vector] inside the sustained state, changed direction between the closing jaws, and exited under the right hinge. Thirty-nine hundred tons snapped at empty air. The bite loaded the hinge with the animal’s full jaw force.

At eighty-one point two, Odessa fired.

Razorback’s coil round crossed the killing floor and entered the loaded hinge squarely. Every doctrine drill Odessa had flown lived in that shot: keep the sight through dust, wait past the easy opening, fire only when the joint carried maximum strain. The hinge burst. Bone and armored tissue blew out through the far side, and the lower jaw dropped crooked.

“Hinge is down,” Odessa said. No taunt. No score. The shot had used all the language it needed.

The Surveyor brought its right forelimb around to erase Longstride. I felt the blow gathering through the riverbed and knew the limb would reach us before another vector cleared. The animal had finally found the one movement [FULL BORE] did not have time to escape.

At eighty-two point zero, Poppy spent Scrapdog’s boom.

“Arm’s mine,” she called.

She drove twelve tons of Kessner-pattern lattice into the descending elbow. The crane had been a salvage tool before Poppy turned it into a weapon. It could not hold a Cat-4’s limb and she had never expected it to. The lattice folded bay after triangular bay, steel chords parting with reports that came through the channel like gunfire. Every collapse absorbed a fraction of the limb’s speed. Twelve tons of crane bought eight-tenths of a second.

Eight-tenths was more than we needed.

Signy planted Longstride’s left foot against the ruined lower jaw, got the coil lance beneath the broken mouth, and levered upward. The frame’s arms crossed their heat limits. The right knee detent fluttered. Every fastener on the replacement forearm took the load Bram and I had designed it to carry after Breach Night and held.

The mouth opened.

“Eighty-five,” Poppy called. Her voice cracked around the number. “Five to mark.”

Falconet was already descending. Juno came out of four hundred meters in a dive that spent the air frame’s young shoulder bearings for an open sightline. She passed so close to the Surveyor’s face that the damaged jaw clipped one lift wash and rolled Falconet twenty degrees. Juno corrected with no ground under her feet and released the spotting flare at eighty-five point four.

Burning white dropped down the gullet and struck the palate. For an instant, the black interior became anatomy: tongue, ridges, the soft roof above the throat, and beyond it the line into the braincase.

“Line’s lit,” Juno said as Falconet clawed back toward altitude. “Take it.”

At eighty-six, Signy took it.

Longstride went through the opening with the lance point first. The weapon crossed the burning flare, punched through the palate, and drove up into the braincase. The impact tried to reverse the frame’s arms. Signy locked both elbows and kept driving until the lance head struck the inner crown of the skull.

At eighty-six point seven, the death-thrash began.

A Category-4 does not die when its brain is holed. It dies across several seconds of full-mass convulsion. Those seconds kill the frame attached to the weapon. The Surveyor tore its head sideways. Longstride left the ground, two hundred tons hanging from a lance buried in a skull, then hit the shale on one foot and cracked the riverbed.

The shock entered through the frame and reached my palm as separate failures trying to begin. Shoulder yoke in torsion. Left wrist saddle over limit. Pelvis casting taking a diagonal load no design sheet imagined. I called each one to Signy as it arrived.

“Give the left wrist. Keep the right locked. Route the head pull through the pelvis.”

She changed the frame around the buried weapon without releasing it. The left wrist rotated with the thrash, yielding before it could oppose the force. The pelvis took the cross-load and shed it through both legs. Longstride stayed attached.

Poppy’s ruined boom remained jammed in the forelimb, shredded lattice wrapping the joint and delaying every attempt to reach us. Odessa’s broken hinge kept the mouth from closing on the lance shaft. Juno’s flare guttered white in the throat. Four pilots held four different failures away from the one killing line.

“Eighty-eight,” Poppy called. “Two.”

The Surveyor convulsed and lifted Scrapdog’s front foot through the trapped boom. Poppy dumped the crane’s base pins before the frame could be dragged under, sacrificing the complete assembly. Scrapdog fell backward, clear. The detached crane stayed wound around the forelimb.

Longstride’s lance stayed in the brain.

“Eighty-nine. One.”

The last convulsion loaded the shaft until its outer jacket split. Signy pushed rather than pulling. The cracked weapon drove another half-meter into the skull.

At eighty-nine point six, the animal stopped.

“Ninety. Mark.”

Signy’s hand closed on her cutoff lever and pulled. The anchor current vanished. Longstride dropped from Full Bore to her raw ceiling in the space of one heartbeat, still fast, taking one backward step and ripping the ruined lance free as the Surveyor’s legs folded.

The Cat-4 came down across the riverbed with the slow violence of a bridge failure. Forequarters first. Then the armored length followed, sixty-eight meters at the shoulder turning into a city block of dead weight. The ground jumped under every frame. Dust climbed both canyon walls and hid the dawn.

Longstride backed clear on a right knee that wanted to flutter and did not. Through the frame I felt the other machines holding their positions inside the dust: Razorback at the eastern throat, Scrapdog down but moving, Falconet climbing on injured bearings, Culverin and the veteran line still braced over the trench they had fired. Nobody called a loss.

When the dust thinned, every frame silhouette remained upright or rising. Scrapdog got one hand under itself and stood after sacrificing its crane. Falconet leveled at two hundred meters before climbing back toward four. Matchlock, Springald, Sledge, Halberd, and Culverin kept the throat closed until Vera confirmed the carcass had shed its last live load.

Longstride’s ruined lance came free with part of the palate still caught behind its jacket. The release torque struck through the right knee and put the familiar flutter under my palm. Signy shortened the backward step, transferred the weapon’s drag through the left hip, and set the shaft down instead of wrenching it sideways.

“Right race hot but continuous,” I said. “Shoulder plate still captured on the left bias. Walk straight to the cooling mark.”

She obeyed at raw output. Three careful steps brought the frame onto level shale. The knee vibration stayed narrow rather than spreading into spall. Even after 111.4, Longstride remained a machine with specific faults and a pilot still precise enough to protect them. At the cooling mark, Signy opened both hands on the throttles for the deck cameras. Ten fingers answered. She flexed the right twice, reported the wrist pull clean, and waited for my palm-read before releasing the harness. Victory did not excuse a skipped landing check; that refusal to become careless was how we survived the number.



The cutoff erased the current in one clean drop. My body reached after it, found only the grounded cradle, and followed the path Sarn had drilled into reflex: breathe, shed the first stage through the frame, point the remainder down its structure, step off. My knees hit the tandem floor. Blood ran from my nose, and gray occupied the center of my vision, but I stayed conscious and breathing.

Pain cut across both shoulders as the old tracery flared. One fresh silver-white branch reached onto my collarbone. It burned along the exact line where the harness pressed, making the strap feel welded there.

The cutoff opened the channel completely. My next breath came on its own.

Signy got my harness loose inside the bay. Her hands shook on the second buckle as delayed knowledge of what the lever had cut off finally landed. She stopped, reset her grip, and opened it cleanly.

Poppy climbed Longstride’s dorsal plating with a recovery sling over one shoulder. “You’re not walking this ladder to prove anything,” she said through the hatch. “We already killed the proof.”

They put me in the sling. Signy descended below me, one hand on each rung and one shoulder beneath my boots. Poppy controlled the line from above. They used the deliberate pace we had drilled and kept the rescue visible, denying me any chance to disguise it as my own load.

Vera waited at the bottom with Sarn and the ground crew. The status channel remained full of living voices while they lowered me. Razorback, Scrapdog, Falconet, and every throat frame answered at least once before my boots reached shale.

My boots touched down. My knees folded anyway. Vera caught the sling and transferred it directly to Maren’s field cot, command and medicine working from the same plan.

Signy reached the ground behind me and stopped when her right hand failed to release the ladder rung. Vera peeled her fingers loose in turn. A bright lever-shaped pressure mark crossed Signy’s palm.

She crossed to the cot only after Maren nodded, then set two fingers against my unwrapped wrist.

“Read,” she said.

I separated fingertips from the cot rail beneath my hand. “Two fingers. Warm. Pulse high.”

Her shoulders dropped. She maintained contact until my pulse slowed, then gave Maren room.

Sarn checked the ground lead, the copper plate, and the two places my boots had scuffed shale while shedding load. He marked each stage with chalk. Five chalked paths led away from the cradle. None ended behind my sternum.

Maren read my vitals and swore under her breath. Her thumb tested the new collarbone branch without pressing the inflamed skin. Then she started saline and moved directly to my hand function.

Maren checked pupil response, finger strength, and the tremor at both wrists. My right hand could still distinguish each rivet beneath the cot rail. The left missed one cold fastener and found it on the second pass. She logged the deficit and ordered the hand wrapped.

“Temporary,” she said. “If you touch another live cradle before I clear this, I’ll break the other hand myself so the decision becomes simple.”

“Understood.”

“You never do,” she said, and started the saline.



The relay board froze at 111.4 while the Surveyor steamed across the riverbed.

Vera called the full line. Razorback: pilot alive, barrel hot. Scrapdog: pilot alive, crane gone. Falconet: pilot alive, shoulder bearing damaged. Longstride: pilot alive, right-knee flutter. Culverin, Sledge, Halberd, Matchlock, and Springald answered in sequence with pilots breathing and damage named.

Bram copied each response onto the recovery slate before anyone opened a baffle. Poppy repeated the damage column back to him: hot barrel, lost boom, shoulder bearing, knee race, ammunition remaining.

He added the human count beneath it: every battery crew, every signaler, every rigger who had crossed the floor. Sowe answered from behind Scrapdog with the severed lead still in her pocket. The burned loader answered from Maren’s station. Only when the final ground name replied did Vera mark the battle line complete.

Only after the last call did the baffles open. Two gun crews advanced on the motionless skull with charged weapons; Category Fours had killed during apparent death. This one gave no second pressure through the shale.

Maren left both hands wrapped after the first deficit finding. “You use them for eating and scratching until I clear them.”

“Tools?”

“Are you planning to eat a wrench?”

“Depends on the rations.”

Her expression threatened retirement without spending the actual threat. She started the saline faster.

Signy waited in Longstride until Bram brought the cooling cart. The knee’s hot outer race fluttered through a ground lead clipped to the frame’s foot. Rapid spray would have tightened it around the spindle, so Bram wrapped the housing dry and opened the lower vent a finger’s width.

From the cot, I tracked the vibration easing as temperature fell.

“Race is intact,” I said. “Grain hasn’t opened.”

Bram marked a loaded inspection for first watch and left the vent alone.

When Signy descended, she missed the last rung. Vera caught her elbow. Maren intercepted before she reached me and made her track a finger, show both hands, and empty a water bottle in seven measured swallows.

Signy came to the cot after everyone else. She placed two fingers where the gauze crossed my left palm.

“Read.”

Warm pads. Light pressure. A slight tremor in the finger that had pulled the lever.

“Two fingers,” I said. “Both yours.”

“You knew when I pulled.”

“The whole channel disappeared.”

“You reached for it anyway.”

I remembered my body trying to close around current already gone. “Reflex.”

She lifted her fingers. My forearm tightened after the missing pressure. Signy waited until the muscle released, then touched down near my thumb and withdrew from that new point. This time I kept breathing and let the contact end cleanly.

The tremor eased in her lever finger.

“Altered-contact work after Maren clears you,” she said. “Every day until your reflex stops chasing the break.”

“Put it on the course schedule.”

She tapped the wrapped hand once. The rest could wait for Bastion.

Around us, crews began cooling weapons and securing the dead animal without turning the aftermath into a parade. Poppy sat once on Scrapdog’s empty boom turntable, touched the sheared pins, and stood to start the replacement list. Juno brought Falconet down on one lift fan and let riggers catch the wing struts. Ochoa wrote 71.2 beside Sledge’s cooling mark; Danby wrote 60.0 beside Halberd’s. They checked each other’s hands for tremor before joining the carcass watch. Neither found one. Both turned toward the dead animal at the same time. Odessa occupied the eastern throat until Vera formally released it.

Sarn crossed to the ruined jaw and set the emitter’s red-locked selector on the shale. He did not touch the carcass yet.

Juno’s receiver found only clear country. Human call signs filled the band while Maren’s glass drip chamber ticked beside my ear.


Chapter 20: Inside the Surveyor

The palate plate retained enough closing tension to trap a man inside the Surveyor’s skull. Sarn and I would go through that wound with lamps and rope, reading grain, load history, and healed tissue through our gloves.

Frame metal gave strain in regular paths. Dead kaiju armor had grown decade over decade around every injury, forcing us to separate old damage from new by texture and depth.

Sarn inspected the rope before he trusted his life to it. He ran every meter through his hands, found one section glazed by the jaw’s residual heat, cut it out, and tied the replacement himself. Bram drove two frame pins through the jaw hinge and hung red witness strips from both. If either strip shifted against its mark, the plate had begun closing and we came out. No discovery inside the carcass was worth being sealed into it.

Before we went in, Poppy planted six structural-scanner pads across the jaw and skull plates and pulled their live density map onto her slate. Flesh blurred on the scan. Mass shifts, narrowing galleries, and load walking toward collapse remained clear. Comms would die inside the skull, so we agreed on a hull-thump code before comms died: two strikes for hold, three for come, and a long drag for collapse on the left, go right. I repeated it back with my palm on the jaw until all three patterns were distinct in the bone.

We entered through the roof of the mouth along the coil lance’s wound and climbed into a cavity the size of a hangar bay. The wet close dark ate our lamps. Heat remained in tissue that would take days to cool; hot copper rode over the deeper smell of an animal that had survived the war’s entire history and died an hour ago. Behind us, the lance wound admitted dawn as one gray blade of light. Past it waited only our lamps, two hand-readers, and the roped line back to the world. We put our hands inside a monster and read its service record, because that was what sixty years of scars had made it.

My old tracery covered the shoulder, with the fresh branch from the morning’s kill crossing onto the collarbone, ached against the warm armor as I braced on it. Sarn’s graveyard-pale map rested on the same plate a meter down. Fresh and faded tracery shared the same plate. Sarn glanced once at my collarbone branch, set his lamp against an armor ridge, and continued toward the buried shell scars.

Shell scars emerged beneath Sarn’s fingertips on the inner shoulder plate, buried under successive layers of healed armor.

“Ordnance scarring,” Sarn said, his lamp on the inner face of the dorsal armor, his hand planted on it. “Healed. Old. Look at the pattern.” My hand joined his on the plate and opened the buried history, the healed cratering under the armor’s inner face, and I knew shell patterns as I knew tool signatures, and these were older than any frame’s coil weapon patterns. Cruder. First-incursion ordnance, fired before frames carried coil weapons. Kestrel-era.

“This animal took the war’s opening shells,” Sarn said. “It healed them and kept fighting until we put a lance through its brain this morning. Kaiju do not die of time, deck-tech. This one is older than the doctrine, older than me, and it survived every weapon between Kestrel and the Cuts. We finally killed it because a woman flew at a number your institution swore was a lie.”

The wound beneath my hand predated every living soldier in the campaign. New tissue had armored the shell pits while preserving every lesson the war had cut into this body until a lance found the one vulnerable line left.



A narrow gallery behind the skull forced us onto hands and knees. Halfway through, hard cranial plate changed beneath our gloves to thin chamber walls built to vibrate. The passage narrowed around a spiral of bone that had no structural purpose. We removed our packs, fed them through separately, and crossed sideways with our weight held clear of the delicate ribs. Even dead, the organ demanded slower, much quieter movement than a frame bay. Sarn extinguished one lamp so its fan would not mask the finer tremors under our fingertips. In the remaining light, we worked by touch and one another’s short verdicts.

A chambered biological resonator sat aft of the braincase, large as a transport. Its baffles narrowed in measured steps. Under both palms, the chamber spacing matched the sync band carried by a pilot’s cradle.

Sarn set a copper punch against the first baffle while I spread my hand across the ninth.

“Irregular spacing,” I said.

He tapped fast, paused, then struck twice. Most of the pattern died in the chamber walls. Only the final pair reached me, preserved because its interval matched the return timing a frame’s spine bus used to check an offered pilot channel. Random impact became nothing; sync-shaped timing crossed without distortion.

“Selective geometry,” Sarn said. “The organ strips ordinary mechanical noise before it reaches the deep chamber.”

“The tower emitters copied a signal this organ already receives. They didn’t teach it to hunt us. They gave somebody a steering waveform.”

Sarn held his lamp on the tuned chambers and delivered the sentence flat. “We built a lighthouse and called it a shield. Twenty-two active frames and six hundred rotating pilots make the Wall the continent’s strongest fixed sync source.”

I took Poppy’s sample kit from my pack. The containers were repurposed bearing tins, boiled, numbered, and lined with med-bay seal film. We cut three wafers from tissue already split by the lance concussion: dense outer receiving wall, middle baffle ribbed with mineral threads, and deep transmitting tissue whose conductive gel pulled into strings between glove and knife.

Each tin received the contact point, chamber number, and measured interval. Sarn signed beneath me, both signatures scored through paint into metal. One sample would go to Maren, one to the Yard, and one into Vera’s independent store. A substituted lid could copy ink; it could not reproduce two hand-cut depths and their crossing angles.

The jaw carried two sharp thumps from outside. Hold.

Poppy had seen a density shift on the structural scan. We froze with our palms on separate chamber walls while a slow load passed above us. The organ flexed under the settling skull, but the measured baffle spacing returned after the pressure left. It had survived sixty years of impacts because its supporting ribs yielded together rather than resisting alone.

I thumped twice back. Holding.

Sarn put both hands around the deepest intact chamber, reading the support paths with the care he once reserved for a pilot’s frame. His face tightened.

“If Hesk’s program knew this anatomy,” he said, “then the grid may have been built around the kaiju signal from the start.”

“May have,” I said. “The tissue proves what the animal could receive. It doesn’t prove who knew.”

He nodded once and struck the unproven clause from the tin with his knife tip. Only the tissue finding remained.

We marked the receiving axis against the animal’s skull. The resonator faced slightly downward and forward, aligned to the horizon rather than the ground. It had been built to range a signal across country, not listen through footsteps. The tower field’s raised emitters matched that line.

