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Chapter 1: The Map on the Wall

Two weeks of quiet, and Kael Dayne still woke before dawn out of a habit he had carried through two lifetimes and could not put down.

The Amber Line common room held the gray pre-light gently, the way a healer holds a wrist. Elfwort and chamomile and the cooling iron tang of stone that had finally stopped repairing itself. He stood at the treatment board with a cup of Adrienne’s field-healer blend going lukewarm in his hand and looked at the one thing on the wall that still felt impossible.

His status panel. Stable.

[CLASS: BATTLE HEALER] [LEVEL: 18] [BLIGHT COMPREHENSION: 100%] [REVERSE MEND: ACTIVE (calibration 97.9%)] [REGRESSION: RESOLVED]

He read it the way some men read a letter from someone they had buried. For years and across two lifetimes, that panel had fought him. The old alignment pressure had climbed and slipped and clawed at him like a tide that wanted him back. Now the line was simply gone. Not erased. Resolved. The number at the top no longer carried a hidden second number underneath it, a phantom Level 34 battle mage breathing through the floorboards of a Level 1 healer.

A level was just a level now. He could earn another one and keep it.

He should have felt only relief. Mostly he did. But there was a small, strange grief at the bottom of it, the kind you feel when a war ends and you do not know what your hands are for. He had been at war with his own past since the System dropped him back into an eighteen-year-old body. The war was over. He had won. And winning had left him standing very still in a quiet room at dawn, waiting for an alarm that was never going to ring.

“You’re doing the thing,” said a voice from the doorway, thick with sleep and entirely without volume control. “The stone-statue thing. Staring at the wall like it owes you rent.”

Mira padded in barefoot, ponytail half-collapsed, wearing one of his shirts and absolutely nothing he could responsibly think about before sunrise. She perched on the edge of a stolen Warden stool, the one bolted to the floor with masonry bolts, and tucked her toned legs up under her.

“It’s six-fifteen,” Kael said.

“It’s six-fifteen and you’ve already had a feelings-crisis at the schedule board.” She yawned hugely. “I can tell. You’ve got the jaw.”

He had the jaw. He relaxed it deliberately. “Go back to bed.”

“Can’t. Sera’s plants started humming at dawn and Sera started humming back and now I’m awake and emotionally invested in a fern.” She pointed at his cup. “Is that the good tea or the regulation tea?”

“The good tea.”

“Adrienne’s going to notice her tin’s running low.”

“Adrienne’s known since the common room became a clinic and stopped objecting.” He set the cup down. “You’re stealing from a woman who could end your academic career with a memo.”

“She likes it. It’s a love language. I steal her tea, she pretends not to know, we have a relationship built on lies and chamomile.” Mira’s grin faded by a fraction, which on her face was the equivalent of a thundercloud. “You’re really staring at the wall, though. What is it.”

He almost said nothing. He had spent a great deal of his first life saying nothing and getting people killed by it, so he had retired the habit at some cost.

“The panel doesn’t lie to me anymore,” he said. “I keep checking to see if that’s still true.”

Mira looked at him for a long beat, and the thing he loved about her, one of the many things, was that she did not fill the silence with noise just because she could. She slid off the stool, crossed the room, and pressed her forehead between his shoulder blades, arms around his ribs.

“It’s still true,” she said into his back. “You can be a normal person now. Terrifying. We’ll get you a hobby.”

“I have hobbies.”

“Watching the battle mage yard from the terrace and brooding is not a hobby, it’s a haunting.” She squeezed once and let go. “Anyway, you can’t be normal yet, because Neve’s been up all night with the carrier crystal and she’s got the face.”

Kael turned. “Which face.”

“The found-something-and-I’m-not-happy face. She’s setting up in here in twenty minutes and she made me promise to drag you and the tea. So.” Mira lifted his cup, drank half of it, and handed it back. “Consider yourself dragged.”



By the time the sun cleared the eastern ridge, the common room had filled the way it always did now, by gravity rather than by summons. The Order of the Amber Line did not run on bells. It ran on the fact that eight women with eight different specialties all orbited the same problem and found their way to the same room.

Sera came in first, copper hair loose, a potted apple cutting balanced in the crook of her arm and a mana-bright dragonfly riding her shoulder like it owned passage on her. She set the pot on the windowsill where the morning would reach it and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, and Kael, who had watched her make that exact gesture across two lifetimes inside this one mountain, felt the old quiet ache he had stopped trying to name.

Adrienne followed, auburn hair in the practical knot that had replaced the institutional twist, a stack of Order correspondence under one arm. Vara arrived already dressed for the training yard, twin practice blades across her back, ice-blue eyes doing the perimeter sweep she did in any room before she trusted it. Devi slipped in behind her without sound, which was simply how Devi entered places, and took the seat with line of sight on the door, her father’s folding knife clipped at her belt, loose enough now that the perimeter-watch looked like a habit instead of a wound.

Liss came in eating, because Liss was always eating standing up, a strip of that bloodmoss-charcoal jerky she swore prevented half the ailments of the digestive tract. Runa arrived last, and the first thing she did, the very first thing, was test the doorframe with her palm, frown at it, and make a small private note in the containment ledger she carried like other women carried a comb.

Neve was already there. She had been there for hours. The conspiracy wall, retired since the engine fell, had quietly come back to life overnight, red string and all.

Kael’s stomach did the old familiar drop. He knew that wall. He knew what it meant when Neve resurrected it.

“Before anyone asks,” Neve said, not looking up, glasses pushed high, dark bun a few hours past tidy, “yes, I slept. Briefly. Productively. Sit down, all of you, this is going to take the full pot.”

They sat. Mira distributed grain bars from the box labeled MORALE-SUSTAINING NUTRITIONAL SUPPLEMENTATION CENTER, because Mira believed that no one had ever received bad news well on an empty stomach, and Mira had data.

Neve tapped the carrier crystal on the table. It was the same one from the night the receiver gate went dark, the night the regression resolved and the academy finally stopped tearing itself around the old crisis. On its final page, two weeks ago, it had carried a single unsettling line from Velmara Hess’s kingdom-council contact: structural activity at the eastern border garrison’s dormant receiver gate.

“The Velmara report,” Neve said. “It’s confirmed. And it’s worse than the first read.”

She set a hand-drawn schematic on the table. It was precise and small, her handwriting like a surgeon’s stitches.

“Two weeks ago we knew the eastern garrison gate, dormant since before the kingdom, was showing structural activity. We assumed corruption. We assumed maybe receiver residue from the Aegis collapse. We were wrong on both counts.” She looked up, and her dark eyes were steady and afraid in a way that made the whole room go still. “It’s construction.”

“Define construction,” Vara said.

“Crews. Scaffolds. Hauled stone. Channeling arrays assembled by human hands.” Neve laid out three more pages, each one a copy of an observer’s field sketch relayed by carrier. “Not the Blight building itself. Not the timeline bleeding through. People. With tools. Building something at a five-hundred-year-old gate that has done nothing but sit there since before there was a crown to put on a head.”

Adrienne set her tea down so carefully the porcelain betrayed how badly she wanted to throw it. “Building what.”

“That’s what took me two weeks.” Neve drew a breath. “You all know what the Repository is. For centuries it harvested two things through the receiver network. Blight energy, which it grew and concentrated and bled. And old return-residue, the stored power it stripped from the people caught in its machinery, five at this academy alone, Vael among them, held in Repository stasis for fifty years to power the grid.” She tapped the wall, where a card read REPOSITORY in red. “We took both income streams away. We destroyed the Blight engine. Kael’s regression resolved instead of getting harvested, the only one in their records that had. Devi’s fused into the network. Now the Repository is starving and blind.”

“Good,” said Liss, around the jerky. “Let it starve.”

“It won’t.” Neve’s voice flattened. “It’s not a person. It’s a system, and systems pivot. It’s lost two ways to feed. So it’s found a third.” She slid the last page to the center of the table, and on it she had drawn a lattice, and at the heart of the lattice she had written four words. “It’s going to harvest living bonds. Directly. Through the receiver lattice. Across distance.”

Silence. The dragonfly’s wings clicked once and went still.

“Walk me through the certainty,” Adrienne said. Not a challenge. The director’s discipline, hard-won from years of learning that conviction and proof were different animals. “Two weeks ago this was structural activity at a dead gate. Now it’s an engine built to mine us specifically. That’s a long way to travel on field sketches.”

“It is.” Neve put the glasses back on, which steadied her. “So I traveled it carefully. Three things converge. One, the construction signature. The arrays in those sketches are receiver-lattice geometry, not Blight infrastructure and not temporal. I cross-checked them against the Aegis nexus drawings and Devi’s own work. They’re a third design, and the only function that geometry performs is channeling Resonance across distance. Two, the timing. The construction started the same week our gate went cold. A starving network reaching for a new feed. Three.” She tapped the lattice diagram. “The orientation. Every array points west. Not at a frontier village, not at a random rich town. West. At the largest concentrated bond-signal in the kingdom, which sits in this room drinking my tea.” She spread her hands. “Any one of those is a coincidence. All three is a design.”

“And mine,” said Devi, from her seat with line of sight on the door. The whole room turned, because Devi volunteering was rare. “I built a thing like this once. Not the same purpose. The same logic.” Her pale gray eyes were flat and certain. “When you build a harvest engine, you don’t aim it at scattered targets. You aim it at the densest deposit you can reach and you build everything else as tributary. The math only works if you go for the richest vein first.” She looked at Kael. “We are the richest vein. Neve’s right. I’d have aimed it at us too.”

“That’s comforting,” Mira said. “Our resident reformed weapon-builder agrees we’re the obvious target. Sleep tight, everyone.”

“You asked for certainty,” Devi said. “That’s certainty.”

“I did. I regret it.” But Mira’s joke had its usual effect, the room breathing out a fraction, the tension finding somewhere to go. It was her whole function, Kael thought, as he had thought before. Mira read the pressure in a room the way Neve read a text, and bled it off before it cracked anyone.

“The Aegis gate is dead,” Neve went on. “We killed it. So the eastern garrison gate is now the network’s primary node, the only major receiver still able to channel. The Keepers, whoever they are, are converting it from a passive receiver into an active siphon. An engine that doesn’t corrupt and doesn’t rewind. It drains. It pulls living Resonance out of bonded pairs, at range, starting with the strongest signal in the kingdom.”

She did not have to say it. Kael felt the whole room do the arithmetic at once, eight bonds humming at the edges of his awareness like a chord struck in another room.

“Us,” Kael said.

“Us.” Neve took off her glasses, which she almost never did, which meant she wanted them to see her face without anything between it and them. “The Amber Line is eight bonds, six of them Soulmate. It is the most concentrated bond-energy deposit we have documented. We thought we built a defense the Repository couldn’t break. We did. But it’s also the richest vein of exactly the thing the new engine is built to mine. We didn’t just survive. We made ourselves the most valuable target in the kingdom.”

Mira had stopped chewing. “What would it feel like. If it works.”

“To the body, nothing fatal.” Neve’s clinical voice did not quite hold. “To the bond, like being emptied. Slowly. The warmth going out of it. The awareness dimming. The connection going thin, and then cold.” She looked at Kael, and then at Sera, and then at all of them. “It doesn’t kill you. It hollows the thing between you. And it would hit the frontier hardest. The same distant villages the network has been bleeding for centuries. The far places, first.”

Sera had gone very still by the window. When she spoke it was quiet, the way she got quiet when she was most certain.

“It would feel like the world forgetting it loved you,” she said. “While you were standing right there.”

No one had anything to say to that. The morning came in through the enchanted skylights and lit the herb garden vines on the walls and it was, for one stretched second, exactly the peaceful room Kael had not trusted for two weeks, and now never would again.

“So it’s east, then,” Vara said. She had not spoken through the whole briefing, which was how Vara processed: stillness, then one decision delivered like a blade. “We go to the gate and we break it before it finishes.”

“That’s the shape of it,” Kael said.

“Good. I prefer a target.” She rolled her shoulders, the warrior already several moves into a fight no one had started. Then she stopped, and something crossed her face that Kael rarely saw on it, a small disorientation. “How far is east. Truly. Not in days. In, in places. Towns. I don’t have a sense of it. I came to this mountain at fifteen and I have not left it since.” She said it like the shape of it had finally become visible. “I don’t know the kingdom. I’ve fought across half its dungeons and I’ve never seen a town that wasn’t a memory of one.”

It landed in the room like a stone in still water, because she had named a thing none of them had thought to name.

“I haven’t either,” Neve said slowly. “I’ve read every survey map in the library. I’ve never stood on a road that wasn’t the one to the gate and back.” She looked almost frightened by the admission. “I know the kingdom the way I know a diagram. I’ve never been rained on by it.”

“I’ve never left since I came to Aegis,” Sera said quietly, from the window. “Not really. The farthest I’ve been is the Beast Preserve, which is still inside the wards.” She drew a slow breath. “My parents are in the eastern provinces. I send letters. I’ve never seen the road that carries them.”

Adrienne was quiet a beat. “I’ve left,” she said. “Combat-healer years, before I taught. But that was a lifetime and a different woman ago, and even then I went where the academy sent me and came back. I’ve never crossed the kingdom because I wanted to see it.”

Kael looked around the room and did the arithmetic, and it was stark. Mira had come from a frontier village two hundred kilometers east. Liss was frontier-born, a station medic before any of this. Adrienne had her field-healer years and old roads in her bones. Devi knew survival outside ordinary academy life, deep tunnels and hidden infrastructure and a mountain mapped from the inside out, but not the kingdom beyond it. The others, the most powerful bond-network in the kingdom, had spent their lives being shaped by one mountain, and had been about to march across an entire country they had mostly read about.

“We’ve never left home,” he said. “Most of us. We’re a greenhouse. Everything we are, every bond, every skill, every victory, we grew it inside one controlled climate, on home ground, with the wards we knew and the corridors we’d memorized and the enemy coming to us.” The truth of it settled through the room. “Now we’re going out into open weather, where there are no class-restriction wards keeping our secrets, no familiar halls, no home-field anything. And we’re going to find out whether what we built holds when it rains.”

“It’ll hold,” Mira said, with the immediate fierce certainty that was her whole gift.

“Probably,” Neve said. “I can’t model it. There’s no precedent. Eight Soulmate-adjacent bonds have never traveled. We’re the experiment.” Then, despite everything, her eyes lit. “Which means we’re also going to see all of it. The road. The towns. Another academy. I know there are others, but I’ve never stood inside one. I’ve wanted to see a second archive my entire life and assumed I never would.” The fear and the hunger warred in her face and the hunger won, the way it always did with Neve. “I’m terrified. And I cannot wait.”



“I want to take you somewhere before we plan anything,” Adrienne said.

They had cleared the meeting an hour later, the way the team cleared everything now, into work. Neve to her models. Devi, unprompted, had already begun sketching what a caravan would need, because Devi’s mind had heard the words eastern garrison and started solving the journey before anyone authorized it. Mira had produced a packing list. Runa had produced a competing packing list. The two were, even now, being compared at high volume across the room, and Kael let Adrienne draw him out into the corridor.

“Somewhere,” he said.

“Someone.” Adrienne’s expression was unreadable in the way that meant she had already decided he needed this and was not going to argue about it. “Ruen Laverre. The emeritus quarters.”

The name landed. Dorien Vael’s last surviving bondmate. Ninety-three years old. The woman who, when the buried engine failed and Vael’s suspension broke beneath the mountain, had felt a fifty-year-dead Soulmate bond pulse once in her chest.

“She’ll see us?” Kael asked.

“She asked for us.” Adrienne started walking. “Yesterday. Before Neve’s report. She felt something change in the network two weeks ago, the same time the construction started. She’s old, Kael, not asleep. She wants to talk before you walk into this blind, and she is the only living person who knew Vael at the end. Whatever the Keepers believe, she heard it first, from him.”

The emeritus quarters sat at the far end of the healer wing, past the corridor with the small understated memorial plaque that Kael had passed a hundred times. The rooms smelled of dried lavender and old paper and a garden tended by hands that no longer moved quickly. Ruen Laverre received them in a chair by a window that looked out over a plot of pale-veined bloodmoss and daylight-opening moonweed and a low amber creeper that, Kael noticed, leaned very slightly toward Sera’s whole wing of the academy as though it could smell the Amber Line from here.

She was tiny and upright and her eyes were clear. She looked at Kael for a long time before she spoke, and what she said was not what he expected.

“You have his trouble,” Ruen said. “The same trouble Dorien had. Too many people love you, and you can’t decide whether that’s a blessing or a debt.”

Kael sat. “I’ve decided. It’s a blessing.”

“Then you’re already ahead of him.” A dry sound that might have been a laugh. “He decided it was a debt, at the end. He thought love was a thing he owed back, that he’d taken more than he could repay. It made him reckless. Recklessness is just guilt with somewhere to go.” She turned her face to the window. “But you didn’t come for an old woman’s opinion of a dead man’s heart. Adrienne tells me there’s building at the eastern gate.”

“There is,” Adrienne said gently.

“Then I’ll tell you what Dorien told me, three weeks before they came and cut us apart one bond at a time over three weeks, so the breaking would look like an accident instead of an execution.” Ruen’s hands folded in her lap, steady. “You think the receiver network is a weapon. The committee that banned him thought it was a weapon. Even the Keepers, if they’re the ones I remember the rumor of, think of it as a tool. They’re all wrong, or Dorien was. He came to believe, at the very end, that it was never built to make power at all.”

The room held its breath.

“He thought it was built to bleed power away,” Ruen said. “A leash. The pre-kingdom builders, the ones who carved the deep tiers with chisels we can’t read, they didn’t build the network to harvest. They built it to starve. To keep something sealed under the mountains hungry and asleep, by drawing power off it, century after century, faster than it could gather. The harvest isn’t a crime against the world. In Dorien’s last theory, the harvest is the only thing that’s kept the world.”

Kael felt the cold go down his spine in a clean line.

“And he tested it,” Ruen continued. “The southeastern Blight, the one he contained alone with four bonds, the one that got him banned. He told the committee its corruption was artificially structured. Deliberately introduced. They struck it from the record. But he believed, after, that the thing under the world had reached up through the Blight to feel for the surface, the way you’d test ice with a boot. And he believed his bonds, four Soulmate bonds feeding power instead of draining it, were the first warm thing it had felt in five hundred years.” Her clear eyes came back to Kael, and there was nothing senile in them at all.

“I’ll tell you the part that kept me awake for fifty years,” she said, lower. “He wasn’t afraid for himself, at the end. He was afraid of what he was. He’d spent his whole life believing that the Battle Healer path was a gift, that bonds were the answer to everything the world threw at us, that love was strength. And then he started to wonder if the thing the committee feared about him wasn’t his power. It was his warmth. They thought they banned him for prestige, for politics, because he made battle mages unnecessary. He came to think, in the dark, that some older part of the institution banned him because his bonds were waking the world up, and that the ban was the leash doing what the leash does, starving the warm thing before it could grow.” She folded her hands. “He never knew which it was. Politics or providence. Whether the men who buried him were petty or whether they were, without knowing it, doing the one thing that kept the world asleep. And not knowing is what broke him, more than the ban, more than losing us one bond at a time. A man can bear being wronged. It’s much harder to bear not knowing whether the thing that wronged you was, in some terrible way, right.”

She looked at Kael a long moment. “He had four. You have eight. I don’t know if he was right. He didn’t know if he was right. He was an exhausted man at the end of a hard life and he might have been talking himself into his own grave. But you’re about to meet people who believe it down to the bone, and I will not let you walk in thinking they’re madmen. You need to hear it from someone who loved him, so that when you hear it from someone who’d kill for it, you’ll already know it isn’t nonsense.”

Kael was quiet for a long moment. Through the bond he could feel Adrienne beside him, steady as gravity, and far off in the wing the warm chord of six Soulmate connections and the steady pull of two Love bonds, the richest deposit in the kingdom, the first warm thing under a cold mountain in five hundred years.

“If he was right,” Kael said slowly, “then what we built isn’t a defense. It’s bait. And the cure for the world is to starve it.”

“That’s the question, isn’t it.” Ruen looked back out at her garden, at the amber creeper leaning west. “Whether love is what saves the world or wakes it. Dorien never answered it. He just decided he’d rather wake it loving someone than save it alone.” She smiled, and it was terrible and warm at once. “Go and look at Sera, healer. The garden girl with the corruption in her veins. The one who glows. And ask yourself if you could ever choose to drain that out of the world to keep it safe.”

He thought of Sera by the window, amber tracery faint under her skin, the wild creeper leaning toward her from across a wing. He did not have to ask. He already knew the answer, and the knowing was going to cost him everything that the leash, if it was real, was built to prevent.

“No,” he said.

“No,” Ruen agreed, satisfied, as though he had passed a test she had been setting for fifty years. “Neither could he. Now go. And send the warrior to see me before you leave. The tall one with the dead in her eyes. I want a word with her about where she’s from. I knew a face like hers once, on the frontier, a long way north.”



The eastern terrace caught the late afternoon. Kael stood at the stone balustrade he had haunted for two lifetimes, looking down at the battle mage training yard where boys he had once outclassed in another world ran formations he could have called in his sleep.

The old grief was gone. That had surprised him most, these two weeks. He used to come here to mourn the man he’d been. Now he came out of habit, and found himself watching the yard the way you watch weather, with interest and no pain. He had stopped being the ghost of a battle mage. He was a Battle Healer, and the panel didn’t lie to him anymore, and that should have been the end of the story.

It wasn’t, of course. It never was.

“You went to see Ruen,” Sera said, settling next to him at the rail, not invading, just arriving, the way she did. The apple cutting had stayed inside; the dragonfly had not. It rode her shoulder and watched the yard with her.

“I did.”

“And it was about the leash.” She wasn’t asking. Sera read people the way Neve read books. “Mira told everyone. The careful version, but everyone knows.”

“It’s a theory,” Kael said. “An old man’s last theory, told to me by a woman who loved him. It might be grief talking.”

“It might.” Sera looked out at the kingdom, what little of it you could see from here, the foothills falling away west and the haze where the world continued past anything any of them had ever walked. “But you believe it enough to be careful, or you wouldn’t have your jaw doing the thing Mira talks about.”

He almost smiled. “Everyone monitors my jaw.”

“It’s a very informative jaw.” She leaned her shoulder into his. Through the Soulmate bond he felt the steadiness of her, the deep amber harmonic that vibrated below conscious access, and under it, faint, the corruption she carried, humming in sympathy with something far to the east. “Can I tell you the strange part? The part I haven’t told anyone, because it sounds like a feeling and not a fact?”

“Always.”

“Since this morning, when Neve said the word garrison, I can feel it.” Sera’s voice dropped. “East. The way you feel a held note in your chest before you hear it. The whole network is one instrument, Kael. The gates, the lattice, all of it. And someone, very far away, is tuning it.” She turned her golden-brown eyes on him, and for a moment the amber flecks caught the light. “It wants us. It’s pointed at us. And we’re going to walk toward it, aren’t we.”

“We have to.”

“I know.” She didn’t sound afraid. She sounded like a woman who had died once and learned the precise shape of the things worth dying for. “I’ve never been more than a day from this mountain since Aegis became my world. Did you know that? Not once. My parents are in the eastern provinces and I’ve sent letters and never seen them since I came here.” A small wondering breath. “I’m about to see more of the world in two months than I have in years. I should be terrified.”

“You’re allowed to be.”

“I’m not, though.” She smiled. “I’m with you.”



Rethis came up the terrace stairs alone, which was the first surprise, because the Dean of Aegis Academy did not climb to other people. He came to the rail a respectful distance from them, silver hair combed flat, formal academy blacks immaculate, wire spectacles catching the low sun. He carried a single document case.

“Mr. Dayne.” A nod to Sera. “Miss Lytton.”

“Dean,” Kael said. He had spent a year being investigated by this man, another being prosecuted, a third being grudgingly tolerated, and now, somehow, this. An ally. The world kept doing that, refusing to stay simple.

Rethis set the case on the balustrade and opened it. Inside, on heavy cream paper, sat a writ with a wax seal Kael had never seen, the color not of dried blood like the Dean’s old summonses but of deep royal blue.

“Velmara Hess and Instructor Duval’s delegation to the kingdom advisory council,” Rethis said, in his precise unhurried way, “did its work better than I expected when I obstructed it months ago. The council has reviewed the eastern garrison reports. They are concerned. They are also, frankly, out of their depth, which is a thing institutions are rarely honest about.” He turned the writ so Kael could read it. “They have issued the Order of the Amber Line its first external sanction. A writ to investigate and neutralize the construction at the eastern border garrison as a matter of kingdom security. Independent authority. Council backing. Resources drawn against the crown’s account, not the academy’s.”

Kael looked at the document for a long moment. He had built a clinic the academy tried to outlaw. He had run a specialization banned for fifty years. And now a kingdom that had never noticed him was handing his found family a writ to cross it.

“You’re not obstructing this,” Kael said. It came out almost a question.

“No.” Rethis removed his spectacles, the old power move, and now it just made him look tired and honest. “I spent twenty-three years keeping this academy small because I believed small was safe. I was wrong about a great many things, Mr. Dayne, and I have made my peace with most of them in private, which is the only place a man my age changes his mind.” He folded the spectacles. “I will hold Aegis. Tesslyn and Velmara hold the Order’s home operations. Marten Vell continues teaching the ethics of what you do. You will send carrier reports, and I will read them, and when you need the academy’s hand reached out across the kingdom, it will be there, because for once in my tenure this institution is going to reach outward instead of hoarding inward.” He put the spectacles back on. “Consider that an old man’s amends. Now stop looking at me like I’ve grown a second head.”

“Sorry,” Kael said. “It’s a strong head. One was already a lot.”

A dry sound, almost a laugh, escaped Rethis before he could stop it. “Quite.” He nodded to Sera again, picked up the empty case, and left them with the writ on the rail and the kingdom hazing out to the east.



That night, the common room emptied and refilled and emptied the way it did, and at the center of it, on the wall where the conspiracy diagram lived, Neve hung a map.

It was an old kingdom survey, borrowed from the library’s eastern stacks, the largest she could find. Kael had never looked at one like this, as a route instead of a diagram. He had spent two lifetimes inside one mountain. He stood in front of it now with the writ in his hand and made himself actually see it.