A second set of mineral ribs angled backward from the transmitting chamber into the dorsal plates. I followed one with my palm until it crossed an old Kestrel shell scar. The rib had regrown thicker after the wound, reinforcing the signal route each time armor healed. Sixty years of gunfire had trained the animal’s body to protect its transmitter as aggressively as it protected the missing brainstem seam.

Sarn measured the rib spacing against the oldest shell crater. “The reinforcement grew after first-incursion damage.”

“Which means the war improved its ability to answer while doctrine kept shooting the same places.”

We scored that relationship into the third sample tin: ordnance scar intersects enlarged transmission rib. Adaptation lived in anatomy now, one more physical reason the Surveyor had outlearned the old kill book.

Sarn drew the alignment on the inside of a sample-tin lid. “The towers weren’t approximate bait. Somebody measured the organ.”

That was a fact the metal and tissue could carry. I sealed the last tin.



Fresh damage interrupted Sarn’s frequency check in the deepest chamber. The scar sat on transmitting tissue rather than the receiving baffles.

I reached deeper by touch, into the resonator’s most finely tuned inner chambers. Fresh abrasion and heat damage scored the transmitting tissue. Signal exchange had scarred the organ from the inside. The reading arrived without distortion, however much I wanted another answer.

“The deep chambers show transmission damage,” I said. “It talked on the deep band.” I sat with my hand on it in the lamp dark. “Sarn. Pull K-21’s mast logs. The three deep-band events. I want the timestamps against this scarring.”

Poppy read the three mast timestamps down the palate. The organ carried three concentric scar rings at different healing stages. Their relative ages matched the sequence of the logged events, though tissue offered ranges rather than calendar dates. The correlation was strong: three transmissions recorded by the mast, three episodes of transmitting-tissue damage, newest matching newest. It was not proof to the hour. The three rings and three transmissions tied the organ to the deep-band traffic pending another source.

I moved my hand to the deepest chamber. The tissue there had healed in concentric ridges, each event leaving a ring finer than a fingernail cut. The oldest ring was broad and smooth. The second carried a harsher edge. The newest was fresh enough that warmth lingered differently around it, the organ’s last hard transmission preserved in its grain.

Sarn set his fingertips across the three ridges. “It increased power each time.”

“Yes. First event scarred four chambers. Second scarred six. Third scarred all nine.”

“Calling farther?”

“Or making sure something heard. The tissue can’t decide between those explanations.”

Poppy read the mast bearings down the rope. The first return had been farthest east. The second shifted west by a fraction. The third shifted west again, closer to K-21. The uncertainty cones were enormous, but the movement inside them all pointed one way.

Toward the Wall.

Sarn’s thumb rested on the newest ridge. “Something besides the sender changed position.”

The organ could tell us it had called. The mast could tell us an answer came. Neither could tell us what had moved between the calls, only that the last answer was closer than the first.

“If it was a scout,” I said, and my voice did the flat thing it does when a reading is too big to carry any other way, “then it may have been reporting the lighthouse to something deeper. That’s a hypothesis, not a reading. What we know is narrower: the Surveyor transmitted three times this year, something answered three times from bearings that moved closer, and neither the organ nor the mast can tell us what sent the answers or why.”

Sarn’s thumb stopped on the newest scar ring while Poppy repeated the closer mast bearing down the rope.



The first skull gallery shifted under my hand. Methane pooled warm along the upper cavity, and Poppy’s long scrape traveled through the jaw.

I killed my lamp. Sarn hooded his until only a narrow line escaped across the floor. Three impacts followed through the bone. Come.

“Move,” I said.

Sarn took the rope ahead of me. The skull settled with a low internal grind, pressure moving from dorsal plate to the left gallery. My palm found a widening shear beneath the floor. I steered us right before Poppy’s next long scrape confirmed the route.

The chamber ribs crowded Sarn’s shoulders. He angled through; his sample case caught on a mineral hook. I kept one hand on the floor, freed the case with the other, and felt the left shelf release while the strap came loose.

A slab struck behind my boot. Bone chips chased us down the right passage. Three thumps came through the jaw again, harder now. Poppy was calling us toward the palate wound.

Warm gas thickened near the upper turn. I pressed Sarn’s lamp hood closed and followed the cooler draft along the floor. He reached the rope anchor first and hauled himself through the lance channel. The gallery tilted under my knees as the skull’s weight transferred into the jaw pins.

Two thumps. Hold.

We froze inside the palate wound. Red light from outside flashed across Bram’s witness strips. One strip moved, stopped a finger-width short of its limit, and settled back. Two more strikes released us. We crossed beneath the pinned plate before the load could return.

The slab we had avoided buried the left passage completely. I felt its final impact through the palate as Sarn cleared the jaw. Then I followed the rope through the broken jaw into gray daylight while the skull folded inward behind us in a slow avalanche of cooling tissue. Poppy waited at the hand-line, gripping it so hard the cord had striped both palms, her grin fixed half a size too wide while the rest of her stood rigid.

“New trick. I can talk a man out through a dead monster now. I’m putting it on my résumé, right under crawled seven hundred meters of pipe and above builds the most-read fillets on the Wall.”

I let the grin do its work because fear had made it necessary. Then I took the hand-line from her striped palms and checked each one. The cord had raised angry welts but left the skin intact.



The victory camp went up that afternoon. Back in Bastion, the Board had to invent a bracket, and Maren spent her one retirement threat of the campaign on my vitals chart.

The relay carried the kill home and the board techs did what they did, which was invent a way to credit a kill that belonged to a line and not a name. The Surveyor posted as the Board’s first six-way bracket: LARKE, KANE, VAIL, RENNER, STAHL, and KESSLER, the six directly load-bearing contributors to the kill. A separate nine-frame battle-line citation listed Longstride, Razorback, Falconet, Scrapdog, Culverin, Sledge, Halberd, Matchlock, and Springald, with zero frame losses. At Gate Four, one argument broke out over whether the bracket or the nine-frame citation belonged above the other. Board techs posted both at equal height.

Denn ate standing and walked the row of frames between every bite. Three years after being told she washed out, a Cat-4 kill made a chair feel too small for the fact. Every pass ended with her hand on Matchlock’s foot, grounding the victory in old steel. Ket left the edge behind, sat at the fire’s inner circle, and passed Denn a ration tin on her own initiative. Holt drank Bram’s coffee without flinching, ribs strapped. Bram watched her empty the cup with the grave respect he reserved for survivors of his brew.

“Picket-grade stomach,” he said.

She handed the cup back. “Your ratios are wrong.”

Offense restored Bram immediately.

Maren spent her threat on my chart. She read the overdraw vitals with her glasses five centimeters from the slate, savage and fond.

“If you do that again this side of a full month’s recovery, I will retire, Kessler. I will walk off this deck, open a bakery, and let you all bleed. What I cannot forgive, the absolute worst of it, is that you came off the current at the edge. Somebody taught you the edge, and now I have to keep you alive knowing you can stop there.”

She looked at Sarn. He kept his eyes on the dead Cat-4 and declined the credit. Maren gave me a stimulant I did not need, a look I deserved, and went to check the pilots who had actually flown.



Longstride and Razorback parked nose to nose that night with a tarp rigged between their feet, and the argument that started it was about who killed the monster, and it was conducted across me like artillery until I ended it by pointing at the bedroll.

They came to the shelter continuing their argument, the Board’s number one and number two, rivals to the decimal only hours after killing a Category-4 together. The question was whose kill it really was: Signy’s coil lance up the palate, or Odessa’s round through the jaw hinge that kept the mouth open for it. They argued across me where I sat recovering, artillery over my head. Both looked fiercely alive.

“The lance killed it,” Signy said. “The lance in the braincase. That’s a kill. The hinge is an assist.”

“The hinge is the only reason your lance had a mouth to go up,” Odessa said. “You put a lance in a closed jaw, you get a broken lance. I gave you the mouth. That’s the kill and the assist is the lance.”

They had killed a monster together and brought the leftover battle current under the same tarp. I let them spend two more exchanges over my head while Longstride and Razorback stood guard at our backs.

“You held the throat all fight,” Signy said. “You never touched it until the hinge shot. I flew the duel.”

“I held the throat all fight so you’d have a floor to fly your duel on,” Odessa said. “You want to fly a Cat-4 with the box open on your east flank? No. You flew the pretty part because I flew the boring part that kept you alive to fly it.”

Odessa’s argument stopped when her eyes dropped to Signy’s mouth and stayed there a fraction too long for tactics.

“For the record,” Odessa said, “I didn’t come under this tarp only to correct the kill credit.”

Signy’s gaze made the same deliberate journey over Odessa’s face. “Neither did I.”

That was enough signal from both of them.

I pointed at the bedroll under the tarp between two war machines, and I said what was true. The Surveyor had ignored the leash and chosen Longstride, the loudest true sync on the field. Signy flew the duel because it came for her. Odessa held the eastern throat so the duel had a killing floor, then broke the jaw hinge on the called second. Signy put the lance through the opening Odessa made. The animal chose one target and died to both executions.

“It came for Longstride,” I said. “You held the box closed, Kane. You broke the hinge. Signy delivered the lance. Take away either piece and it lives. That’s the credit. Together. Now stop arguing about it and get on the bedroll. I set one pace and one stopping mark. Neither of you changes either.”

They had arrived together. That joint arrival carried their full signal to me.

“He’s got a point,” Odessa said to Signy, grudging.

“He usually does,” Signy answered. For one brief interval they agreed about me. I chose not to spend it pointing that out.

Odessa held my eyes. “Yes. Set the mark and see if I miss it.”

Signy placed her wrists together in front of me. “Yes. Give me the plan.”



I set the pace before either woman touched me.

“My overdraw limit is already declared,” I said. “One finish from me. If I call the mark, both of you stop exactly where I put you. You enforce my command, not your own.”

Signy answered like a flight plan. Odessa answered like a challenge she intended to pass. Both said yes.

I fixed a maintenance strap to the low crossbar beneath Longstride’s foot and held the loose end out to Signy. “Wrists secured overhead. Do you want it?”

She put both wrists together in my hand. “Yes. Tight enough that I can’t cheat the position when you make me want to.”

I fastened the flight webbing, checked two fingers of clearance, and drew her down onto her knees at the head of the bedroll. Her long body stretched beneath the strap, black hair loose over one shoulder, full hips resting on her heels until I told her otherwise.

Odessa went on hands and knees facing her. I peeled the loyalist gray to her boots and set her wide stance myself, then narrowed it by a hand’s width when she tried to brace for more than I had ordered.

“The kill took both executions,” I said. “So does this. Kane takes my cock. Larke uses her mouth where I direct it. Both of you follow one pace.”

Odessa looked back over her shoulder. “Your recovery allows that much coordination?”

I put two fingers into her wet pussy and curled them until the rest of the sentence failed.

“One lost taunt,” Signy said with clinical satisfaction.

“Keep count and I’ll give your mouth a job that prevents counting.”

Her flush crossed her collarbones. “Yes.”

I drew Odessa’s hips back, pushed my cock into her from behind, and made her take the first deep stretch at a pace that surrendered nothing to her impatience. Her powerhouse thighs tightened. The heavy curve of her ass filled both my hands before I gave one hip to my grip and reached forward for Signy.

I caught Signy’s hair at the nape and guided her face down between Odessa’s spread thighs.

“Use your tongue. Slow. She comes when I permit it.”

Signy obeyed. Her first deliberate stroke made Odessa jerk around my cock.

“That was imprecise,” Odessa managed.

I drove deeper while Signy repeated the stroke at exactly half speed.

“Two,” Signy said against her, and returned to work before I could correct the counting.

Odessa tried to push back. I caught the motion at her hips and redirected it into a slow, deep grind that kept my cock seated while denying her any stolen speed. Signy continued the task I’d assigned, wrists stretched overhead by the harness, her hands useless and her angle governed by my grip in her hair.

“Your rivalry stays in your mouth, not your hips,” I told Odessa. “Hold the position I set.”

She obeyed. The deliberate stillness made her pussy pulse around me while Signy’s mouth moved under my direction.

I resumed with long, controlled strokes. Odessa took every one facing the rival who had spent years meeting her across sim floors. Signy looked up past the strong curve of Odessa’s body to me, storm-gray eyes waiting for each minute adjustment. More pressure. Flatter tongue. Hold her there. Each command passed through my hand and became a response Odessa could not argue with.

“She holds everything,” Odessa said, the observation breaking between thrusts.

“Because I told her what to hold. You do the same.”

Contact settled at Odessa’s spine. The repaired path at her cervical junction carried without snagging, while two older branches retained rough edges. Under the load of pleasure they flexed and held. Healing had become work done over weeks, not a miracle performed in one night.

“Stable,” I said. “One uninterrupted route. The others are still yours to rebuild.”

“Good,” Odessa said, then lost the next word when Signy found the pressure I had indicated.

I tightened my hand in Signy’s hair. “Bring her to the edge. Keep her there.”

Signy’s precision turned merciless. Odessa’s trash-talk dissolved three times in the next minute, each attempt shorter than the last. Her thick thighs began to shake. She maintained the position because I required it, ass high, shoulders low, ice-blue eyes fixed on Signy’s face.

“Please,” Odessa said at last. The word came out like a report she hated needing to file. “Let me finish. Both of you.”

I gave Signy the command. “Now.”

Odessa came around my cock and against Signy’s mouth at once. Her pussy clenched in dense, hard pulses that I read through the palm on her back. I kept my hips fixed, making her feel every contraction while I held my own limit. Signy kept her mouth on Odessa until the powerhouse tremors eased under my palm, then I drew her back by the hair.

Odessa lifted her head. Signy’s mouth was wet from her, the disciplined eyes level despite her pinned wrists. Odessa’s jaw unlocked. Competitive pressure left her mouth, and when Signy lifted her face, Odessa met her without trying to win the angle.

Their mouths met over the bedroll.

The kiss began with the same force as their sim bouts, each woman trying to set the angle. My grip in Signy’s hair and on Odessa’s hip prevented either from turning it into a contest. Two seconds later the pressure changed. Odessa softened by a fraction. Signy followed, and the kiss deepened without either one winning it.

I let it last until Odessa’s breathing steadied.

“Positions change,” I said.

They separated immediately.

I released Signy’s wrists from the crossbar and checked the webbing marks before moving her onto her back. Her wrists went above her head into my left hand, restrained by my grip rather than webbing. I spread her long legs and entered her while the flush on her throat still carried the evidence of Odessa’s kiss.

Odessa did not become an audience waiting her turn. I put her on her side against Signy’s hip and guided one of her hands to the full curve of Signy’s ass.

“Hold her where I put her,” I told Odessa. “Your other hand stays open.”

I took Odessa’s free wrist, placed her palm over my sternum, and made her monitor the overdraw tremor while my right hand went back between her thighs.

One stroke into Signy. Two fingers into Odessa. One rhythm, set by me.

Signy’s discipline endured under my cock, her wrists offered in my hand and her body refusing to chase. Odessa’s dense body worked around my fingers while she measured the tremor in my chest. Each woman had a job that served the other while every part of the room remained mine.

“This is an inefficient number of variables,” Odessa said, already wrecked.

“Three,” Signy said, clipped. “He likes hard systems.”

Inside Signy, I shortened the next stroke into a continuous internal circle while my fingers held Odessa at unchanging depth.

Both women made the same frustrated sound.

“You were saying?”

“System is stable,” Odessa corrected.

“Full stroke,” Signy added, like a pilot requesting thrust.

I restored the deeper cadence when I chose. The tarp shelter filled with the wet sounds of both women taking the same cadence in different ways. Signy’s measured internal pull lengthened along each stroke. Odessa’s powerhouse response came as short, forceful beats against my fingers. I changed angle and depth without changing tempo, and their bodies adapted as a paired machine under one set of hands. Signy yielded by measured degrees. Odessa met each adjustment with a blunt, hungry push. Shared cadence never made their responses alike.

Signy turned her head toward Odessa. Their second kiss carried no competition at all. Odessa’s hand tightened on Signy’s hip as I drove deeper. Signy’s restrained arms pulled once against my grip, testing, then relaxed when I did not yield.

“Tell her what you felt at the throat,” I ordered Signy.

“You held the whole eastern line,” Signy said against Odessa’s mouth, words clipped by each stroke. “Doctrine-perfect. I could look only at the animal because you made the box stay closed.”

Odessa’s eyes went bright. “Your lance killed it.”

“Your shot opened the line.”

“Both true,” I said. “Now take the rest together.”

I worked Odessa’s clit with my thumb while driving Signy to the exact edge I had denied her. Odessa’s hand stayed on my sternum. When the overdraw tremor rose, she said it immediately.

“Mark approaching.”

“I know. Signy first.”

I released Signy’s wrists only to pin them against the bedroll beside her head, one under each hand for three final strokes. Odessa kept her palm on my chest as a monitor only; the pace remained mine.

“Come,” I told Signy.

She came hard around my cock, precision breaking into my name while Odessa kissed her through it. The flush burned across her chest. Her legs tightened at my hips, but she did not change the rhythm I had given her.

I withdrew my right hand from Signy’s wrist and returned it to Odessa, fingers slick and controlled. “Your turn, Kane. Give me the requisition.”

“Make me come while she watches,” Odessa said. “Please.”

Signy watched with storm-gray focus as I drove two fingers deep and used my thumb with steady pressure. Odessa came with one hand gripping Signy’s hip and the other still reading my limit. Her thick body folded toward the bedroll; my grip under her jaw kept her face visible to both of us.

Their two releases tightened the room around my control. I had one finish and spent it where I had chosen. I seated myself deep in Signy. Signy’s lingering measured grip closed around each pulse from my cock while Odessa’s fingers remained over my sternum.

The mark rose one breath later.

“Hold,” I ordered.

Both women froze. Signy kept her legs where I had placed them. Odessa removed nothing and added nothing. We waited until the tremor passed beneath her palm and my breathing opened cleanly.

“Clear,” Odessa said.

I checked it myself before I moved. “Clear.”



I turned Signy’s wrists under the lamp and read undamaged tendons beneath the strap marks. While Odessa fetched water, I checked the grip prints on her hips. Signy counted my breathing without trying to alter it; Odessa inspected the fresh collarbone branch and, for once, found nothing clever to say.

Then the two women sat back to back beneath the tarp, sharing my jacket across their knees while they argued beneath the field lantern over the three-point gap in voices too tired to carry any real hostility. Odessa pulled the torn cuff over Signy’s exposed wrist without interrupting her arithmetic. Signy tucked the other half beneath Odessa’s bare thigh and corrected her by two tenths.

“It will be updated before dawn,” Odessa said.

“It already moved while you were talking,” Signy answered.

“That’s mathematically obnoxious.”

“Fly faster.”

Odessa rated the entire operation “adequate” in a voice ruined past credibility. Signy reached over her shoulder, found Odessa’s hand without looking, and held it for one quiet count before letting go.

I lay beside them with one forearm over my eyes and listened to the chalk conspiracy form. Nobody used my tracery as a pillow. For once, both arms belonged to me.



We broke camp in the morning for the road home. The emitter went under double guard before I joined Sarn beside its crate.

A machine that could steer a kaiju was the most dangerous object on the continent. We had killed the Surveyor to learn that fact, and the road home would not take the leash from us. Poppy asked for the housing twice while Bram secured it. Both requests received the same answer. She circled the crate anyway, memorizing every exposed fastener, until Bram threaded steel witness wire through the four lid bolts and pressed each twist into red wax.

“You missed the cooling return,” she said.

The return fitting passed through a gap in the crate wall for thermal relief. Somebody could unscrew it without disturbing the lid seals. Bram looked at the fitting, looked at Poppy, and handed her the wire with the expression of a man rewarding insubordination against his will.

She looped the fitting to the nearest corner iron, twisted it shut, and scored her thumbprint into the wax beside Bram’s. Then she added a loose canvas hood over the vent so the captured machine could breathe without showing its geometry to anyone on the road.

“Now may I have it?”

“No.”

“Worth checking.”

If we refused her a safe teardown, she would build one from memory and make Bram age another year.

Faint remaining warmth reached me through timber and cold iron as the final strap tightened. Sarn stood beside the crate. The tower field and the monster’s skull had put one decision in my mouth.

“We’re keeping the leash,” I said.

Sarn looked east past the last picket, toward the closer bearing that had answered the Surveyor three times.

“Whatever it was talking to may notice the transmissions stopped,” he said.


Chapter 21: The Road Home

Three days into the road home, Juno marked twelve scavengers feeding on the herd’s bonefield. They lifted their heads as our nine-frame line passed, then returned to the dead. Nobody fired and the column kept its pace.

The channel ran loose enough for ration complaints. Sowe requested more “coil-cleaning solvent” at the noon halt; Odom denied issuing dried fish under that designation while handing him two pieces. Denn corrected Matchlock’s own half-meter drift before Odessa could mention it, and Odessa silently logged the centered line.

Poppy used the transporter’s workbench to assemble a deep-band monitor from copied emitter diagrams, spare mast parts, and stubbornness. She narrated each solder joint to Scrapdog while Bram disputed every third choice and quietly handed her the correct resistor for the fourth. At each halt, my palm on Sledge found Ochoa settling without oscillation at seventy-one point two and holding there.

Vera rode Culverin’s throttles with both hands settled where a current pilot’s belonged; the old hiding rail had passed out of muscle memory. She used the march to quiz Denn and Ket on failure branches, then assigned each woman one leg of the next day’s route. By the time Bastion’s Wall appeared on the horizon, the recalled pilots were giving formation corrections to crews who had met them as depot workers.

We found Odom’s civilian column at the Tern quarry on day five. The water trailers stood in a defensive circle beneath the old loading cranes, every seal intact. Rell met us at the road with her manifest and called the returning frame names as they entered: Culverin, Sledge, Halberd, Matchlock, Springald, Razorback, Scrapdog, Falconet, Longstride. Nine calls. Nine answers.

Corra Dell watched from a medical flatbed beneath the quarry awning. Burns kept her left arm bound to her chest, but her eyes searched the formation with a pilot’s speed and stopped on the empty transporter flying Arquebus’s pennant.

Bram went to her before anyone could turn the absence into a gentle lie.

“Frame lost both legs at K-21,” he said. “We stood it over the repaired gate. Guns loaded. Your hull’s still holding the wall.”

Dell looked past him toward the empty bed. “You left it standing?”

“Last posting.”

She closed her eyes. One tear crossed the soot line the medics had missed beside her ear. “Good. Arquebus hated transporters.”

Bram produced the torque bar Holt had borrowed at the gate. A strip of Arquebus’s red pennant had been tied around the handle.

“Captain Holt sent this back.”

Dell took the tool with her sound hand and rested it across her knees. “Who’s on the guns?”

“K-21 crew. They hardwired the chest battery.”

“Elevation sticks at twelve degrees. Tell them to kick the left pedal before they traverse.”

Poppy was already writing the note for the return relay.

Maren checked the wounded while our crews refilled water and changed the quarry convoy’s cracked center tire. The child who had pushed K-21’s gate brought Signy a paper model of Longstride folded from ration wrapping. One leg was shorter than the other.

Signy tested how it stood, folded a narrow brace beneath the short foot, and returned it stable.

At departure, Odom split the vehicles again. The stable wounded and station families joined our column for Bastion. Two drivers continued south with those Maren would not risk on seven more days of broken road. Nobody called the separation a retreat.

Dell’s flatbed took the place behind the empty Arquebus transporter. She kept the pennant in sight for the rest of the march.



Bastion packed all eleven terraces when we reached the causeway on the seventh day. The Surveyor’s jaw rode first on Odom’s largest flatbed, forty tons of bone with Odessa’s hinge wound open on one side and Signy’s lance hole through the palate. Children leaned over the rails to see inside it. Before the transporter cleared the harbor tier, a subscription slate was already moving hand to hand beneath the words MOUNT IT OVER GATE NINE.

The sound followed the jaw uphill until Arquebus’s empty transporter entered the causeway.

A vendor midway through shouting the price of a new Cat-4 charm lowered it to his table. Gun crews along the parapet struck fists to breastplates. Arquebus’s pennant snapped above the bare cradle while Dell watched from her medical flatbed four vehicles behind it, the returned torque bar across her knees. The cheering returned in a heavy, measured register, an answer to the frame left standing over K-21’s repaired gate.

Dell lifted the red-wrapped tool. Crews close enough to recognize her answered the gesture; those farther up answered the pennant. She kept the bar raised until the empty bed passed beneath Gate Four.

Matchlock and Springald followed. Their names came off the old hulls in scattered calls at first, spoken by people confirming that the machines under the Yard tarps had been real. On the fourth tier, a depot worker in a brown coat shouted Denn’s callsign. Three former coworkers joined him. By the sixth tier, the chant reached Matchlock’s external pickups.

Denn’s breathing vanished from the crew channel for two full strides. Matchlock’s delayed knee answered the next grade change in one balanced step. She passed the depot contingent, brought one scarred hand against the canopy, and kept the old frame in line while her name climbed ahead of her.



Gate Four’s Board changed as the jaw rolled beneath it. LARKE, S. settled at forty-one with 111.4 burning under the record mark. KANE, O. took the second red arrow. VAIL, J. held twenty-nine; RENNER, P. had twenty-one and a wrench icon some deck tech had slipped into the display code. STAHL, V. stood at nine. DENN returned at six.

A new line resolved beneath them.

ANCHOR: KESSLER, W. (TECH.); PILOTS: LARKE, S.; KANE, O.; RENNER, P.

Odom braked the jaw transporter under the screen. Longstride, Razorback, and Scrapdog stopped abreast in the causeway loading boxes. Signy touched two fingers to her exposed port line. Odessa saw the gesture from the next canopy and repeated it with less grace. Poppy planted both palms on Scrapdog’s glass and mouthed, Third?

“Chronological,” Odessa told her over the crew channel.

“Typography can still be hostile.”

My name broke out near Gate Four, but the returning engines kept moving. I took the first rail into Hangar Three with one hand and let the vibration from three clamped frames travel through it.

The crews had prepared nine loading boxes. MATCHLOCK appeared in fresh chalk along Denn’s before she finished shutdown. Twelve tons of lattice waited beside Scrapdog’s empty crane turntable.

“You built me another boom?” Poppy asked.

Bram looked offended. “That’s raw stock. You build the boom.”

“Even better.”

Falconet received its replacement shoulder bearings. Somebody had painted 71.2 inside Sledge’s cradle where Ochoa would see it at launch but no spectator could turn it into a wager. Dell’s flatbed entered through the medical lane while hats came off above it.

Falk waited at the top apron with a manual under one arm and a slate dense with compatibility traces. She made it three steps into her question about the anchor line’s ceiling before noticing the emitter crate.

“Welcome home,” she said, then pointed at the crate. “Can I read the core?”

“No,” Bram called over his shoulder, still walking.

Hangar Three took us back loud and busy. Merrow had left my bench tools in their working order. Fresh blankets covered the cot under the window, and the watch rotation still held three handwritings with a ruled space waiting beneath them. I stood in the corner bay until Poppy dropped an emitter coil on my clean rag and ended the welcome.

Rell brought the final K-21 passenger count to Vera in person: sixty station names, Dell alive in medical, every water seal closed. She had recopied the list three times during the road because shale dust smeared the first and rain took the second. Vera signed the bottom of the third, then handed it back.

“You own the record,” she said.

Rell folded it into the inside of her coat. “I owned the count because Holt told me to.”

“You kept owning it after nobody was there to check. That’s the difference.”

At the medical lane, the six gun crew Dell had saved brought Arquebus’s folded pennant to her bed. The frame remained two hundred and sixty kilometers east with its guns hardwired over K-21, so they carried the parts that could come home: the pilot patch from the cracked canopy, one severed actuator tag, and Bram’s WALKED AWAY wreck card.

Dell made them read every crew name aloud before she accepted the card. All six answered from the foot of her bed. Only then did her sound hand close around the pennant.

The Yard lift ran continuously through the afternoon. Families who had seen antique hulls march east now waited beside the freight gate with old photographs and depot addresses. Sarn took no promises from them. He checked each name against his manifest, wrote the current location in hard pencil, and assigned one person a return time.

“One record a week,” he told a man holding his sister’s cadet portrait. “The frame gets inspected before the name goes public. She hears it from a person before the Board does.”

The man tried to leave the photograph.

Sarn pushed it back. “Bring her. A photograph cannot choose a cockpit.”

Bram received the road-worn frames in the order they entered. Matchlock’s cold knee clicked once. Springald carried dust inside the shoulder seam. Sledge’s cut cradle had settled into a deeper idle vibration at seventy-one point two. Each machine went onto a work card before celebration could turn honest damage into legend.

At Longstride, my palm found the loose shoulder plate we had protected through Full Bore. The two forward fasteners had ovaled their holes by a fraction. Bram laid the worn bolts beside the 111.4 trace.

“Record didn’t make these sound,” he said.

“No. Replace the plate and keep the bolts.”

He wired them to the lesson rack. Beside them, Poppy hung the sheared base pin from Scrapdog’s sacrificed boom and wrote: Eight-tenths of a second. Adequate purchase.

The deck laughed, then copied the replacement torque values.

Two cadets copied Longstride’s ovaled bolt holes into lesson slates while medics rolled Dell toward a bed and Sarn matched Yard records to the addresses waiting at the freight gate. The ceremony lights came on above work already in progress.



Crane pinned the campaign citations himself. He moved down the line in dress grays, gave Signy, Vera, and Odessa each a private sentence for the public cameras, then stopped in front of Denn.

Her hand shook while he fixed the ribbon. Crane steadied it with genuine care and turned the medal toward the lenses.

“Matchlock,” he said below the microphones. “I saw that frame qualify before you were born.”

Denn looked directly at him. “Then you saw it buried.”

“I saw a great deal buried. I also see what came back.”

His thumb straightened the red arrow. His gaze had already moved past her to Ket and the other recalled pilots, counting the line they represented.

“Six kills in one campaign,” he said. “You were worth finding.”

Denn’s hand stopped shaking. “I was worth keeping.”

The smile left his eyes. “Yes,” he said. “You were.”

He moved to Ket with the same careful hands.

Vera stood three places down. One finger tapped twice against her opposite wrist, the signal from the Cuts for an enemy testing the line.

Denn waited until Crane faced the cameras again, then rotated her citation so the arrow pointed toward Matchlock’s hangar. She carried it there after dismissal and fastened it beneath the startup checklist, clear of every switch. Ket joined her with pliers. Together they shortened the ribbon and pulled the dead Category-One claw from Matchlock’s forearm seam before the ceremony crews had finished packing their lenses.



The expedition office came apart that night, maps off the walls and crates half-packed. Vera entered the formal stand-down time in her log, then caught Poppy’s wrist before the last route sheet came off the wall.

It was the eastern sheet from the command tent, still creased where Vera had left one corner folded on the first night of the march. Poppy had reinforced the back with repair tape and drawn a small arrow beside the fold: EAST REMAINS EAST. She froze when Vera saw it.

“That was private,” Vera said.

“It was structurally unsound.”

Vera traced the repair tape with one fingertip. “You noticed I left it.”

“You leave nothing crooked. You told Wade you didn’t know how to stop commanding long enough to sleep. I was outside checking the lamp lines.” Poppy’s voice slowed, the jokes dropping away. “So I fixed the paper and didn’t fix you. I thought that might be what you needed.”

Vera flattened the repaired crease, then deliberately let the corner rise again. “It was.”

Then she took the map from Poppy, set it on the table, and spoke in the low voice Vera used only after command had been put away. “Stay. I chose you because you opened every road this campaign needed. The Yard door. The tower housing. The K-21 gate. The reserve slope. I want you here when we close this room. I also want Wade, and I want what happens after the door shuts. If you want the same, say it.”

Poppy’s double-yes arrived before Vera reached the period. “Yes. Yes, obviously. You picked me? Out of everybody, you picked me? Yes.”

“Breathe, Renner.”

“I will not.”

“She won’t,” I said. “She never does.”

Vera turned to me. The amber eyes held no ambiguity. “I want you in command of both of us until you say the room is finished.”

“Then lock the door,” I said.

She locked it. Poppy stood beside the repaired map with her freckles turning pink.

“Vera, sit on the map table,” I said. “Poppy, stand in front of her and wait.”



I seated Vera on the edge of the map table and put Poppy on the floor pad in front of her.

“Uniform stays half-on,” I told Vera. “Jacket open. Blouse down to the elbows. Renner, coveralls off. Boots stay.”

Poppy’s hands had the zipper down before my sentence ended. She shed the rust-red fabric, stepped out of it, and stood bare except for her deck boots beneath the commander’s inspection.

“You asked for both of us,” I told Vera. “You watch her first. Keep your hands still and let every direction come from me.”

Vera opened her jacket. “Understood.”

I sat in the campaign chair and drew Poppy across my right thigh, facing the map table. Her knees landed on either side of my leg. The position lifted her small chest and left her wet pussy bare against my coveralls, every freckle exposed beneath Vera’s direct amber inspection.

Poppy looked at Vera, then down at herself. “This is significantly more watched than the invitation suggested.”

“Hands behind your back.”

Her wrists crossed at once. Poppy pressed her joined hands into the small of her back for inspection, lips parted around a comment she decided not to spend.

I spanned her waist and drew her forward. Her clit dragged over the muscle of my thigh. She made one bright sound, tried to repeat the motion, and found my grip stopping her hips.

“You perform for her at my pace.”

“That’s an unfairly excellent plan.”

“Quiet.”

Her next retort caught behind her teeth. I began again, moving her in one long stroke along my thigh, then back until the rough cloth worked the whole length of her pussy. Vera sat above the eastern route in open uniform. She did not touch herself. Her amber gaze followed every movement I imposed on Poppy’s compact body.

“Tell her why she’s here,” I ordered.

Vera’s voice came lower than her command register. “You opened the Yard from inside a pipe. You held the reserve slope when spending it would have been easier. You flew a broken crane into K-21’s line and made wreckage useful.”

Poppy’s hips flexed beneath my hands. I lifted her completely off my thigh.

“Wade.”

“You move when I move you.”

“Yes.”

I set her down. Wet heat struck through my coveralls. The next drag was slower, making her feel the full loss of control before I gave her pressure again.

“Every road home depended on your hands,” Vera continued. Her blouse had slipped lower on one arm, but she left it there. “I wanted the engineer in this room. I wanted to see all that motion become obedience without losing the woman inside it.”

Poppy looked at her. Her fingers tightened together behind her back.

“You really picked me.”

“I did.”

“Eyes on her,” I said.

Poppy obeyed. My left arm locked around her middle and lifted until only the ridge above my knee touched her clit. Both hands could nearly circle her waist. One thigh supported her entire weight while her boots hung clear of the floor pad.

I moved her in short strokes now, each one controlled at the hips. Vera’s stare followed every imposed movement as assessment heated into hunger. Poppy saw it happen. Her breath shortened; her clasped hands pressed harder into her back.

“Commander watching you,” I said. “Show her what being chosen does.”

Poppy’s mouth opened. No words came. I rewarded the silence with harder pressure, grinding her against my thigh until her knees drew up and her small breasts shook with each forced pass.

Vera’s hand moved toward the heavy curve exposed by her open blouse.

“No,” I said.

She stopped before touching herself.

“You asked me to command both. Watch.”

“Yes.”

Vera’s thighs widened another centimeter on the map table. Her heavy breasts settled free of the blouse while her hands stayed braced behind her. Poppy stared at the display, then back to Vera’s face.

“Tell me how you finish,” I told Poppy.

“Make me come while she watches. Please. Keep my hands back. Don’t let me turn it into another thing I do for somebody else.”

I covered her mouth and drove her over my thigh. Her body locked between my arm and the hard muscle beneath her. Held-in cries pulsed hot against my palm. She came in silence, wetness soaking the cloth while Vera watched each shudder from the distance she had chosen.

I kept Poppy still through the final spasms. Only when her breathing began to lengthen did I release her mouth.

“Next,” she whispered.

“You have enough motion left to ask for next?”

Her laugh came shaky. “That’s not a no.”

I lifted her from my thigh and stood her at the map table. The eastern sheet remained spread beneath Vera, Poppy’s taped repair visible across the old fold. I turned Poppy toward the commander and bent her over the route she had opened, boots on the floor pad, bare ass raised beneath my hand.

“Tell Vera what you want her to watch.”

Poppy’s fingers flexed against the table edge. “I want her to watch you fuck me on the map I fixed. I want her to see what happens when you take every word away.”