There was the academy. A single dot, pinned at the western edge against the mountains, the way you would mark a candle against the night to remember where the dark started. He had thought, for two lifetimes, that this dot was the world. That saving it was saving everything. That the Blight Surge and the Repository and the whole war were a thing that happened here, in these corridors, in this dungeon, under this stone.

The dot was nothing. West of it, the mountains. East of it, the kingdom unrolled: the trade road, a thread inked through farmland and walled towns; a coast he had never smelled, with a second academy marked on it, Solhavn, in a careful hand; rivers with names; the long thinning reach toward the eastern frontier, where seventeen tiny stations were marked like stitches holding a wound shut; and at the very edge of the parchment, almost off it, a square fortress symbol over an old gate-mark, the eastern border garrison, so far from the academy dot that his thumb and his little finger, spread wide, could not cover the distance between them.

“Small,” Kael said.

“What?” Mira looked up from the floor, where she was sorting the contraband contents of her pack into piles.

“The world I saved.” He set his palm flat against the dot of the academy, and it disappeared entirely under his hand. “I thought it was everything. It’s a candle on a windowsill.”

Mira got up, came to stand beside him, and looked at the map for a while in rare and total silence. Then she reached past him and put her own small fingertip on a point at the far eastern edge, where the road thinned to nothing and a name was inked so small he had not seen it.

Brookhollow.

“That’s home,” she said quietly. “Mine. My mum and dad and Lira, who you cured and have never met. Two hundred kilometers from the nearest academy, which is why nobody up here ever thinks about it, which is why a wasting sickness ate my sister for four years and the great Aegis Academy filed it as atypical contamination and went back to lunch.” Her amber eyes came up to his, and there was no noise in them at all, just the thing under the noise. “You want to know how small the world you saved is? You’re about to walk across the part nobody saved at all. And the road home goes right through my front door.”

For a moment he let his thumb rest on the inked word, the small dense letters at the world’s frayed edge, and tried to picture the front door Mira meant. He could not. He had cured a child he had never met, through a bond network and two hundred kilometers of nothing, and he did not know the color of her house. The not-knowing felt like a debt he had not understood he was carrying.

“Then we go through your front door,” he said.

“You’ll want to wipe your boots,” Mira said. “My mum’s a fiend about boots.” But her voice had gone soft at the edges, and her hand stayed on Brookhollow a beat longer than it needed to, the way a person touches a name they are afraid to say too loudly.

Behind them, across the room, Runa held up two lists side by side and said, with genuine professional distress, “These do not share a single item. Solis, not one. We are leaving with two completely different missions.”

“Read me yours,” Mira said, finally turning from the map, because a list-off was a thing Mira could not resist.

“Containment kit. Spare ward stones, forty. Anchor-lattice components. Breach-diagnostic crystals. Structural survey tools. A repair set for field-fortifying inadequate bridges, of which there will be many.” Runa’s voice was crisp with conviction. “Locks, Solis. The things that keep us alive.”

“Okay, mine.” Mira held hers up like a trophy. “Tea, three blends. Grain bars, the morale kind. Lira’s old drawings, for luck. A sewing kit, because someone’s robe always rips at the worst moment. Bribery candy for frontier children, which is a real category. And.” She squinted at her own handwriting. “‘Things that might kill us,’ in red ink, currently empty, to be filled in as we go.”

Runa stared at her. “Not one of those is equipment.”

“All of those are equipment,” Mira said. “You’re packing for the dungeon. I’m packing for the people who go into the dungeon. They’re different jobs and they’re both load-bearing.” She grinned. “You keep us from being crushed by a bridge. I keep us from wanting to throw ourselves off one. We’re a team.”

Runa opened her mouth, closed it, and made a note in her ledger that Kael suspected said, in some Warden shorthand, that the medic was annoyingly correct. “We will need a third wagon,” she said finally, with dignity, “for the candy alone.”

“Now you’re thinking like a quartermaster,” Mira said, delighted.

Kael looked from the candle on the windowsill to the edge of the parchment, and the whole vast unwalked middle between them, and felt the size of what they were about to do settle onto him like weather. One mission. Fifteen people. A plant in a pot, two incompatible lists, and a kingdom most of them had never seen, unrolling east from a dot small enough to vanish under his hand.

“One mission,” he said, to the map and to all of them. “Pack the tea. And the ward stones. And the candy. We leave in three days.”


Chapter 2: Everything That Doesn’t Fit in a Pack

It turned out that moving an eight-bond network, a Battle Mage squad, a Warden support pair, and a mobile clinic across a kingdom was less like packing for a trip and more like dissolving a small nation and pouring it onto a road.

Devi ran it. This surprised no one who knew her and everyone who didn’t.

“Fifteen personnel,” she said, standing at the common room table at dawn with a sheet of grid paper covered edge to edge in her cramped precise hand, her place chosen for the clean line to the corridor and the herb-garden windows beyond it. “Kael. The eight of us. Torren and three of his squad. Runa’s Wardens, Sorin Vale and Marit Daven. Two supply wagons, one clinic wagon, four riding mounts, six draft. Range to first resupply, four days. Range to Solhavn, eleven, if the bridges hold.”

“The bridges will not hold,” Runa said, with the flat certainty of religious conviction.

“I’ve accounted for the bridges not holding,” Devi said. “There’s a contingency column.”

“There’s a contingency column,” Runa repeated, mollified, and made a note in her own ledger, which was the closest the two of them came to affection.

Kael leaned against the wall and watched Devi work, and felt a quiet that had nothing to do with the bond. He remembered her in the nexus, two lifetimes of grief turned into a weapon, building infrastructure alone in the dark because alone was the only thing she trusted. Now she was building a journey instead of a bomb, and she had chosen to take it, which the old shape of her life would have called impossible. She caught him watching, and her pale gray eyes held his for a beat, and the corner of her mouth did the very small thing that on Devi was a smile.

“You’re doing the proud-of-me face,” she said. “Stop it. I’m logisticizing.”

“That’s not a word.”

“It is now. I’m in charge of words this morning.”

Neve had the route. She’d been up again, of course, and the map on the wall now bore three colors of string: red for the road they’d take, blue for the alternates, green for the resupply points and the towns with guild boards. “We go east on the trade road to the river crossing at Aldermere, then the long farmland leg to Solhavn on the coast. Morwenna’s expecting us. From Solhavn the road thins toward the frontier, the guild hall, the stations, and the garrison at the far end.” She tapped each point. “Eleven days to Solhavn. Then we’re past anything I’ve read maps of. After the coast it’s frontier, and frontier maps are out of date by design, because the frontier keeps moving and nobody up here pays to redraw it.”

“That’s where the guide comes in,” Adrienne said. She stood at the head of the table with the council writ rolled in her hand, and she stood differently than she had at Aegis, Kael noticed. At the academy, even leading, she had always carried the small permanent crouch of a woman braced to be questioned. With the writ in her hand she stood straight. “From here to Solhavn we’re on roads the kingdom maintains. After that we hire a Wayfarers’ Guild Pathfinder, on the council’s coin, and we don’t argue with them about terrain, because out there they know and we don’t.”

She said it as the Order’s director, and she said it cleanly, and Kael watched the women in the room receive it the way you receive an order from someone who has earned the right to give it. It was a small thing. It was an enormous thing. He filed it away to think about later, because thinking about Adrienne’s reclaimed authority for too long in a room full of people had a predictable effect on him, and they had a wagon to load.

“Chain of command for an external mission,” Adrienne went on. “I’m director. Kael leads in the field, full stop, no committee. Devi runs logistics and contingency. Neve is intelligence. Runa is containment and structural safety, which means if Runa says a bridge or a building or a dungeon is going to kill us, we believe her without a vote. Vara commands the combat element with Torren under her. Liss runs field medicine outside the wagon, Sera and Mira inside it. Everyone clear?”

“Clear,” said the room, and it was the Order of the Amber Line being given marching orders for the road, and they took them like it was the most natural thing in the world, which, Kael realized, after everything they had survived, it finally was.

There was the matter of who stayed, and Kael had braced for that conversation to be harder than it was.

“Rethis holds Aegis,” Adrienne said. “Tesslyn and Velmara hold the Order’s home operations and the council liaison. Marten Vell continues teaching Reverse Mend ethics, which means the discipline keeps growing whether we live or not, which matters.” She said the last part plainly, the field healer’s triage honesty. “If we don’t come back, the Order doesn’t die with us. That was a condition I set before I’d agree to take all our strongest people into one trap at once.”

“Smart,” Devi said, approving. “Never put the whole network in one chamber. We learned that the expensive way.”

“We did.” Adrienne’s eyes flicked to Kael, the shared memory of the nexus, of bonds going dark, unspoken. “So Aegis stays staffed by competent people. We send carrier reports east-to-west, daily where the lattice allows it. Rethis reads them. If we need the academy’s reach, it reaches.” She rolled the writ. “This time, the institution is the safety net and not the cage. I intend to make that permanent if we survive, but one war at a time.”

The going-list took less discussion, because it had assembled itself over two weeks of nobody being willing to be left behind. Kael. The eight bonds: Sera, Mira, Neve, Adrienne, Vara, Devi, Liss, Runa. Torren and three of his squad, the boy turned field commander who had asked to come with a directness that surprised no one. Sorin Vale and Marit Daven, Runa’s Warden pair. A real fellowship, Kael thought, looking at the list in Devi’s cramped hand, the kind that walked out of a safe place into the world because the world had stopped being something they could ignore.

“Fifteen total,” Devi summarized. “Two supply wagons, one clinic wagon. We move at the pace of the slowest wheel, which is the clinic wagon, which Mira has already overloaded.”

“The clinic wagon is exactly as loaded as it needs to be,” Mira said.

“It has a houseplant in a pot lashed to the seat.”

“Sera’s apple cutting comes,” Mira said, in a tone that ended the discussion, “or I’m not going either, and you need me, so.”

Devi looked at Kael. Kael looked at the apple cutting, the Lineage Anchor made literal, the thing Sera had started from a tree struck by lightning in two timelines.

“The cutting comes,” he said.

“The cutting comes,” Devi agreed, and wrote it into the manifest, a houseplant logged into the logistics of a kingdom-security operation, and that was, Kael thought, the whole Order in one line.

The loading itself was a two-day campaign with casualties. Mira had a system, which she defended like a fortress, and the system involved packing the clinic wagon by emotional priority rather than weight distribution, so that the grief jerky and the bribery candy rode high and accessible and the heavy crates of [Purify] compound went on the bottom where, Runa pointed out with rising despair, they would shift the wagon’s center of mass over the rear axle and turn every downhill grade into a prayer.

“It’s fine,” Mira said. “I’ll redistribute as we eat the candy.”

“That is not how mass works.”

“That is exactly how mass works. The candy has mass. We eat the candy. The mass goes away. I’m a physicist.” Mira hoisted a crate that was clearly too heavy for her and refused, on principle, to put it down. “You build it so it can’t fall. I build it so when it falls, the important things land soft. Different jobs.”

Runa looked at the loaded wagon, at the houseplant lashed to the seat, at the box marked MORALE-SUSTAINING NUTRITIONAL SUPPLEMENTATION riding higher than the medical supplies, and made a note in her ledger with the air of a woman recording an atrocity for future tribunals. Then, when Mira’s back was turned, she quietly went and reseated two of the [Purify] crates lower and forward, balancing the load, and said nothing about it, and Mira noticed and said nothing about it either, and the wagon rolled out of Aegis perfectly trimmed and slightly insane, which was, in the end, the only configuration that could have held all of them.



The leaving was harder than any of them had said out loud.

It was a strange grief, because nothing was wrong. No one was dying. They were not fleeing. They were simply walking out of the only place most of them had known since they were children, through a gate Kael had walked through once in another life as a battle mage and once in this one as a frightened freshman healer, and the third walking-through was the one that undid him.

The wing came to see them off. Pria did the cohort’s palm-out salute by the dormitory door and pretended she wasn’t crying. Callen, who had been issued a formal academic-boundary warning for leaving tea at Kael’s seat, did it again, openly, in front of everyone, a chipped cup of field-healer’s blend set on the wagon’s tailboard like a flag planted. Instructor Essen actually shook Kael’s hand. Rethis watched from the eastern terrace and did not come down, which was, from Rethis, an entire eulogy of respect.

Marten Vell was there, his ruined left hand resting on his good one, and he stopped Kael at the wagon and said, with the bluntness of a man who’d spent twenty-three years on the frontier of the academy’s neglect before they’d ever found him, “You’re going to my country. The eastern stations. Station Twelve was mine.” His weathered face was steady. “The people out there are better than the academy ever let itself believe, and they’ve been paying for this mountain’s comfort since before you were born, twice. When you get there, you remember whose side the Order is actually on. Not the institution’s. Theirs.” He gripped Kael’s forearm. “And tell anyone at Station Twelve who remembers Marten Vell that the academy finally sent someone who isn’t a form. That’ll mean more out there than the council’s writ.”

“I’ll tell them,” Kael said.

“Good.” Marten stepped back. “Now go see my country. It’s worth more than they taught you.”

Tesslyn and Velmara were there too, the Order’s home command, and Adrienne embraced them both, three women who had built something from the wreckage of a complicit institution, and there was a whole conversation in it that didn’t need words: hold the home, we’ll hold the road, the Order survives whether or not we do. Kael watched Adrienne leave a thing in someone else’s hands and trust it would still be there when she got back, and the trust was its own kind of healing.

And then there was nothing left but to go.

Then the gates. Sixty feet of iron and wards, flanked by the founder statues, the academy crest split into four quadrants overhead, and the team passed under it, and the wagons rolled out onto the road, and the academy began, slowly, to shrink behind them.

Kael rode at the rear and looked back at the place once, the way you look back at a grave. Sera was riding beside him. She turned in her saddle, copper hair catching the morning, and looked back at the mountain, and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

He had watched her make that gesture for two lifetimes, inside that mountain. He had watched her do it tending plants, listening to dying classmates, deciding to trust him without knowing why. He had never once watched her do it leaving the mountain, because in two lifetimes she never had.

“It’s getting small,” she said softly, watching it diminish.

“Yes.”

“I thought that would feel like falling.” She faced front again, toward the kingdom, toward the haze where the road went on past everything she had ever known. “It feels like the door of a cage I didn’t know I was in.” She glanced at him, and the amber flecks in her golden-brown eyes caught the light. “Is that an awful thing to feel about home?”

“No,” Kael said. “It’s the most natural thing in the world.”



The world did not run on academy rules. The team discovered this within a day, and it delighted some of them and unmoored others, in proportions exactly predictable from their personalities.

There were no clinic board colors out here. There were no requisition forms. When Mira walked into the first waystation town’s market and tried to acquire grain bars in bulk, no one knew what form 22-B was, and she had to use actual money, which she did with the expression of a woman discovering a foreign and slightly barbaric custom. She rallied quickly. By the second town she was negotiating, and Mira negotiating was a force the kingdom’s small merchants had no defense against, because she treated haggling as a contact sport and won by joy.

Neve was unmoored. She had read about the kingdom. She had read about everything. And she discovered, somewhere around the first river crossing, the enormous difference between having read about a thing and being rained on by it. “I don’t know the protocols here,” she confessed to Kael at one resupply, glasses fogged from the cold, clutching a notebook to her chest like armor. “There aren’t protocols. There’s just, people, doing things, and somehow it works, and there’s no documentation.” She sounded genuinely distressed. Then she opened the notebook and began documenting, and within two days she was happier than Kael had seen her in months, because the unwritten world had turned out to be the largest research subject of her life.

Runa disapproved of the bridge at Aldermere. She disapproved of it loudly, professionally, and at length, planting herself at the foot of the crossing with her palm against the support timbers and her dark eyes narrowed.

“This bridge has a structural load rating,” she announced, “that someone invented to feel better. The third pier is settling. The wards are forty years out of date and two of them are decorative.” She turned to the toll keeper, an old man who had collected coins at this bridge for thirty years and had never once been audited. “Who maintains this.”

“The, ah, the township?” the man tried.

“The township should be ashamed.” Runa made a note. She made several notes. She produced, from her kit, a single amber ward stone, walked to the failing third pier, and quietly reinforced it for free, because that was who she was. “There,” she said, returning, satisfied. “Now it will not kill us today. I make no promises about tomorrow’s caravan.”

“She does that,” Liss told the toll keeper, eating something. “Don’t take it personal. She’d audit the sky if it’d hold still.”

The road changed the women in small ways Kael catalogued without meaning to. Sera, who had barely been more than a day from her garden since Aegis became her world, discovered that the wild things answered her the same as the cultivated ones, and she spent the riding hours with her hand trailing off the wagon’s side, and the roadside weeds leaned toward her passing, and she laughed about it, delighted, a sound that made his chest ache the way it always had. She named the wild plants she didn’t know, asking Liss, asking the locals, building a road-journal of frontier flora the way Neve built one of frontier custom, two scholars of different kinds discovering the world had more in it than the mountain had let them see.

Devi watched everything, the way she always did, but the watching had changed. At Aegis her perimeter-scanning had been survival, the haunted reflex of a woman braced for catastrophe. On the road Kael caught her watching things that weren’t threats: a flock of birds turning over a field, a child running alongside the wagon, the way the light moved across the farmland at evening. She was, he realized, learning to look at things for no reason, which for Devi was a revolution, and once he caught her at it she went carefully blank, and he pretended not to have seen, and let her have the small private theft of looking at a beautiful thing because it was beautiful.

And the team, all of them, were lighter on the road than they’d ever been on the mountain, even with the engine humming east, even with people going thin somewhere ahead. The mountain had been a siege for longer than any of them wanted to measure. The road let this version of them move toward a thing instead of only bracing for it to arrive, and there was a freedom in that, a held breath finally let out, even walking toward a fight.

The world reacted to them, too, which Kael had not fully anticipated. A Soulmate-bonded healer-and-Warden caravan, with a famous Battle Healer at the center of it, was not a thing the trade road saw. Word traveled ahead of them faster than they did. In one town the local healer, an overworked woman with a frontier accent, came out to the wagons specifically to look at Kael, not with awe but with the wary hope of a professional who had heard a rumor she badly wanted to be true. In another a child followed the clinic wagon for half a mile because someone had told her it was the dragon-fire healers, and Mira gave her a grain bar and a drawing Lira would have approved of, and the child ran home shouting.

“This is what we are now,” Adrienne said to Kael that night, watching the firelight on the faces around the camp. “Not a secret. Not a clinic on a mountain. We walk into a town and the town knows what we’re for.” She sounded entirely without fear about being seen.

The caravan found its own rhythm faster than Kael expected, the way a unit always did once it stopped being a list of people and started being a thing that moved. Devi set the order of march on the first morning and never had to set it again; everyone simply fell into their places. Torren’s squad rode point and rear, the three young battle mages discovering that escort work was nine parts boredom and one part terror, which was a lesson Kael remembered learning himself in a life none of them knew about. Sorin Vale and Marit Daven, Runa’s two Wardens, rode beside the clinic wagon and spent the long hours arguing containment theory with their commander in a shorthand the rest of the team couldn’t follow and didn’t try to.

The smells changed, which struck Kael harder than the sights. Aegis had smelled of rosemary and mana-lamps and cold stone, the same scents for two lifetimes. The road smelled of horse and dust and woodsmoke, and then, as the farmland opened up, of turned earth and cut hay and rain coming, and once, passing a village at dusk, of a hundred ordinary suppers cooking at once, and Kael had to look away from it because the sheer domestic enormity of all those lives, none of them touched by the war he’d fought twice, did something to his chest he didn’t have a name for.

The team adapted in character. Vara slept better on the road than she ever had in the dormitory, because the open ground gave her clear sightlines and the wagon-circle gave her a perimeter to hold, and a warrior with a perimeter to hold was a warrior at peace. Mira appointed herself caravan morale officer, an unofficial post she discharged by knowing every team member’s mood by the third day and engineering small interventions: tea pressed into Neve’s hands when the unmoored look got bad, a deliberately stupid joke aimed at Devi when Devi went too quiet, a song nobody could sing well started loudly enough that everyone had to join in to drown her out. Liss ate standing up at every halt and watched the academy kids be astonished by ordinary things, flatly amused by how new her roads looked to them. And Kael, who had spent two lifetimes scanning every room for threats, found his threat-scan slowly, strangely, widening into something that was almost just looking.

“You’ve got the looking face again,” Mira told him, the third evening, perched on the wagon’s tailboard beside him with her toned legs swinging. “It’s new. I like it. You spent so long with the haunted face and now you’ve got the looking face. The world’s good for you.”

“The world’s trying to drain everyone I love,” Kael said.

“Sure. But the parts in between are nice.” She bumped her shoulder against his. “That’s allowed. You’re allowed to like the road and dread the end of it at the same time. That’s just being a person. You’re getting the hang of it.”

She was quiet a moment, watching the firelit camp, the family settling into the rhythm of a journey none of them had ever taken together. “You know what I keep noticing? Everybody’s better out here. Not safer. Better. Devi’s looking at birds. Neve’s documenting dirt like it’s treasure. Vara sleeps. You’ve got the looking face.” She tucked her knees up. “The mountain kept us all so braced. The long siege of it. And the second we got on the road, everybody just, exhaled. Like we’d all been holding our breath and didn’t know it.” She glanced at him, the rare seriousness under the bright. “Whatever’s at the other end of this, I’m glad we came. Even if it’s awful. Because I got to see everybody exhale, and I didn’t know how much I needed to see that until it happened.” Then she grinned, the brightness back. “Also the food’s better. Frontier inns understand butter in a way the academy never has. That’s not nothing. Don’t tell Adrienne I said the academy was bad at butter, she takes it personally.”



The first night they camped off the road in a grove, the academy gone fully over the horizon behind them, Sera came to find him.

He knew it before she arrived. The bond told him, the deep amber harmonic warming, threaded through with something he had learned to recognize for a long while: want, and under the want, a current of fear she was choosing to walk into rather than around.

She led him out past the wagons, past the last reach of the firelight, into the grove proper, where the old trees made a roof of branches that was not a roof, where the sky showed through in cold bright pieces and there were no walls anywhere. She had a bedroll under her arm. She set it down in a clear soft place among the roots and the leaf litter, and then she stood and looked up through the branches at the open sky, and Kael watched her face do something complicated.

“Until now,” she said quietly, “it was my room. My plants. The garden. Amber light on familiar things.” She turned to him. “I always thought I needed the place. That the safety I need to, to be what I am, came from being somewhere I belonged. The garden, the wing, the mountain.” A breath. “We’re a day from home, Kael. Genuinely far. Farther from the garden than I’ve been since I came to Aegis. And I am a little afraid, and I need to know something, so I’m going to find it out the only way I trust.” She reached up and tucked her hair behind her ear, the gesture, the one he knew, made under a strange sky. “I need to know if the safe place is the place. Or if it’s you.”

She undressed slowly, under the open sky, and it was nothing like a performance, because Sera never performed. The soft knit came off, then the linen beneath, and the cold air found her skin and her freckles, the light dusting across her nose and cheekbones and shoulders that he had mapped in two lifetimes, silvered now in moonlight instead of warmed in amber lamplight. Her copper hair fell loose down her back. Her nipples drew tight against the cold, dusky against warm-toned skin, and her breath fogged faintly in the chill.

Kael’s mouth went dry. Two lifetimes, and the sight of her still did this to him, the blood going down hard and fast, the breath catching, the riveted stillness that meant his whole tactical brain had simply stopped reporting for duty.

“You’re sure,” he said, low. It was not a speech. It was the only question he ever needed.

“I’m sure.” She stepped into his space and put both hands on his face, the gesture that meant I choose this beyond any doubt, and her golden-brown eyes held his without blinking. “Don’t be careful with me because there’s no garden. Be the garden.”

He kissed her then, and it was not gentle, because gentle was not what she had asked for. He felt the Lineage Anchor hum to life through the Soulmate bond, and it was different out here, thinner, stripped of the familiar surfaces that usually amplified it, a single clear note instead of a chord echoing off a known room. And he felt her lean into that thinness, choosing it, choosing the anchor that was him and not a place.

He undressed with her hands helping, impatient now, and when his skin met hers the first full press of it made them both go still, the way first contact always did. The cold air against his back and the warmth of her against his front and the bond spiking bright gold at the touch, her arousal feeding his, his feeding hers, the feedback loop that the Resonance made between Soulmate-bonded partners cycling upward before he had done anything at all.

He took his time, because he wanted her to know the time was hers. He mapped the freckles he knew by heart in a place neither of them knew, his mouth moving from the dusting across her cheekbone down the line of her throat, the freckles at the join of her neck and shoulder, the constellation across her collarbones that he knew by heart and was learning now under open sky. She made the small sound she made, a caught breath, her hands fisting in his hair, and he moved lower, drawing one tight cold nipple into the warmth of his mouth until she arched and gasped his name into the dark.

“That’s not fair,” she breathed, “you’re, you’re being thorough,” and she was smiling even as her breath came faster, because thorough was exactly what she’d asked for, be the garden, and the garden was patient.

He went lower, down across the soft plane of her stomach, mapping the freckles there too, the ones only he had ever seen, and knelt in the leaf litter, and parted her runner’s thighs, and looked up at her once, the way he always did, finding her golden-brown eyes already on him, and then he put his mouth on her pussy, and she gripped his shoulders and her legs nearly buckled. She was already slick, the cold of the night and the heat of her wet against his lips, her arousal on his tongue the moment he tasted her, and he groaned low against her and felt her shudder at the vibration of it. He dragged the flat of his tongue up the length of her slit, slow, and circled her clit, and she made a broken sound and her hips chased it. He worked her there, his tongue finding the rhythm she liked and holding it, drawing her clit between his lips and suckling it gently while he slid two fingers up into her, curling them, reading her through the bond with the precision the Soulmate connection gave him, knowing the instant before she felt it herself when each touch landed right and adjusting to catch it again. He felt her clench around his fingers, felt the slick rush of her soak his hand, her hips rolling against his mouth, helpless, her composure thinning, the wild quiet of her coming apart with no walls anywhere to hold the sound. Her freckled skin glowed silver in the moonlight, her copper hair a dark spill against the bark she leaned on. He gave her no walls and no garden and no familiar surface to anchor on, only him, only the open sky and the cold air and his mouth working her clit and his fingers buried in her, and watched her learn, in real time, that it was enough, that he was enough, that the safe place had legs and would follow her anywhere.