“And who controls it?”

“You do. All of it.”

I pushed her joined wrists into the small of her back and restrained them there with one hand. The other spread her open. Her first climax left her pussy shining under the office lamp, the folds swollen and sensitive against my thumb.

Vera’s posture changed on the table. She sat taller, jacket open, knees apart, hands still behind her where I had ordered them. Poppy saw the movement and pressed back toward me.

I slapped one cheek. The sharp sound stopped her.

“You don’t take the next inch.”

“No.”

“Say it correctly.”

“No, sir. I wait for you.”

My cock slid between her thighs and stayed outside her. I dragged the wet length along her slit, let the head catch at the opening, then withdrew until only the heat remained. Poppy’s mouth worked around a complaint she had promised not to make.

“Commander,” I said. “Read her.”

Vera’s gaze traveled from Poppy’s held wrists to the small trembling muscles in her thighs. “She wants to push back. She’s keeping her boots square because you told her the pace is yours. Her left hand is trying to pick the tape off my map.”

Poppy snatched her fingers away from the repaired fold.

“Accurate,” I said.

“Cruelly attentive,” Poppy managed.

I entered her on the final word. One steady drive seated half my cock before her body tightened from the sensitivity. I held that depth and rolled my hips in a slow pressure circle, her wrists trapped beneath my palm, making her accept every part of the stretch before I took her deeper.

Her forehead lowered toward the map.

“Eyes on Vera.”

Poppy lifted her face. Vera watched from less than a meter away, blouse at her elbows and full chest exposed. Her gaze followed Poppy with the same certainty she had brought to the invitation.

I pressed deeper. Poppy’s pussy opened around me in hot increments until my hips met her ass. Her gaze stayed locked with the commander’s through the final push and gave one silent shudder when I filled her completely.

“Three facts,” I said.

“Full. Sensitive. Extremely aware of the audience.”

“Good.”

The withdrawal exposed every centimeter to Vera before I drove back in with a single hard stroke. The map table shifted against the floor stops. Poppy’s mouth opened; her held wrists twisted once under my grip and settled.

The rhythm ran on blunt impact, with none of the prior night’s synchronized service. I fucked Poppy across Vera’s eastern route while Vera remained out of reach, watching the little deck tech take each stroke without supplying a hand, a mouth, or an instruction. Poppy’s small body moved under mine. Her boots squeaked against the pad. The repaired crease wrinkled beneath one breast and straightened when I pulled her back by the hips.

“Tell her what you see now,” I ordered Vera.

“Every movement belongs to you,” Vera said. “She has three answers waiting and won’t spend one without your order. She gave you the whole mechanism.”

Poppy made a weak protesting sound.

“Was that inaccurate?” I asked.

She shook her head.

I released her wrists only to move both arms in front of her. “Spread your palms on the map. You keep them there.”

She planted them beside Vera’s penciled route marks. I took her by the waist with both hands and lifted until her boots barely touched. The new angle drove deeper and made the size difference part of Vera’s view: my fingers nearly met around Poppy’s middle, her compact body handled against the broad table without leverage of its own.

“Wade,” she said, then lost the rest when I thrust again.

“You asked to stop talking.”

Her mouth closed. The next series came harder, the table stops striking small regular knocks against the floor. Poppy absorbed them with her eyes fixed on Vera. The commander wanted the little woman. Her fingers whitened against the table edge, but she did not steal one degree of command from me to reach her.

Poppy’s second climax gathered in the strained quiet that replaced her usual commentary. I felt it first in the tightening rhythm around my cock and saw it in the way her fingers spread across the taped crease. I broke the rhythm before the edge, denying her the speed she expected.

Her hazel-green eyes pleaded toward Vera.

“Then use your words on him,” Vera said softly.

I changed the deep grind to a deliberately shallower pass, enough correction for Vera to feel the room’s hierarchy before I said a word.

She amended the suggestion immediately. “If he permits you to speak.”

“Speak,” I said, restoring the deep pressure.

“Make me come on your cock while she watches. Please. Keep my hands on her map.”

I drove deep and held, grinding at the angle that put the base of my cock against her clit. Her palms stayed fixed. Her whole body tightened between the table and my hands, then broke in quick, helpless pulses around me. Poppy’s cry never became a word. Vera watched her through every contraction and let the choice show openly on her face.

I withdrew before my own finish and caught Poppy upright against my chest. She sagged into me, boots finding the floor by uncertain degrees.

“Chair,” I told her.

She crossed to it on uncertain legs and took her assigned place under the packing blanket on her own. I covered her lap, tucked both hands beneath the wool, and made sure her eyes could still reach the floor pad.

Vera slid off the map table and knelt in front of the chair without being called.

I caught her chin. “Did I place you there?”

“No.”

“Stand.”

She rose at once, blouse pooled at her elbows, mahogany hair loosening around her face.

“Good instinct. Wrong authority. Poppy stays in the chair. You wait on the floor pad until I set you.”

The correction sent a visible pulse through her. “Yes, Wade.”

Poppy remained where I had placed her in the campaign chair. Her boots stayed planted wide beneath the packing blanket; I drew the wool higher over her lap and tucked both hands beneath it again.

“Your part is watching now,” I told her. “You don’t touch her. You don’t touch me.”

Poppy swallowed the torque-spec objection forming behind her teeth and nodded.

Vera waited naked from the waist up on the floor pad. I freed myself from the coveralls, then took my time with her uniform: trousers unfastened but left on her hips, blouse trapped at the elbows, jacket framing the heavy chest she had asked me to use. She could neither strip the costume away nor hide inside it.

“Kneel between my boots.”

She lowered herself where I pointed. I gathered both breasts around my cock and pressed them tight until the head emerged through the deep valley.

Vera’s hands lifted.

“On your thighs.”

They dropped. I moved her breasts myself, heavy flesh sliding along my shaft while she knelt in half-open command gray. A faint line of rig oil remained along one curve. Pre-cum spread over it on the next stroke and turned the mark slick.

Poppy watched from the chair, humor held under the blanket with her hands. Vera watched me.

“This is your separate claim,” I said. “She doesn’t service you. She sees you receive exactly what you asked for.”

“Use my tits in front of her,” Vera said. “Control all of it. Please.”

I tightened the pressure and increased the stroke. Vera’s contralto roughened on my name. The head cleared her breasts, passed beneath her chin, and withdrew before she could take it into her mouth.

“Open,” I ordered on the fourth pass.

She opened. I fed her only the head, let her tongue catch the taste, then drew back into the dense pressure of her chest.

Poppy made a tiny sound from the chair.

My next stroke stretched into a slow, almost motionless hold between Vera’s breasts. Poppy snapped her mouth shut. The blanket shifted as she pushed her hands deeper beneath it. Her eyes stayed on Vera.

“Good,” I said, and drove through the warm pressure again.

Vera’s hips rocked against the empty air. I put one boot between her knees and forced them farther apart, keeping every useful sensation centered in her breasts, mouth, and the sight of my control. Her blouse tightened around her elbows when she tried to lean in.

“Hold the fabric,” I told her.

She gripped the blouse behind her back, lightly pinning her own arms there.

“Tell me how you hold what I shape.”

“I hold my breasts around your cock. Your hands stay over mine.”

I placed her hands where mine had been, then covered them. She carried the pressure; I governed the direction, speed, and depth. Whenever her timing crept ahead, my forearms reduced the stroke to a shallow controlled slide until her grip matched mine.

Poppy’s gaze moved between us. The commander’s full chest worked wet around my shaft while my hands controlled hers. Poppy sat motionless beneath the blanket, chosen and watched, her usual need to perform reduced to the open attention on her face.

“Tell her what she gets to see,” I said.

Vera’s eyes shifted to Poppy. “What rank never fed. My appetite, plainly offered to the man whose orders I chose.”

Poppy’s freckles darkened across her cheeks. “Understood.”

“She wasn’t given permission to answer,” I said.

Vera’s mouth curved. “Then I trust the lesson will be reinforced.”

I drove my cock through her breasts, erasing the smile in one stroke. She took the head on every third rise and released it on command. Her hands never outran mine again.

The pressure built fast. I drew the rhythm down before it narrowed beyond control and held myself buried in the dense heat of her chest.

“Tell her what her hands bought the expedition.”

Poppy banked every word until I nodded.

“A road through the Yard. A working gate at K-21. Ninety seconds in the Cuts.” Her voice had none of its usual bounce. “And you came home to command the room where I get to watch this.”

Vera’s eyes closed.

I stopped moving.

“Open them.”

Amber fixed on me again. I gave her one final slow pass through the dense pressure of her breasts, let the head clear beneath her chin, then withdrew.

“Stand.”

Vera rose between my boots, uniform still half-on, trousers open at the hips, blouse holding her arms behind her. I turned her toward the map table and put both palms on the repaired eastern route.

“Paizuri was what I chose for the centerpiece. It isn’t where I finish tonight. Bend over the road you commanded.”

She obeyed with a low, hungry sound. Her heavy breasts pressed onto the map Poppy had repaired, and her full hips lifted toward me beneath the open uniform.

I looked at Poppy. “Hands stay under the blanket. You watch the commander take the welcome she asked for.”

Poppy nodded without a joke.

I drove into Vera from behind. Her pussy took me in one slick stroke, hot and tight after being denied while her chest worked around my cock. The map table shifted against its floor stops. Her next breath came out as one low, unguarded cry.

“Eyes on Poppy,” I said.

Vera turned her head. The two women held each other’s gaze across the bare office while I set a hard, deliberate rhythm. One of Vera’s hands began to slide across the map.

I caught the wrist and returned it to the route line. “Keep your hand on the road.”

“Yes.”

“Tell her what closes this room.”

Vera spaced the answer between strokes without losing a word. “He does. He decides when the campaign ends in here. I asked him to.”

Poppy’s grin softened into a small, steady glow.

I put one hand between Vera’s thighs and worked her clit while driving deep. Her scar opened beneath the wrist I held to the map, sixty-three carrying in one smooth route. The commander’s body tightened under mine.

“Come on the map you brought home,” I told her.

Vera came with her palm spread over the eastern road and Poppy watching from the campaign chair. Her full-throated yes filled the stripped office. I kept the pace through every powerful contraction, then seated myself at the root and came inside her, each pulse answered by the clench of her pussy while the clean edges left my name in her mouth.

I held her over the table until her legs carried her again. Poppy stayed tucked under the blanket, hands loose now instead of twisting the wool. Vera met her eyes. Poppy answered with one solemn nod and managed not to narrate it.



I freed Poppy’s hands and warmed each finger beneath the packing blanket until the color returned evenly. After that, I checked the pressure line my coverall seam had left along her inner thigh. Surface only. She curled into the command chair while I cleaned Vera’s chest and examined the grip marks on her breasts. We came down when Poppy’s commentary returned and Vera’s contralto no longer snagged on the end of a sentence.

Vera took the cloth from me for the last pass, inspected the claim with an approving glance, and handed it to Poppy. Poppy folded the marked side inward with surprising solemnity.

“For once,” Vera said, “you have no commentary.”

“I have commentary. It’s classified above my current ability to form words.”

I read Vera’s governor scar only after everyone had come down. The official Sync Index path carried sixty-three point zero along one smooth route.

“Sixty-three,” I said. “No resting-load caveat. That’s your current unanchored number.”

Vera banked it with one deliberate nod. “Both climbing.”

Poppy looked up from where she sat wrapped in a packing blanket. “You only gave one number.”

“You already have your receipt,” Vera said. She took the repaired eastern map, folded it carefully along Poppy’s taped crease, and handed it to her. “Every kilometer on that page carries your work.”

Poppy accepted the map with both hands and traced the taped crease with one thumb.

Vera re-pinned her mahogany hair with a cotter pin from Culverin’s post-sortie tray. Poppy identified the part number, criticized the non-standard installation, and held a straight face for four seconds before losing it.

The office stand-down went into Vera’s log with the real timestamp. Poppy slipped her EAST REMAINS EAST note inside the cover. Vera read it and placed the log in the crate marked KEEP.

“That’s theft of expedition material,” Poppy said.

“Command retention,” Vera answered.



The office emptied out to crates and a bare table. One object remained beneath a map weight: the paper model of Longstride from the K-21 child, still standing on Signy’s folded brace.

Poppy reached toward the discard box. Vera moved the model to KEEP.

“Archival standards have collapsed,” Poppy said.

“Then file a complaint when you command an expedition.”

Poppy stared at her. “Was that a joke?”

Vera closed the crate. “No record remains to prove it.”

Their laughter held in the bare room until the next knock.

Sarn came in as we finished the pack-up and asked Vera for what she had carried on the road.

He stood in the doorway of the half-struck office, gray shoulders drawn in, both hands folded behind him. Vera’s locked case waited among the crates with the Vantry recording from Hull 118, the calm voice that had called off a kill-shot, carried home for the day he could face it.

“Play me the box,” Sarn said. His fingers remained interlocked hard enough to bleach the knuckles. “I wasn’t ready on the road, and I’ve been inside a dead monster since, and I’ve heard it hunt us and talk to something deeper. I’m done not being ready. I knew everyone on the pre-Cascade program. Every name, every voice. If that voice is who I think it might be, I’ll know it in three words.” He looked at the locked case among the crates. “Play me the box, Commander. I want to hear who called off the kill at Vantry.”

Vera set the case on the bare table and opened the first latch.


Chapter 22: Three Words

Vera pressed play in the locked workshop. The cell, Sarn, and no one else listened.

Signy stood against the bench, checked her braid clasp, and checked it again. Odessa positioned herself where she could see both recorder and door. Poppy sat on the cot with her knees up, turning one loose screw between silent fingers. Bram filled the doorway with his thermos capped in both hands. Sarn planted his palms beside the recorder and waited.

Vera played it. Recorder 4471-C. Ninth Wing. Culverin-class, Hull 118. Pilot, Sivret, A., Lieutenant. Vantry Field. The metadata marked the event at elapsed 09:41:07. From the thirty-seven-minute survey recording, Vera cued the final portion we had all heard before. Sivret lined up a kill-shot on the animal that had killed a township; the recorder captured its complete, decisive geometry. A calm voice on the control channel called it off. Confirm the countermand. Stand down the kill-shot. Let it complete.

Sivret answered with a flat, unanswered: “Control, we had it.”

The animal lived another six hours. Nine hundred and forty people died in the time somebody calmly decided was worth buying. Two thousand more escaped during those same hours.

Sarn’s fingertips dug into the bench on the countermand’s first word, raising every tendon across the backs of his hands. Before the calm voice finished, he missed the workshop stool with one hip and caught himself against my tool drawers. Bram nudged the stool under him. Sarn sat, listened to the remaining syllables, and named the speaker.

“Doran Hesk,” he said. “Colonel Doran Hesk. Director of the pre-Cascade program. The man who ordered the grid experiment and directed every threshold test.” He stared at the bench. “That’s his voice. I’d know it in my sleep. I worked under it for eleven years. I heard it give orders that killed people, orders that saved them, orders I still don’t understand. That is Doran Hesk calling off a kill-shot at Vantry Field five years ago, calm as a man reading a weather report.”

Poppy required more than Sarn’s eleven years of recognition. She pulled the old Culverin service cache from Vera’s wing-key, found a pre-Cascade range clip carrying Hesk’s authorization voiceprint, and laid its waveform beneath the Vantry countermand. One low throat harmonic aligned across both recordings; below speech, the encrypted command carrier matched and the recorder marked it green.

Sarn watched the two waveforms settle over each other. “I didn’t need the machine,” he said.

“I did,” Poppy answered. “Your memory names him. The cache makes the name portable. Nobody gets to turn this into an old man’s grief after they take the recorder away.”

He considered her, then nodded once. “Good. Keep that instinct.”

Only after the match saved to three slates did Sarn look up. “I carried Hesk’s casket at Kestrel Station. Six bearers rose too quickly; the shoulder straps never took full load.” His fingertips pressed into the bench as if testing that remembered weight. “I told myself grief had made the box feel light.”

He turned the empty recorder case over and set it beneath his palm.

“The casket felt like this.”



Vera reached into her pocket and set the brass Ninth Wing key beside the recorder. The thumb-sized piece carried a dark heat stain down one edge and a bright half-moon where years of handling had kept the face polished. She had offered it to me in the spring; I had never asked for it again. The Kestrel fire report declared it destroyed along with Hesk.

She picked it up, aimed it toward her pocket, and missed the opening. Brass struck the bench beside the voice recorder.

“They made me certify this burned at Kestrel,” she said. “It sat against my leg while I signed. Hesk’s death was recorded from that fire, and every surviving wing-key was declared lost with him.”

Her thumb worked across the bright half-moon until the skin blanched. She turned the key over. The old insertion teeth showed beneath the soot, each one capable of opening a physical control trunk.

“I carried his cover story out of the station in my pocket,” she said. “I just didn’t know whose escape it covered.”

This time she left the brass beside the recorder, its old insertion teeth pointed like an accusation toward Kestrel on the wall map.

Sarn put the tower field on the bench, in words, because we had left the physical evidence crated. “The emitters,” he said. “The grid design, the service doctrine, as the field routes a contact: Hesk directed the program that built all of it. His operational thinking survived the purge because he survived it. But the bearings gave us one steady maintenance hand, not a name. I cannot tell you Hesk packed them. It could be him, a student, or somebody working under his live cipher. The field carries Hesk’s program craft. Its physical keeper is still unknown.”

And Poppy put the countermand on the bench, the timing of it, what turned a dead man into a live operator. “The Vantry countermand is five years old,” she said. “Not fifteen. He didn’t leave a recording behind when he faked his death. He countermanded a live kill-shot five years ago, in real time, in his own voice, on a control channel. A dead man ran a live control channel at Vantry. He told Sivret to stand down and let the animal live long enough to do what it was there to do. Which was…” Her fingers closed around the edge of the recorder. None of us could finish the thought. She searched the recorder, the soot-dark key, and Sarn’s empty casket memory for a final piece. The bench had none.

Sarn pinned Hesk’s death record through Kestrel Station on the wall map.

“Kestrel is a place we can reach,” he said.

He carried the honestly light recorder case to the map, set it beneath his left hand, and worried the station pin with his right until it bent.