“Kael,” she gasped, thighs trembling around his head, “Kael, I’m close, I’m too close, I want, I want you in me when it happens, not yet, not yet, get up here,” and he rose, and she pulled his mouth to hers, tasting herself on him, the cold air and the warmth of her and the bond cycling brighter and brighter.

“Against the tree,” she breathed. “I want to be standing. I want to feel the bark and the cold and you, all at once, so I know it’s real, so I know it’s anywhere.”

He walked her back until her shoulders met the trunk, and he lifted her, his hands under her thighs taking her whole weight without effort, the Resonance-augmented strength making it simple, and her legs came up around his waist, runner’s calves locking at the small of his back. He held her pinned there a moment, just held her, her slick heat pressed against him, her breath fast against his jaw, and let her feel the cold bark at her shoulders and his warmth at her front and the want strung tight between them, until she made a low sound and rocked her hips, asking.

He guided himself through the slick heat waiting for him and entered her with the same patience he had used on her freckles, watching her face the whole way, the way he always watched, the way that made her come apart faster than anything else. He felt her pussy open around him by degrees, the first tight stretch and then the wet give and then the deep seat of it, her heat clenching down the length of him as he filled her, and her mouth fell open on a soundless gasp, her golden-brown eyes going wide and unblinking on his.

She made the sound she made, which was almost no sound, a held breath and a shudder and then his name, “Kael,” whispered against the cold, and he felt the bark catch her hair and her hands grip his shoulders and her heels dig into his back, pulling him deeper. He drew back until only the head of his cock stayed parted inside her, watched her chase it, her hips tilting to keep him, and sank back home to the root, and she keened low in her throat. He set a rhythm against the tree under the open sky, slow and deep and relentless, each stroke dragging out along her slick walls and bottoming out hard, and she met it, her hips rolling down to take every inch of him each time he drove up into her.

“There,” she breathed, “right there, don’t change it, oh,” and her head went back against the bark, throat bared to the cold and the moonlight, and he put his mouth to the pulse there and felt it racing. Her tits pressed against his chest with every thrust, the cold-tight peaks of her nipples dragging on his skin, and through the bond he felt the exact place inside her where the head of his cock caught and dragged, and he angled to hit it again and again until she was shaking, her slick gripping him so tight each withdrawal pulled a gasp out of her.

“You feel that?” he said against her throat, low, the commander’s register all the way down. “No walls. No garden. Just you, and me, and the sky.” He drove up hard and she cried out, the sound carrying into the open dark with nothing to stop it. “Nobody’s holding the sound back out here. Let me hear it.”

“Anywhere,” she gasped, the word breaking apart. “It’s, it’s you, it’s anywhere, I can do this anywhere as long as it’s you,” and the relief in it, the discovery in it, made the bond flare so bright that the grove itself seemed to lean in.

He held her there until her legs were shaking, the bark at her back and the cold at her front and his cock buried to the hilt in her, until she was gasping his name into the open dark with nothing to catch it, and then he lowered them both down onto the bedroll, laid her back on it among the roots, and came over her, forehead to forehead, hips settling between her thighs, sinking back into her slick heat with the whole length of him until she took all of it on a long shaking exhale. Missionary, simple, the oldest thing in the world, her copper hair spread across the bedroll and the leaf litter, freckles everywhere in the moonlight, his weight on her the way she liked it because his weight was the wall she’d asked him to be. She wrapped her runner’s legs around him and pulled him deeper and held his eyes, the way she always held his eyes, the quiet total honesty of her, and he set a slow deep rhythm that drove his cock to the root with every stroke, the wet sound of it small and obscene under the open sky, and she met it, rising to him, her breath catching and releasing in time, the two of them moving together with no walls anywhere.

“Don’t pull out,” she said against his mouth, her hands sliding down to grip the small of his back, her legs wrapping tight to hold him in. “I want to carry this part of home with me. I want all of you. Fill me up and let me take it east.” It was not playful, from Sera. It never was. It was a declaration, the breeding intensity that was her whole lane, made not of kink but of permanence, death survived once and answered now by planting what outlasted dying.

He felt his control going. He pushed deeper, the angle bottoming out, and she gasped his name and arched up into it.

“Then take it,” he growled against her throat, the commander’s voice dropping low, all of it for her. “All of it. You’re mine, anywhere, every road, every sky. Say it.”

“Yours,” she breathed, and her body started to draw tight around him, the Blight integration prolonging it, drawing it out the way her altered architecture did, the peak stretching past anything human, “yours, anywhere, oh, Kael,” and she came around him in long deep waves, her slick walls fluttering and gripping until they dragged him toward the edge, her back arching off the bedroll, her breath held and held and then let go in a single broken sound that was his name and nothing else.

And the amber tracery flared.

It rose under her skin like veins drawn in warm ink, green-gold shifting toward amber, bright enough to reach past her. Not just her cultivated species. The grove. The wild grass at the roots, the unkept saplings, the moss on the old trunk, every growing thing within reach leaned toward her, leaves angling, stems straightening, the whole untamed grove turning toward the warmth of her the way flowers track the sun, the world itself answering her peak with growth.

It pushed him over. He drove his cock deep one last time and held there, buried as far as he could go, her legs locked around him, and let go, his cock pulsing and spurting into her in long hard waves, his cum flooding her deep, filling her exactly as she’d demanded, pumping into her until there was nowhere left for it to go and still he pulsed. Through the Soulmate bond he felt his own climax echo back through her and hers echo back through him, the heat of his seed spreading inside her registering in both of them at once, the feedback loop hitting its golden maximum, two bodies feeling the other’s pleasure layered over their own until he could not tell where he ended and she began.

He stayed inside her after, as she’d asked, soft and spent and still seated deep, their breathing slowing together, his cum warm where it had settled in her, her hands tracing idle patterns on his back, the wild grove still faintly leaning toward them in the dark.

“It worked,” she whispered. Her freckled skin glowed faintly, the tracery settling. “I can do this far from home.” She laughed, very soft, a wondering sound. “I thought I was leaving the best part of myself on the mountain. It was never on the mountain.” She pressed her forehead harder to his. “It was you the whole time.”

“It was always going to travel,” he said.

“I had to find out, though.” She kissed him, slow and certain. “Now I know. Now I’m not afraid of the road. I can be powerful anywhere there’s you, and you’re not staying behind, so.”

He pulled the bedroll’s second blanket over them both and held her under the open sky, and the cold did not reach them, and the grove kept its faint lean toward the warmth of her, and for a while there was nothing east of them at all.



He woke before dawn, of course. Habit.

Sera was already awake. She was sitting up with the blanket around her shoulders, her hair a copper tangle, looking east through the trees at the gray promise of morning, and she was completely still in the way she got when she was listening to something no one else could hear.

“Sera.”

“It’s louder,” she said quietly, not turning. “Out here, away from any gate, with nothing between me and it for a hundred kilometers, I can feel it clearer than I could from the mountain.” She drew the blanket tighter. The amber flecks in her eyes caught the first light. “The ground hums. East. Faint, under everything, like a struck wire you can feel in your teeth before you hear it.” She finally looked at him, and there was no fear in her face now, which was somehow worse. “I told you the whole network is one instrument. Last night I thought someone far away was tuning it. This morning I’m sure.” She put her hand flat on the cold earth, and Kael watched a single blade of wild grass straighten under her palm. “They’re not tuning it to listen, Kael. They’re tuning it to pull. And the closer we get, the louder it gets, because the louder we are the more it wants us.”

The dragonfly landed on her shoulder. Far to the east, where the road went past everything any of them had ever walked, the ground held its low wire-tension, and waited.


Chapter 3: The Road Has Rules Too

The lesson nobody put in road manuals, Kael decided around the fourth day, was that a journey had its own grammar, and you had to learn it the way you learned a sword form: slowly, by getting it wrong.

The academy had run on bells and tracks and rankings. The road ran on something looser and harder to read. There were toll roads and free roads, and the free ones were free because nobody patrolled them, which meant they cost more in a different currency. There were waystation towns built entirely around a single dungeon-mouth, their whole economy a wheel turning on the corruption-clearing trade. There were caravans that moved in convoys because the royal patrols could not cover the open stretches, and the convoy masters read the team’s wagons with sharp practiced eyes and decided, every time, that the famous healer caravan was worth traveling near.

Kael watched it all through the eye he could not switch off, the tactician’s eye, scanning terrain and choke points and the disposition of strangers. But under the tactician, now, there was a second thing he had almost forgotten he owned. Curiosity. He had spent so long mourning a world that he had stopped noticing he was being handed a new one.

“You’ve got a different jaw today,” Mira observed from the wagon seat beside him. She had appointed herself co-driver, which mostly meant she narrated the kingdom at him. “Not the brooding jaw. The looking-at-things jaw.”

“There’s a lot to look at.”

“There’s so much to look at. Did you see the woman with the cart of glass eyes? Just, a whole cart, of eyes, made of glass. For what? For who?” Mira gestured wildly. “I love it here. The world is unhinged and nobody’s filed a single form about it.”

They reached Tannery Ford by midmorning, and Kael took it apart in pieces: traffic, exits, money, danger, who watched whom. What he learned reorganized something in him.

The town was wrapped around a dungeon-mouth the way a mining settlement wrapped a seam. The whole economy turned on it. There were assayers who graded the corruption-stock the clearers brought up, the way a mountain town graded ore. There were outfitters selling field kits and antitoxin and barrier charms at frontier prices. There was a healer’s row, three small practices, doing brisk trade in the specific injuries that dungeon work produced, and a temple to nothing in particular where families lit lamps for clearers who had gone down and not come up. The dungeon was not a thing the town feared and avoided, the way Aegis had treated its dungeon, a guarded danger beneath the institution. The dungeon was the town’s livelihood. People went down into the dark on purpose, for money, the way other people farmed or fished, and the whole settlement was built on the assumption that some of them would not return, and it kept going anyway.

Kael found that, more than the sea or the maps, was the thing that taught him how small the academy had been. At Aegis, the dungeon had been a proving ground for the chosen, watched by proctors, gated by clearance. Here it was just work, dangerous work that ordinary people did because the alternative was hunger, and the kingdom’s whole frontier ran on people like this, unwatched and uncelebrated, dying in the dark to keep a town fed. The frontier had been paying for that mountain’s safety for centuries, and he understood it before anyone had to say it.

And it was here, in the muddy square at the town’s heart, that he stood in front of a guild posting-board and understood, all the way down, how small the academy had made him.

The board was a slab of weathered oak the size of a barn door, layered with parchment notices held by iron pins, and every notice was a contract. Kael read them with Neve’s hunger for primary evidence, which is to say all of them, fast.

Clearance, Tier 2 stabilized pocket, sub-level east. Bronze rank sufficient. 40 marks.

Escort, grain convoy to Aldermere, two armed required, Bronze or guild-licensed. 25 marks each.

Reopened dungeon-mouth, structure unknown, suspected destabilized. SILVER RANK MINIMUM. 300 marks. Two parties dead. Do not attempt undermanned.

He stood with that last one for a while.

“What’s the math doing in your head,” Neve said, appearing at his elbow with her notebook already open. She had been documenting the board for ten minutes.

“The world has a ladder,” Kael said slowly. “And the academy never showed it to us, because the academy was the whole ladder, as far as it let us see. But out here.” He tapped the Silver-rank notice. “Bronze, Silver, Gold, and it goes higher than that, the rumor of it on the other boards. Graduate certifications. Dungeon-tier clearances. There are contracts on this board that a freshman couldn’t touch and a top-of-class healer couldn’t touch and that I, right now, can’t touch.”

“You’re Level 18,” Neve said.

“And there are people who clear Silver contracts for a living, and a Silver contract is what’s killed two parties at that one dungeon.” He felt something he had not felt since his first life, when he was a green battle mage looking up at fourth-years. He felt small, and behind the small, sharp and clean, he felt the want to climb. “I’m not the strongest person in every room anymore. I haven’t been the strongest person in a room since I died the first time, but I always knew the ceiling. Here I can’t even see the ceiling.”

Neve wrote that down, which annoyed him, and then she looked up and said, gently, “That’s good, you know. For you. You’ve spent two lifetimes either being the most dangerous thing in the room or pretending you weren’t. Maybe it’s good to be in a world big enough to have somewhere to climb.”

He didn’t have an answer for that, so he turned back to the board, and that was when the alarm bell started.



The dungeon-mouth at Tannery Ford had destabilized.

Kael felt it before the bell finished its first peal, the way you feel a chord wrong in a song you know. The receiver network’s reactivation was disturbing dungeons across the kingdom, Neve had said, the gate to the east tuning the whole instrument, and a destabilized dungeon vented what it held. A pack of feral dungeon beasts came up out of the mouth into the muddy square, six of them, lean and fast and wrong-colored, driven up into daylight they hated by the pressure of a dungeon that no longer wanted them.

The town’s Bronze-rank clearers were across the river on a convoy job. There was no one between the beasts and the market crowd except fifteen people from a mountain.

Kael’s voice dropped into the register that made the team move before they had finished thinking.

“Vara, vanguard, hold the crowd’s line. Torren, left flank, two of yours with you. Runa, get the civilians behind the inn wall and seal the gap. Liss, triage point at the well. Sera, Mira, eyes on me for purify if any of them are corruption-touched. Devi, barrier the dungeon-mouth, nothing else comes up. Neve, count them and watch for a seventh.”

It was the first real road fight of this new life outside academy supervision. No proctors. No safety wards to extract the incapacitated. No assessment criteria. Just six beasts and a crowd and a team that had bled together enough to operate as one organism.

And there was no old penalty dragging at him.

Kael felt the change the instant the fighting started, and it changed everything. For two lifetimes, every reflex that mattered had cost him. Every surge of his old battle mage instinct had drained HP, bled his nose, strobed his vision, risked exposing the impossible residue under his class. He had fought every fight at war with himself.

Not anymore.

He cast [Barrier] in the cylindrical channel Adrienne had taught him a lifetime ago and it came clean and fast and cheap. He compressed it to a Barrier Lance, the offensive point, and put it through the lead beast’s corruption anchor, three inches left of center in the thoracic cavity, with a precision that two months ago would have cost him a nosebleed and now cost him nothing but the mana, and the mana was just mana, a number that refilled. The beast came apart and dissolved.

He sorted the rest of the pack by angle, speed, and intent, the tactician’s eye that two lifetimes had ground into him. Six beasts, no, five now, lean and fast, dungeon-stock corrupted by the unstable venting, and they did not move like animals. They tested. They flanked. They probed the crowd’s line for the soft place, which meant they had taken on the tactical intelligence that corrupted beasts only ever showed near active receiver infrastructure, which meant the eastern engine’s reach already touched a dungeon a kingdom away from itself.

“They’re coordinating,” he called, the battlefield shorthand bleeding into the square. “Don’t chase, hold the line and let them break on it. Vara, the two on your right are baiting you, the third’s the real strike. Wait for it.”

“I see it,” Vara said, and she did, the stillness before violence settling over her even mid-storm, twin blades low, weight forward, ice-blue eyes tracking the feint without taking the bait. The two on her right darted in and back, in and back, snapping at the air a hand’s width from her guard, trying to pull her weight forward and open the gap, and a lesser fighter would have lunged at the nearest open throat and died for it. Vara did not move. She let them dance. She let the trap finish building.

Then the third beast came in fast and low for the gap the bait had opened, a blur of wrong-colored muscle aimed at the soft civilian line, and she was already there, the killing distance held with the footwork she had perfected in a life she didn’t remember. Her left blade met it under the jaw and turned it, her right came across and took it through the spine, and she pivoted off the kill straight into the next, no wasted motion, no breath spent on triumph, the body still dissolving behind her as she closed on the second. The crowd behind her never saw the strike that would have reached them. She made sure of that with her own body, planted between the dark and the people, exactly where a vanguard belonged. She was a weapon given human form, and she was, Kael saw, leveling against real opponents at last, the Soulmate-augmented strength climbing as she fought, every kill landing a fraction cleaner than the last, her body learning the new power in real time.

Torren’s flank was clean and disciplined, the arrogant boy from the first joint dungeon long gone, replaced by a field commander who kept his squad alive. He didn’t charge. He didn’t grandstand. He held two of his three back in support and committed himself only when the angle was certain, and when one of his young mages over-extended he hauled the boy back by the collar without breaking his own guard. He had learned, Kael thought, the lesson it had taken first-life Torren a heroic death to fail to learn: that the point of a commander was to bring everyone home.

Runa had the civilians behind a wall and a hasty amber seal across the gap in under a minute, the seal humming at the warmer Amber Line pitch, and she stood in front of it like a door that had decided to be a person, because nothing was getting past a Warden who had chosen to hold. Devi capped the dungeon-mouth with a barrier that nothing came up through, six layers, cross-linked, the geometry that had once sealed a team into a nexus chamber now sealing a dungeon shut to protect a market town.

Two beasts were corruption-touched, purple veins crawling under the wrong-colored hides like ink in water, and standard healing wouldn’t touch the corruption. Kael caught Sera’s eye across the square, and they didn’t need words; they had run this chain a hundred times in a dungeon a kingdom away.

Sera’s eyes sharpened to amber. She went still the way she always did when she dropped into her Blight perception, her hand rising, and Kael felt through the bond the moment she found each corruption anchor and held it in her awareness, a target painted in light only she and Mira could see, three inches and a half behind the foreleg in one, low in the gut of the other. “Left one’s anchor is deep,” she said, calm as a woman reading a recipe. “Push high and it’ll burn out the spine first.”

“Got it.” Mira’s hands came up, and she didn’t channel [Purify] through the standard mana pathways at all; she channeled it through the emotional Resonance bond, the bond acting as a targeting system instead of a brute amplifier, the cleansing energy knowing exactly where to go the way Mira always knew where to find Kael in a crowded room. White-gold light leapt from her palms and did not spray; it threaded, precise as a surgeon’s needle, straight to the anchors Sera held lit. The corruption peeled off the beasts like rot lifting off a clean wound, the purple veins guttering out from the anchor outward, and the things shuddered, staggered, and came apart into nothing, drained of the corruption that had been the only thing holding them up.

“Ninety percent on the first,” Sera murmured, watching the residue dissipate, the professional satisfaction in her voice. “Cleaner than the dummies.”

“That’s because the dummies don’t run,” Mira said, and shook out her hands.

It was over in under three minutes. The crowd, which had been screaming, went quiet, and then, raggedly, began to cheer, and Kael stood in the muddy square and registered the strangeness of it: at Aegis, victory had always been followed by a proctor’s report and a committee’s suspicion. Here it was followed by a town that was simply, uncomplicatedly grateful, and he did not know what to do with his hands.

And then the panels came.

[ENEMY CLEARED: DESTABILIZED FERAL PACK] [LEVEL: 18 -> 20]

Kael stood in the muddy square with the cheer washing over him and read the line twice. Level 18 to 20. Two whole levels, from a single real clear, because there was no old drag eating the gains anymore. He felt the difference settle into him physically, the way the System had always promised it should and the world had never delivered until now: more channel capacity, a wider reservoir, the Barrier Lance forming a fraction faster in his mind, the Reverse Mend buffer running a touch deeper. The number meant something again. He had earned it and it had stayed.

He looked up. Across the square, Vara was reading her own panel, ice-blue eyes wide for a half second before she caught herself. Torren was openly grinning at his squad. Even his three battle mages were comparing what they’d gained.

“Did you,” Mira said, bouncing over, ponytail swinging, “did you just, did everybody just, are we leveling now? Like, normally? Like a real adventure?”

“We’re leveling now,” Kael said.

It was, he understood, a bigger thing than it looked. For years, his progression had been a war. Every level had been clawed out against the old penalty, every gain shadowed by hidden residue, every fight a negotiation with a past that wanted him back. He had never simply gotten stronger. He had gotten stronger against a current, all the effort going into not being dragged backward, the actual forward motion a thin margin won at enormous cost.

That was gone. The regression was resolved, the current had stopped, and now when he fought, the strength just accumulated, clean and kept, the way it was supposed to for everyone else. He felt the new channel capacity like a deeper breath. He tested the Barrier Lance in his mind and felt it form faster, the geometry more available, as if a door that had always stuck now swung free. Two levels from one clear. At that rate, across a whole journey of real fighting, he would be a different order of dangerous by the time they reached the garrison, and nothing would be eating the gains anymore.

“You’ve got a new jaw again,” Mira observed, studying him. “Not the looking jaw. The, oh. Oh, that’s the want-to-get-stronger jaw, isn’t it. The climbing-the-ladder jaw. I haven’t seen much of that one. You always wanted to get strong to stop something bad. This is the version where getting strong might actually be fun.”

Kael considered that, and found she was right, which she annoyingly often was. “It’s allowed to be fun,” he said.

“It’s extremely allowed to be fun,” Mira agreed, delighted, and spun in a full circle in the mud. “Welcome to having a normal adventure, Stoneface. Two lifetimes of you being secretly overpowered and miserable about it, and it turns out all you needed was to leave the building. I’m putting that in a letter to Lira.”

The town’s Bronze-rank clearers came pelting back across the river bridge a few minutes later, too late, mortified, and Kael watched the Order do the thing it did best, which was not the fighting. While the clearers stammered apologies and the crowd milled, Adrienne had the clinic wagon open and a triage line moving inside two minutes, and the team treated the market crowd’s injuries, the trampling wounds and the panic-falls and one old man who’d had a bad turn of the heart at the sight of the beasts. Sera calmed a child who wouldn’t stop screaming by the simple expedient of healing the scrape on the child’s knee and then showing her the roadside weeds leaning toward her hand. Liss set a broken wrist with frontier efficiency, humming. Torren’s youngest squad mage proved unexpectedly gentle with a frightened grandmother, and Kael filed that small competence with the rest.

It was, he realized, the whole point of the Order made visible in a muddy frontier square: not a war-band that happened to heal, but a clinic that happened to be able to fight. The town would remember the cleared beasts for a season. They would remember the strangers who’d opened a wagon and set their bones and calmed their children for a great deal longer.

And the town, which had been screaming an hour before, did the thing frontier towns did when the danger passed and the strangers turned out to be kind: it fed them, and it talked to them, and it tried, awkwardly, to understand them. An old assayer brought the team a cask of something local and terrible and pressed it on them with the fierce hospitality of a man who had nothing else to give and would be insulted by refusal. A knot of children, no longer screaming, gathered at a safe distance to stare at the famous healers and dare each other to approach, until Mira broke the standoff by teaching the bravest of them the cohort’s palm-out salute, and within ten minutes half the town’s children were saluting each other gravely across the square. The waystation’s own healers, the three from the healer’s row who’d come running, watched Kael work with the wary professional hunger he was learning to recognize as the frontier’s version of respect, and one of them, an older woman with corruption scars on her hands, asked him quietly whether it was true, what they said, that there was a healer who could fight, because she’d been holding this dungeon town together with two apprentices and a prayer for fifteen years and she’d give a great deal to know it could be done. And Kael told her it was true, and that the Order would teach it, and watched her file the promise away to believe or not after she saw it, which was, he was learning, simply what the frontier did with promises.

“They’re not afraid of us,” Sera observed, beside him, watching the children salute. “I keep expecting people to be afraid. Eight bonds, a Battle Healer, an army on the road. And instead they bring us terrible wine and let their kids salute Mira.” She smiled at the saluting children, still faintly astonished by her own pleasure in it. “I think the academy never understood being seen. It taught us that power should be hidden, that being known was dangerous. And out here, being known is the whole point. The town that knows what you’re for is the town that brings you wine.” She smiled. “I like being known. I didn’t expect to.”

Torren found Kael afterward, while the wounded were being settled, and the boy who had once been the academy’s arrogant golden battle mage stood there with beast-ichor on his blade and an expression Kael was still getting used to seeing on him.

“My squad held,” Torren said. It wasn’t a boast. It was a checklist, the field commander reviewing. “No casualties. The youngest one panicked for about two seconds when the floor of the fight shifted and I pulled him back before it cost anything. That’s the part I keep getting better at. Not the fighting. The pulling back.” He cleaned his blade with the deliberate economy Vara had drilled into him. “You know what I keep thinking about, out here? The version of me that never left the mountain. The one who’d have charged that pack alone to be the hero and gotten his squad killed standing around watching him die.” He sheathed the sword. “I don’t know how I know that’s who I’d have been. But I know it. And every clear we do where everyone walks out, I get a little further from him. The guy who needs to be the hero. The frontier doesn’t reward heroes. It rewards the ones who bring everybody home.” He glanced at Kael, almost embarrassed by the length of it. “Vara taught me that. You taught her, I think, somewhere I can’t see. Anyway. We held. I’m leveling. And I’d rather keep four people alive than kill one impressive thing alone, which I’m aware is not how I’d have talked a year ago.”

“It’s how a commander talks,” Kael said.

“Yeah.” Torren almost smiled, which on him was still rare. “Don’t tell the squad I said any of that. They already call me soft.”

“They call you soft because you keep them alive. That’s the best thing they could call you.” Kael clapped his shoulder. “Get them fed. Mira’s negotiating the inn, which means we’ll have more rooms than the building contains by the time she’s done.”



The inn negotiation was its own kind of combat, and Kael let Mira lead it, because watching Mira negotiate lodging for fifteen people plus mounts was educational.

“Fifteen,” the innkeeper said, a broad woman with the face of someone who had heard every story. “I’ve got four rooms.”

“Four rooms is plenty,” Mira said warmly, “if we think creatively about it, and I can tell you’re a creative woman, you’ve got the eyes for it. Now, let me show you the trick.” And she was off.

It was a master class. She established rapport in the first sentence, identified the woman’s pride point (the inn had been in her family three generations, a fact Mira extracted in under a minute and deployed for the rest of the negotiation), and reframed fifteen guests from a problem into an honor. She offered the dungeon clearing they’d just done for free as a gift rather than a bargaining chip, which obligated the innkeeper far more effectively than any haggling could have. She admired the stew. She remembered the woman’s name and used it three times. And somewhere in the next ten minutes she had acquired the four rooms, the loft over the stable, a reduced rate framed entirely as the innkeeper’s idea, breakfast for fifteen, hot water for the wagon’s clinic stores, and the woman’s genuine, slightly bewildered affection.

“How,” Neve asked afterward, with the awe of one professional watching another, “do you do that. I’ve read books on rhetoric. I’ve studied formal persuasion. You did something I have no framework for.”

“You can’t read it in a book,” Mira said cheerfully. “You learn it being the fifth kid in a house with not enough food. You learn to make people glad you’re there before they remember there’s one more mouth.” She said it lightly, the way she said the heavy things, and Kael caught the shadow under it, the thing the road was slowly going to drag all the way to the surface in a village called Brookhollow. “It’s just survival, Neve. It only looks like charm.”

Runa, meanwhile, had audited the inn’s fire wards and found them, in her words, “criminal.”

“Two of these are painted on,” she reported to Kael, grim. “Painted. Not channeled. Someone painted a fire ward on the wall and charged a township for it.” She had her amber ward stone out again. “I’m fixing the kitchen one for free. The rest I’m documenting and reporting to the guild hall when we reach it, because this is a death trap and someone should be ashamed.”

Devi, by the time they’d settled, had already mapped every exit from every room, marked the two that were blind, and quietly arranged the team’s sleeping order so that the people who slept lightest had line of sight on the stairs. She did it without being asked. It was simply how she made a strange place safe, the old anchor’s habit, but Kael noticed again, more clearly, that she did it now without the haunted edge it used to carry. She wasn’t bracing for disaster. She was just taking care of her people.

Over the inn’s long table that night, Liss told them about the guild-board name they kept seeing.

“Adari,” she said, around a mouthful. “Suyin Adari. Solhavn graduate, works the eastern circuit. Her name’s on the cleared-contract side of three boards we’ve passed.” She nodded at the wall, where the inn kept its own little board of completed jobs. “There. Silver rank. She cleared the bad pocket east of here last month, the one that killed two parties before her. Solo, if the gossip’s right, which it usually isn’t, but the contract’s signed off.”

“Solo,” Vara repeated, with the specific interest of a warrior hearing about another warrior.

“Solo.” Liss shrugged. “Pathfinders are a strange breed. They go into the places nobody’s mapped and come back, or they don’t. The good ones are very good and very hard to impress.” She glanced at Kael, dark humor flat in her tired eyes. “You might find that refreshing. Everyone up the mountain looks at you like you hung the moon. Out here you’re just another contract.”

After dinner Kael went back out to the guild board in the muddy square, alone, because something about it kept pulling at him. The torches were lit and a late clearer was reading the high contracts, a lean scarred man who gave Kael a single assessing glance and went back to the board, no awe in it, just a professional weighing a stranger.

Kael read the contracts again. The Bronze jobs he could do in his sleep. The Silver jobs he could probably survive. The one Gold-rank bounty on the board, a thing about a collapsed deep-tier site three days north, he could not have touched, and he knew it, and the knowing was the cleanest feeling he’d had in a long time. At Aegis he had spent two lifetimes either being the secret apex of every room or pretending to be a struggling freshman, and both had been exhausting in opposite directions. The board offered a third answer. It simply told him, honestly, where he stood: better than most, nowhere near the top, with the whole height of the thing laid out above him to climb.

[LEVEL: 20]

He held the panel in his vision and felt the want settle cleanly instead of guiltily: to take the next contract up, to earn the numbers in the dark against things that didn’t care who he’d saved. It was a young man’s want, and he was, technically, a young man again, and at last that didn’t feel like a cruelty. It felt like a road.

“First board?” the scarred clearer asked, not looking over.

“First one I understood,” Kael said.

The man grunted, which Kael was learning was the frontier’s entire emotional vocabulary, and tapped the Gold bounty. “Don’t take that for a good while. You’ve got the look of someone who’d try. Don’t. The frontier eats the ones in a hurry.” He pulled a Bronze contract off the board, folded it, and walked off into the dark, and Kael stood a while longer under the torches, reading the ladder he finally got to climb, and found that the reading of it was one of the cleanest pleasures his ambition had given him in two lives.



Vara found Kael at the inn’s window late, watching the road.

She did not sit. Vara rarely sat when something was working in her. She stood with her shoulder to the frame and her arms crossed and she looked out at the dark trade road the way she looked at a sparring partner she hadn’t measured yet.

“On the way in,” she said, “I saw warriors. Not town guards. Not guild clearers. Travelers. Three of them, frontier-bound, with gear I’ve never seen and a way of moving I’ve never been taught.” She was quiet a moment. “And I knew it, Kael. In my hands. Their weight stayed low. Their eyes checked the road before faces. It wasn’t anything from the academy. The academy made me. Four years and a whole second lifetime I don’t remember, the academy made me a battle mage.” Her jaw tightened. “But my hands knew those warriors. Something under the training knew them. And I have no idea why.”

Kael chose his words with great care, because this was a thread he could not pull for her, only hand her the end of.

“You don’t have a listed family background,” he said. “Anywhere. In two timelines, I never knew where you came from. You arrived at Aegis already a weapon and the academy never told you the rest.”

“No,” Vara agreed. “No family. No home village. No before.” She turned from the window, and her ice-blue eyes had something in them he had not seen on her face in either life, the specific vertigo of a person who has just found the edge of a hole in themselves. “I always assumed it didn’t matter. A warrior is what she does, not where she’s from. But those three on the road. They moved like me. And we’re going east, toward the frontier, toward the part of the kingdom nobody up the mountain bothered to map.” She said the next thing flatly, the way she said everything that cost her. “I think I might be from out there. I think the road is going to walk me through where I come from, and I don’t know whether I want it to.”

“You don’t have to want anything yet,” Kael said. “You just have to keep your eyes open.”

“I always keep my eyes open.” But she didn’t leave yet, which was itself rare, Vara lingering, the stillness in her not the stillness before violence now but something else, the stillness of a person standing at the edge of a thing they’re not ready to step into. “What unsettles me is this,” she said, low, to the window and the dark road. “I’ve spent two lifetimes, one I remember and one I don’t, being told that a warrior is what she does. Not where she’s from. The academy made a virtue of it. No family, no village, no before, just the work and the blade and the squad. And I believed it, because believing it was easier than the alternative, which was wondering why I didn’t have a before when everyone else did.” She turned, and her ice-blue eyes had the vertigo in them. “And then three travelers on a road move the way my hands move, and the whole easy story comes apart. Because if a warrior is only what she does, then why do my hands know a thing nobody taught them? Why does my body recognize people I’ve never met? That’s not the work. That’s the before. The before I was told I didn’t have.” Her jaw worked. “Somebody took my before, Kael. The academy, or whoever sold me to it. They took it and they handed me a blade and told me the blade was enough, and I believed it for two lifetimes, and now I’m riding east toward the part of the kingdom they took it from, and I don’t know whether finding it will make me whole or just show me exactly what was stolen.”

“Both, probably,” Kael said. “That’s usually how it goes.”

“That’s not comforting.”

“It’s not meant to be. You asked.” He held her eyes. “But you don’t have to find it all at once, and you don’t have to find it alone. That’s the difference between this life and the one you don’t remember. Last time you went into the dark holding a vanguard position by yourself. This time there’s a whole network at your back, and a man who’ll ride north with you when you’re ready, and a Pathfinder who knows the frontier better than the academy ever did.” He paused. “Your before is out there. It’s not going anywhere. And when you go for it, you go for it as a woman with eight people who’d burn the kingdom to stand beside her, not as a weapon the academy made out of a stolen child.”

Vara was quiet a long moment, and then she shoulder-bumped him on her way past, the warrior’s wordless acknowledgment, preserved across two timelines, harder than usual, which was how she said thank you. “Ruen Laverre asked to see me before we left. The old woman. She said she knew a face like mine once, on the frontier, a long way north.” Vara paused at the door. “I didn’t go. I was afraid of what she’d say. Apparently blades are easier than questions.” And she was gone, before he could answer, the way she always vanished when she’d said one true thing too many.



The Solhavn rider caught them at dawn, on the road out of Tannery Ford.

He came hard from the east, a young man on a lathered mount with a courier’s badge and a sealed message case, and he reined in beside the lead wagon and asked, breathing hard, “The Order of the Amber Line? The healer caravan? Dayne?”

“That’s us,” Adrienne said, drawing her mount alongside.

The rider handed up the case. “From Solhavn Academy. From Chancellor Morwenna’s own hand. I was told to ride until I found you.” He wiped his face. “She said to tell you, if you didn’t believe a courier had ridden four days for a message, that her gate is dormant but her instruments are not, and she’s seeing the same thing you are. To the east. The same construction.”

Adrienne broke the seal. Kael watched her read, and watched her go still, which Adrienne did not do easily.

“Morwenna requests we stop at Solhavn,” she said. “She says her instruments have tracked the eastern construction’s resonance signature, and she has data we need that she will not commit to a carrier crystal.” She looked up. “She also says, and I’m quoting, that she has buried three students and two faculty to the receiver backlash that came through her gate, that she has no patience for academy politics, and that she will treat the Order as colleagues or not at all.”

Neve had ridden up beside them, and at the words Solhavn Academy her whole face had changed, the unmoored anxiety of the road burning off into something incandescent.

“We get to go inside one,” she breathed. “An actual second academy’s archive. With instruments. With four hundred years of records I have never seen.” She turned to Kael with an expression he had only ever seen her wear in front of a locked sealed wing. “Kael. Kael. There’s a bigger library.”

“There’s a bigger library,” he agreed.

“I have to go to the bigger library.”

“We’re already going.”

“I have to go to the bigger library,” Neve said again, to no one, to the road, to the kingdom that had turned out to be so much larger than the candle on the windowsill, and she pushed her glasses up her nose and pulled out a fresh page and began, immediately, to make a list of questions, and the wagons rolled east toward the coast and the second academy and a competent stranger who would treat them as equals.


Chapter 4: Solhavn

They smelled Solhavn before they saw it.

Salt, first, a thing most of the academy cast had no name for in their own experience. The trade road crested a low headland on the eleventh day and there it was, the sea, an enormous flat impossibility of gray-green water running out to a horizon that wasn’t a mountain, and the whole team stopped the wagons without anyone giving the order, and Mira said, very quietly for Mira, “Oh,” and Neve dropped her notebook.

“It just keeps going,” Sera murmured. The dragonfly had gone still on her shoulder. “There’s no wall. There’s no edge. It just keeps going.”

“That’s the ocean,” Liss said, eating, unmoved, the only one of them who had grown up near enough to a coast to find it ordinary. “It does that.”

And below the headland, hugging the curve of a deep harbor, was the first other academy most of them had ever seen.

Solhavn could not have been more different from Aegis if it had been built as a rebuttal, which, Kael suspected over the next two days, it more or less had been. Aegis was a mountain fortress, carved upward into the stone in sweeping defensive tiers, a place that hoarded its prestige behind sixty feet of iron gate. Solhavn sprawled. It opened onto the harbor with no wall at all, its halls of pale weathered stone and salt-bleached timber spilling down toward the docks, its famous archive tower the only thing that rose, and it rose like a lighthouse, which Kael learned it had originally been.

There were ships at the docks flying the academy’s colors. There were students, openly, mixing with sailors and merchants and guild clearers in the harbor market, and Kael watched his team try to process the wrongness of it, because at Aegis the tracks had eaten in separate halls and the world had been kept outside the gate.

The differences kept accumulating as they descended into the town, and each one was a small lesson in how a thing could be built. Aegis sorted its students into four tracks on a single day and locked them into separate wings for four years; Kael could see, even from the road, that Solhavn’s students moved between disciplines, a healer arguing theory with a Warden over a chart, a battle-track student helping a scholar load a research ship. Aegis’s curriculum was a sealed thing, guarded, edited, with banned specializations and excised pages. Solhavn, the harbor signs proclaimed without shame, sold its lecture transcripts, traded its findings with other institutions, ran public examinations on the docks. It was poorer for it. The stone was weathered, the timber salt-bleached and patched, the robes plainer. But it was alive in a way Aegis, for all its prestige, had never been, the way a working harbor is more alive than a guarded vault.

“It’s so loud,” Neve said, and she did not mean the volume. She meant the openness, the unsealed-ness, the sheer quantity of knowledge being moved around in daylight where anyone could see it. “At Aegis the library had silence wards. Here the archive is the tallest building and it used to be a lighthouse. They put the knowledge where ships could see it.” Her voice was unsteady with something close to grief. “We were taught that knowledge was a thing you protected by hiding. They built a tower to shine it out to sea.”

“Different philosophy,” Adrienne said quietly, and Kael heard the layers in it, the institution she had served and burned, the cover-ups, the sealed wing, the man banned for knowing too much. “Aegis hoards because Aegis is afraid. Of what it’s sitting on, of what it’s done, of what would happen if anyone knew. Solhavn isn’t afraid, so Solhavn shares.” She watched a student lead a small family down a gangway toward the visiting dock, and her jaw tightened, the same jaw Kael’s did. “We grew up inside the frightened one. We didn’t even know it was the frightened one. We thought all schools were like that.”

“They’re just,” Mira said, gesturing at the harbor, “out. With everyone. Talking to, to fishermen.”

“Solhavn trades knowledge the way the harbor trades fish,” said the dockmaster who had been sent to meet them, an older man with a salt-cured face and zero deference. “Aegis hoards. We sell. Cheaper for everyone, in the end. The Chancellor’s waiting. She said to bring the famous one and the smart one and the one who runs your books.” He looked them over. “I’m guessing that’s three different people.”

“Four,” said Adrienne, dismounting. “And I run the books.”



Chancellor Edra Morwenna received them in a working office that looked out over the harbor, charts and instruments and a half-eaten lunch on a desk she clearly never left. She was in her sixties, weathered like the timber of her academy, with cropped gray hair and the kind of dry, unhurried competence that Kael recognized instantly because it was a thing he aspired to himself.

She did not stand on ceremony. She did not look at Kael like he had hung the moon. She looked at all of them the way a quartermaster looks at a shipment, assessing, and then she gestured at the chairs and said, “Sit, all of you who’ll fit. I’ve buried five people to the thing that came through my gate two months ago and I’ve got no patience left for the part where institutions perform suspicion at each other. You’re the Amber Line. I’m Solhavn. We have the same problem coming for us from the east. Let’s be useful to each other.”

Kael liked her immediately, and the liking was its own quiet thing, because he had spent so long expecting adults in positions of power to be Rethis-at-his-worst that meeting one who simply did her job well rearranged something in him.

“Your gate,” Adrienne said, taking the chair across the desk as one director to another. “The receiver backlash under Aegis. You were one of the three external gates that woke.”

“My gate is dormant now, like yours, like the third one up north.” Morwenna pulled a chart across the desk. “It woke, it screamed, it killed three of my students and two faculty by shearing their class signatures against a gate resonance their bodies couldn’t survive, and then it went quiet when whatever you people did under your mountain resolved.” She fixed Kael with a flat look. “I read the reports. I don’t fully understand them and I don’t need to. You shut the Aegis receiver down. Good. But my instruments never stopped listening to the gate, and two weeks ago they started hearing something new.”

She turned the chart. It showed a resonance signature, traced in a meticulous logging hand: a waveform, climbing.

“The eastern garrison gate,” Morwenna said. “I’ve been tracking its signature for two weeks. It is doing something no receiver gate has ever done in my instruments’ records. It’s not corrupting. It’s not venting gate backlash. It’s.” She tapped the climbing line. “It’s tuning. Reaching out across the lattice and feeling for something to lock onto. And the thing it keeps reaching toward is west, toward you.”

Neve leaned forward so fast she nearly came out of her chair. “May I.”

“That’s why you’re here,” Morwenna said, and pushed the chart across.

Neve read it the way she read everything, total and fast, and Kael watched her face confirm, line by line, the model she had built alone in the common room. When she looked up her voice had the particular tremble it got when the universe agreed with her math.

“It’s the bond-harvest engine,” she said. “Independent instruments, a different academy, four days’ ride away, and you’ve measured the exact signature I modeled. The gate is converting from a receiver to a siphon. It’s classifying bond-frequencies, feeling for the strongest one to lock onto and drain.” She set the chart down with hands that were not quite steady. “Two competent institutions reached the same conclusion separately. That means it’s real. That means I’m not wrong.”

“You’re not wrong,” Morwenna agreed grimly. “And it’s worse than your model, because you only have one mountain’s worth of records. I have the whole eastern seaboard. Do you want to know how many receiver gates the kingdom actually has?”

“Three active external sites,” Neve said. “Aegis, Solhavn, and the northern external gate that woke during the Aegis backlash. Plus the eastern garrison gate now under construction.”

“Three that woke during the Aegis backlash,” Morwenna said. “And the eastern garrison receiver, yes. But those are only the surface numbers.” She pulled another chart, and this one made the whole room go quiet. It was a map of the kingdom, and across it, in faded committee ink generations old, were dozens of small marks, most of them inland, most of them under towns and roads and farmland. “These are the ones we’ve found. Buried, dormant, unknown to the people living on top of them. The three that woke are the only three near enough to the surface for your instruments to name. The rest are deep, and we only know they exist because old Solhavn surveyors logged the anomalies and nobody ever explained them.” She let that sit. “The kingdom was built on top of the pre-kingdom containment grid. The whole civilization. Roads, towns, crowns, all of it, laid over a network none of the builders knew was there. We are a city on a cage, and the eastern garrison gate is the door someone’s decided to reopen.”

The room sat with the map a long moment, the dozens of small marks under towns and roads and farmland, and Kael felt the floor of the world tilt under all of them, the comfortable assumption that the kingdom sat on solid ground replaced by the cold understanding that it sat on a machine. He thought of Aegis, the mountain he’d called the whole world, built over a primary gate. He thought of every town they’d passed on the road, the ordinary suppers cooking, the families on the visiting dock, every one of them living their whole lives on top of a buried grid none of them had ever been told was there.

“How old,” Neve asked, very quietly, the scholar’s voice gone small. “The grid. Older than the kingdom, you said. How much older.”

“Nobody knows,” Morwenna said. “Older than any record. Older than the language the oldest records are written in. The builders didn’t leave us their name. They left us a machine the size of a kingdom and a civilization that grew up on top of it without ever looking down.” Her weathered face was grim. “We crown kings and we found academies and we draw borders and we fight wars, and the whole time, underneath all of it, there’s this. A grid older than memory, doing something none of the living understand, and we built a world on its roof and called the roof the ground.” She tapped the map. “This is what I lie awake on, Dayne, since the Aegis backlash woke my gate and killed my people. Not the engine. The engine’s just a man’s project. The thing under the engine. We are a city on a cage, and somebody just started rattling the bars, and the rest of us have been living on the lid our whole lives calling it home.”

Devi spoke for the first time, from her position by the wall with line of sight on the door. “How many of these deep gates could the engine draw through, if it’s fully active.”

Morwenna looked at her with new respect. “That’s the right question. I don’t know. Maybe all of them. Maybe the eastern garrison is just the primary node and the rest are tributaries waiting to be opened.” She spread her hands. “Which is why I’d rather you stop it at the source than find out.”



The family question started over lunch, by accident, the way the most important things did.

Morwenna had ordered food brought, because her manners included feeding people while she worked, and over it Mira asked, casually, with her mouth full, “Do your students get to go home? Like, ever? Or is it lockdown forever like Aegis?”

Morwenna looked at her, puzzled. “Of course they go home. Term breaks. Family visits. We’ve a whole dock for the family ferries on visiting weeks.” She frowned at the team’s silence. “Why is that a strange question?”

Kael watched it land on his people one at a time. Sera, who had not seen her parents in the eastern provinces since she came to Aegis. Mira, who had sent letters into a poverty that could barely answer them. Neve, whose scholar parents lived a day from a mountain she never left. None of them had been home. None of them had even questioned it, because Aegis had made it so hard and so expensive and so quietly discouraged that they had simply absorbed it as the shape of the world.

“At Aegis,” Adrienne said slowly, “students don’t go home. Family contact is, technically permitted, and practically impossible. Discouraged. Costly. The breaks are short and the travel is far and the message system is, was, controlled. We have students who haven’t seen their families in years and never thought to be angry about it, because it’s just how Aegis is.”

Morwenna set down her fork. The dry humor went out of her face, and what replaced it was old anger, the kind that had been waiting a long time for somewhere to go.

“Do you want the polite answer or the true one,” she said.

“The true one,” Kael said.

“Aegis is the only academy in the kingdom built directly over a primary receiver node.” Morwenna’s voice was flat and certain. “We’re over a deep one, dormant. So are most academies, by coincidence or design, nobody knows. But Aegis sits on a primary, and the people who ran Aegis, going back generations, before your Rethis, before his grandfather, learned a thing the rest of us never had cause to.” She looked at Kael directly. “Isolated students are easier to harvest. A student with strong outside bonds, family, home, a sweetheart in a village, has emotional conduits the institution can’t monitor and can’t control. A student raised lonely, with all their bonds formed inside the walls, under observation, is a closed system. You can watch what they form. You can shape it. And if the worst is true, the thing your reports only half-said, you can harvest it cleanly, because there’s nothing leaking out the sides to someone who’d come asking questions.”

Silence. Kael felt his team understand, in one cold rush, the shape of the cage they’d grown up in.

“Aegis didn’t isolate students because isolation builds character,” Morwenna said. “It isolated them because a lonely student is a harvestable asset, and a loved one is a liability the institution can’t see into. Your Order is already changing that, I hear, and good. But that’s why. You want to know why no one’s seen their family. Because someone, a long time ago, decided your loneliness was easier to mine.” She picked her fork back up, the anger banked. “That’s the intellectual answer. I suspect the emotional one is waiting for some of you out east, where you’re from. It usually is.”

Mira had gone very still, the way she only went when the noise cost too much to keep up. Kael felt the bond go quiet and tight. Across the table, Sera reached over without a word and put her hand on Mira’s arm, and Mira covered it with her own, and neither of them said anything, and that was the whole conversation.



Morwenna gave them the run of Solhavn that afternoon, and the run of it was an education in everything Aegis had decided they couldn’t have.

Kael walked the coastal academy with Sera and Mira and Devi while Neve disappeared into preliminary archive arrangements and Adrienne talked logistics with the chancellor, and what he saw rearranged him slowly, scene by scene. There was a market on the lower terraces where students sold and bought, openly, mixing with the town, the rigid track-separation of Aegis simply absent; a healer-track girl haggled with a fisherman over a netful of something while a battle-track boy carried her books, and no one found it remarkable. There were public lecture halls open to the docks, the day’s teaching spilling out where any sailor could stop and listen, knowledge given away like Morwenna had said, traded like fish.

Runa came with them and could not stop working. She tested the doorframe of every building they passed through, palm flat to the timber, and pronounced each one in turn either “acceptable for a coastal load” or, more often, “salt-rotted and pretending.” She found a stone archway over the lower market that had been standing, she estimated, four hundred years, and stood under it muttering about lateral thrust until Mira physically towed her away by the sleeve.

“You cannot audit the entire ocean academy, Runa.”

“This arch is held up by habit and barnacles.”

“It’s held up by four hundred years of nobody dying under it, which is a better safety record than your bridge at Aldermere.”

“My bridge at Aldermere,” Runa said with terrible dignity, “is now structurally sound because I fixed it, which is more than this arch can say,” but she let herself be towed.

Vara, for her part, kept stopping dead in the middle of paths because a battle-track student and a healer-track student would walk past arm in arm, or arguing theory, or sharing one set of notes, and the simple cross-track ease of it visibly short-circuited something in her. “They just,” she said, watching a Warden and a battle mage carry a research crate together up a gangway, “mix. At Aegis I’d have been written up for crossing into the healer wing without a form. Here a battle student is carrying a healer’s books and nobody’s filed anything.” She frowned at it like a tactical problem. “I don’t know if I like it. It’s inefficient. There’s no perimeter.” Then a pair of students laughed at something on a bench and she watched them and her frown softened by a fraction. “It’s also,” she admitted grudgingly, “not the worst thing I’ve ever seen.”

Devi said nothing, but Kael noticed she had stopped scanning for exits somewhere around the second terrace, because there were too many, the whole academy was exits, and a place with no walls gave her threat-assessment nothing to do, and the nothing-to-do had left her, briefly, simply walking.

And there was the visiting dock.

They came on it near sunset, a long pier with a covered waiting hall, and a family ferry was in, and Kael watched the thing Aegis had never meaningfully allowed: students meeting their families easily, openly, as part of the academy’s normal rhythm. A boy swung a small sister up onto his shoulders. A girl wept into her mother’s neck while a father stood awkward and proud behind them. An old couple pressed a packet of home cooking into a thin scholarship student’s hands and fussed at how little he was eating. Ordinary. Domestic. The most ordinary thing in the world, and none of the academy cast had ever seen it like this, because at Aegis it had been engineered into rarity and difficulty.

Mira stopped walking. She stood at the edge of the visiting dock and watched a mother hold a daughter, and Kael felt the bond go raw, and he understood that this was the wound Morwenna had named, made visible. Three years. Mira had not seen her family in three years, had sent careful letters into a poverty that could barely answer, had believed it was simply how the world worked, and here was a coastal academy a kingdom away where it was a Tuesday, where families came in on the evening ferry and went home full of home cooking and reassurance.

“They just get to do this,” Mira said quietly. Not bitter. Worse than bitter. Stunned. “Every term. They just, get to. See their mums. And we never even knew we were allowed to be angry that we couldn’t.”

“We’re allowed to be angry,” Devi said, flat and certain, beside her. “I’ve done the math on it now. The isolation policy at Aegis isn’t an oversight or a tradition. It’s a design. Morwenna said it and the records will prove it. They kept us lonely on purpose, because lonely was harvestable. Every letter you didn’t get to send, every visit that was too far and too expensive and too discouraged, that was the institution protecting its asset.” Her pale eyes were cold. “You’re allowed to be furious about that. I am.”

“The Order’s already changing it,” Sera said, gentler, her hand finding Mira’s again. “At Aegis. Family contact, the policy. We started it before we even understood why it mattered this much.” She looked at the ferry, the families, the ordinary impossible scene. “And we’re going to your home, Mira. The road goes right through it. You’re going to see your family in a few weeks, and your sister who’s alive, and it’s not going to be a ferry on a visiting dock, it’s going to be your actual front door. We’re not the students on this pier wishing. We’re the ones who get to go home.”