Signy pulled the pin out before it tore the paper and drove a fresh steel tack through Kestrel Station. “If he is alive, he has a body somewhere. A route. Fuel. Machines. People who have seen him. We stop treating him as a voice and start tracking what he has to touch.”

Sarn looked at the tack. “Hesk never trusted a system he couldn’t test in person. He visited every range before a grid event and put his own authorization key into the local control trunk. The field could carry his orders afterward, but he wanted one physical insertion first. If his habits survived, every machine he runs has a place where his hand, or a key carried by his hand, entered it.”

I thought of the tower field’s one steady maintenance pattern, the Compensator facility drawing transformer load beyond the north gate, and the live cipher that had pulled our telemetry. Different methods, all requiring contact somewhere. “Then we find the insertion point.”

Odessa took her slate from the bench. “The fenced facility first. It receives the housings and the telemetry. A machine that burns a pilot has a test stand. A test stand has a power trunk.”

“And a loading road,” Poppy said. Her voltage returned around a target she could reach. “Crates go in. Waste heat comes out. You can hide a person behind a fence; you can’t hide a transformer under load from the Wall’s power grid.”

Vera closed the recorder case. “After we secure the Yard. Mattick will move before the triumph is cold.”

The first Yard alarm arrived seven minutes later.



Mattick came for the Yard frames at dawn with four recovery tractors, two flatbeds, and crews already unspooling forty-ton hauling chains.

Recovery hooks struck the Yard floor. A tractor backed toward Matchlock with its chain winch turning, Chief Bellis walking beside it and calling distances by hand. Mattick stood behind the machines in clear field grays. Trask parked one camera truck at the freight turn and began recording.

The first hook caught Matchlock’s ankle yoke.

Bellis signaled the driver to take slack. The tractor’s winch turned at crawl speed, lifting forty-ton chain link by link off the floor. Matchlock was cold and unattended by their count. If the hook seated and the chain took working load, they could drag the frame out of its berth with the spine-cradle locked, damaging the old ankle before Denn reached the canopy.

I slapped the Yard alarm and killed the maintenance locks. Red lamps came on beneath all five resurrected frames. Sarn took the Matchlock ladder two rungs at a time, reached the external hydraulic bypass, and opened pressure to the pilot controls. Bram rolled a parts crawler across the second tractor’s line, dropped its dead axle onto the concrete, and left the key in his pocket.

“Thirty seconds,” Sarn called.

“Denn needs twenty,” I said.

She came through the freight door in depot coveralls with the flight suit half fastened, climbed Matchlock’s gantry without using the rail, and dropped into the canopy as the tractor’s chain rose to knee height.

The Yard rail put the winch load into my arm as it traveled through the floor and entered the frame’s foot. They meant to drag the resurrected machines dead onto flatbeds before their pilots could launch them.

“Denn,” I said on the crew channel. “Wake Matchlock.”

The old frame came alive with a bearing click and hydraulic pressure. Its foot rotated against the hook. The chain snapped taut, stopped the tractor, and began pulling its front suspension light.

Poppy ran under the winch line before Bellis could order more tension. She slapped a magnetic service brake onto the tractor’s payout drum and rolled clear. The next turn locked the drum solid. The engine loaded against an immovable spool. Heat reached my hand through the rail as the tractor’s clutch began to slip. The driver had five seconds before the plates fused and the drivetrain pushed metal through the housing.

“Clutch,” I called. “Kill it now.”

The driver looked past Mattick to Bellis. Bellis cut one hand across his throat. The engine died with smoke curling out of the clutch housing.

“That brake releases from the cab,” Bellis called.

“Then somebody has to get through Matchlock to reach the cab,” Poppy answered.

Denn lifted the chained foot. Forty tons of old frame leg rose with the recovery hook still attached. The tractor’s nose came off the concrete. Its driver killed the engine rather than let Matchlock turn the machine over.

Springald woke beside it and stepped off its maintenance marks. Ket turned the old frame broadside across the flatbeds’ approach lane. No pilot charged or threatened. Denn and Ket simply launched the two machines Mattick had come to haul, putting two hundred tons of moving frame between the tractors and the chain points.

The other three Yard hulls could not launch; two lacked assigned pilots and one had its knee open for service. Mattick’s second tractor turned toward the helpless hull with the knee exposed. Sarn stepped into the line of the hook, rope-thin and unarmed, his faded tracery bare to both shoulders.

The driver stopped. Mattick ordered him forward from behind the flatbeds.

Sarn did not appeal to the driver. He put one palm on the open knee casting and called the frame’s condition to me. “Return line uncapped. Any drag load spills the reservoir across the floor and drops the right side onto the recovery crew.”

I read the rail between us and confirmed the imbalance. “He’s right. The first meter of movement puts two hundred tons off center.”

Bellis walked to the open knee, looked into the uncapped return, and waved the tractor away. Its hook dropped to the floor.

Then loyalist gray arrived.

Ansa Brekke led Odessa’s old squad down the freight ramp. Her governor scar showed above the zipped uniform. The six aces climbed the awakened frames and occupied visible auxiliary stations: external gun safeties, shoulder signal posts, and gantry controls. Brekke climbed Matchlock and planted herself beside Denn’s canopy, directly above the tractor hanging from the chain.

Mattick called her down by rank. His voice carried across the Yard with the calm of a man accustomed to bodies moving when he named their place. “Lieutenant Brekke. Clear the recovery operation.”

Brekke touched the fresh governor scar at her cervical line, the wound his Compensator had left. Then she opened Matchlock’s external gun safety and held the removed key where every camera could see it.

“Frame is safed,” she said. “Pilot is seated. Recovery chain is fouling an active war machine. Your crew can clear its hardware.”

She had not refused a fight order or threatened a colonel. She indicated the safed frame, seated pilot, and visible key in order. The recovery crew looked at each physical condition before anyone looked back at Mattick.

Behind her, Ansa’s squad took the same practical positions on Springald and the three unassigned hulls. One checked a canopy lock. One opened an external pressure vent so no tractor could claim the frames were transport-cold. Another stood at the Yard’s master hydraulic cutoff with both hands visible. Loyalist gray had become crew gray station by station.

Poppy drove chocks beneath the nearest flatbed while its driver watched. “These release when the Yard frames are back on their marks or your engines are pointed out. Your choice.”

The driver looked at the two awake frames and selected reverse.

Mattick’s recovery chief looked up at an ace in loyalist gray riding a resurrected war frame and stopped calling distances.

“Release my tractor,” Bellis said.

Denn’s voice came through Matchlock’s external speaker. “Take your hook off my frame.”

Bellis crossed the exposed floor himself, ducked beneath the suspended chain, reached the manual release, and knocked the recovery hook free with a sledge. Matchlock lowered its foot. The tractor hit the concrete and burst one front tire.

Every camera caught it.

Bellis examined the freed hook. One jaw had been ground narrow to bite deeper than recovery specification, turning a removable hold into a cutting edge if the frame resisted. He held the hook up for Trask’s camera, then set it on the concrete between himself and Mattick.

“That didn’t come from my shop,” he said.

“Continue the recovery,” Mattick answered.

Bellis looked at the six-millimeter gouge the hook had already left in Matchlock’s ankle yoke. “Then we continue with my hardware.”

Mattick ordered the flatbed clamps deployed. Their hydraulic arms opened toward the nearest helpless hull.

I crossed to the left load-pin housing and found a fresh cross-drilled hole breaking its centerline. The right pin carried the same sabotage eight millimeters off center. Filings remained packed under the grease.

“Bellis,” I called. “Both clamp pins are drilled to shear toward your operators.”

He stopped the hydraulics and checked the first with a lamp. I backed off the retaining ring and slid the pin halfway out, exposing the bright hole. One failed pin would release its arm and let the opposite clamp throw two hundred tons sideways across the flatbed.

“My inspection sheet cleared these yesterday,” Bellis said.

“They were drilled after inspection.”

The operators inside the fall path stepped away. One named his daughter in Vera’s first-year class as he moved. He kept walking until the flatbed stood between him and the hull.

“Power down,” Bellis ordered.

Mattick countermanded him.

Bellis put two fingers into the drilled centerline. “My crew does not stand under this.”

The pumps wound down. Held’s decommission men took the tractor emergency stops; Merrow and Andic chocked the flatbeds. Brekke’s loyalist-gray line stayed visible on the Yard frames. Trask filmed the exposed pin from close enough to catch the drill filings.

Mattick looked across the disabled tractor, the awake hulls, and the recovery crew now inspecting its own equipment. His gloves closed once.

He ordered withdrawal.

Bellis made the column lay every chain jaw and clamp pin on the concrete before an engine moved. Two more hooks had narrowed inner faces. One shoulder clamp concealed a shallow saw cut under fresh grease. Operators tagged each altered part with the name of the person who found it, then loaded safe hardware separately from the pieces prepared to fail.

At Matchlock’s ankle, Bellis had one operator stone the hook gouge and another paint the exposed metal. He signed the repair himself. The narrowed hook, drilled pins, and cut clamp went into Trask’s truck.

“Nothing leaves my shop on one inspection again,” Bellis told him. “Second hand. Second signature.”

The column backed out past Poppy’s chocks. Matchlock stayed awake until the last engine cleared the freight turn. Brekke climbed down after its vibration vanished from the Yard rail.

Denn asked Bellis who had prepared the clamps.

He watched Mattick’s retreating column. “That’s what I’m going to find out.”

Denn watched from the open canopy until the paint skinned over. Her hands still shook from the emergency launch. She waited for every hauling chain to leave the Yard, walked Matchlock back onto its marks, and shut the old frame down herself.

The operator who had named his daughter came back without Mattick. He set his personal chain gauge beneath Matchlock’s ladder and offered Denn the handle rather than touching the frame. She climbed down, checked the gauge against the gouged yoke, and returned it.

“Your daughter takes Vera’s first-year course?”

“Front row. Corrects my stance at breakfast.”

“Tell her the old frames still bite.”

The operator looked at the burst tire, then nodded. “She’ll like that.”

Sarn capped the open knee line and pressed bright drill shavings into evidence wax before weather could soften their edges. Poppy released the tractor brake only after its engine pointed out.

Denn climbed down with Matchlock’s spare startup key. “Keeper’s copy,” she said, putting it in Sarn’s palm. “We test it before the next engine reaches this floor.”

Sarn closed his fingers around it. “You turn it first. Until a key wakes the frame, it’s only shaped metal.”

The key bench stood beside Matchlock’s still-warm foot. Pilot and keeper tested the copy there while Trask’s truck carried the altered hook into daylight.



Odessa found Brekke beside the tire the recovery tractor had burst. Brekke’s range helmet sat on the rubber, its rim still melted from the Compensator failure.

“You cut your Limiter in front of the city,” Brekke said.

“Then flew a Cat-4 on skill alone.”

Brekke touched the governor-pattern scar at her neck. “I tried the replacement.”

Odessa’s prepared reply died when her eyes reached the scar. She stepped closer and rested one hand on Brekke’s shoulder, clear of the injured pathway.

“Your raw screen?”

“Forty-eight through the restriction.”

“Come to Vera’s open course. Sit beside me. Learn what your body is doing under the cap before anyone offers you another machine.”

“On whose order?”

“Mine. Ignore it if you want.”

Brekke’s laugh tugged painfully at the scar. “You have improved at invitations.”

The other gray pilots waited at the ramp. One had peeled the red governing stripe from her shoulder and carried it between two fingers. Odessa walked past without demanding an answer.

Brekke picked up her scorched helmet, took the loose stripe from her squadmate, and tried to fold it with the left hand the Compensator had curled shut. The first crease slipped. She warmed the flexors against the helmet rim, flattened the cloth on the second attempt, and tucked it beneath the melted edge.

“What time is the course?” she called after Odessa.

“Zero seven. Bring your raw trace.”

Brekke followed with the helmet under her sound arm and the damaged hand left open at her side.



That night Poppy brought a scarred torque wrench to the corner bay and locked the door behind her.

She laid the tool across my bench, unscrewed the hollow grip, and shook out a memory wafer wrapped in oilcloth. Three sets of cut marks crossed the inside of the handle. Each carried the current date and a forty-second duration.

“I clipped a passive loop around feeder N-seven after we got home,” she said. “The loop draws nothing and sends nothing. It only remembers what passes through the steel. Six times this week, the fenced facility woke in three stages. Every test ran forty seconds.”

Sarn turned the wafer between two fingernails. “Cradle, sink, opposition?”

“That’s what the harmonics look like. I want hands on the trunk before I name it.”

Poppy rarely softened a claim she could prove. Hearing caution in her voice put all of us on our feet.

We entered the Wall’s north power gallery before midnight carrying ordinary inspection lamps and the wrench. Feeder N-seven ran waist-high along the outer wall, a steel bus housing rated for transformer load beneath the north road. Across that road, the Compensator facility showed only white perimeter lamps and the upper track of a gantry crane.

A continuous warmth traveled through the bus: lighting, pumps, fence current. Beneath it, old bolted joints added their own faint chatter. I worked from one joint to the next until the background settled into a map under my fingers.

Poppy clipped the passive loop around the housing. “We need to make it hungry.”

At Pad Seven, Falk had preserved a three-second calibration trace from the expedition handoff. No combat output, no pilot identity, only the opening shape of an anchored channel before the load rose. Poppy fed that harmless trace into Scrapdog’s isolated service cradle through a maintenance oscillator. The pulse should have traveled six meters to the cradle meter and stopped.

A hair-thin carrier escaped north through the gallery trunk.

It was too small for my hand to separate from the bus warmth, but Poppy’s loop caught it. The monitor drew a narrow green line crawling along N-seven toward the fence.

“They tapped the academy test bus,” she whispered. Anger flattened the last word. “They aren’t requesting our telemetry. Their hardware listens whenever an anchor-shaped trace touches a deck circuit.”

Nothing happened across the road. A patrol passed the gallery grille, boots striking the drainage covers. We kept our lamps on the feeder and waited like three techs arguing over a warm bearing.

At eleven minutes, N-seven kicked beneath my palm.

Cradle current struck first, a square load that seated without hunting. The synthetic sink engaged under it. Then governor opposition arrived as a hard third stage and locked at a level that would have burned Brekke’s cervical path from end to end.

The range machine had fought its own clamp with ragged peaks and rising heat. This test stand reserved power for the opposition before it came. When the third stage landed, the response met it edge for edge and ran level.

“Mark two,” Poppy said. “It learned the clamp.”

Sarn moved down the trunk to a junction where the housing split around a stone pier. He put his fingertips on the branch plate and shut his eyes.

“Another load woke beside it. Smaller. Fast switching.”

Poppy shifted the loop beyond his hand. A second trace appeared, narrow and regular, pulsing only while forced flow ran. It carried no motor-start sag, no cooling-pump lag. The branch was speaking.

She changed the monitor from load view to carrier view. Blocks of machine code assembled edge by switching edge. Most were stand commands: seat the cradle, present synthetic load, raise opposition, sustain. One encrypted block repeated before every stage.

“Authorization packet,” Poppy said. “The stand checks a physical command before it accepts the next load.”

“Can you copy it without answering?” Vera asked over the closed channel.

“The loop already has it. The packet thinks copper heard it. Copper did.”

The test reached forty seconds and cut without a trailing surge. Poppy sealed the wafer in the wrench before the protection relay finished clicking above us. Across the road, two facility crews emerged beneath the white lamps. They rolled a cradle-shaped housing from one steel bay to another while vapor streamed off its coolant collars.

Only the device emerged; no pilot crossed any bay door.

The crane lowered a black controller onto the housing. Four insulated leads snapped into sockets along the cradle’s spine. As soon as the controller seated, the narrow branch carrier returned for one brief handshake. White yard lamps exposed six clamp vanes beneath the housing, two more than Brekke’s Compensator, both new vanes angled toward the place an anchor’s hands would complete the circuit.

Poppy caught that too.

We waited through the patrol’s return, then moved to an unused transformer alcove where a service reader could operate behind closed louvers. Vera’s brass wing-key went into the reader first. Its old cache supplied Hesk’s signed pre-Cascade threshold command, preserved with the voiceprint that had matched the Vantry recording.

Poppy put the captured packet beside it.

The visible command fields had changed with newer hardware, but the encrypted authorization geometry aligned tooth for tooth. The signature seed belonged to Doran Hesk. A current sequence counter and the stand’s acknowledgment proved this was no dead key replayed from an archive. The controller behind the fence had accepted the packet seconds ago and advanced the machine to its next stage.

The reader marked the signature valid.

Poppy refused the green mark as a final answer. She disconnected the reader from every external lead, took an obsolete threshold controller from the alcove shelf, and opened its back. The controller had no antenna and no route beyond the room. Four copper teeth accepted Vera’s wing-key; a fifth test lead carried the captured packet from the wafer.

“If this is only copied decoration, the old controller rejects the current sequence,” she said. “If the signing root survived, it opens the test gate. Nothing leaves this box either way.”

Sarn crouched beside her. Dust had sealed the controller’s manual interlock in place. He broke the crust with one thumbnail and held the switch while Poppy fed the packet.

The first three teeth warmed in order. The fourth delayed, accepted the fresh sequence number, and rotated a brass gate away from the threshold socket.

Sarn stared at the mechanical movement. “He always delayed tooth four. Said simultaneous acceptance hid contact faults.”

Poppy saved that pass, closed the gate, and altered one bit in the signature. Three teeth warmed; the fourth refused. The gate stayed shut.

Vera held the wing-key between two fingers while the isolated controller preserved both outcomes in warm brass.

“Portable enough?” Sarn asked.

“Physical enough,” Poppy said. She stored the good pass and the rejected bit on separate sides of the wafer, then scratched one notch into the wrench handle for the gate that had opened.

Sarn did not touch the screen. He listened to the stand begin another cycle through the wall.

“Hesk’s three-step cadence,” he said. “Hesk’s key. Whoever carries it has changed the machine, but not the habit.”

“Could someone have stolen the cipher?” Signy asked.

“Yes,” Poppy said. “A cipher can be stolen. This one is being used by a controller built to recognize it, on a stand following his test sequence, after a facility secretly listened for Wade’s channel. Dead, alive, or copied into somebody else’s hands, Hesk has an insertion point inside that fence.”

Poppy etched the captured sequence number into the wrench handle beside the three test durations. If the wafer burned, the tool retained the physical count. She wrapped the memory again, seated it under the grip, and tightened the cap to its witness mark.

We returned to the corner bay by separate stairwells. Poppy drew the feeder junction and test-stand wall on our route sketch. Odessa added the loading gate used by loyalist supply teams. Signy marked the transformer yard, where N-seven entered the fence below ground.

The captured cycle gave us more than a fence address. N-seven’s first current spike reached the cradle bay two seconds ahead of the cooling pumps. The emergency shunt sat on the transformer-yard side of that delay, upstream from the machine and downstream from the city bus. Pull it and the facility lost the stand without taking the north tier dark.

Poppy marked the shunt in red, then added the crane’s forty-second transfer window. The housing crossed open concrete during that interval with coolant collars exposed and no pilot nearby. Odessa traced the loyalist loading route to the same yard and identified two blind corners where a supply crawler could hide a ground crew.

“Objective isn’t the building,” I said. “It’s the test stand, the controller, and every housing that carries the six-vane geometry. We kill power at the shunt, lock the crane over open ground, and take the controller before anybody can move it through the inner bay.”

Signy measured the fence-to-shunt distance. Poppy listed the physical tools required to isolate the bus. Odessa built the withdrawal route around the supply gate. Nobody assigned a date. The east had just come home and the frames still sat open under repair, but the next operation now had metal, distance, and a way out.

Sarn set the obsolete controller beside Poppy’s route and indicated the delayed fourth tooth. “This is our witness. We take the live controller and test it against this one before crossing back through the gate.”

Odessa added a hard fallback: if the controller moved before the shunt opened, Razorback blocked the loading road while the ground crew withdrew through the transformer yard. Signy marked the point where Longstride could cover that withdrawal without entering the facility’s firing corridor. The plan acquired a failure branch before it acquired a date.

I set the wrench beside the Vantry recorder and Vera’s wing-key. Poppy rotated the handle until its three forty-second cuts faced up. Vera laid the key with its soot-dark insertion teeth toward the captured sequence notch, while Sarn stopped the recorder on the instant Hesk spoke the countermand. Beyond the workshop wall, N-seven delivered another square load to the test stand. The bench rail answered with a faint tremor under my wrist.

“We touch that facility next,” I said.


Chapter 23: The Restoration List

Vera opened the flight course in the hall where she had taught her last class before the gauntlet. This time she wore a flight suit, her blues left behind. Three rows of cadets filled before sunrise; rated pilots took the wall, and Brekke’s six gray uniforms arrived carrying folding stools from the range, leaving every occupied seat undisturbed.

Falk claimed the front table with the recovered Chapter Eleven pages and a box of skin sensors. A line pilot twice her age asked what percentage of a positive compatibility screen became a stable anchor channel.

“We don’t have a percentage,” Falk said. “We have fifty-two screens and three field examples. If you want certainty from that sample, invent it yourself and keep my name off the paper.”

The pilot considered her, crossed out a figure on her slate, and wrote SAMPLE TOO SMALL.

Vera let Falk keep the floor until Danby spoke from the back.

“I chose sixty in the Cuts,” she said. “I continue to choose it. Put me into the lesson without treating my Limiter as a fault.”

Vera erased the example formation she had drawn. In its place she wrote three names: DANBY, OCHOA, LARKE.

“Pods,” she said. “Show them.”

Danby took center under a governed ceiling. Ochoa flew raw on her left. Signy entered the right pod and opened the real anchor channel under my hand. Vera loaded the simulation with a retreating gun crew, two Cat-1s pressing from the rear, and a ravine that narrowed every forty meters.

The first animal tested Ochoa’s side. She cut outside the gun crew, drove it back, and returned with heat climbing. Signy met the second at anchored output and stripped its approach away from the ravine. Danby never matched either number. She kept her frame between the crew and the nearest open lane, steering the three-machine geometry while the other two spent power.

At minute four, Poppy killed my contact light mid-step.

I lifted my hand from Signy’s port skin. Longstride’s modeled output fell toward her raw ceiling. At the same moment, Vera injected an overdraw warning into Ochoa’s left leg.

“Of course you paired them,” Ochoa muttered.

Danby moved before Vera answered. She shortened center by half a stride, giving Signy room to settle without clipping the gun carriage, then turned her governed frame broadside across Ochoa’s lane while she shed heat. A Cat-1 struck her shoulder. She yielded one step, no more, and kept the ravine mouth closed.

“Larke stable raw,” Signy called.

“Ochoa cooling. Six seconds.”

“I have both lanes,” Danby said.

She did. When my hand returned to Signy’s skin, Danby did not fling the lane back at her. She waited for Signy’s output to climb, called the opening, and let Longstride take it cleanly. Ochoa returned on the opposite side after her warning cleared. The gun crew reached the extraction mark with three different heat curves and no frame pretending to be another.

Danby climbed out first. A Cat-1 shoulder print glowed red across her damage display.

“Your sixty took the hit,” Brekke said from the wall.

“My sixty knew where it would be when the hit came.”

Vera pinned her trace between Ochoa’s heat spike and Signy’s contact drop. “This is the course. Learn the state beside you before the fight changes it.”

Falk followed with one compatibility screen. Brekke volunteered and sat at the table with the fresh Compensator scar visible above her collar. Falk placed two dry sensors beside the injured path and offered a tiny contact pulse through the training pad. Brekke’s response opened, scattered around the scar, then found a narrower route beneath it.

“A possible channel,” Falk said. “The result belongs to you. This rig only says the door may open; you choose whether anybody ever approaches the handle.”

Brekke studied the returning trace. “Can scar tissue make a false positive?”

“It can make an ugly true one. Yours is ugly. Come back after Maren clears the swelling.”

The gray squad wrote that down too.

Downstairs, the senior riggers watched Sowe execute a cut on Ochoa’s de-energized Yard cradle. After the feed went dead and the third bolt broke free, the housing rose three millimeters and stopped against resistance that did not appear on the sheet.

Sowe opened both hands and stepped away from the tool. “Unexpected resistance. Work stopped.”

My fingertips found a crescent of corrosion joining old housing to old cradle at the rear lip. Ochoa had already reported cold transfer at the same point from inside. Sowe marked both observations, seated a thin separator, and cracked the bond with one hide-mallet tap. The housing lifted straight.

“Could I have named that through the shell?” she asked.

“No. You named the stop. That kept the pilot safe until somebody could reach the cause.”

The lesson card left with two lines: STOP ON UNLISTED RESISTANCE. LISTEN FROM BOTH SIDES. Bram accepted more hands on his frames only after Sowe held up the corrosion crescent and promised, “We stop when the machine argues.”

Upstairs, Vera placed Danby’s three-machine trace beside Sowe’s card. The first class left with one formation to practice and one cut rule to remember. Pilots waiting in the corridor took their places before the seats cooled.



Denn’s correction launched the Restoration List as a civic fixture.

Denn arrived in depot coveralls and stood beneath Gate Four beside Poppy. The correction resolved line by line above them.

ORIGINAL FINDING: FAILURE TO SUSTAIN GOVERNED OUTPUT.

METAL RECORD: OUTPUT EXCEEDED GOVERNOR RANGE ON TWO OCCASIONS. FRAME STABLE.

RESTORED FINDING: PILOT PERFORMANCE ABOVE GOVERNED SPECIFICATION. BENCH ACTION INVALID.

Denn reached FRAME STABLE and caught Poppy’s hand. “You clapped for me.”

“I told you. I clap loud.”

“I believed them for three years.”

Poppy’s answer lost all voltage. “I know.”

Below the final line, board techs posted the schedule: ONE CORRECTED RECORD EVERY WEEK. Families began leaving names with Trask before sundown. A depot coworker stepped from the crowd carrying Denn’s old pilot patch, saved from the day she threw it away, and returned it beneath the record that gave her career back.

The fourth-tier tram line stopped beneath Gate Four at noon. Its brake crews came up still wearing blue coats marked with iron dust, because the next name on Sarn’s working sheet had spent eleven years repairing the cars they rode. Harbor riggers arrived with three more addresses. A school cook brought a pilot patch wrapped in wax paper and refused to explain how it had survived two moves and a fire.

Trask set a plain intake board beside the camera truck. Each person wrote what could be verified: current address, former frame, last known service year. He crossed out rumors and kept phone numbers. By mid-afternoon the board held nine living locations and two confirmed deaths. Nobody turned the dead names into a spectacle. Sarn marked them with a small square and copied them into the Restoration ledger for families to receive privately.

A group of cadets began reading the corrected finding aloud every time a tram unloaded. Denn endured the first three recitations, then stepped off the curb and changed their cadence.

“Don’t chant the old lie,” she told them. “Read the metal line.”

The next tram arrived. The cadets called only: OUTPUT EXCEEDED GOVERNOR RANGE. FRAME STABLE.

Depot workers answered FRAME STABLE from the lower stair.

The phrase moved through Gate Four for the rest of the day, technical in its honesty and simple in the terraces’ mouths. By evening somebody had chalked it beneath Matchlock’s berth number. Bram inspected the chalk, corrected the punctuation, and left it.

At the Yard lift, families watched five frames cycle through monthly turnover in daylight. Sarn kept the rail clear and made each visitor stand behind the painted foot line. The first frame raised one hand under maintenance power. A woman in a tram coat recognized the old gesture her sister had used after sorties and sat abruptly on the curb.

Poppy sat beside her and asked for no story. They watched the hand complete its check and return to rest.

By mid-afternoon, Denn had moved from the place beneath her own record to Trask’s intake board. She kept the returned patch in one fist while depot workers brought her names from old shift rosters.

“Carden transferred from west brake to fourth-tier tram eleven years ago,” one coworker said. “Night shift now.”

Denn wrote the depot number, crossed out a rumor about why Carden had been benched, and left only the address somebody could verify. When a cadet tried to thank her for making the Restoration List possible, she handed him a second pencil.

“Make it possible for the next woman,” she said.

The cadet took statements from two harbor riggers while Denn checked each former frame against Sarn’s manifest. Her shaking eased only when the work demanded small letters. By the ninth address, the returned patch had moved from her fist to its old place on her coveralls.

Poppy brought a depot slate with one final name circled. Denn read it, looked toward the tram line, and handed the slate to Trask herself.

“Next address,” she said.

The first verified address belonged to Lysa Carden, a fourth-tier tram-brake mechanic. She arrived before noon in a blue work coat, read the false zero on her original card, and asked whether her frame remained in the Yard.

“Bombard,” Sarn said. “Left hand open for rewiring. Otherwise turned monthly.”

Carden worked until six and entered Vera’s seven o’clock course carrying her brake tools. On the first control input, eleven years of tram work sent her wrist toward the wrong sequence. She caught the motion before touching the frame control, named it as depot habit, and demonstrated both gestures for the long-grounded pilots around her. Vera added the collision between civilian skill and returning cockpit reflex to the course. Carden wrote BOMBARD across the first page of a new service notebook.

At sunset, Denn climbed Matchlock’s gantry. The public board mirrored her restored record onto the frame’s berth screen. She laid her palm on the old hull beneath her own name.

“I didn’t wash out,” she said.

The deck heard her. Nobody answered for her.

The depot coworker who returned her patch climbed Matchlock’s lower gantry after the crowd thinned. He had never been inside a war-frame berth. Denn taught him the old hull’s pre-flight points in her depot-floor register, as if they were checking bearing inventory before a shift. Her restored status changed none of the lesson’s grammar.

“This knee clicks cold,” she told him. “It’s allowed one click. Two means Bram gets angry and replaces the return seal. The shoulder carries heat after a coil discharge. Don’t touch the inner plate bare-handed.”

He took the notes on the same brown depot slate he used for crate counts. At the end he asked whether she wanted her old shift locker cleared.

Denn looked down from Matchlock’s ladder. “No. Put the next restored pilot in it until her frame is ready. And leave the dent in the door. I put it there.”

Her coworker wrote NEXT RESTORED PILOT across the locker tag and left the dent in the door.

Three Yard records and Vera’s corrected grounding made four restorations. Four hundred and eight combined records remained.

The next morning, Denn and Ket cold-started Matchlock and Springald for the open course. When Springald’s left shoulder threw an amber warning, Ket held the controls neutral and called the crew instead of forcing the old arm to prove she belonged. Sowe found trapped air in the reopened line; Ket identified the pressure skip before the meter resolved it. After Sowe bled the housing, pilot and rigger confirmed the shoulder sound from opposite sides and walked the restored frame into the morning.



Four weeks of compatibility screens left Falk with two findings. None of the fifty-two volunteers carried my surge-sink pattern; forty-seven formed a stable offered-contact response. She laid the traces across my bench and divided them with a grease line.

“The pilots can open channels,” she said. “The rare part is the person who carries what comes through. Safe raw flight can spread now. Anchored output ends at you until we find another sink.”

Her summer intake cross-check supplied a different problem. One application bore the name M. MARLOW.

Sarn was tightening the intake board when it resolved. His torque bar stopped beneath the letters. Enna Marlow had died in his grid, clamped at full flow. An initial could mean family or coincidence.

He finished the bracket, copied the applicant number onto a blank card, and gave it to Poppy. “Verify the person. Don’t mention Enna.”

Sarn carried the next training cradle toward the stairs. I took the lower handle at the first landing. He kept his grip, so we brought it down between us.

Poppy waited until the class ended to return. She placed a verified street address on the cradle beside him and read the applicant’s full name only when he asked.



Signy’s morning circuit changed one number nobody had ordered her to change.

She flew the ordinary eleven kilometers along the Wall’s inner face, Gate Six to Gate Eleven and back, with two turns, one kneeling check, and a simulated lance presentation at the midpoint. Longstride reached 87.2 during the circuit. Between maneuvers, the output settled to eighty-four.

The first time, Signy’s thumb moved toward the trim wheel and stopped above it. Longstride waited at eighty-four while the inner Wall passed beneath its feet.

At Gate Nine she completed the kneeling check and rose. The frame returned to eighty-four. The knees carried without flutter. Coolant demand stayed green. The old trained correction hovered in her hand without reaching the control.

“Idle remains eighty-four,” she reported.

Bram was monitoring from the deck. “Seen. Continue.”

He said nothing else until Longstride entered Hangar Three and took its clamps. The shutdown trace unrolled across his service slate: maneuver, eighty-four; turn, eighty-four; kneel, eighty-four; final approach, eighty-four. Three years of sixty-point returns ended without a spike or a fight.

Bram made Signy leave both hands open above the controls while he watched the settled frame for another full minute. A stored governor prompt flashed at the edge of the screen, offering CORRECT TO 60.0. Signy did not touch it. The machine continued its idle with a deeper hydraulic note than the deck had heard from it at rest.

Poppy looked up from the next berth. “Longstride sounds different.”

“It stopped swallowing the last part of every cycle,” Bram said.

He laid the slate beside Signy. “Sixty point zero can rest.”

Signy climbed down, took his grease pencil, and wrote in the workshop ledger: The frame idles at 84 now. Her pencil embossed the paper beneath while leaving the page intact.

The cooling cycle took seventeen minutes. Signy spent them beside the cradle, listening each time the pumps returned to their new baseline. When the service slate offered the stored correction again, she opened the settings and selected the obsolete value.

A warning asked whether she intended to remove the certified default.

Signy rested her thumb above the confirmation long enough for the stored 60.0 to blink once more. “Yes,” she said aloud, and deleted it.

Bram checked the empty field after her. He neither restored the value nor entered a substitute. Instead he turned the service slate toward Longstride’s next startup station and made the absence visible to every crew chief who would touch the frame.

Signy signed the change with her pilot key. At the next cold start, the machine would wake without asking her to become smaller first.



Senna Holt came to Bastion with the K-21 survivors and returned my torque bar in person.

Rampart and Stoneguard entered Hangar Three under their own power, both carrying siege patches that looked temporary even from the upper rail. Holt followed the service crews with her ribs strapped beneath the flight suit. She found my bench, waited until I finished seating a bearing race, and laid one familiar tool across the clean edge of the rag.

“You lent it to me at the gate,” she said. “The manual dog seized after the pen broke. I could have sent it with a runner.”

“But the picket pays its debts.”

“I pay mine personally.”

A fresh crescent dented the grip. The shaft carried a four-tenths-millimeter bend from off-axis overload, and the hand that released it continued favoring the throttle side.

“You used it against the warped gate plate.”

“It opened.”

“You bent the grip.”

“The gate was less cooperative.”

I rolled the bar across my surface plate. The bent section lifted and touched in a repeating four-tenths gap. Holt watched the error travel beneath it.

“Put it on my account,” she said.

“Your account already contains a manual dog and two ribs.”

“The ribs belong to me. The tool belongs to you.”

I set the bar into the small straightening press. Holt reached for the pump handle.

“No. You continue guarding the last third of a breath. Call the dial. I work the press.”

A protest tightened her mouth, then she moved to the indicator. I loaded the shaft while she called the correction. Pain caught near the end of her first full breath. She let it pass instead of hiding it and gave me the final fraction.

The bar came out true along the plate, the crescent remaining as a smooth scar in the grip. Holt checked the line and handed it back.

“Serviceable.”

“Stable.”

“I was going to say that.”

Two fingers against her wrist found less fracture strain than at K-21, though the throttle compensation persisted. “Ribs are knitting. You keep cutting the breath short.”

“Maren noticed. She added more threats.”

“She’s thorough.”

“So are you.”

Holt held the corrected bar between us. Heat from the press had entered the grip; the crescent concentrated it beneath both our hands.

“Rampart’s refit starts in the morning,” she said. “When your riggers reach the right shoulder, ask for me. I know which scars came from the siege and which ones the station inherited.”

“I’ll ask.”

“Personally.”

She released the tool and walked toward Rampart’s open berth. I let her go. The repaired torque bar stayed warm in my hand.



Odessa left my jacket folded on the bench with one line spoken from the doorway.

“It’s in my quarters,” she said. “Come collect it tonight.”

When I arrived, the regulation-neat room had changed in one place. She had taken the win and recalibration slip down from over the desk and put both in a drawer. The mirror on the locker door remained angled toward the narrow bunk.

I planted myself inside the door and left both hands at my sides. “State the requisition before I touch the suit.”