Mira didn’t say anything. She watched the families a while longer, and then she leaned into Sera, and let herself be held, the loud one quiet again, and Kael stood at the edge of the visiting dock and added it to the list of things the mountain had stolen that the road was going to give back.



“There’s good news,” Morwenna said, when the lunch had been cleared and the heavy part had settled. “Or what passes for it. You.” She pointed at Neve, who straightened like a hound on point. “You’re going to want the archive. Everyone like you always wants the archive. You have it. Tomorrow, full access, one of my archivists assigned to you. Take what you need.”

Neve made a sound.

It was not a word. It was a small involuntary noise that belonged to the sealed-wing version of her, the sound of discovery hitting harder than composure, the sound of the smartest person he knew being reduced, briefly and completely, to joy.

“The Solhavn archive,” she said faintly. “Four hundred years. The whole eastern record. Cross-institutional pre-kingdom material that Aegis never had and never let me see.” She turned to Kael, and her eyes were genuinely bright behind the glasses. “Kael. I thought Aegis was the intellectual world. I thought I’d read most of what mattered. There’s, there’s a bigger library, and they’re going to just, let me in, and I.” She stopped, visibly overwhelmed. “I don’t know what to do with my hands.”

“Document it,” Mira suggested, recovering enough to tease. “You love documenting.”

“I’m going to document all of it,” Neve said, with the fervor of a woman receiving a religious calling, and Morwenna actually laughed, the first warm sound she’d made.

“I had a student like you,” the Chancellor said. “She’s a Silver-rank Pathfinder now, works the eastern circuit, which is the other thing I need to talk to you about. But yes. You’ll get your archive. Try not to misfile anything. My archivists hold grudges across decades.”



In the afternoon, Morwenna asked Kael for something he had not expected.

“Show my faculty your methods,” she said, walking him along the harbor-side colonnade where Solhavn’s healer faculty had gathered, perhaps twenty of them, a mix of ages, none of them looking at him with awe, all of them looking at him with the sharp professional hunger he was learning to recognize as the frontier and the open world’s version of respect. “The Battle Healer techniques. The ban was Aegis’s. We never had it on our books, but we never had the knowledge either, because Aegis sealed it. You’re carrying fifty years of suppressed discipline in your head, and I’ve got a faculty that just watched receiver-gate trauma kill people they couldn’t save with what they knew. Teach them.”

So Kael taught. He stood in the salt air and walked Solhavn’s healers through the things Aegis had banned a man for.

He started where he always started, with the cylindrical barrier channel, because it was the foundation everything else stood on. “You were all taught to channel a barrier as a cone,” he said, demonstrating, the green-gold wall forming clean and fast off his hand. “Energy spreading outward from a point. It’s intuitive and it’s wrong, or rather it’s wasteful. Channel it as a cylinder instead. Compression built into the initial shape.” He reformed it, the wall denser, narrower, harder. “Triple the penetration depth at half the mana. A combat healer named Adrienne Duval taught me that, and she’d refined it over eight years in the field before any of you heard my name.” A few of the older faculty wrote that down, the name, and Kael was glad, because Adrienne’s work deserved to travel under her own name.

He showed them the Barrier Lance next, the cylinder compressed further, to a point, the offensive application, and put it cleanly through a practice target the faculty had set up, a clean circular hole punched through enchanted stone, and a low murmur went through the gathered healers, because healers were not supposed to be able to do that. “Your [Barrier] is a shield,” he said. “It’s also a battering ram and a spear and a vise, depending on the geometry. The skill doesn’t care what you were told it was for.” He turned [Diagnosis] on the same target, scanning not for injury but for structure, for stress fractures and load-bearing lines, the reverse application. “And [Diagnosis] finds weakness. You were taught to use that to heal. It also tells you exactly where to put the Lance. Diagnostic targeting plus barrier spike. That’s the foundation of the whole discipline. Healing skills, pointed outward.”

A younger faculty member, a sharp-eyed woman near the front, raised a hand. “If it’s that simple, why was it banned? Why did your academy bury fifty years of this?”

Kael was quiet a moment, because the honest answer was the heart of everything. “Because a healer who can fight, bonded deeply enough, can do what a whole wing of battle mages can’t,” he said. “Dorien Vael, the last man to practice this openly, contained a Tier Three Blight Surge alone, with four Soulmate bonds and no battle mages at all. And the people who ran my academy decided that a thing that made battle mages unnecessary was a thing that made them dangerous. They banned it to protect their own prestige, and they buried the man who proved it, and they called it a safety measure.” He let it land. “So when I teach you this, understand you’re not learning a technique. You’re learning the thing an institution killed a man’s career to keep secret. Use it like it cost someone something. Because it did.”

Then he taught Reverse Mend, the hardest of them, the perception of current state and imposed state layered together, the ability to see what a body or a structure had been made into versus what it was meant to be, and to unthread the imposition. He taught it slowly, because it was dangerous, and he taught the ethics Marten Vell insisted always travel with it: that imposed and harmful were not synonyms, that a scar was imposed but functional, that the whole discipline lived or died on the practitioner’s judgment about what to remove and what to leave. “If you take this nowhere else,” he said, “take that. The skill is easy. Knowing what not to unmake is the entire job.”

The faculty took to it the way starving people take to food, and watching them, Kael understood something about the ban that the records had never quite conveyed. These were not students. These were grown healers, some of them decades into the work, who had spent their whole careers being told that the limits of their class were the limits of the world, and now a man a third their age was showing them that a healer’s barrier could be a spear and a healer’s diagnosis could find a fracture line to drive it through, and the look on their faces was not wonder, exactly. It was grief, and anger, and a terrible dawning, the look of people realizing how much they could have done, how many they could have saved, if an institution two centuries dead had not decided their power was inconvenient. An old healer with corruption scars to the elbow worked the barrier-spike for an hour, failing and failing and then suddenly not, punching a clean hole through the practice stone, and she stood looking at it with tears standing in her eyes, and said, to no one, “I watched a whole frontier station die of a thing I could have fought. I just didn’t know I could fight.” And Kael had no answer for that except to teach her the next form, because the next form was the only apology the discipline had to give.

The strange part, the part he had not anticipated, was that teaching it made him better at it. Articulating Reverse Mend to strangers who didn’t already half-know it forced him to understand it more precisely than he ever had, to find words for instincts he’d been running on, and the finding of the words sharpened the instinct. By the end of the afternoon his calibration had ticked upward, a small clean skill-growth beat he felt in his hands, the discipline sharpening because he’d had to put it into words for people who needed it to work. He filed it, the lesson under the lesson: that the thing you teach teaches you, that a skill articulated is a skill deepened, and he thought that Marten Vell, who’d insisted the ethics of Reverse Mend be taught precisely because the teaching mattered, had understood that all along.

A vindication sat under the whole afternoon, quiet and enormous. The specialization Aegis had banned for fifty years, the thing a man had been stripped of his career and his bonds for, was being requested, gratefully, by another academy’s faculty in the open air. Dorien Vael had contained a Tier 3 Surge with this knowledge and been buried under a ban for it. Kael was teaching it on a sunlit colonnade to people who wanted to live.

Adrienne watched from the colonnade’s edge, and Kael felt her watching, and at one point he looked up and met her eyes across the gathered faculty, and the look that passed between them was not entirely about pedagogy.



He found her that evening on a balcony off the guest quarters, looking out at the harbor and the academy lights on the water, a cup of Solhavn’s local tea in her hand, her auburn hair down, freed from even the practical knot.

“You were in your element today,” Kael said, coming to the rail beside her.

“So were you.” She didn’t look at him. “Teaching. You’re good at it. You were always good at it, I think, in the life you don’t talk about. It’s in your hands when you explain something. You forget to hide.” A small breath. “I liked watching you not hide.”

“I liked watching you negotiate with a chancellor as a peer,” he said. “At Aegis you were always braced. Even leading. Even after everything, you led like a woman waiting to be told she wasn’t allowed to.”

Now she did look at him, and there was something raw and pleased in her deep green eyes, the professional armor set down for the evening. “I noticed it too. Out here, I’m not the disgraced ex-instructor rebuilding power in secret. I’m the director of a kingdom-sanctioned Order, and Edra Morwenna treats me like her equal because I am.” She turned the cup in her hands. “Three years I spent being careful. Being small. The institution had me convinced that wanting authority was a kind of theft.” A slow, deliberate exhale. “And then we leave the mountain and another academy’s chancellor hands me a chair across her desk and asks my opinion like it’s worth something, and it turns out it was always worth something, I just couldn’t see it from inside the place that wanted me to forget.”

“You forget how long I knew you before any of this,” Kael said. “First year. You were the only instructor who could actually teach me something, and you carried yourself like you were apologizing for taking up the lecture hall. I used to wonder what put that in you.”

“You know what put it in me.” Her voice went quieter, the way it did when she was most honest. Daric Wynne, the student she’d approved for the run he didn’t come back from, the loss she’d punished herself with for years by never mentoring privately again, by being small, by deserving less. “I taught myself that wanting things got people killed. Wanting to mentor. Wanting to matter. Wanting.” She didn’t finish. She didn’t have to. “I built a whole woman out of being careful. And she was a good instructor and a lonely one and she’d have died at Aegis still apologizing for the space she took up.” She looked out at the harbor lights on the dark water. “And then there was you, who saw all of it and wanted me anyway, the careful woman and the buried one both. And now there’s a writ in my quarters with the crown’s seal on it and a coastal chancellor who thinks I’m formidable, and I’m starting to believe I’m allowed to be.” A small, dangerous smile. “That’s your fault, you understand. You’re the one who taught me that wanting things was allowed. I hope you’re prepared for the woman that’s going to make of me. She’s going to be a great deal less careful.”

“I’m counting on it,” Kael said.

Kael reached over and tucked a loose strand of auburn behind her ear, a thing he did not usually do, because it was Sera’s gesture and he was careful with it. But Adrienne leaned into it, just slightly, her eyes half-closing.

“Not here,” she said softly, before he could say anything, and there was no shame in it, only a director’s discipline and a promise underneath. “We’ve got an operation to plan and a chancellor to satisfy and an archive to ransack tomorrow. But.” She caught his hand against her cheek, held it there a moment, the established gesture that meant everything, then set it down with a small reluctant smile. “When this is over. When I’ve carried the whole thing and there’s nothing left to carry. I’m going to want one hour where I’m not the director of anything.” She held his eyes. “Hold me to that.”

“I will,” Kael said, and the bond carried it between them, the loaded promise, the heat banked rather than spent, his hand still warm from her cheek when she let him go.



Morwenna’s last gift was a name.

She gave it to them the next morning, over the charts again, when the talk turned to the road past Solhavn, the frontier, the unmapped stretch where no academy survey was current.

“You can’t cross the deep frontier on my maps,” she said bluntly. “Nobody can. The dungeons out there have destabilized badly, worse since the gate started tuning, and the terrain shifts faster than anyone can chart it. You need a Wayfarers’ Guild Pathfinder, and not just any Pathfinder. You need the best one working the eastern circuit, and the best one working the eastern circuit is a graduate of mine.” A trace of pride crossed the weathered face. “Suyin Adari. Silver rank. She’s cleared more frontier dungeons than your whole team combined, she has zero patience for academy nonsense, and she will be the single most useful person you hire and the single most annoying person you travel with, in roughly equal measure.”

“We’ve seen her name,” Liss said. “Cleared contracts on three boards.”

“You’ll see it on a great many more. She works.” Morwenna scrawled a recommendation, sealed it with Solhavn’s mark. “She’s at the Wayfarers’ Guild hall at the frontier’s edge, last I heard, which is on your road. Master Roe runs the hall. Show him this, and the council writ, and he’ll contract her to you on the crown’s coin.” She handed the letter to Adrienne. “Fair warning. Suyin will not be impressed by you. Any of you. It’s her best quality and her worst. She finds famous people funny. She’ll find your whole situation, the clinic on wheels, the plant in the pot, the eight,” Morwenna’s eyes flicked over the team with a dry amusement that suggested she had figured out a great deal more than they’d told her, “companions, hilarious. Let her. The day she stops laughing at you is the day you’ll know she’s decided you’re worth her time.”

Neve had already pulled out a fresh page. “Suyin Adari,” she said, writing. “Solhavn graduate, Silver rank, eastern circuit. The clearest example we’ve had of a Solhavn graduate doing real frontier work.” She looked up, the researcher’s hunger and the road’s new humility mixed in her face. “There’s a whole career ladder out there. A whole economy. People who left academies like ours and went and did things, and the things have names and ranks and a structure, and I’ve been studying the System for so long and I never knew because Aegis never told us.” She underlined the name. “I want to meet a graduate. I want to know what we’re all supposed to become.”

“Then we ride,” Kael said. He rolled the council writ and Morwenna’s letter together and felt the journey turn under him, the academy leg ending, the frontier leg beginning, the world getting larger by the day. “East. The guild hall, the Pathfinder, the frontier, the garrison.”

“And the bigger library first thing this morning,” Neve added, firm enough that no one was moving her on this point.

“And the bigger library,” Kael agreed, “while we resupply. Then east.”

Behind them, on the harbor, a family ferry came in to the visiting dock, and a student ran down to meet a mother and two small siblings, and the whole easy ordinary scene of it, the thing Aegis had turned into a trial instead of a rhythm, sat in Kael’s chest like a stone all the way down to the wagons.


Chapter 5: The Pathfinder

The Wayfarers’ Guild hall sat at the frontier’s edge like a knuckle at the end of a reaching arm. Past it, the maintained roads gave out. Past it, the kingdom stopped pretending it had the place under control.

It was nothing like an academy. It was a fortified compound of stone and timber wrapped around a muddy yard, and the yard was the loudest, most disorderly, most alive place Kael had been since they left Aegis. Delvers came and went in mismatched gear, lean and scarred and entirely unbothered by rank or origin. A blacksmith’s hammer rang somewhere. A contract board the size of a wall stood under an awning, dense with parchment, and a knot of people argued in front of it about a Gold-rank bounty. Somewhere a fight was happening in a sand pit, and a crowd was betting on it, and nobody seemed to think this was unusual.

“Oh,” Mira breathed, surveying the chaos in immediate spiritual recognition. “Oh, I love it here. Nobody’s filed anything since we arrived. I may have found paradise.”

Master Halden Roe ran it, and he met them at the hall’s wide door, a broad pragmatic man in his forties with a guild master’s chain and the unhurried manner earned by sending a great many people into the dark and learning not to get sentimental about it. He read the council writ. He read Morwenna’s letter. He did not look at Kael like he’d hung the moon, which Kael was starting to find genuinely restful.

“The Amber Line,” Roe said. “Heard of you. Half rumor, half nonsense, the way it always is. You’re the healer who runs the banned class and the clinic and the.” He glanced at the women, did rough arithmetic, and chose, like Morwenna, not to comment. “The big team.”

“That’s us,” Kael said.

“And you want a Pathfinder, on the crown’s coin, to take you east past where the maps lie.” Roe gestured them inside, into a hall full of long tables and the smell of stew and wax and worn leather. “Sit. I’ll explain how this works, because Morwenna’s note says you academy lot don’t know, and that tracks. You don’t, do you. You don’t know what becomes of people like you after the school spits you out.”

“No,” Neve admitted, notebook already open, and the admission cost her, the smartest person in the room confessing a hole in her knowledge to a guild master with a stew-stained chain. “We genuinely don’t. The academy never told us. We were taught as if graduation were the summit, and after the summit, nothing. There was no map past the diploma.”

“Course there wasn’t.” Roe poured them ale none of them had asked for and most of them didn’t drink. “This is the shape of the world, healer. You go to an academy. You learn your track. You graduate, or you wash out. And then?” He spread his hands at the hall around them, the long tables, the delvers eating and arguing and mending gear. “Then you’ve got to live, and an academy diploma doesn’t clear a dungeon and it doesn’t feed you. So most graduates take a guild certification. The guild’s older than the academies, by the way, and it doesn’t care where you trained or whether you trained at all, only what you can clear. You rank up by clearing contracts. Real ones. The kind that kill you if you’re not good.”

He counted them off on thick fingers. “Bronze, anybody competent, your courier jobs and your stabilized pockets and your convoy escorts. Silver, that’s the working professional, the ones who make a living delving frontier dungeons and clearing the destabilized sites the royal patrols can’t reach. A Silver can support a family if they’re careful and don’t die. Gold, that’s the elite, a handful per region, the ones who go where Silvers die and come back. And above Gold there’s a few names.” He drank. “You don’t meet those. You hear about them, the way you hear about weather in a country you’ll never visit. A handful in the whole kingdom. I’ve met two in thirty years and one of them frightened me.”

“And the levels,” Neve pressed, pen moving. “How do guild ranks map to System levels?”

“Roughly. Bronze, you’re usually somewhere in the teens to twenties. Silver, twenties to thirties. Gold, thirties and up, and the rare names past that.” Roe shrugged. “But rank isn’t level. Rank’s what you’ve survived. I’ve seen high-level academy washouts die on Bronze contracts because they had the number and not the sense, and I’ve seen low-level frontier kids make Silver because they read a dungeon like scripture. The number’s a piece of it. It isn’t the whole.”

“And the world’s bigger than the guild,” he went on, because Neve’s pen was clearly not going to stop and a man might as well give a curious scholar her money’s worth. “The guild’s the biggest employer of graduates, but it’s not the only one. There’s the royal companies, the frontier garrisons, steadier work, the crown’s coin, more rules and less freedom. There’s the merchant houses that keep their own delvers for the high-value contracts. There’s the academies themselves, the ones that aren’t yours, hiring graduates to teach, or to run their own clearance crews, because every school’s built near a dungeon for a reason. And there’s the freelancers, the ones who won’t take a guild ticket, work cash and word-of-mouth, very good or very dead.” He counted it off, the whole economy a curious scholar had never been shown. “The kingdom runs on it, healer. You think it runs on farms and taxes, and it does, but underneath that it runs on the fact that somebody has to go down into the dark and clear the things that come up out of it, and that somebody is the guild circuit, and the guild circuit is mostly graduates of schools like yours who found out a diploma doesn’t clear a dungeon.” He drank. “Your academy never told you that because your academy wanted you to think graduation was the mountaintop. It’s not the mountaintop. It’s the trailhead. The mountain’s out here, and it’s a lot bigger than the one you grew up on, and most people never see the top of it, and the ones who do, you’ve heard their names the way you’ve heard about weather in a country you’ll never visit.”

Neve wrote all of it down with the rapture of a woman finally being handed the map of her own future, and Kael watched her do it and felt the same thing he’d felt at the guild board in Tannery Ford, the clean cold want of a man shown, at last, exactly how far up the thing went.

He sat back. “Some graduates take royal service, the frontier garrisons and the patrol companies, steadier pay, more rules. Some teach. Some run a hall like me when their knees go. But most work the circuit until the frontier takes them or they get old. That’s it. That’s what you’re all training to become, every one of you, whether the school admits it or not. The school never says so because the school wants you to think the school is the whole world, and there’s a reason for that, isn’t there.” His pragmatic eyes flicked to Kael, shrewder than they’d seemed. “A school that’s the whole world keeps its students. A school that admits there’s a wider world loses them to it. I expect that tracks with whatever you lot found out the hard way.”

“It tracks,” Adrienne said quietly.

Kael sat with that, the ladder Morwenna had named now given flesh. “And a Silver Pathfinder. The one we’re here for. Where does she rank, against a Level 20 healer.”

Roe laughed, not unkindly. “Twenty? Son, Suyin Adari is a working Silver who’s cleared the eastern circuit for years. She’s high twenties, low thirties at least, and that’s just her level, never mind that she knows things no number measures. You’re strong for an academy freshman, I’ll believe that, I’ve heard the stories. Out here you’re a promising rookie with a famous name.” He held Kael’s eyes, fair and flat. “I don’t say it to shame you. I say it so you’ll listen to her in the dark instead of getting your whole team killed proving you don’t have to. The frontier doesn’t care who you saved at home.”

Kael felt it again, the clean cold want from the guild board at Tannery Ford, sharper now: a world with a ceiling he couldn’t see, and somewhere to climb. He had spent two lifetimes being the most dangerous thing in the room. Being a rookie was new, and it sat better than he expected, like setting down a weight he’d carried so long he’d stopped feeling it.

“I’ll listen,” he said.

The guild hall’s wall by the door held a weapon rack, the way every fighting place did, a row of blades and channeling staves and a kinetic gauntlet free for guild members to handle. Kael’s hand drifted toward it on the old reflex before he’d decided to, the muscle memory of two lifetimes reaching for a battle mage’s tools, and he caught himself a half-second in, the way he always had at Aegis, braced for the [CLASS RESTRICTION] ward to flare and deny him.

It didn’t flare. There was no ward. It was a frontier rack on a frontier wall and it did not care what his class was. His fingers closed on the grip of a perfectly good channeling sword and nothing stopped him, and he stood there holding it, and felt absolutely nothing about it.

“Oh,” Mira said, materializing at his elbow with the unerring instinct she had for these moments. “Oh, this is huge. For years. Years of you reaching for swords you weren’t allowed to touch and getting denied and walking away with the sad jaw. And now there’s no ward. You can just have it.” She gestured grandly at the rack. “The rack is right there, Kael. Pick up the sword. Be the battle mage. Live your dream.”

Kael looked at the sword in his hand. It was a good sword. In another life he’d have killed half a dungeon with it. He turned it over once, set it back on the rack, and walked away.

“You’re not even going to take it?” Mira was scandalized. “There’s no ward and you’re just leaving it there? Who are you?”

“I’m a healer,” Kael said.

“You’re a Battle Healer, the sword is half your job title.”

“The Barrier Lance is better than the sword and it doesn’t leave my hand.” He kept walking. “I made my peace with this when the regression resolved. I don’t want the rack anymore.”

“That’s so much worse,” Mira said, delighted and appalled, trailing after him. “For years you wanted the thing you couldn’t have, and now that you can have it, you’ve decided you don’t want it. That’s the most annoying possible personal growth. I’m going to make this weird at every weapon rack from here to the garrison, I want you to know that now.”

“I’m aware,” Kael said. “I’m at peace with that too.”

“Good.” Roe, who had watched the whole exchange with patient amusement and the air that stranger things had crossed his hall, stood. “Give me a moment to find her. She’s in the pit, last I saw, taking money off a Bronze who thought he could read terrain better than her. The answer was immediate. He couldn’t. Look around. Touch nothing on the assayer’s table, the wards bite.”

He went, and the team did what the team did in any new place, which was disperse along its individual lines of curiosity, and Kael let them, because watching the Order meet the wider world was its own education.

Neve went straight for the people. She found a crew of delvers at a long table mending gear, three women and a man with a frontier crew’s easy battered camaraderie, and within two minutes she had her notebook open and was interrogating them about guild certification timelines with a hunger that should have annoyed them and instead, somehow, charmed them, because nobody had ever asked these people to explain their lives before and it turned out they liked it. “And the contract that took you from Bronze to Silver,” she pressed, “was that a single clearance or an accumulated record?” “Both,” the man said, amused, “you’ve got to log enough clean clears that they trust you not to die, and then one big one to prove you can carry a party,” and Neve wrote it all down with the rapture of an anthropologist who had just been let into a tribe, and Kael heard her murmur, “There’s a whole career structure, there’s an actual progression past the academy, why did no one ever write this down,” and one of the delver women said, “Because we’re too busy living it to write it, scholar,” and Neve looked like she’d been handed a koan.

Vara drifted toward the pit before Roe even reached it, drawn to the violence the way she was always drawn to violence, and stood at the rail watching two delvers spar with the absolute focus of a professional studying competitors. Kael watched her watch them, watched her catalog the frontier fighting styles that were nothing like the academy’s drilled forms, looser, dirtier, built for terrain that moved, and watched the small frown gather on her face again, the same frown the three travelers on the road had put there, the my-hands-know-this-and-I-don’t-know-why frown. She said nothing. She just watched, and filed it, and the thread of her unknown origins pulled a fraction tighter.

Mira, predictably, had found the contract board and was reading it like a menu at a restaurant she couldn’t afford, narrating the bounties aloud with mounting delight. “‘Clear nest of bark-wraiths, Bronze, twelve marks.’ Cheap. ‘Recover surveyor’s body and instruments from collapsed shaft, Silver, no rush, he’s been down there a while.’ Grim. Honest, though.” She tapped a notice. “‘Wanted: anyone who’s seen the wagon-train out of Hesk, last seen ten days ago, reward for information.’ Oh, that’s not a contract, that’s somebody’s family.” Her voice softened off the joke for a beat, the road teaching her the same lesson it kept teaching all of them, that out here the postings were people. Then she rallied. “I could do half these. Could not do the other half. It’s like a difficulty chart for the whole world. I love it. I want one for Aegis. We’d never post anything because we’d have to admit half the academy can’t clear a Bronze.”

Devi read the memorial wall. Kael found her there, in front of the long row of carved tokens for the delvers who’d gone into the dark and not come back, each one a name and a date and sometimes a small scratched symbol, and she was reading them the way she read everything, completely, missing nothing. “Longer than the cleared-contract wall,” she said, when she felt him beside her. “Three times longer. The frontier loses more than it logs as a win.” She touched one token, an old one, the carving worn soft. “Nobody up the mountain knows these names. The academy fed all these people out here and never counted the ones that didn’t come back.” Her pale eyes were flat. “We were taught to think of graduation as an ending. It’s a casualty list with a slow fuse.”

Kael read the place the way he read everything: the contract board where a Gold bounty had drawn a knot of arguing delvers, the assayer’s window where a crew was selling off whatever they’d dragged up from the dark, the wall of memorial tokens for the ones who hadn’t come back, longer than the wall of cleared contracts, which told its own story about the trade. This was the world the academy fed and never mentioned, the place its graduates ended up, and it was harder and realer and more alive than anything the mountain had prepared them for.