Her answer came one measured word at a time. “The mirror. Anal. Slow enough that I can’t turn it into a fight. I want to watch and I want you controlling every part of it. Yes, Wade. Plain enough?”

“Plain enough.”

Her yes held steady while she turned her back and put both hands flat on the bunk. I took the gray zipper in one hand and angled the locker mirror toward the bunk and put Odessa facedown across the narrow mattress, violet hair against white sheets, her hips at the edge and her ice-blue eyes able to find themselves in the glass.

“Spread your hands beside your head,” I said. “You don’t brace on the frame.”

She obeyed. I opened the gray suit and peeled it from her thick thighs, then spread warm lubricant over her ass with both palms. I made no demand for a measured descent. First I worked the tension out of the entire powerhouse body: glutes, lower back, the deep muscles around her hips. My thumbs pressed patient circles beside her asshole without entering.

“This pace is offensively cautious,” she said into the sheets.

“You requested enough time that you couldn’t turn it into a fight.”

“I didn’t specify geological time.”

I gripped both hips and kept her prone. “You tell me when the bravado’s gone.”

Her gaze met mine in the glass. She waited through one breath, then another. “Open my ass. Please.”

I bent over her from between her boots and used my mouth. The first stroke of my tongue across her tight hole erased the prepared complaint. I kept her thighs open with my forearms and worked the rim until it softened under wet pressure. Odessa’s breath lengthened by force. Each time her hips tried to rise, my grip put them back on the mattress.

“Look at yourself,” I said when I lifted my head.

She did. The glass caught her pale flush past the helmet line, the heavy curve of her ass in my hands, and the loyalist gray hanging useless from her legs.

I pressed two slick fingers together against her loosened hole and let steady pressure, not a counted progression, open her around them. Her body resisted, eased, then took both in one sustained stretch. I curled them while my other hand found her clit beneath her.

Odessa’s mouth opened on a sound with no tactical value.

“Condition. Three words.”

“Full. Good. Infuriating.”

“Your body disagrees.”

I withdrew, added more lubricant, and rolled her onto her side facing the angled locker door. Her back came against my chest; one thick thigh rested over mine, leaving her open and far from every rail or pilot’s stance. I slicked my cock and set the head against her prepared asshole.

“Ready?”

“Yes. Your cock in my ass. I yield the timing.”

I pushed forward while holding her hip fixed. The ring caught, tightened, and opened under one continuous pressure. Odessa had nowhere to lower herself or turn the entry into a performance. She breathed against my forearm while I seated myself in one controlled line that did not break.

Her powerful hips jumped once against my hold. The tight ring gave a series of quick involuntary grips along my cock; I kept the pressure steady until the reflex softened into chosen acceptance.

“What do you see?” I asked.

The answer took time. “I see only myself. The Board and gray squad are somewhere outside the glass. Just me.”

“Good. Stay there.”

I began long side-lying strokes, one hand controlling her hip and the other working her clit. Her reflection showed every yielding centimeter without giving her a braced angle to conquer.

Her thigh finally went heavy over mine. Surprise crossed her reflection when she realized my arm and the mattress carried every part of her except the wanting.

With my cock deep inside her, I changed the motion into one small pressure circle while my arm secured her hip against mine.

“Why the shallow movement?” she asked.

“Because you’re still anticipating the next deep stroke.”

“That’s pilot training.”

“You aren’t flying a sortie here. Stop anticipating and let the next stroke arrive when I give it.”

Her body resisted the mattress for three breaths. On the fourth, the thick muscles in her thighs eased over mine. Her shoulders dropped. The tight grip around my cock softened from resistance into warmth.

“There,” I said. “Your orders don’t set this bed. My rhythm does.”

She watched herself in the glass until the last command left her mouth unused. “Move me again. Please. Make it last.”

I resumed with one long stroke and waited at full depth. Her ass closed around me, firm and receptive. The glass broke the movement into details: my hand around her hip, the violet spill of her hair across my arm, the gray suit gathered below her thick thighs.

The next withdrawal took longer. Odessa watched my cock leave her until only the head remained, then watched me press back through the tight ring. Her breath started to race. I let her breath race and lengthened the interval.

“Don’t mistake this pace for fragile,” she said.

“I don’t.”

“Then why are you keeping it shallow?”

“Because you braced before I moved.”

Her eyes narrowed at me in the glass. I maintained a slow stroke near the entrance, letting her feel that impatience could not set its depth. The powerful leg over mine flexed twice before she made it loosen.

“Give me another,” she said.

I waited.

“Take me deep. Please.”

I gave her the full length in one continuous drive. Her back pressed against my chest. A rough sound left her, stripped of the contempt she used whenever pleasure made her feel exposed.

My free hand gathered both her wrists against her sternum. She could have broken that hold with the leverage in her shoulders; instead she curled her fingers around my forearm and left them there.

“Keep them,” she said.

“You don’t need restraint in this position.”

“I want the reminder.”

I tightened my arm enough for her to feel the boundary. The other hand stayed on her clit, using deliberate circles that refused to hurry even when her hips tried to meet them. Each thrust began after the last tension drained from her thighs. She learned the interval while its control remained mine.

Between strokes, the reflection kept offering Odessa back to herself, alone in the glass and free of every public number. Her body claimed the narrow bunk: strong legs open over mine, broad hips fixed by my hand, pale skin flushing where the gray uniform ended.

“Tell me if the pace needs to change,” I said.

“It doesn’t. I hate that it doesn’t.”

“Good.”

“Arrogant mechanic.”

I seated myself deep and replaced thrusting with a firm two-finger circle against her clit.

Her insult dissolved into my name.

“This is what you asked for,” I said. “Nothing to beat.”

“I know.” Her voice shook. “That’s why I asked.”

I kept her wrists against her chest and moved again. The drawn-out rhythm forced every sensation to arrive separately: the stretch at entry, the deep pressure when my hips met her ass, the drag as I withdrew. Odessa took each sensation separately. When she wanted more, she asked; when I denied the faster tempo, her thigh stayed loose over mine and she waited for the stroke I chose.

Contact at her spine made no claim of cure. The faith-fray had narrowed to one stubborn rough edge near the old load point. Trust had repaired most of the path; memory continued catching there whenever her gaze touched the closed drawer.

“The old wound’s smaller,” I said. “It retains one catch.”

“Good.”

“Good?”

“If you told me it vanished, I’d know you were lying.”

“My hands don’t lie.”

“I know. Keep moving.”

I fucked her with long pressure holds between every deep stroke while she watched herself in the mirror. Her raw ceiling read eighty-four point one, the locked progression intact.

“Eighty-four, one,” I said. “Three point one behind Larke and climbing.”

“Campaign objective,” she whispered, then the arithmetic left her face.

I kept the angle she had asked for and worked her clit until the side-lying position turned every contraction into a tight drag around my cock. Odessa came watching her own eyes, no speech prepared for the moment, only my name breaking out of the comms voice. I stayed deep while her hard-built body softened everywhere except the tight rhythm around my cock. In the mirror, Odessa’s eyes widened without a taunt ready to cover them. Her mouth stayed open around my name; the unguarded expression sent me over. I spent inside her while one hand fixed her hip and her powerful thighs shook against mine.

Afterward I withdrew carefully and kept her hip supported while the opened muscle relaxed. A warm cloth came away clean. I folded it against the deep tenderness she had chosen while tension ebbed from the opened muscle. She rated the work “adequate,” voice wrecked beyond credibility.

I cleaned the remaining lubricant from her skin and brought the gray suit back up only to her waist. Odessa lay on her side facing her reflection, one hand resting over the marks my grip had left on her hip.

“You looked,” I said.

“The entire time.”

“And?”

She studied the woman in the glass before answering. “I kept waiting to see the squad leader doing something forbidden. She never arrived. Odessa did.”

Her own name sounded more difficult in her mouth than any callsign. I set the locker door so the reflected bunk would remain in view after I left.

She caught my wrist. “Don’t make this tender enough to become insulting.”

“Wouldn’t dare.”

“Good.” Her grip loosened without releasing me. “Stay until my breathing is baseline. Then tell Kane her tactical report is due at first watch.”

I sat beside her past baseline. She counted each breath silently.

Odessa kept looking at the closed drawer. “At seventeen, after the sponsorship photograph, Crane asked what I wanted most. I said first rank. What I meant was that I wanted somebody to notice if I disappeared.” She rubbed one thumb over the old shoulder joint. “You noticed an injury I had hidden from every med check. Why?”

“Because you compensated one degree too far on the handshake,” I said. “And because a pilot who hides pain to keep flying is worth keeping alive.”

Her reflected eyes stayed on mine. “If I’d disappeared before the challenge, would you have noticed?”

“I noticed you protecting the left shoulder while you threatened me. I noticed when your attacks stopped matching the damage you claimed not to have. You would have left a hole in every formation you trained.”

“That’s a mechanic’s answer.”

“You asked the mechanic.”

A trace of amusement softened her mouth. She turned away from the glass to face me directly, the gray suit loose at her waist.

“Stay past baseline,” she said. “No report excuse. I want the company.”

I sat against the wall beside the bunk. Odessa shifted until one bare foot rested against my thigh. We let the room remain quiet while the second watch crossed the corridor outside.

She left the drawer shut and placed the sponsorship slate face-up on the desk.

My jacket stayed over her chair.



The corner-bay watch rotation ran in four hands now. Odessa’s entries were ruled and indexed on graph paper; the other three had started leaving notes in her margins for her to correct.

Maren read the rotation, checked my campaign chart, and added one line in red beneath it: SLEEP.

Odessa drew a box around the word, assigned it a six-hour block, and initialed the margin. Signy moved the start time earlier by thirty minutes. Poppy added a note asking whether unconsciousness counted as compliance. Vera crossed out the question.

Odessa boxed Maren’s order a second time, wrote ENFORCEABLE beside it, and initialed the correction.


Chapter 24: The Deep Range

A salvage convoy lost an axle twenty kilometers beyond the Wall on a bright mid-summer afternoon, and the new rotation met its real test where no terrace could pretend a kaiju was sport.

The Cat-2 did not attack a gate. It shadowed Odom’s disabled transporter through broken shale, staying low behind a ridge and waiting for the recovery crane to take the convoy’s guns out of formation. The tactic was new. It ignored the exposed fuel bladder and waited for responder frames to crowd around the crane. The stranded machine was bait.

Odom said it first on the freight channel. Her convoy had stopped in a shallow basin with the broken axle under the middle transporter, fuel ahead of it and the recovery crane behind. The Cat-2 kept to the north ridge where the guns could not depress cleanly. Every time the crane crew approached the axle, the animal shifted closer. Every time the escort frames turned toward it, the animal dropped back.

“It wants the crane committed,” Odom said. “Once the boom is carrying the transporter, my guns can’t move without dropping thirty tons of vehicle. It hits then.”

Vera set the convoy flanks with three pilot states available. I built a two-sortie handoff around the route’s only field cradle. Poppy stayed at Pad Seven with two crews, timing clamps and checking both tandem bays so nobody tried turning a ground transfer into a heroic live one.

“Longstride teaches it the first attack,” I said. “We land completely. Razorback launches with a different anchor pattern and hits the side Signy trained it to ignore. Signy returns raw for the finish. No contact change on an active frame.”

Odessa read the sequence once. “One minute fifty or the axle crew spends too long under the boom.”

“Two minutes is safe.”

“Then be safe in one-fifty.”

Signy looked from Odessa to me. “She’ll count.”

“I always count,” Odessa said.

Civilians watched from shelter screens after the alarm. Nobody packed an exposed terrace. The confidence was quieter than that: shelter doors closed in calm order, vendors covered their carts, and people kept their slates on because they knew the names launching.

Forward Service Pad Seven gave us the only field cradle on that route. Signy and I launched first in Longstride, anchored, while Vera flew line command in Culverin and Matchlock and Springald held the convoy flanks.

The Cat-2 broke cover when the crane lifted the axle. It came low through the broken shale, forty meters at the shoulder, three hundred tons using the ridge to hide its acceleration. Signy’s port skin delivered 108 under campaign control, dictating the approach below Full Bore.

Signy met it five hundred meters short of the fuel train. She showed it [Burst Vector] on the right twice: a shoulder strike on the first pass, a lance feint at the eye on the second. The animal guarded high and right on the third approach before she committed. Learning, but only from the lesson she meant to teach.

I read the load through Longstride when its left foot struck a buried shale plate. The plate tipped, sending a fine flutter up the frame’s ankle. “Left ground false. Don’t plant for the fourth pass.”

Signy changed the vector in the time between my sentence and the animal’s next step. She touched the right guard again without planting left, drew the skull around, and burst clear on the same foot. The hidden plate rolled under the Cat-2’s pursuing forelimb instead. Three hundred tons stumbled into the basin and exposed the left jaw line for half a second.

“Pattern set,” I said. “Come home.”

Signy broke off with the Cat-2 guarding high and right, its weight shifting left before every expected approach.

“Come home.”

Then we ended the sortie completely.

Longstride withdrew to Pad Seven, locked into the field cradle, and powered down. Four mechanical clamps seated around the feet. Poppy called each green light from the service rail. Only after the frame had no motion left in it did I lift my hand. The anchored current ended, and Signy’s output settled to 87.2 raw.

I came out on the service ladder after all four clamps seated. Pad crews unclipped my harness, walked me seven meters across fixed grating, and clipped me into Razorback’s bay while Vera and the recalled frames contained the Cat-2 behind the ridge.

The animal tried to use the pause. It broke south toward the disabled transporter, expecting Longstride’s trained attack to come from the right again. Matchlock and Springald did not challenge its mass. They crossed behind the crane, fired into the shale at its front feet, and turned the run without exposing the loaded boom. Vera held Culverin at the convoy’s center, line command visible and physically between the Cat-2 and the fuel bladder.

Odessa launched on a separate sortie at 84.1 raw. I made contact at her spine only after Razorback cleared the clamps. Her pathways opened around a different load pattern, dense through shoulders, pelvis, and thighs. Output rose through ninety.

“Turnaround was slow,” she said.

“One minute fifty-eight.”

“Eight seconds over.”

Poppy came over the pad channel. “It was one-fifty-eight because somebody’s loyalist-gray harness has a buckle positioned for a person with less ass. I am moving the buckle before next time. This is engineering, not criticism.”

“Move it after the kill,” Odessa said.

“See? She respects my process now.”

Signy relaunched unanchored at 87.2 and approached from the right, repeating the fourth feint on the same line. The Cat-2 recognized Longstride, recognized the vector, and committed its defense before the frame reached striking distance. Its skull turned high. Its weight shifted left.

Anchored Razorback was already on that side.

Odessa entered in her own register: full frame mass behind the shoulder under the jaw, wide hips and planted legs translating her G-load architecture into two hundred tons of leverage. The collision drove the Cat-2 sideways into the ridge. Broken shale came down over both machines.

Razorback’s left shoulder mount took more than its even share, the imbalance grinding into my skin. “Give the shoulder two degrees. Drive through the pelvis.”

Odessa adjusted without losing pressure. The shoulder stopped grinding. Load moved down the frame’s center and into both feet. She forced the skull up until the same left jaw line Signy had exposed hung open between them.

The Cat-2 raked at Razorback’s flank. Vera put Culverin’s forearm into the strike and took the claws across old armor, stopping them short of the tandem bay. Matchlock and Springald closed the retreat, two reclaimed frames denying the animal the only ground left.

“Your seam, Larke,” Odessa called.

Longstride crossed raw, not anchored, its raw number still lethal after contact ended. Signy put the lance through the line beneath the jaw with one centered thrust. Razorback held the skull through the death-spasm while Culverin protected its exposed flank.

The axle crew never dropped the transporter. They watched three different pilot states execute one plan around the crane they were protecting.

Fourteen minutes from alarm to kill, with a full landing, handoff, and separate launch inside the clock.

The recovery crane continued holding the disabled transporter. Odessa kept Razorback’s grip on the dead Cat-2 until Vera declared the carcass dead, then carried it away from the work site and set three hundred tons down beyond the exposed crew. Signy took Longstride to the ridge and checked for a second contact. Matchlock and Springald returned to the convoy flanks. The formation completed the rescue before celebrating the kill.

I went under the transporter with Odom. Her thumbnail caught a hard white scrape on the inner collar, where a kaiju claw had struck earlier on the route. My palm found the crack descending from that scrape through two grain layers; the half-shaft had not failed from fatigue. The Cat-2 had disabled the middle vehicle, followed the convoy, and waited for the crane to lift it. The claw strike had prepared the bait.

“It hit us before the ridge,” Odom said. “One strike under the chassis, quiet enough the drivers logged it as shale.”

“Then tracked the damaged bearing until it failed.”

She looked toward the dead animal. “They’re planning hunts now.”

“This one did. We put the method in the anomaly ledger. Every convoy checks underbody collars after any contact, even if the axle runs clean.”

Poppy brought the replacement half-shaft from the pad. She and Odom’s crew seated it while Odom sighted the collar from the inspection trench and called two shim changes before I crawled under. At full load, the bearing race returned centered pressure across its entire face; their alignment loaded level beneath my palm. The transporter lowered off the crane at the thirty-sixth minute. It rolled ten meters, braked for a loaded check, and made the return pass with no flutter.

Every driver walked away, and the repaired convoy had a road home again.

Before the convoy moved, Odom laid the damaged half-shaft under an angled lamp and made every driver find the claw scrape by touch. The youngest driver searched past it until she rotated the shaft away from the light; his dirty thumbnail caught the seeded ridge in shadow.

“Here.”

“Good,” Odom said. “Teach the next cab.”

Poppy cut the damaged section free and painted its edge red for the convoy kit. Crews rebuilt escort spacing around the repaired transporter, leaving the crane free to move. Matchlock and Springald took the rear quarter, and the fuel reached Bastion.

At Pad Seven, we debriefed around the two tandem bays while the convoy rolled through the Wall. Poppy had already shifted Razorback’s harness buckle four centimeters and painted a new witness line under it.

“One-fifty next handoff,” she said. “Not by running. By putting the buckle where Kane’s body actually is, not where the loyalist equipment chart insists it ought to be.”

Odessa checked the new position. “One-forty-five.”

“One-fifty and nobody loses skin.”

“One-forty-eight.”

Poppy considered. “I respect bargaining with measurable units. Accepted.”

Signy brought Longstride’s telemetry. “The raw finish held after contact loss. No stability sag below 87.2.”

Vera set that trace beside Razorback’s anchored strike and Danby’s governed containment line. Three states, one rescue, each doing a job the other could not.

Longstride’s cradle gave me a contact release without residual drag with no governor strain. Razorback’s bay carried a distinct residue through the port contacts, dense and shoulder-heavy. The first pilot path closed before the second opened. Ground shutdown separated the two anchor channels.

Poppy opened Razorback’s harness while Odessa remained strapped into it and pushed two fingers beneath the moved buckle. No scraped skin. The webbing had stayed flush through launch and collision.

“Four centimeters bought eight seconds,” Poppy said.

“It bought ten. I spent two waiting for your fourth clamp call.”

“You will continue waiting for all four. The alternative is launching a two-hundred-ton frame while Wade is attached to a ladder.”

Odessa looked toward the seven meters of grating I had crossed between bays. “Accepted. One-forty-eight remains possible.”

Signy arrived with Longstride’s raw trace tucked under one arm. She laid it beside Odessa’s anchored curve. Her output had fallen from 108 to 87.2 after landing, then remained there through relaunch and the killing thrust.

“You trained the animal to guard the wrong side,” Odessa said.

“You hit the side I left.”

“At ninety-four anchored.”

“After waiting for four clamps.”

Poppy pointed between them. “I would like the record to show that both legendary pilots have now endorsed my safety sequence through hostile repetition.”

Signy ignored that and looked at me. “Any channel carryover?”

“None. Longstride ended before Razorback opened. The cradles prove it.”

Signy’s shoulders released by a fraction. She tapped the flat 87.2 segment of her raw trace, then the blank interval before Razorback’s channel opened.

Odessa unclipped the adjusted harness herself and inspected Poppy’s new witness line. “Make the mark permanent.”

“After you admit one-fifty is a sound target.”

“One-forty-eight with four green clamps.”

Poppy took out her paint pen. “I can work with ambition that has interlocks.”

She inked the buckle position into the webbing, then copied the measurement to Longstride’s field kit so the next handoff would begin from both pilots’ bodies, free of the generic equipment chart.

Poppy replaced me with a padded service dummy weighted to my harness load. Longstride ran a simulated hot landing, and the clock began at first clamp contact. Four green lights arrived. The crew unclipped the dummy, carried it seven meters, and seated it in Razorback’s adjusted harness.

At one-forty-seven, the final buckle closed.

Odessa folded her arms. “Possible.”

Poppy kept watching the cradle meter. One amber line appeared at the left rear clamp.

“And wrong,” she said.

Heat remained trapped beneath the clamp shoe. Longstride’s rear pad had expanded during the hot landing; its sensor showed green under compression, then relaxed when the dummy’s weight left the bay. The mechanical dog remained seated, but the witness line shifted half a millimeter before stopping three seconds later.

“Contact ended,” I said. “The frame hadn’t finished becoming ground.”

Signy crouched beside the rear pad and put her thumb on the moved line. “Four green wasn’t the final state.”

“No,” Poppy said. “Two hundred tons gets a vote after the lamp.”

Odessa checked the one-forty-seven trace. “Then one-fifty-five target.”

Poppy stared. “You added seven seconds voluntarily.”

“I added an observed settling interval. Do not make it sentimental.”

Signy marked four conditions on her field card: clamps green, rear witness seated, pilot raw trace confirmed, receiving bay clear. Odessa copied them to Razorback’s card and added ABORT ON ANY MISSING CALL.

“Cold pad?” a rigger asked.

“Same conditions,” Poppy said. “The clock may shorten. The calls don’t.”

“Fouled shoe?”

“The rear witness never seats. Reopen, sweep, restart. Nobody leaves the first bay.”

We did not run the dummy again to manufacture a prettier time. The failed transfer had found the missing condition. Poppy added the rear-line call to both field kits, Odessa initialed the change, and Signy signed beside her.

“Publish the battle footage and the failed dummy run together,” Vera said. “Every field pad can reproduce the drill without mistaking our first success for a complete procedure.”

“Include the prepared axle failure,” I said.

“Especially that part. We record what surprised us before the next animal uses it.”

The city saw it through shelter screens and returned to the streets after the all-clear. The vendors sold out then, not during the danger.

Odessa and Signy split the kill. By the time the frames came home, somebody had chalked −3.1 on Razorback’s rail. The moving gap had fans now, but the important sight was behind the joke: Matchlock and Springald walking a rescued fuel convoy through Gate Nine, the axle repaired, every driver alive.



That night, before I finished hanging the convoy’s red-edged axle section in the lesson rack, Sarn laid the old grid relay from Enna Marlow’s frame across my bench.

He had removed it from the Yard that morning, a blackened copper bus the length of my forearm, forty contact teeth along one edge where the pre-Cascade frames had linked into a synchronized test. The relay should have been dead metal. Direct contact revealed one overload path across all forty teeth: the whole test grid sharing a synchronized surge instead of one pair climbing alone.

The deepest scoring did not sit on the output side. It sat on the broadcast trunk, where the frame had sent its combined sync state outward. Hesk’s engineers had built the relay to transmit the grid’s number as aggressively as they built it to carry power.

“The broadcast trunk was the primary load,” I said. “It’s heavier than the bench return. They built the signal leaving the grid to carry more than the control room needed for measurement.”

“I know,” Sarn said. “I designed the bench return. Hesk doubled the broadcast trunk after our first test and wouldn’t tell me why. I told myself he wanted cleaner telemetry.”

He put both hands on the scored copper. The contact teeth fitted beneath his fingers like an old tool.

Sarn’s thumb stopped on the overbuilt broadcast contact. “When the grid reached 118, every kaiju inside two hundred kilometers turned toward us in the same instant. Hesk looked at the boards as if the experiment had returned the result he expected.”

He pressed the scored trunk again. “What did he build 118 to call?”

I turned the relay over and traced the broadcast trunk again. The overload scoring ran outward cleanly until the final contact, where it doubled back into the clamp bus. Signal out. Clamp back. The two events belonged to one piece of hardware, but the burned path alone could not prove their order.

Sarn brought a continuity lamp from my second drawer. The relay could no longer carry frame current, but its mechanical sequence remained functional. We clamped the blackened bus to the bench, connected the lamp to the broadcast tooth, and turned the old contact cam with a padded lever.

At the threshold mark, the broadcast contact closed and the lamp lit while the governor bus remained free. I advanced the cam one degree. The signal tooth seated fully; only after that did the clamp spring compress and snap the return tooth shut.

The lamp kept burning.

“Broadcast first,” Sarn said. “Clamp second. There was time between them.”

Scrape marks beside his thumb showed somebody had filed the installed stop to lengthen that interval. Hesk had doubled the broadcast trunk and given the signal more travel before the governors engaged.

Sarn rotated the relay until all forty contact teeth faced him. Some had burned black; others had melted into copper hooks. His finger stopped above Enna’s tooth, where a splash of silver solder marked his old field repair.

“Their channels remained open while the call was already leaving,” he said.

“At 118, the grid called across two hundred kilometers. Then every governor clamped. The relay says the transmission completed before the clamp. The power test may have succeeded.”

Sarn released the contact and wiped a black copper streak across his palm. Enna and the others may have died after Hesk got the result he had built the grid to produce.

He marked 118 beside the tower-field route on my wall and left the chalk there.

Signy waited outside the workshop. A chalk smear crossed her thumb where she had touched the new number on the wall.

“If one-eighteen was built to call them,” she said, “Full Bore may be audible farther than the Surveyor was.”

“It may. We don’t answer that by climbing until something notices.”

Her eyes went to the 111.4 patch on her jacket. She did not ask whether she could close the remaining distance. Instead she wiped the chalk from her thumb onto a rag and put the rag beside Sarn’s relay.

“Then we reach Kestrel with the number we own,” she said. “No test for its own sake.”

“Agreed.”

The word took the measuring set out of her jaw. She caught my harness strap and led me toward Hangar Three.



Signy took me onto Longstride’s shoulder that night. Maintenance harnesses clipped us to the frame, and a second safety line ran above the shoulder housing.

She put my palm over the 111.4 record patch on her jacket, moved it to her heart, then to the amber trace-line at her collar. She held my eyes.

I closed my hand around the harness at her waist. “Do you want me to take you up here?”

“Yes.” Her answer came precise and eager. “Use the maintenance line. Restrain my wrists. Keep me facing you while you decide every movement.”

Her wrists stayed raised between us after the answer, already offering the position she had named. I closed one hand around both loops, felt her pulse jump against my palm, and opened the jacket with the other.

I seated myself against the shoulder housing and drew her between my knees. The city glowed below, but the machine blocked the view from every tower. The machine blocked us from public view, leaving only altitude, warm armor, and a harness rated to hold both of us if the wind changed.

“Wrists up,” I said.

She raised them. I clipped her crossed wrist loops to the overhead maintenance line with a short length of flight webbing, tested the carabiner twice, then pulled until her arms stretched above her and the line carried part of her weight. Her jacket stayed on. I peeled the sync-suit down beneath it while she remained upright in front of me, unable to fold into the familiar doggy arch or hide her face.

She stood upright over me against Longstride’s maintenance line, jacket open, wrists secured overhead, full hips held forward by the harness and long legs braced on either side of mine. Bastion burned down eleven terraces below her boots. Wind moved the loose end of her black braid across one flushed breast. The amber traces at her collar cast a warm glow against the cold blue city.

I made her remain there while I looked. Boots and endless legs, the flare off the narrow waist, the pilot-built hollow of her back denied its usual escape by the upright line, full breasts framed by my open jacket, storm-gray eyes meeting mine until the restraint turned the level stare pleading.

My hands traveled the same route at half the speed of my eyes. I squeezed her thighs, spanned the waist, filled both palms with her breasts, and used my mouth until the wind carried the heat of her skin back against my face. She could not lower her arms to pull me closer. Every degree of contact came when I chose to lean in.

“Report.”

“Secure. No strain in the shoulders. Impatient.”

“The first two matter.”

I put my mouth on her breasts while the harness held her open and vertical. The city wind cooled the flush spreading over her chest. Her wrists tested the line once.

“Don’t move,” I said.

Her thighs loosened against mine, and the next breath reached the bottom of her ribs.

I used my hands slowly, one at her breast, the other between her thighs, two fingers sliding into her wet pussy while she faced me. Every reaction stayed visible: storm-gray eyes losing their level focus, breath count shortening, discipline concentrating around the order not to move.

“Three hundred thousand people know your number,” I said. “None of them gets this.”

“Only you.”

“Tell me where I put you next.”

“Seat me on your cock. Keep my wrists on the line. Move me yourself.”

I stripped my coveralls low and set her astride my lap, face-to-face. The harness supported her back while my hands controlled her hips. I lowered her onto my cock in one slow vertical descent. Harness tension supported the final centimeters as her pussy opened around me and took me to the root, her breath breaking against my mouth. The harness held her spine in line with mine. My palms carried the full curve of her hips while her body took me, tight and hot, one controlled increment after another.

“All the way,” she said.

“When I decide.”

I changed the descent into a shallow circle before she was fully seated. Her thighs trembled around my lap while the maintenance line took the tension she was forbidden to spend.

“Please. Seat me.”

I straightened the motion and brought her down the final centimeters, fixing her there with my cock buried to the root while Longstride’s live vibration traveled through the shoulder housing into both of us.

She tried to rise.

My grip denied the rise. “Who moves you?”

“You do.”

“Then wait.”

The restraint made waiting physical. Her wrists stayed secured overhead, jacket framing her bare body, knees planted on either side of mine. The frame’s faint live vibration traveled up through my back. Her pulse beat against my chest.

I lifted her by the hips and brought her down again. Face-to-face, harness-supported, every stroke vertical and controlled. She could not chase the rhythm or turn away. Her clipped pleas came directly into my mouth.

“Harder. Please. Same depth.”

I gave her the depth and denied the speed. Her discipline held for three strokes, then her thighs tried to help.

My hands caught the stolen effort and redirected it into an unhurried circular grind.

“Let the harness carry you.”

She forced her legs loose. The safety line took more of her weight. I restored the vertical stroke when she surrendered the effort.

“Good. You carried Full Bore. You don’t carry this.”

Her smile vanished. Storm-gray eyes went pleading. I drove her down harder, hands spanning the full flare of her hips while the overhead line kept her upright.

I changed the rhythm without changing the position. Three deep lifts, then one shallow stroke that kept the pressure at her clit while denying the depth she had begun to anticipate. Her counted breath held through the first sequence. On the second, she missed six and started again at four.

“You’re losing the count.”

“You keep changing the load.”

“The Surveyor complained less.”

The dry answer startled a laugh out of her. I used the laugh to lift her, kept her suspended on the line while small circles changed amusement into a clipped plea, then brought her down hard. The laugh disappeared into my mouth.

Her measured control compressed into a rising sequence inside her, each internal pulse closer together than the last. I kept the next movement shallow and continuous, holding her a fraction short of release.

“Whose frame carried the record?”

“Mine.”

“Whose body carries this?”

“Yours to move.” Her answer came immediate and clipped. “Please. Finish what you started.”

I resumed with the deeper rhythm, the harness creaking softly above us, her bare chest pressed to mine between strokes. The city below could display her number on every screen. Up here, her pulse raced beneath my hand while the strongest pilot on the Wall waited for my command to let go.

At the edge she said the record in her precise voice. “One-eleven-four.”

I shifted my touch from her hip to her sternum. The pathways beneath it ran deep, centered, and continued expanding.

“Higher,” I said. “It’s already climbing.”

Her pulse kicked under my palm. Her bound wrists pulled once against the maintenance line as I controlled the final strokes. She came face-to-face against me, exact pleas collapsing into my name while her measured nervous system delivered each pulse through my palm like a centered sequence of firing marks.

I did not let her shorten the last stroke. I brought her down completely and kept her seated at the root. The record-holder’s discipline broke into one rough plea against my mouth, and that precise surrender drove me over. My cock pulsed deep in her, filling her with hot bursts while her bound arms pulled against the maintenance line and her forehead stayed against mine. Longstride’s low vibration ran beneath her release until pilot and machine carried two distinct rhythms under my hands.

I kept both hands on her hips through the final clench and ordered her to breathe. She took the first breath ragged, the second deeper, the third against my mouth.

Afterward I unclipped the wrists immediately and checked them, then the shoulder range, harness marks, and breathing. Her palms found the new tracery branch at my collarbone and traced its heat until it faded.

I wrapped my jacket around her. She removed her old squadron tab and pinned it inside the collar without explanation.

Then Poppy’s monitor ticked below us.



Poppy’s receiver caught its fourth deep-band event before Signy and I left Longstride’s shoulder.

No speaker sounded. Three amber maintenance pulses flashed beneath us, and a pressure wave moved through the armor too low for ordinary comm hardware to resolve. It lasted seven seconds, divided by three short gaps. The Surveyor’s organ had called in a rising surge; this answer arrived controlled and stronger than Poppy’s test load.

“Both baselines confirm,” Poppy said over the maintenance channel. “Bearing east-southeast. Closer to K-21 than the earlier events, but the cone spans a week’s march.”

Parked frames flickered below. Culverin’s berth light blinked. Razorback registered a spine-bus pulse. Longstride was shut down, yet the armor beneath my hand carried the signal toward its dormant cradle.

Signy looked at the monitor counter. “Four.”

We descended to the dorsal service plate. Three fading load peaks remained in the standby conductors. The strongest had reached Longstride’s old governor mount despite the empty housing.

“The frame accepted it as offered sync,” I said. “No pilot current this time.”

Signy laid her bare hand over mine and felt the last pulse fade out. “A sleeping pilot could be in the path of the next one.”

Poppy arrived along Scrapdog’s shoulder crane with her monitor strapped to her chest and a pouch of temporary bus isolators at her belt.

“I built these after event three,” she said. “Standby dies at the spine mount. Startup stays available.”

She opened Longstride’s service plate, seated one isolator between the bus teeth, and locked its manual blade outward. Residual deep-band pressure reached the device and stopped before the empty governor mount, while a pilot-side test pulse still woke the frame. With one spring removal and one screwdriver jam, Poppy demonstrated both failure states: dead hardware separated the standby teeth, and a stuck blade yielded only to the manual lever inside the conscious pilot’s seat.

“Blocked asleep, alive awake,” she said.

She scratched both failure states into the housing and wired the test screwdriver beside the service plate.

Vera took the isolator pouch. “Demonstrate once to each crew chief. They install the remaining units before anyone enters a seat.”

Duty crews moved down the frame line while Signy closed Longstride’s plate. We did not follow every tool. One dead reading proved the hardware; Vera’s order carried it across the other bays.

Poppy changed the watch board to STANDBY OPEN ONLY WITH PILOT AWAKE. Above the new condition, her hand-lettered counter clicked to four.



We crossed to the watch-tower parapet before midnight. Its optical station looked down on the command tower and the north road beyond it.

A courier entered Crane’s office carrying a black control case. Hesk’s authorization geometry was stamped beside the latch. When the case opened, dense insulated leads surrounded a heavy black component; a machined brass key rested beside it.

Poppy increased magnification until the key’s teeth filled half the screen. Old insertion wear dulled three. Fresh metal shone across the fourth.

“Used recently,” she said.

The courier did not salute. He rotated the case toward Crane and pointed through the office glass at the fenced facility.

Crane stepped to the window. His shoulders lost their practiced set. One hand found the sill and gripped it.

White worklights ignited across the north road. Guards spread along the fence while a crane boom rose above the steel wall carrying a dark, cradle-shaped mass under thermal cloth. It hung long enough for the wrapped spine housing to match the load we had felt through N-seven, then descended behind the wall.

The transformer struck once.

The pulse reached my palm through the parapet as a square mechanical blow, too large for lights and too brief for a production line. Inside the office, the courier closed Hesk’s physical key into the case and left it on Crane’s desk.

Crane’s fingers tightened against the sill while the vibration drained beneath my hand.


Thanks for reading.

Leo Thornvale here. A couple of ways to get more:

	Visit my website. Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow me on Amazon. The simplest way to keep up with new releases.



On Kindle Unlimited, every page you read is what keeps me writing them.

Hope you enjoyed the story.

Leo Thornvale
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