The sand pit was at the hall’s heart, sunk below floor level, ringed by a betting crowd, and a duel was just finishing as they came up. Kael saw the end of it: a Bronze-rank delver, big and confident, swinging at a lean shape that simply wasn’t where his blows went, flowing aside each time like water finding the lower path, until the lean shape tapped him behind the knee with the flat of a short blade and put him in the sand without ever once seeming to hurry. The crowd roared. Coins changed hands. And the lean shape walked to the rail, collected its winnings without gloating, and leaned there to watch the academy circus arrive, and that was Kael’s first sight of Suyin Adari before he ever saw her face.



Suyin Adari was leaning on the rail of the sand pit when they found her, and Kael’s gaze did what the male gaze did, traveling before his discipline could stop it.

The legs first. They were impossible not to find first, long and lean and golden, crossed at the ankle as she lounged against the rail with the unhurried ease of a cat that owned the sun, dancer-lined muscle under close dark traveling leathers, going on far enough that his mouth went briefly dry and his brain filed an involuntary note he chose not to examine in public. Then up: the long torso, narrow through the frame, a willowy length to her that was entirely its own thing in a team of petite and statuesque and thick and muscular women, nothing compact about her, all line, the fitted leathers sitting flat over small high breasts she clearly dressed for movement rather than display. A guild Silver-rank badge at the collar of a layered traveling coat, worn without a scrap of vanity. Long straight blue-black hair, bound back in a single low tie, a sheet of it falling past her shoulder blades. And warm golden skin, a smooth even tone he hadn’t seen in the cast, that caught the afternoon and turned richer for it.

She turned her head, and her eyes found him, dark warm brown, faintly almond-shaped, and they did a slow sweep of him and the whole team behind him, reading them like a map, exits and footing and people all catalogued in one unhurried pass, and what landed in them at the end of the sweep was not awe.

It was amusement.

“Well,” Suyin said, dry and low, a southern lilt under the frontier flatness. “Morwenna’s note said the famous Battle Healer of Aegis was coming through and to be nice to him.” She looked past Kael at the wagons visible through the hall’s open doors: the clinic on wheels, the supply train, the apple cutting riding in its pot on the seat, the eight women, the battle mage squad. Her mouth curved. “She did not mention you travel with a mobile infirmary, a houseplant, and what appears to be a small nation of girlfriends.” She pushed off the rail in one fluid motion, taller than most of them, and looked Kael up and down one more time with open, friendly mockery. “I have cleared dungeons that killed Gold-rank parties. And you, healer, are the funniest thing I have seen on this circuit in a year. I mean that as a compliment. I don’t laugh easy.”

It was, Kael realized, rare enough in either of his lifetimes for a stranger to be entirely unimpressed by him that the novelty of it was refreshing enough to make him nearly laugh himself.

“Suyin Adari,” he said. “We’re told you’re the best on the eastern circuit.”

“I’m told that too. It’s mostly true.” She circled the team slowly, reading them, and her amusement sharpened into something more professional as she went. She clocked Vara’s stance, and the warrior clocked her right back, two physical women measuring each other in a heartbeat. She clocked Runa’s containment kit and Devi’s positioning and Liss’s knife belt, and something sharpened behind the dark eyes, the recognition of competence under the comedy. “Frontier medic,” she said to Liss, with a small nod. “Real one, by the belt. And a Warden who’s already counted the load-bearing beams in this hall, I’d put money on it.” She glanced at Runa.

“Three of them are inadequate,” Runa said.

“They are. We know. The guild’s poor.” Suyin’s grin widened a fraction, and Kael saw her revise something, the first downward adjustment of the word she’d been about to use, which was probably tourists. “Huh. You’re not entirely a circus. There’s actual people in this circus.”

“Will you take the contract,” Adrienne asked, stepping forward, director to professional, no fuss.

Suyin looked at her, and at the council writ in her hand, and the amusement went businesslike. “Let’s be clear about why I’d take it, because Morwenna’s note made it sound like a noble cause and I want noble causes to know they bore me.” She crossed her arms. “I take it because the eastern construction is killing my circuit. The dungeons out there have destabilized worse in two weeks than in two years, and that’s somebody’s doing, not weather. I’ve had colleagues go into reopened sites and not come back. Contracts I cleared a month ago, restructured, by hands, into something I don’t have a name for. Whatever’s at that garrison is bleeding the whole eastern frontier dry of safe work.” She shrugged. “Roe pays me on the crown’s coin to guide you to the source. The source is the thing wrecking my living. The math is simple and it’s got nothing to do with heroism. I’ll take it.”

“Pragmatic,” Devi observed, from the back, the first thing she’d said.

Suyin’s eyes found her, and held, and the two of them looked at each other for a beat longer than the situation called for, two compact, contained, watchful women recognizing something across a crowded hall. “Pragmatic keeps you alive on the frontier,” Suyin said. “Heroism gets you a nice funeral, if anyone finds the body.” She broke the look. “All right, Battle Healer. I’ll take your contract. But not on a handshake and a famous name.” She jerked her chin toward the pit, toward the frontier beyond it. “There’s a certification delve a half-day out, a little destabilized pocket the guild wants logged. You’re going to clear it with me, by guild rules, not academy rules. And I’m going to watch your circus and decide whether you can keep up in real frontier conditions, or whether I’m guiding fifteen people to a very stupid death.” She smiled, and it was genuinely warm under the edge. “Pack light. The frontier doesn’t care about your houseplant.”

“The houseplant comes,” Sera said mildly, from beside the wagon, and Suyin barked a surprised laugh.

“Of course it does,” she said. “Of course it does. This is going to be a delight.”



The certification delve taught all of them how little academy training had prepared them for the real thing, and it taught Suyin that the circus had teeth.

The pocket was nothing like an academy dungeon. There were no proctor stations, no extraction wards, no graded objectives, no six standard configurations. It was a raw destabilized fissure in the frontier rock, half-flooded, the geometry shifting subtly as the receiver network’s distant tuning plucked at it, and Suyin moved through it like water finding the lowest path, reading the terrain in a way that made Kael’s tactical eye feel like a child’s drawing of a map.

“Don’t step there, the floor’s lying to you,” she said, and it was, the stone giving way to a sinkhole under a skin of false rock. “That branch loops, ignore it. The air’s wrong down the left, that’s a gas pocket, your plant girl can smell it if she tries.” And Sera could, the corrupted gas tracing east through the lattice, and she purified it before it reached them, and Suyin filed that away with a sharp glance, one thing the academy team had shown her that she couldn’t do herself.

The fight, when it came, was new terrain and new enemies and ran by guild rules, which meant nobody was coming to save them.

The creatures were frontier-stock, larger and stranger than academy dungeon mobs, and they came through the half-flooded dark in a way that respected no curriculum. The water was the first lesson. Kael’s instinct was to hold a line, the way you held a line in a dry corridor, but the flooded floor meant footing was a lie and the beasts used it, coming low and fast through the shallows where the team’s stance was worst.

“Don’t anchor,” Suyin called, not to take command, just because she could see the academy reflex about to get someone killed. “This isn’t your mountain. You can’t hold ground that moves. Fight on the move or you’ll drown standing still.”

Kael took the correction without ego, because the alternative was someone bleeding, and adjusted, and the adjustment was a thing he felt in his bones as new knowledge, the kind the academy could never have given him. “Belay the line,” he called, the order changing mid-fight. “Vara, rolling vanguard, don’t hold, sweep. Torren, leapfrog your squad backward, give ground on purpose, let the water do the work. Runa, can you seal the high channel, force them down to one approach?”

“Already moving,” Runa said, and a seal slammed across the flooded gallery’s upper passage, channeling the beasts into a single waist-deep funnel.

Vara was a revelation in the water. She did not fight the flooded footing; she used it, letting the drag slow the beasts and not herself, twin blades trailing wakes through the black shallows, the killing distance held even as the ground shifted under her. One of the frontier beasts lunged for her from the deep channel, a thing all teeth and sodden muscle, and she let it come, let the water hold its weight a half-second too long, and stepped inside its rush to put one blade up through the soft hinge of its jaw while the other came around to take the tendons of its forelimb so it folded into the shallows where she finished it. She came up out of the spray grinning, hair plastered to her face, and Kael watched Suyin’s professional assessment of her climb visibly, the Pathfinder’s eyes tracking the warrior with the particular respect of one dangerous woman for another, the look that said I could not have done that better and rarely thought it.

A second beast came up behind Vara through a fold of false rock that hadn’t been there a breath ago, the dungeon’s shifting geometry birthing an attack from a blind angle, and that was the kind of thing that killed academy graduates in their first month. Kael was already moving. “Vara, behind, low,” he called, and threw a Barrier Lance not at the beast but at the water, slamming a wall of compressed force into the channel so the wave of it staggered the thing’s footing, and Vara pivoted on the warning and took its head before it found its balance. They had done this in a hundred dungeons across two lifetimes, one she didn’t remember and one she did, and the wordless coordination of it was the thing Suyin watched longest, two people who fought like one nervous system.

Torren’s squad gave ground in disciplined leapfrog, exactly as ordered, no grandstanding, two mages covering while the third reset, then rotating, the formation flowing backward through the flooded gallery so that the beasts spent their speed wading after a line that kept dissolving in front of them. One young mage’s foot found a sinkhole and he went down with a shout, half-submerged, a beast turning toward the splash, and Torren had him by the collar and out of the water before the thing closed the distance, exactly the save the first-life Torren had never lived long enough to learn to make, and he did it without breaking the squad’s covering rhythm. “Up, hold the wall, you’re fine,” Torren said, flat, already firing past the boy’s head, and the boy was up and firing too, shaking, alive.

Liss worked a wound in the dark, a squad mage caught by a beast’s claw, and she did it the frontier way, by pressure and rhythm with no instruments, humming her tuneless hum, translating a fast line of Neve’s diagnostic math into a single clean incision direction, lateral not medial, the Carroway exception in live action, the thing Suyin had thought was hers alone out here. The Pathfinder watched that too, and Kael saw her recalibrate a second time.

And Kael fought without the old penalty, which still, even now, struck him fresh every time, the Barrier Lance forming clean and fast and cheap, no nosebleed, no strobing vision, no hidden stat-residue dragging at the edge of his sight. He read a corrupted beast with Reverse Mend, the perception layering current state over imposed, finding where the corruption had been threaded into living muscle, and he put the Lance through exactly there, and the thing came apart, and he moved to the next without a wasted motion, the offensive healer skill set the frontier had been denied because Aegis had banned it for fifty years. He was, he realized, fighting better than he had at Aegis, because at Aegis he had always been holding something back, hiding the depth of him. Out here he didn’t have to hide, and the not-hiding made him faster.

When it was done, and the pocket was logged, and the panels came, Kael read his with quiet satisfaction.

[ENEMY CLEARED: DESTABILIZED FISSURE POCKET] [LEVEL: 20 -> 22]

Two levels this time, the delve small but brutally real, and every bit of the gain earned, kept, and his. Vara had gained too, and one of Torren’s squad. The progression accrued the way a journey’s progression should, not in a single overnight jump but in steady earned increments over a road, which felt, Kael thought, like the difference between being handed something and building it.

And it had cost him something, which was new and good. He’d taken a glancing hit from a frontier beast in the flooded dark, a long shallow gash down his forearm, and he’d healed it himself afterward with [Mend], and he noticed, examining the closed wound, that the healing had run cleaner and deeper than it would have at his old level, the wider channels making even his support skills stronger. That was the part the academy progression had never let him feel, because at the academy every gain had been shadowed by the old drag. Here a level made him better at everything at once, combat and healing both, and he could feel the whole of himself getting more capable in a single direction at last.

He also noticed how much he still didn’t know about real delving, which was the other half of the lesson. Suyin had read that flooded pocket in ways he couldn’t have, had known where the floor lied and where the gas pooled and how to fight on footing that moved, and a level didn’t teach you any of that. There were things the number couldn’t measure, exactly as Roe had said, and the gap between his level and Suyin’s was the smaller part of the gap between them. She had years of the unmeasurable. He had a famous name and a fast climb. He filed it away: the climb was real, but the climb was not the same as the knowing, and he intended to take both, the levels from the fighting and the knowing from the woman who’d been doing this since before he was reborn.

Suyin sheathed her short blade and looked at them all with an expression that had traveled a long way from the pit’s open mockery.

“Huh,” she said. It was, he would learn, her highest praise. “You’re sheltered kids who are genuinely dangerous. That’s a combination I haven’t seen. Usually it’s one or the other.” She wiped frontier mud off her cheek, unbothered. “Most academy graduates come out here and die in the first month because they think the dungeon plays fair. You don’t think it plays fair, which means somebody taught you the hard way, which means I don’t have to.” She looked at Kael, and the amusement was still there but it had a foundation under it now. “I’ll guide you. Contract stands. And I’ll stop laughing at you, mostly, except about the houseplant, which is genuinely funny and I will be making fun of it until one of us dies.”

“Fair,” Kael said.

“Fair,” Suyin agreed, and that was that.



Devi and Suyin sat apart from the others at the camp that night, by accident, the two most contained people in a group of loud ones gravitating to the quiet edge of the firelight, and Kael, awake as always, watched them find each other.

“You survived alone,” Suyin said to Devi, not a question, the kind of thing one survivor says to another to skip the small talk. “I can see it. You’ve got the look. The exits-first look.”

“I built a thing alone in the dark for three years,” Devi said, flat and honest the way she’d learned to be. “Then I stopped. Now I don’t know what I am.” She turned her pale gray eyes on the Pathfinder. “You survived alone too. But not the same way. You move. I stayed still.”

“Stillness.” Suyin considered it, stretching her long legs toward the fire. “That’s the hermit’s trade. Hold a position, control the variables, let nothing in. I never had the patience for it.” She tipped her head back, looking at the impossible spread of frontier stars. “I survived by never staying anywhere long enough to lose anything. Different animal, same wound. You hold still so nothing can reach you. I keep moving so nothing can catch up.” A dry breath. “Both of us made sure nothing could ever get heavy enough to mourn.”

Devi was quiet for a long moment, and Kael, who knew her better than anyone alive, recognized the particular silence: the silence of Devi encountering an idea she hadn’t budgeted for.

“What do you want,” Devi asked finally. “Now. Out here. With nothing chasing you and nothing to hold.”

Suyin laughed softly. “The next mile. That’s all I’ve ever wanted. The next mile, the next contract, the next dungeon nobody’s mapped.” She glanced sideways at Devi, and there was something almost kind under the dry. “That’s the secret nobody tells the still ones. You don’t have to want a destination. You can just want the next mile. The wanting doesn’t have to arrive anywhere. It can just keep going.” She shrugged. “Cheaper than a destination. Hurts less when you lose it, because you never had it, you were just moving toward it.”

“You make it sound easy,” Devi said, flat, but there was something under the flat, the rare crack of a woman genuinely asking. “Wanting the next mile. As if you just decide to, and then you can. I’ve tried. I sit out here, no nexus to build, no plan to execute, no catastrophe that’s mine to stop, and I wait for the wanting to arrive, and it doesn’t, because every want I’ve ever had came with a reason attached, and there are no reasons left.” Her pale eyes found Suyin’s in the firelight. “How do you want a thing that doesn’t solve anything? I genuinely don’t know how. It’s like being told to see a color that isn’t there.”

Suyin considered her a long moment, the cataloguing sweep gone soft. “You’re trying to want a destination,” she said. “That’s your whole problem, hermit. You’re looking for a thing to arrive at, a reason, a solved problem at the end of the wanting. There isn’t one. The wanting is the thing. You don’t want the next mile because the mile leads somewhere. You want it because walking it feels good, because the light’s a certain way at dawn, because you’re curious what’s around the bend, because your legs are strong and the air is cold and you’re alive to feel both.” She shrugged. “It’s not a color that isn’t there. It’s a color you’ve been told not to look at your whole life because looking at it was dangerous. It’s still there. You just have to give yourself permission to see it. The hard part is wanting something small for no reason, because every alarm you ever built goes off. Then nothing happens, and the alarms quiet down, and you want another thing, and it gets easier.” She leaned back on her long arms. “I’m not saying it’s easy. I’m saying it’s possible, and I’m proof, and so is the warrior who found out today she’s got people, and so will you be, sooner than you think, because you’ve got the one thing I never let myself have, which is a whole pile of people who’d make the wanting safe.”

Devi said nothing. But Kael felt, through the Soulmate bond, something shift in her, a stone moving that had been wedged a very long time, and he watched her turn the Pathfinder’s words over in the dark like a key she hadn’t known fit a lock she’d given up on.

The wanderer and the hermit, he thought. Both survived alone. One by stillness, one by motion. And the wanderer had just handed the hermit a thing the whole Order, for all its bonds, hadn’t found the words for: that wanting didn’t have to be a mission. It could just be a direction.



The hook came on the way back from the certification delve, and it made the threat suddenly, terribly larger.

Suyin took them on a short detour, off the logged route, with the grim efficiency of someone showing a doctor a symptom. “I want you to see something,” she said, “because Roe’s report won’t have the words for it and I’ve been trying to get the guild to take it seriously for two weeks.”

She led them to a dungeon-mouth in the frontier rock, and Kael felt the wrongness of it before they reached it, a hum under his feet that Sera felt first and harder, the amber flecks rising in her eyes.

“I cleared this one a month ago,” Suyin said, standing at the mouth, arms crossed, and her self-possession cracked, the crack of a professional looking at something that frightened her. “Logged it. Stable, drained, dead. A month later it’s reopened. And it’s not the dungeon that reopened it.” She gestured them to the threshold, and Kael looked down into the dark, and his breath went still.

The dungeon had been rebuilt. Not corrupted, not destabilized, not warped by a natural collapse. Engineered. The natural rock had been cut and shaped, channeling arrays mounted on fresh-carved plinths with sharp unaged edges, the whole geometry of the place reorganized into something with purpose, the corruption flow directed, the way the Aegis nexus had been directed, toward a convergence the team couldn’t see.

“By hands,” Devi said quietly, crouching at the threshold, reading the cuts with the eye of someone who had built infrastructure exactly like this in the dark. “Recent. Tools. This is the same school of construction as the garrison reports.” She looked up. “They’re not just building at the gate, Kael. They’re remaking the whole eastern dungeon network into the engine’s intake. Every dungeon out here, every reopened mouth, is becoming a feeder line.” She stood, brushing off her hands, and full comprehension flattened her voice. “The threat isn’t one gate. It’s the whole frontier. They’re industrializing it.”

Suyin looked at them all, the amusement gone entirely now, the professional fully in command. “That’s why I took your contract,” she said. “Not for the coin. Because somebody is turning my whole world into a machine, and I clear dungeons for a living, and I cannot clear a machine the size of the eastern frontier by myself.” She turned to face east, toward the garrison none of them had seen yet, the hum under the rock pulling at all of them. “So congratulations, circus. You’re not just stopping a construction project. You’re walking into the intake of something that’s eating the frontier one dungeon at a time. And I’m the only one who knows the way in.”


Chapter 6: Brookhollow

The road to Brookhollow stopped being a road forty kilometers out and became a memory of one, two ruts in the dirt that the farmland had been slowly reclaiming since before Mira was born.

She had gone quiet the closer they got, which was how Kael knew it mattered. Mira quiet was a weather event. She rode beside the lead wagon with her ponytail down and her hands tight on the reins and her amber eyes fixed on the horizon, and she did not narrate the kingdom at him, and she did not bounce, and twice Kael saw her take a breath like a woman about to walk into cold water.

“You don’t have to bring us in,” he said, low, so only she could hear. “We can camp outside the village. You can go home alone first, if you want it.”

“No.” She didn’t look at him. “No, that’s the whole point. I want you to see it.” A muscle worked in her jaw, a thing he’d learned from her and now caught her doing back. “I’ve spent years being the loud one. The fun one. The icebreaker who’s never sad. And you all think you know me, and you do, mostly, but you don’t know the part the noise is for. And I’m tired of being known in pieces.” She finally glanced at him, and there was something raw and brave in it. “So I’m going to show you the part. All of you. Even though it’s poor and small and there’s nothing impressive about it. Especially because there’s nothing impressive about it.”

They crested a low rise, and there it was.

Brookhollow was a scatter of perhaps thirty buildings in a shallow green valley, farmhouses and barns and a single crossroads with a well, the kind of village the kingdom’s maps marked with a dot so small it disappeared under a thumb. Two hundred kilometers from the nearest academy. The fields were worked hard and yielded little, the soil thin, the houses patched and re-patched. It was poor in the bone-deep way that doesn’t announce itself, that just sits in the sag of a roofline and the careful mending of a fence.

And then a child screamed from a farmyard at the valley’s edge, a sound of pure unhinged joy, and a small figure came tearing out across a field toward them, arms windmilling, and Mira made a broken laughing sob, and was off her horse and running before the wagon had stopped.

“LIRA!”

They met in the middle of the field, the loud sister and the cured one, and Mira swept the girl up and spun her and they both went down in the long grass tangled together, and the whole caravan stopped on the rise and watched a thing that four years of fear and hope had been building toward without any of them quite seeing it.

Lira Solis was twelve, and alive, and running, which four years ago had started becoming impossible. She had Mira’s honey-gold hair and a gap in her teeth and a smear of charcoal on her hands, and when she finally untangled herself from her sister and looked up at the caravan, at the wagons and the warriors and the famous Battle Healer she had drawn a hundred times from her sister’s letters, her face did something Kael would carry for a long time.

“Is that,” Lira whispered, pointing at Kael with a charcoal-stained finger. “Is that the dragon-fire healer. The one who fixed me. Member Number One.”

“That’s him,” Mira said, wiping her face, laughing, crying. “That’s the whole Order, baby. I brought them all home.”

Lira looked at Kael, at all of them, and then she did the thing that undid the entire team at once, the warriors and the scholars and the Pathfinder who didn’t laugh easy. She raised her small hand, palm out, the cohort salute, the one Pria did at the gate, the one a twelve-year-old had invented for herself from her sister’s letters about people she’d never met.

“Member Number One,” she said solemnly. “I’m Member Number One. It says so on my drawing.”

“You are,” Kael agreed, and his voice was not entirely steady, and beside him he heard Suyin, the unimpressed Pathfinder who found everything funny, make a small wet sound and clear her throat hard and pretend it was dust.

Because this was the thing Kael had never seen in person. For four years, Lira had been a letter folded in Mira’s pocket, a worsening drawing, a remote purification channeled across two hundred kilometers, a name that meant stakes. Kael had cured a child he had never met, reached down through the bond network into a village he had never seen and pulled a wasting sickness out of a girl by the root, and then gone back to the war, and the girl had been an abstraction, a reason, a number reduced toward clean.

And here she was. Twelve years old, gap-toothed, charcoal on her hands from drawing dragons, running, which four years ago had started becoming impossible, which four years ago had been the beginning of the slow inevitable thing the academy had filed as atypical contamination and forgotten. Here was the actual child the entire thread had been about, and she was looking at Kael like he was something out of one of her own drawings, and Mira was on her knees in the long grass holding her cured sister and shaking, and the abstraction was a living warm specific person, and Kael understood, standing on the rise, exactly what the Order was for in a way no charter or mission statement had ever made him understand it.

“This is why,” Sera said quietly, beside him. She had her hand pressed to her chest, over the bond, over the place the Lineage Anchor lived. “Not the engine. Not the leash. Not the kingdom or the System or any of it.” She watched Mira and Lira in the grass. “This. One kid, alive, running. This is the whole thing. Everything else is just keeping the world safe enough for more of this.” Her eyes were bright, and she blinked hard without looking away. “I needed to see it. I think we all did. We’ve been fighting abstractions for so long. There she is. That’s what winning looks like.”

Lira, having established that the dragon-fire healer was real and present, immediately lost all solemnity and became twelve again, grabbing Mira’s hand and tugging. “Come ON, you have to meet everyone, Mum’s going to faint, she’s been cleaning for two days, she made me wash twice, I want to show the healer my new dragons, I have so many dragons now, I draw a dragon every single day because I can, because I have the breath for it now, I couldn’t before, did you know that, when I was sick I couldn’t run far enough to need much breath but now I can run all the way to the creek and back and I draw the dragons breathing fire all the way across the page.” She said it all in one breath, running, the breath she hadn’t had, and Kael had to look away at the horizon for a moment, and beside him Vara, the warrior with the dead in her eyes, was watching the running child with an expression that put grief and wonder on the same breath.



Mira’s parents were named Edda and Pell, and they were kind and exhausted in the specific way of people who had spent a lifetime working land that gave back less than it took.

They received Kael and the women into a house that had four rooms with a grace that humbled him, while Torren’s squad and the Warden pair made camp by the wagons with the same unfussy discipline that had carried them across half the kingdom. Kael had eaten at faculty tables and dined in a chancellor’s office and had never seen hospitality like this, the hospitality of people who have very little and give it without counting. Edda put on tea, the cheap rough kind, and apologized for it, and Sera said it was the best tea she’d had on the whole road, and meant it, and Edda’s tired eyes went bright.

The reveal of Mira’s real life happened not in a confession but in a thousand small things, the way real things always did. Kael watched it assemble.

There were six children in this house, or there had been; Mira was the eldest and the others ranged down to Lira, and the math of feeding them all on this land was written in the patched clothes and the careful portions and the way Edda’s hands never stopped moving. Mira had been the loud one in a house this full because, Kael finally understood, the loud one in a house this full and this poor was the one who never got overlooked and never became another quiet mouth to feed. Her relentless brightness wasn’t confidence. It was survival, the same survival it had always been at the academy, just older. The fun one gets noticed. The fun one gets the scholarship. The fun one gets out, and sends money home, and saves her sister.

“She wrote every week, the first year,” Edda told Kael quietly, in the kitchen, while Mira showed Lira the contents of her pack out in the yard to shrieks of delight. “Then less. We thought, you know, you do think it, that the academy had made her too good for us.” She wiped a cup that was already clean. “But it wasn’t that, was it. It got dangerous. Whatever she was doing up there. The letters got careful, the way you write when you don’t want someone to know you’re scared. She was protecting us from how bad it got.” Edda set the cup down and looked at Kael with the unflinching directness her daughter had inherited. “You cured my Lira. From two hundred kilometers away, with magic I’ll never understand, you reached down into this nothing village the kingdom forgot and you gave me my baby back. So I’m going to ask you plainly, because I’m too old and too tired to be polite about it. Do you love my daughter.”

“Yes,” Kael said, without hesitation.

“All of them? The whole, the.” Edda gestured vaguely at the house full of women, and there was no judgment in it, only a mother’s need to understand the shape of her daughter’s life. “Mira tried to explain it in a letter once and I’ll be honest, I didn’t follow.”

“All of them,” Kael said. “Differently. Completely. Mira chose us early, and she built the family that the rest of us live inside. She’s the reason it works.” He held the old woman’s eyes. “She’s not a piece of it. She’s the foundation. Without her there’s no Order, no clinic, no any of it. She makes us human.”

Edda studied him for a long moment, and then she nodded, once, the way you nod when a thing you’d worried about turns out all right, and went back to her tea with both hands wrapped around the cup, the conversation settled in the small steady clink of porcelain.



The academy cast on a working farm was, Kael had to admit, the funniest thing he’d seen since they left the mountain.

Vara was immediately, profoundly useful and immediately, profoundly at peace. She took one look at the work that needed doing and simply started doing it, hauling water, mending the fence Pell’s bad back couldn’t reach, splitting a winter’s worth of wood in an afternoon with an efficiency that made Pell weep a little, and the whole time her face wore a rare, startling ease. The warrior with the dead in her eyes, who had stayed braced inside the academy walls, was relaxed here, doing honest physical labor under an open sky, and Kael filed it away with the frontier-warrior thread, another stone laid toward whatever Vara was about to discover about where she came from.

Neve, by contrast, did not know what any farm implement was. “What is this,” she demanded, holding up a tool. “What does it do. Why is it shaped like an argument.” She was given the simplest possible task, gathering eggs, and approached it with the rigor of original research, and got pecked, and took notes on the pecking, and was happier than she’d been since the archive.

Runa disapproved of the barn. “The load-bearing crossbeam has a crack propagating from the joint,” she announced, having climbed up to inspect it within an hour of arrival. “This barn is one bad winter from coming down on whoever’s inside it.” And then she fixed it, quietly, for free, with timber and an amber ward stone, the way she fixed every broken thing she passed, and Pell tried to thank her and she said gruffly that it offended her professionally and changed the subject.

Suyin watched the famous Battle Healer of Aegis muck out a stall to earn his keep with his girlfriend’s family, and Kael was fairly sure it was the happiest he would ever make her.

“This,” she said, leaning on the stall door, golden skin lit by the barn’s dusty light, watching him work a pitchfork, “is the best contract I have ever taken. I want you to know that. I have cleared dungeons that killed Gold parties and none of it has given me the joy of watching the legendary Battle Healer shovel manure because Mira’s mother asked him to.” She tilted her head, delighted. “You’re not even bad at it. That’s the part that gets me. You’re competent at manure. Is there anything you’re not quietly excellent at?”

“Small talk,” Kael said, forking another load. “And I’m bad at being mocked.”

“No you’re not, you love it, it’s restful for you.” She was right, which was annoying. “Everyone up your mountain treats you like a saint with a sword. I’m going to treat you like a man with a pitchfork, and you’re going to find it’s the most relaxing relationship you have.” She pushed off the door. “Now hurry up, the warrior split all the wood and showed you up, and the houseplant has apparently started healing the vegetable garden, which I’m choosing not to think about too hard.”

The village did not, in fact, understand the harem, and the attempts to work it out were the gentlest comedy of the visit.

Brookhollow was a small place where everyone knew everyone, and Mira had come home with a man, a small army of women and guards, and a houseplant, and the village applied its considerable powers of gossip to the puzzle without success. An old neighbor woman cornered Edda at the well and asked, in a whisper that carried across the whole yard, which one of the girls was Mira’s man’s wife, and Edda, who had only that morning gotten the explanation from her daughter and was still processing it, said gamely that they were “all sort of together, it’s a healer thing, it’s about bonds,” which satisfied no one and started six new rumors by supper.

The children grasped it fastest, because children did not bother with the parts that confused adults. Lira simply announced that the dragon-fire healers were all Mira’s family now, and that was that, and the village children took her word for it because Lira had been dying and now wasn’t and her word carried weight. A small boy asked Vara, with great seriousness, whether she was the dragon healers’ bodyguard, and Vara said, “Yes,” with such flat conviction that he ran off to tell everyone, and for the rest of the visit the village regarded the team as Mira and her dragon people and their warrior, which was, Kael thought, not entirely wrong.

Pell, Mira’s father, never asked. He watched Kael work, watched the way the team moved around each other, watched Mira be lighter than her letters had sounded in three years, and at one point he simply said to Kael, quietly, over a fence they were both mending, “She’s happy. That’s all I ever wanted to know about it. The rest is your business and hers.” And that was the most generous thing anyone said about the whole arrangement the entire visit, and Kael carried it.

Devi found herself, somehow, drawing dragons with Lira.

Kael came upon them by the kitchen step, the cold strategic anchor who had built a bomb alone in the dark sitting on a worn stone step beside a twelve-year-old, both of them bent over a piece of paper, and Devi was adding, with great seriousness, a structurally sound wing to a dragon Lira had drawn.

“Your dragon’s center of mass is wrong,” Devi was saying, in her flat precise voice. “It would fall over. Here. If the wings anchor at the shoulder and the tail counterbalances, it can stay airborne.” She drew a clean efficient line. “Now it works.”

“You made it real,” Lira breathed, with the awe of an artist receiving a structural revelation. And then, because she was twelve and had no idea who Devi was or wasn’t, she threw her arms around the strategist’s neck and hugged her.

Devi went rigid. Kael watched it, the absolute freeze of someone with no protocol for a child’s uncomplicated affection, for a hug that was neither tactical nor negotiated nor carried by the bond. Her pale gray eyes went to Kael over Lira’s shoulder, wide, lost, asking a question she had no protocol for: what do I do.

You hold her, Kael thought at her, and maybe the bond carried it, because slowly, carefully, like a woman handling something that might break or might break her, Devi raised one hand and set it on the child’s back.

“Your wing is good now,” Devi said, a little hoarsely. “Don’t, don’t let it fall over.”

“I won’t,” Lira promised, and let go, and went running, and Devi sat very still on the step for a long time, looking at her own hand, and Kael left her to it, because some things a person had to sit with alone, even when they’d stopped being alone.



Supper was an operation, and it was one of the warmest meals Kael had eaten in either of his lives.

There was no possible way to seat the whole visiting Order, the support crew from the wagons, and Mira’s packed farmhouse inside four rooms, so they did not try. They carried the table out into the yard, and then the benches, and then, when there were still not enough seats, the wagons’ driving boards and an upturned trough and, eventually, the ground, and they made a long crooked feast in the dusk under the first stars, lit by the kitchen lamps carried out and hung on fence posts. Edda had been cooking for two days and apologized for all of it, and there was not nearly enough of any one dish, so the meal worked the way poor meals work, by everyone taking a little and passing it on, and somehow there was enough, the way there is always exactly enough when nobody takes more than their share.

The team contributed in character. Liss produced, from some frontier-medic recess of the clinic wagon, a slab of her bloodmoss-charcoal jerky and insisted Mira’s youngest brothers each try a piece “for the gut,” and the boys ate it on a dare and declared it the worst and best thing they had ever tasted and immediately wanted more. Mira had, of course, packed bribery candy for exactly this contingency, and distributed it to the village children with the gravity of a queen disbursing treasure, and Lira appointed herself quartermaster of the candy and ran a strict and incorruptible rationing system that lasted four minutes.

Neve, who did not know what a single farm implement was, turned out to know a great deal about crop rotation in theory, and got into an animated discussion with Pell about soil exhaustion that had the exhausted farmer leaning forward over his thin supper genuinely engaged for the first time in the visit, because nobody had ever talked to him about his land as if it were interesting. “You’re saying the eastern field is thin because we’ve planted it the same three years running,” Pell said slowly, and Neve said, “Theoretically, yes, the nitrogen depletion compounds,” and produced a diagram on the back of an envelope, and Kael watched a scholar and a farmer find, across a wide gulf, the common country of people who think hard about a problem, and it was its own kind of healing.

Vara ate fast and standing, the way she always did, the military habit, and Edda noticed and quietly brought her a second plate without comment, the way a mother feeds a soldier, and Vara looked at the second plate for a moment with an expression Kael couldn’t read, and then ate that too, standing, at peace, and something in the warrior settled that an entire academy of supervision had never settled.

Adrienne, the director of a kingdom-sanctioned Order, sat on an upturned trough next to a six-year-old who insisted on showing her every single one of his collected interesting rocks, and she examined each rock with the grave attention she gave a chancellor, and pronounced two of them “genuinely excellent specimens,” and the boy was so overcome with the praise that he gave her his favorite one. Adrienne, who had spent eight years and two careers learning to keep an institutional distance, put the child’s quartz pebble in the pocket of her combat robes and kept touching it for the rest of supper.

And Mira sat in the middle of all of it, at home, in the noise, the noise that was hers and not a job tonight, surrounded by her family and her found family braided together at one crooked table under the stars, and Kael watched her not perform her happiness for the length of an entire meal, which felt rarer than any victory, and he thought that whatever else the road cost them, it had already paid for itself in this.



The kitchen scene happened at dusk, and Kael only caught the edge of it, and it was not his to be inside, so he stood in the doorway out of sight and let it be theirs.

Edda and Sera, alone, washing up. The ordinary good mother and the girl her daughter’s chosen man looked at like the center of the world. Kael heard Edda say, in the easy intimate way of two women with their hands in the same water, “You’re the quiet one. Mira wrote about you. Said you were the one Kael looks at different.”

“He does, sometimes,” Sera said, and there was no jealousy in it, none, because the bond had burned that down by now. “We have a, a long history. Longer than it looks.”

“And you don’t mind? The others?”

“No.” Sera’s voice was warm and certain. “I used to think love was a thing you had to fence off and guard. It isn’t. There’s more of it the more you give it away. I learned that from him, and from Mira, mostly from Mira.” A pause, the clink of a cup. “Your daughter built the family I live inside. I’d be alone without her. We all would.”

Kael heard Edda go quiet, the particular quiet of a tired mother hearing that the daughter she’d worried had grown too good for them had instead grown into the heart of something good.

“My parents are in the eastern provinces,” Sera said, softer. “I haven’t seen them since I came to the academy. I send letters. I didn’t know, until this trip, that it was strange. That other academies let students go home.” A breath that wasn’t quite steady. “I’m going to go see them, after this is over. The road goes near them. I’m going to bring him to meet them, the way Mira brought us here. I didn’t know I was allowed to want that until I stood in your kitchen and saw what it looks like.”

“You’re allowed to want it,” Edda said, with want-starved steel under every word, because she’d gotten very little and would be damned if these girls grew up the same. “You’re allowed to want all of it. Don’t let the world up that mountain tell you different.”

Kael stepped back from the doorway and let them have the rest, and his chest was tight all the way out into the cooling evening.



He found Mira on the roof of the barn at full dark, the way he always found her on rooftops when the noise had run out.

She’d climbed up the way she climbed everything, easily, and she sat with her knees up and her ponytail down and her amber eyes on the valley, and the whole performance was gone, stripped away, the fun one set aside like a coat at the door of her own home.

“Hey, Stoneface,” she said, without the brightness. Just his name and his old nickname, plain.

He climbed up and sat beside her. He didn’t fill the silence. He’d learned that from her too.

“You see it now,” she said finally. “What I am. Where I’m from. The poor and the small and the six kids and the dirt.” She drew her knees tighter. “I made you all think I was sunshine. It’s not a lie, exactly. I am, mostly. But the sunshine’s a job. In a house this full, this poor, the cheerful one is the one who doesn’t get overlooked and doesn’t become another burden. You laugh, you stay useful, you make sure nobody ever has to worry about you, because there’s no room to worry about you, there’s Lira dying and the crops failing and five other kids.” Her voice cracked, just slightly. “I learned to be loud so I’d never be a problem. And then I got to the academy and I just, kept doing it, because it worked, because it’s the only way I know how to be loved. Be bright enough that nobody has to take care of you.”

Kael took her hand. “I take care of you.”

“I know.” She turned to him, and her eyes were wet, and there was no noise in any of it. “That’s what feels impossible. I built this whole self so nobody would ever have to, and then you all just, do it anyway. Sera holds my arm when it gets heavy. Adrienne pretends not to notice her tea going missing because she knows I steal it when I’m scared. You climb up onto roofs and don’t make me talk.” Her breath hitched. “I came home to show you the part the noise is for. And I think the real reason I came home is to show home that somebody finally takes care of me. So my mum can stop worrying. So I can stop being sunshine for one single night.”

She was quiet a moment, looking out at the dark valley, the farm she’d grown up hungry in, the house full of her family. “You know what the worst part was? When Lira got sick. I was fourteen. And I figured out, fast, that the only thing I could do for her was not be another thing my parents had to worry about. So I got loud. I got useful. I got so relentlessly, exhaustingly fine that they never had to spend one drop of worry on me, because every drop of worry they had went to keeping her alive.” Her voice was very steady now, which Kael had learned meant she was at the bottom of something. “I auctioned myself off. The fun one. The one you don’t have to take care of. And I got the scholarship with it, and the scholarship got me to the academy, and the academy got me to you, and you cured her. So the sunshine worked. It saved my sister. I’d do it all again.” She turned to him, and the tears finally came, silent. “But gods, Kael, I’m so tired. I’ve been sunshine for four years and I’m so tired, and there’s nowhere I’m allowed to put it down, except, it turns out, with you, on a roof, in the dark, the one place in the world I don’t have to be bright to be kept.”

“You never have to be bright with me,” Kael said. “Not once. Not ever. You could be the worst, most miserable, most useless version of yourself and I’d still climb the roof.”

“That’s the most romantic thing anyone’s ever said to me and it’s deeply unflattering,” Mira said, laughing through the tears, “you’d climb the roof for useless miserable me, what a prize,” and she leaned into him, and the laugh dissolved into the quiet, and for a long time on the barn roof over her sleeping family she was nothing at all, not bright, not loud, not useful, just held, and Kael held her, and that was the whole of it.

“Then stop,” Kael said. “For tonight. You don’t have to be bright. I’ve got you.”

And the loudest woman in his life leaned into him on a barn roof over a poor dark valley and was quiet without performing brightness, and let herself be held by someone whose job it was, and the bond between them hummed warm and steady, no performance in it anywhere.



She brought him up to the hayloft late, when the farmhouse below had gone dark and the whole valley was asleep.

It was a small space, warm with the smell of dry hay and animal and old wood, lit only by what moonlight came through the loft door, and Mira pulled it shut and turned to him and Kael saw something rare on her face: nerves she wasn’t bothering to hide.

Mira stripped without preamble and said get over here and made noise on purpose and treated her own body as the most natural thing in the world to share. Tonight, in the loft above her sleeping family, the certainty had a tremble in it.

“Okay,” she said, low, conspiratorial, but with a tremble under it. “The situation is this. My mum and dad and four siblings and my just-cured baby sister are asleep in that house thirty feet away. The walls are thin. I don’t know how to be quiet during sex. You know this. I’m the loud one. It’s my whole brand.” She stepped close, amber eyes bright in the dark, ponytail down, hard nipples already visible through the thin fabric of her shirt. “So if you make me scream, my mother will hear, and I will have to leave the kingdom and become a Pathfinder and live in a wagon. Which means you, Battle Healer, are going to have to be very, very good at making me not.”

Kael felt the whole engine of her reverse, and it was the freshest thing in the world. The exhibitionist who lived to be heard, who got off on the open rooftop and the unlocked door and the noise, faced with the one place she absolutely could not be loud, in the one house where being caught was unthinkable. The danger that usually came from being seen had become the danger of being heard, and he watched her realize, in real time, that the suppression was going to wreck her worse than any audience ever had.

“Come here,” he said quietly, and his voice dropped into the register that made all of them still, and Mira shivered.

He kissed her, slow, and felt her try to make her usual sound and catch it behind her teeth, and the catching made her knees go weak. He undressed her in the dark, slow because slow was a weapon here, the thin shirt up over her head, the short shorts down her toned golden legs, and she helped him out of his with hands that fumbled, actually fumbled, Mira caught between wanting him and wanting no one downstairs to know exactly how much.

“You’re shaking,” he murmured against her throat.

“Shut up. I’m not. I’m.” She gasped as his hand slid down between her thighs and found her pussy already soaked, his fingers parting her slick and circling her clit, and she slapped her own hand over her own mouth to kill the sound. Her amber eyes went wide over her own fingers. “Oh,” she breathed through them, muffled. “Oh, that’s, that’s not fair, I can’t, I have to be quiet and you’re making it impossible, this is the worst, this is the best, I hate you, don’t stop.” He worked two fingers into her, slow, his thumb still rolling her clit, and felt her clench wet around them, her hips already trying to ride his hand.

He laid her down in the hay and took his time, because her whole lane reversed meant the foreplay was the cruelty, every gasp she had to swallow making her wilder than volume ever had.

He started slow, deliberately slow, because slow was the weapon the situation handed him. He kissed down the line of her throat, and she arched, and a sound started in her chest, and he felt her catch it, swallow it, her whole body clenching with the effort of staying quiet. He moved to her perky tits, her nipples already hard and tight, drawing one into his mouth and rolling it with his tongue, and she got a fist of his hair and another fist of hay and made a sound that was barely a breath, and he could feel through the bond exactly how badly she wanted to cry out and exactly how much the not-crying-out was undoing her. His cock was already aching hard against her thigh, and she ground against it instinctively, a silent plea, and he felt how wet she’d left a streak on his skin.

“You want to be loud,” he murmured against her skin, working lower. “I can feel it. You want to wake the whole valley telling them how good this is.”

“Shut up, shut up, I can’t, don’t say things, if you say things I’ll make noise,” she breathed, frantic and silent, her hand clamped over her own mouth, her amber eyes streaming at the corners with the effort.

He worked her with his hand and then his mouth, his tongue dragging up her slit and fastening on her clit, two fingers curling inside her, her thighs trembling around his head, her hand jammed against her own lips, her hips bucking up against his mouth as she fought the sounds back down. He sucked her clit and felt her gush against his chin, the taste of her flooding his mouth, and she nearly came off the hay. Every time he found a rhythm that would normally have her shouting the rafters down, she had to bite it back, and the biting-back wound her tighter and tighter, the pleasure with nowhere to go building and building. Through it all the bond fed her arousal into him and his into her, the feedback loop climbing, golden at the edges, her silent desperation amplifying his own until he was nearly as undone as she was, until she was a writhing soundless mess in the hay, tears of effort and pleasure at the corners of her eyes, her free hand scrabbling at his shoulder, begging without a single word.

“Kael,” she whispered, the smallest possible sound, “Kael, I need, I need you in me, I’m dying, get up here, ride, I need to ride, it’s the only way I, it’s mine,” and even now, undone, she reached for her signature, her cowgirl, the thing that was hers.

He let her have it. He lay back in the hay and she straddled him, ponytail down and hanging in damp strands, and reached down to fist his cock and notch it against her soaked pussy, and sank down onto him in one slow slick glide, taking every inch until he was buried deep and she had to clap her hand over her own mouth again to kill the moan, her perky tits bouncing as she settled, amber eyes locked on his in the dark. He felt her stretch around him, her heat gripping tight down his length. But everything she usually did loud and free she now had to do silent and contained, and the contrast wrecked her, the slow muffled ride, the bounce she had to control so the loft wouldn’t creak, his cock dragging deep in her with every grind, every cry trapped behind her own hand, her free hand braced on his chest.

“This is,” she mouthed, barely sound at all, riding him slow and deep, “this is killing me, I can’t make noise, I can’t, and I want to so bad,” and she ground down and shuddered and bit her own lip to keep it in, and Kael reached up and gripped her hips, holding her, helping her keep the rhythm quiet, and watched the loudest woman he knew come apart in total silence above him.

Then he took over. He rolled her under him in the hay, hooked her toned legs up over his arms, and drove his cock back into her in one deep stroke that bottomed out and made her whole body jolt. She got a fistful of the blanket between her teeth, and he put his own hand over her mouth, gently, his palm sealing the sound, and her eyes flew to his and went molten with it, the danger and the suppression and the fullness of his cock splitting her open, and he set a deeper pace, the one she couldn’t have controlled if she tried, each thrust driving the air out of her in a muffled huff against his palm.

“You can’t be loud,” he murmured against her ear, low and certain. “Your family’s right there. So you’re going to come for me with no sound at all, and it’s going to wreck you because you can’t let any of it out. Understand?”

She nodded frantically against his hand, eyes streaming now, and he felt her start to tighten, and he drove into her steady and relentless, his palm over her lips, her hands clutching his back, her toned legs locking around him.

And she came silently, the loudest woman in his life trapped behind her own teeth.

The loudest woman in his life, in the one place she could make no noise, the whole enormous orgasm trapped behind her teeth and his palm, her body convulsing in enforced silence, every cry swallowed, the suppression making it bigger and bigger with nowhere to go until it tore through her in total quiet, her back arching off the hay, her slick heat pulsing around him in hard helpless surges, flooding where they were joined, her muffled breath hot against his hand, tears running into her hairline. It wrecked her more completely than any volume ever had. He felt it echo through the bond, her silent climax flooding back into him, and it pushed him over, and he buried his cock deep and let go, groaning low into her shoulder where the sound would die in her skin, his cum spurting into her in thick hard pulses, filling her while she shook silently beneath him, her body wringing every drop out of him.

After, when he took his hand from her mouth, she did the most Mira thing possible.

She laughed. Silently. Tears and joy at once, her whole body shaking with soundless laughter in the hay, and she pressed her face into his neck to keep even that quiet, and her shoulders heaved with it.

“Quiet felt different here,” she breathed, the words barely there. “Like something I chose for home.” She pulled back to look at him in the dark, and her face was wet and glowing and completely undone. “The laughing, the teasing, the wild part, that’s still how I feel it. But quiet can be a choice too.” She kissed him, slow and salty. “I chose it for home. I chose it for them down there. For you up here.” A soundless laugh. “Brand new angle on me. Don’t tell anyone. They’ll be insufferable.”

“Your secret’s safe,” Kael said, and pulled the blanket over them, and held her in the warm hay over her sleeping family, the loud one quiet, the bright one held, the foundation of the whole found family finally, for one night, taken care of in the house that taught her she never could be.



In the morning, leaving Brookhollow was harder than leaving the academy had been, because the academy had been a cage and this was a home.

Lira pressed a fresh drawing into Kael’s hands, dragons breathing red-and-amber fire over a tiny village, captioned in twelve-year-old hand: The Order came to Brookhollow. Member Number One. Edda held Mira a long time and didn’t tell her to be careful, just told her to come back, which was harder. Pell shook Kael’s hand with his ruined back and said nothing because there was nothing big enough to say.

And a frontier rider came up the rutted track as they were loading the wagons, hard and fast from the east, and the morning changed.

“The Amber Line,” the rider gasped, reining in. “I was told to find you on this road. From the frontier stations.” He pulled a message case. “The construction at the garrison’s accelerated. They’ve started, they’re calling it test-pulses, the stations don’t have a better word.” His face was gray with the ride and with fear. “The bonded healers are going thin. Couples. The ones bonded strongest. Their, their connection’s draining. Going cold. The station heads don’t know what to do, there’s no wound to treat, the people are just being, emptied.” He looked at them desperately. “They said you’d know. They said the dragon-fire healers would know what it is.”

Kael felt the whole team go cold and sharp at once, the morning’s warmth burning off. The engine wasn’t finished. It didn’t need to be. It had started taking, and it was taking from the far places first, exactly as Neve had said it would, the frontier paying the price the way the frontier always had.

“It’s started,” Sera said quietly, amber flecks rising in her eyes, her perception turning east toward the hard pull under the frontier that was no longer just tuning. “The clock just started.”

Mira stood in the rutted track outside her cured sister’s house, in the village the kingdom had forgotten, and looked east toward the frontier full of people about to be emptied, and Kael watched the foundation of his family put the sunshine back on, not as a mask now but as a weapon.

“Then we go faster,” she said. “Pack the tea. People are going thin and we know how to fix it.”


Chapter 7: Going Thin

The frontier did not announce itself. The farmland just got thinner, the villages farther apart, the road rougher, until one morning Kael realized there had been no fences for a day and the only structures left were the stations, squat and fortified and far between, the kingdom’s last knuckles reaching into the dark.

Station Eight sat at a crossroads that had been important once and wasn’t anymore, a walled compound of gray stone with a healing ward over a too-small infirmary and a staff of four doing the work of twenty. They saw the caravan coming from a long way off, and by the time the wagons rolled through the gate the station head was already waiting in the yard, and Kael knew before she opened her mouth that they were too late to prevent the thing and right on time to fight it.

Her name was Margit Sole, and she was overworked and undersupplied and excellent at her job, which Kael was learning was simply what the frontier was made of: good people the academy had abandoned, holding the line with competence and spit. She did not waste time being impressed by the famous healer or the council writ.

“You’re the bond people,” she said. “Good. Then you’ll understand what I’m about to show you, because I don’t, and it’s killing my patients without leaving a mark, and I’ve been a healer thirty years and nothing in my training has a name for it.”

She led them into the infirmary. On two cots side by side lay a couple, a man and a woman, both perhaps fifty, both awake, both clearly suffering and neither of them wounded.

“Tomas and Reni Awl,” Margit said quietly. “Bonded forty years. Strongest pair-bond in the district, the kind that finishes each other’s sentences, the kind you can warm your hands on. Four days ago they started, the only word I’ve got is fading. From each other. He can’t feel her anymore. She reaches for him through the bond and it’s like reaching into cold water.” Margit’s professional mask cracked, just slightly. “There’s no fever, no corruption, no wound. I’ve run [Diagnosis] a hundred times. They’re physically fine. But something is pulling the thing between them out by the thread, and they can feel it going, and there’s nothing to treat because what’s dying isn’t in the body.”

Kael crossed to the cots and crouched between them. The woman, Reni, turned her head toward him, and her eyes were wet and frightened in a way that had nothing to do with pain.

“I can’t feel him,” she whispered. “Forty years, I always knew where he was, what he felt, even in his sleep, even across the station. And now there’s just, cold. Like he’s already gone, but he’s right there, I can see him, and I can’t, I can’t reach him.” Her voice broke. “It feels like the world is forgetting it loved me. While I’m standing right here.”

It was, almost word for word, what Sera had said in the common room a kingdom ago, and Kael felt the team behind him go very still as they recognized it.

He ran his own perception over the couple, the Reverse Mend sight layering current state over imposed, and what he saw made his jaw tighten. Their bodies were healthy. But the bond between them, the living Resonance that forty years had built, was being drawn off, thinned, the warmth siphoned away down a thread that ran east, and the thread did not end in either of their bodies. It ran out through the wall, through the frontier, toward the low pull Sera had been feeling for a week.

“It’s not a sickness,” Kael said. “It’s theft. Someone is stealing the bond itself, at range, through the receiver lattice. Pulling the Resonance out of them and channeling it east.” He looked up at Margit. “You can’t treat it because there’s nothing wrong with them. The wound isn’t in them. It’s the connection between them, and someone a long way away is draining it.”

Margit’s weathered face went pale, then hard. “Can you stop it.”

“I can shield them,” Kael said slowly, already feeling for how. “Temporarily. I can’t stop the source from here. But I can put something between the bond and the thread that’s pulling it.”



Sera saw the threads, and what she saw frightened her more than she let the couple see.

She crouched beside Kael and let her receiver-attuned perception open, the corruption she carried resonating with the lattice it had come from, and her amber-flecked eyes tracked something invisible to everyone else, running east, a fine cold filament drawing the warmth out of the Awls’ forty-year bond like a wick drawing oil.

“There are dozens of them,” she murmured, so only Kael and Liss could hear. “Not just these two. The whole station. Anyone bonded strongly. The threads run east, all of them, converging.” She turned her head slowly, following something. “It’s not finished, Kael. The engine. It’s not even close to finished. This is a test pulse. A fraction of its power. And it’s already doing this.” Her hand closed on his arm. “If this is the engine clearing its throat, I don’t want to feel it sing.”

Kael set his hands over the space between the two cots, over the cold thinning thread of the Awls’ bond, and worked the thing he’d been reaching for since the rider’s message: Reverse Mend, not to heal a body, but to ward a bond. He perceived the imposed structure, the siphon-thread laid over the living connection, and he placed his own channeled energy between them, a shield woven of the same Resonance the thief was trying to take, a wall that the thread could pull against but not pull through.

It worked. Imperfectly, exhaustingly, but it worked. The thread strained at his shield and found nothing to draw, and slowly, between the two cots, warmth came back into cold water. Reni Awl gasped and reached out, and her husband’s hand found hers, and her face crumpled with relief.

“He’s there,” she sobbed. “I can feel him. He’s there.”

But the Awls were two people, and the station held more than two. Sera had said dozens, and dozens was the problem.

They worked the station through the rest of the day, the three of them, Kael and Liss and Sera, moving cot to cot, house to house, because the going-thin had spread further than Margit had even known. A young couple in a back room, married a year, their new bond thin enough that they’d thought they were simply falling out of love and been quietly devastated by it. An old widower whose living memory of his dead wife, the warm habit of forty years of love, was being contaminated by something cold and ancient bleeding backward through the siphon-thread, not drained the way the living bonds were, but soured by the old harvest energy feeding the engine. A mother and the infant she was bonded to through nothing the System recognized, just love, and that one frightened Sera most, because if the engine could reach a living bond the System didn’t even register, then Mira’s old theory was right and the siphon’s reach was wider than any model.

Kael could not shield them all. That was the brutal arithmetic of it. His ward held one bond at a time, by hand, at a cost that drained his channels faster than they refilled, and there were dozens of threads and one of him. He triaged the way Liss taught him to, the frontier way, fast and unsentimental: shield the bonds closest to going fully cold, leave the ones with time, come back. It felt like bailing a boat with cupped hands.

“This is the part the academy never taught any of you,” Liss said flatly, working beside him, her hum gone because the situation was too bad for rhythm. “You can’t save everyone with what you’ve got. So you decide who’s drowning fastest and you start there and you don’t let the math break you. That’s frontier medicine. It’s mostly choosing.” She cut a clean diagnostic line over a thinning bond, reading it by pressure. “Welcome to my whole childhood.”

“How do you stand it,” Kael asked, holding a ward, watching a thread he didn’t have hands for go cold three cots away.

“You don’t stand it,” Liss said. “You hum, and you keep your hands moving, and you carry the ones you couldn’t reach for the rest of your life, and you go to the next station and do it again.” She didn’t look up. “Or you reach the source and you cut the thread for everyone at once, which is the thing you’re walking east to do, which is why I haven’t thrown a knife at anyone today. Hold that ward. The young couple’s next.”

It was the mother and the infant that nearly broke Sera, and through the bond it nearly broke Kael.

The case was in a back room, a young mother holding a baby maybe four months old, and the bond between them was not a Resonance bond, not a System-recognized thing, just the ordinary animal love of a mother for her child, and it was going thin. The mother could feel it. She couldn’t have named what was wrong, only that when she looked at her own baby something in her chest that should have flooded warm stayed cold, and she was weeping with a terror Kael recognized: a mother’s love for her own child being drawn out of her by a machine that didn’t know either of them existed.

Sera went still in the doorway, the amber flecks high in her eyes, reading the thread, and Kael felt her horror through the bond. “It reaches that,” she whispered. “A bond the System doesn’t even register. Just, just love. Mira’s old theory. It’s not limited to Resonance bonds. It can take any of it. Friendship. Family. A mother for her child.” Her voice shook. “If it can take that, it can take everything. Every kind of love there is, drained out of the whole world, and the people left standing not even knowing what they’ve lost, just cold where they used to be warm.”

Kael set his hands over the mother and the child and warded that bond too, the unrecognized one, the ordinary one, and it held, and the mother gasped and crushed the baby to her chest and felt, again, the flood of warmth that was the most ordinary and important thing a person could feel, and she sobbed, and Sera turned away and pressed the back of her hand to her mouth, and Kael understood that this, more than the Awls, more than the engine theory, was the thing they were walking east to stop. Not a weapon. A machine built to take the love out of the world, every kind of it, starting with the far places, starting with a mother and a baby in a back room at the edge of the kingdom.

“That’s the one I’ll remember,” Liss said quietly, from the doorway, the hum gone. “When you need a reason to be fast. That’s the one.”

Mira found them there, and Mira, it turned out, had a piece of the answer none of them did.

She’d been working the station’s other end, calming the patients no one could treat, and she came into the back room and took one look at the mother and child and the cold thinning thread and did the thing she did better than anyone alive: she found the joy in the room and made it loud. She knelt by the cot, and she didn’t ward the bond the way Kael did, by force; she flooded it, the Amber Variant pouring off her, the broadcast of genuine uncomplicated joy that had stabilized a juvenile griffin’s wing and calmed a whole academy from a rooftop. And Kael watched the cold thread the siphon was pulling on simply find nothing to grip, because the bond she was flooding wasn’t being held tight and hoarded; it was being given away, freely, faster than the engine could take it.

“It can’t pull what you’re already giving,” Mira said, low, her hands glowing, her amber eyes fierce. “I can feel it, Kael. The siphon takes what’s held. A bond you’re clutching, guarding, that’s a closed thing it can latch onto and drain. But love you’re throwing out as fast as it comes?” She poured more into the mother and child, and the warmth flooded back, and the baby gurgled and grabbed its mother’s finger, and the mother sobbed with relief. “You can’t steal a river that’s already pouring. You can only steal a thing that’s standing still.” She looked up, and there was something under the joy that was pure tactical fury. “Write that down, Neve, wherever you are. The engine eats the bonds people hold onto. It chokes on the ones they give away.”

Kael filed it, hard, because it was the whole answer made into a mechanism, the difference between love and a leash, and he would need it before the end.

And in Kael’s vision, the System glimmered with something new and unfinished.

[REVERSE MEND: ANOMALOUS APPLICATION DETECTED] [NASCENT SKILL: not yet unlocked]

He held the shield until his channels ached and Liss took over the watch, and when he finally sat back on his heels his nose was not bleeding, his vision was not strobing, because there was no old penalty anymore, just the honest cost of hard work.

“That’s a new thing,” Liss observed, kneeling to maintain the ward with the field medic’s economy. “The System flagged it. You felt that?”

“I felt it,” Kael said. “It’s almost a skill. Bond Ward, or something like it. Shielding a living bond from the siphon.” He watched the Awls breathe easier, hands clasped. “It’s not finished. I can do it but it’s not, the System hasn’t given it to me yet. It’s like the edge of a sword that hasn’t been ground sharp.” He looked at the threads running east, dozens of them, a whole station’s worth of love being drained toward a gate. “I can hold a few of them by hand. I can’t hold a kingdom. Not yet.”

“Then we make sure you can, by the time we get there,” Liss said, matter-of-fact, and that was that.



Neve and Suyin worked the bigger picture, and Kael watched the academy intelligence lead and the frontier Pathfinder discover they were each holding half of the same map.

Neve had her bond-topology math, the theoretical model of how Resonance traveled the lattice, the work she’d been refining since Aegis. Suyin had something Neve could never have: the ground truth. She’d cleared these dungeons. She knew which ones had been reopened, which restructured, which mouths had grown channeling arrays in the last month. She’d been keeping her own map, the way a professional keeps the things that keep her alive, and she spread it across a station table and Neve looked at it like a woman seeing the other half of an equation she’d only ever solved abstractly.

“There,” Neve breathed, overlaying her topology on Suyin’s terrain. “Your restructured dungeons. They’re not random. They’re nodes. Every one you’ve logged as reopened, it’s an intake. The engine doesn’t draw straight from the bonded pairs. It draws through the dungeon network, the whole eastern frontier remade into a, a circulatory system, and these stations sit right in the major channels.” She traced a line. “Station Eight is on a primary intake. That’s why it’s hitting hardest here. The Awls aren’t unlucky. They’re on the pipe.”

“I’ve been clearing those dungeons for years,” Suyin said, slowly, the dry amusement entirely gone, watching her own life’s work reframed into something monstrous. “Every one of them. I know them the way you know a library, healer. And I’ve watched a month’s worth of them get reopened and rebuilt and I thought I was tired, I thought I was unlucky, I thought a rival crew was poaching my contracts and restructuring them out of spite.” She tapped the map, hard. “It’s not spite. It’s plumbing. They reopened my dungeons and turned them into the lungs of the thing that’s draining these people. I cleared half the intake network myself, before it was an intake network, when it was just dungeons.” Her dark eyes were level and cold. “I know every one of those sites better than the people who rebuilt them. That’s not a coincidence I’m comfortable with, but it’s a fact, and it might be the most useful fact in this room, because if you want to know how the intake’s wired, you don’t need an engineer. You need the woman who walked every inch of it before it was a weapon.” She straightened. “Which is, conveniently, me. So write fast, scholar. I’m going to tell you where every pipe runs, and you’re going to turn it into your math, and between the two of us we’re going to have the enemy’s whole circulatory system on one piece of paper by morning.”

And they did, Neve’s topology and Suyin’s ground-truth braiding through the night, the academy intelligence and the frontier expertise each holding half the map, and Kael watched them work and thought that this, too, was the world the academy had hidden, the knowledge that lived in the people who actually walked the dark, worth more than any archive, and the only reason the team had a prayer of stopping the engine was that the world was bigger than the school and the school’s enemies had never accounted for a Pathfinder who’d memorized the machine before it was built.

Suyin leaned over the combined map, the dry amusement entirely gone, replaced by the focus of a professional looking at proof of a thing she’d suspected and dreaded. “I’ve been telling Roe the dungeons were being remade for weeks. He thought I was tired. I’m not tired.” She tapped the convergence. “It all goes here. The garrison. Every thread, every intake, every drained bond, all of it flows east to the garrison gate.” She straightened and looked at Kael. “The part that locks it to you specifically is worse, Battle Healer. I asked around the stations. The threads are getting stronger toward the west. Toward the road you came in on. The engine isn’t just draining the frontier at random.” Her dark eyes were level. “It’s feeling for the biggest signal. And the biggest signal in the kingdom just walked east on its own legs, carrying eight bonds and six Soulmate connections. You’re not coming to fight it. You’re the bait it’s been built to catch, and you’re delivering yourself.”

“We know,” Adrienne said quietly, from the doorway. “It’s the only way to get close enough to kill it. A Soulmate network is the only thing that can perceive and resist the siphon, and Kael has the only one. It has to be us. It has to be soon. We’ve made our peace with walking into its mouth, because we’re the only ones with teeth once we’re in there.”

Suyin looked at the director of the Order of the Amber Line for a long moment, and something in her face shifted, the last of the tourist-mockery falling away.

“Huh,” she said. “You people actually thought it through. You’re walking into a trap on purpose because you’re the only ones who can spring it from the inside.” She shook her head slowly. “That’s either the smartest or the stupidest thing I’ve ever been contracted to guide. I genuinely can’t tell. I love it.”

That night the team held a war council over the station’s single long table, and the strategic shape of the thing came clear and ugly.

“We can’t do this at every station,” Kael said. He was bone-tired, his channels scraped raw from a day of shielding bonds by hand, and the exhaustion put the brutal arithmetic plainly. “I shielded a dozen bonds today and I couldn’t hold them all, and there are seventeen stations on the eastern frontier and villages past them and the engine isn’t even finished. If we stop and triage every settlement on the way, we’ll bleed ourselves dry holding threads by hand and never reach the source, and the engine takes everyone behind us the moment we move on.” He looked around the table. “We have to keep moving east. Faster. We can’t save the frontier station by station. We can only save it by killing the engine, and every day we spend bailing the boat is a day the leak gets wider.”

“That’s the correct call and it’s going to feel like abandonment every time we leave a station,” Adrienne said, the field healer’s triage honesty. “We do it anyway. Director’s order, so it’s mine to carry, not yours.”

“There’s a piece of good news in the bad,” Neve said, and she pulled the combined map, her topology over Suyin’s terrain. “The engine isn’t finished, which means it’s still classifying, still learning signatures one bond at a time. It’s slow and it’s careful right now. The moment it finishes and fires at full power, it stops being a thread here and a thread there. It becomes one pull, everywhere, at once.” She looked up. “So we have a window. Not a long one. But the engine being incomplete is the only reason any of these people are still warm. We reach it before it finishes, or we don’t reach it at all.”

Margit Sole, the station head, had been listening from the table’s end, and now she spoke, blunt and exhausted and excellent. “Then go. Don’t sit here holding my people’s hands while the thing that’s draining them finishes building. I’ve run this station thirty years with nothing, I’ll run it a few more weeks with nothing, that’s the frontier, that’s every day out here.” Her weathered face was hard. “Shield the ones closest to cold so I’ve got a head start, leave me whatever you can spare on the warding, and ride. The best thing you can do for Station Eight is be at the garrison, not here.” She held Kael’s eyes. “And when you get there, you remember every cold hand you couldn’t hold on the way. You let it make you fast. That’s what the frontier does with grief out here. It makes you fast.”

“We’ll be fast,” Kael said.

“See that you are,” Margit said, and that was the whole blessing, frontier-style, no softness in it and all of it underneath.



This was Liss’s world, and the longer they stayed at the station the more Kael watched the home-field dynamic reverse.

At Aegis, Liss was the outsider, the frontier medic among the academy-polished, the one whose methods Neve had to formally label the “Carroway exception” because they didn’t fit the curriculum. Here, she was simply home, and the academy-trained members were the ones slightly out of their depth, and Liss moved through the crisis with a total fluent competence that Kael found, frankly, magnificent.

She knew these people, or they knew of her. Margit Sole had heard of the Carroways, the frontier medic family that worked the eastern stations, and when Liss walked into the infirmary the station’s own healers looked at her the way junior soldiers look at a veteran sergeant, with relief. She read wounds by pressure and rhythm in a place that had never had a working diagnostic crystal. She hummed off-key while she worked, the tuneless metronome, and the station’s people, who’d grown up on frontier medicine, recognized it and relaxed, because a Carroway humming meant a Carroway had it under control.

Kael watched the academy members get quietly schooled, and watched them take it well, which mattered. Neve, who at Aegis had been the unquestioned authority on method, found that her clean quantitative protocols simply didn’t apply in a station with no instruments and no surplus, and instead of insisting she pulled out her notebook and asked Liss to teach her, the field methods, the equipment-poor sensory triage, the things necessity had invented out here that the well-supplied mountain had never needed to discover. “Document it,” Mira said, grinning, when she caught Neve scribbling, and Neve said, with dignity, that the Carroway exception deserved a proper formalization, and Liss, overhearing, said the Carroway exception was just called doing the work when nobody gives you anything, and Neve wrote that down too.

There was a moment Kael would keep. A frontier child came in with a fever, nothing to do with the engine, just an ordinary frontier fever that out here could still kill for lack of supplies, and Liss treated her the way she treated everything, fast and flat and competent, humming, and the child’s mother gripped Liss’s wrist and said, “You’re Carroway. My mother knew your people. They never left. The academy folk always leave. The Carroways stayed.” And Liss, who did not perform emotion, went still for half a second, the hum stopping, and then started again, and said only, “We stayed,” and kept working. But Kael saw what it cost her and what it gave her, both, to be home, to be known, to be the one the frontier trusted instead of the outsider the mountain barely tolerated. The road was doing to Liss what it was doing to all of them: dragging the truth of where they came from up into the light. And Liss’s truth was that she was frontier to the bone, and the frontier was not lesser, and she had spent her time at Aegis being treated like a rough tool when out here she was a name that meant the help that stayed.

“This is where you’re from,” Kael said to her, late, watching her recalibrate a station healer’s whole triage approach in five blunt sentences.

“Stations like this one.” She didn’t look up from her work. “Not this one specifically, but its cousins. Worked them six years before the academy ever heard my name. Station Twelve, mostly, which is east of here, which is where we’re going, which I have feelings about that I’m not discussing while there’s work.” Her humming resumed, then stopped, abruptly, and Kael’s attention sharpened, because Liss’s hum stopping meant something was wrong. “Reni Awl’s thread just thinned again,” she said, flat. “Your ward’s slipping. It needs you. Go.”

He went. And he held the bond again, by hand, exhausting and imperfect, and he watched the woman he loved who had grown up in places like this move through her own world like she’d never doubted she belonged anywhere, and he understood her, finally, completely, the knives at thirteen and the humming and the bluntness and the rationed tenderness, all of it the frontier made flesh.

The station head, Margit, found him afterward and gripped his forearm with a frontier healer’s calloused hand.

“The academy sent us a remote consultation service once,” she said. “Years back. We reported a wasting illness in the children. Took them six weeks to answer, and the answer was ‘atypical contamination presentation consistent with ambient exposure fluctuation,’ which is a long way of saying ‘not our problem, stop writing.’” Her grip tightened. “You’re the only help I’ve seen the academy send that wasn’t a form. I want you to remember that, when you get up that mountain again and the institution wants to go back to hoarding. The frontier paid for that mountain’s safety for centuries. It’s about time somebody paid us back.”

“The Order’s going to,” Kael said, and meant it, and Margit looked at him like she’d decide whether to believe it after she saw it, which was the most frontier thing she could have done.

That competence, Kael thought, was what the academy had never understood about the frontier, the proof that made Morwenna’s anti-isolation argument so damning. The frontier was not a wasteland of the helpless waiting for the academy’s mercy. It was full of people like Margit Sole, who had run a station thirty years with no instruments and no funding and a remote consultation service that answered in six weeks with a shrug, and who had kept her people alive anyway, on competence and spit. The academy had not abandoned a void. It had abandoned a whole population of excellent people and then told itself a story about how those people couldn’t be helped. The frontier didn’t need saving. It needed the thing it had been owed for centuries: its fair share of what its suffering had paid for.

Kael watched Margit go back to her impossible work, and he watched his own team, the academy-trained members who’d grown up believing the mountain was the center of competence, quietly absorb that the center had never been the mountain at all. Neve had stopped documenting the frontier as a curiosity and started documenting it as a corrective, her notebook filling with the methods these underfunded people had invented out of necessity, methods the academy’s well-supplied curriculum had never needed and therefore never discovered. The frontier had been innovating in the dark for centuries while the mountain hoarded and stagnated, and the team was only now learning it.



Kael and Liss shared a flask on the station wall at the dead hour, and it was more intimate than most sex had any right to be.

It was her flask, frontier-rough liquor in it that burned going down, and she passed it to him without ceremony and they sat on the cold stone wall looking out at the dark frontier, the dozens of cold threads running east through the night, and she talked the way she only talked when she was tired enough to stop guarding it.

“I’ve watched a lot of people die out here,” Liss said, flat, taking the flask back. “Children, mostly. The wasting. The academy filed it and forgot it and I watched it eat kids for six years, one slow inch at a time, and there was nothing in my kit that touched it, because the thing eating them wasn’t a wound.” She drank. “And now I’m watching it again. Different shape. Same thing. People being emptied out by something far away that doesn’t even know their names. The bond, the wasting, it’s all the network bleeding the far places dry, isn’t it. Same thief, different theft.”

“Same thief,” Kael agreed.

“Forty years,” she said, nodding at the infirmary where the Awls slept hand in hand under his ward. “She said it feels like the world forgetting it loved her.” Liss turned the flask in her scarred hands. “I cut a dead woman out of myself with a knife weeks ago. The ghost. You remember. The first-life version of me that wasn’t me.” She didn’t look at him. “I did it because I couldn’t stand carrying a love I never chose, a bond that belonged to someone who died. And now I’m watching these people lose the love they did choose, the bond they built with forty years of choosing, and it’s, it’s the same wound from the other side. I cut out a love I never wanted. They’re having a love they fought for torn out by the root.” Her voice was very even, which with Liss meant she was feeling everything. “I don’t have a knife for that one. That’s the one that gets me. There’s no incision that fixes it. Either you reach the source and cut the thread, or you watch them go cold.”

Kael took the flask back, drank, and put his hand over hers on the cold stone. She let him, which from Liss was an entire conversation.

They sat with it a while, the cold frontier wind and the dozens of thin threads running east and the flask passing between them, and Liss talked the way she never talked, low and flat and unguarded, because the dark and the liquor and the day’s failures had worn through the reserve. “You want to know the worst part of frontier medicine,” she said, not a question. “It’s not the dying. You get used to the dying, gods help you, you get so used to it that you stop noticing when it stops bothering you, which is its own kind of dying. The worst part is the math. The thing I taught you today. You can’t save them all, so you pick, and you carry the ones you didn’t pick for the rest of your life, and nobody up your mountain ever has to do that, because your mountain has supplies, and choices are a thing you only have to make when there isn’t enough to go around.” She drank, and passed it back. “I was thirteen when I had two patients, one of me, and one dose of the thing that might’ve helped. I picked. The one I didn’t pick was a boy I’d grown up with. I still know his name. I’m not telling you his name. Some things you keep.” Her brown eyes were steady on the dark. “And that’s why I don’t do flowery, in case you ever wondered. You don’t get to be soft when you’re the only thing between a station and the grave. Soft is a thing for people who have a net. I never had a net. The flat is the net. The flat is how I keep my hands from shaking when I have to pick.”

“You’re not picking alone anymore,” Kael said.

“No.” She looked at his hand over hers, and didn’t pull away, which from Liss was a confession. “I keep tripping over the bond. The team. Out here, there’s more than one of me, and the math’s different, and I don’t have to carry every name by myself.” She was quiet a moment. “It’s harder than being alone, honestly. Being alone, you only have to survive. Being part of a thing, you have to let people see you carry the names. I’m bad at that. I cut a whole dead woman out of myself rather than let anyone carry her with me.” A flat breath. “I’m working on it. Don’t expect miracles. But I let you put your hand on mine, so. Progress.”

“We’ll reach the source,” he said.

“I know.” She looked at him then, brown eyes tired and sharp and, for a moment, soft in a way she didn’t let most people see. “You’d better. Because the next station east of this one is mine. Station Twelve. The place that made me. And if I have to stand in my own home and watch the people who raised me go thin while you hold one thread at a time by hand, I will lose something I won’t get back.” She squeezed his hand once, hard, and then reached, automatically, for the knife belt at her hip, the practicality and the tenderness coexisting in her without contradiction. “Stop looking at me like that. I’m not fragile. I’m just home soon, and home’s complicated.” She stood, flask reclaimed. “Get some sleep, Battle Healer. You’re going to need to hold a lot of threads before this is over.” She paused at the top of the wall stair, and added, flat and quiet, not looking back: “And, Kael. Thank you. For coming to where I’m from. Nobody from the mountain did that when I was growing up. Most people, you tell them you’re frontier, they nod and change the subject. You’re walking into it on purpose.” Then she was gone down the stair, before he could answer, the way she always left right after she said one true thing too many.



The hook came at the gray edge of dawn, and it deepened the whole mystery into something colder.

One of the going-thin patients, an older man whose living memory of his dead wife had gone cold around the edges, as if the engine’s old stored harvest had seeped backward through the station and fouled the warmth grief had left him, described the sensation to Sera, who had come to sit with him because Sera sat with the ones no one else knew how to help.

“It’s like dying,” the old man said, “but only the part of you that loved her. The rest of me’s fine. Just that part, going cold, like a candle pinched out. I died for a second, the way I felt it. The loving part of me died and the rest of me had to watch.”

Sera went very still.

Kael, nearby, felt it through the bond, the sudden cold drop in her, and crossed to her, and she turned to him with the amber flecks high in her eyes and her face the color of ash.

“That’s it,” she whispered. “That’s exactly what it felt like when the Aegis receiver had me dying in eight-second loops. It wasn’t pain, it wasn’t a wound. It was the part of me that was current and chosen going cold while something old and dead reached up to take its place.” She gripped his arm. “Kael. The going-thin feels familiar because the engine is laced with the same old harvest residue. The siphon is stealing living bonds, but it isn’t running clean.” She turned her perception east, toward the cold thread under the station stone, and her voice dropped to nothing. “It’s running on everything the Repository stored. Vael’s fifty years. The old bond residue. The people Aegis and the Repository drained and held and buried under the grid. The Repository’s old victims, the dead and the held, they’re powering the new weapon. The thief is feeding the new theft with everything it ever stole.” Her hand tightened. “It’s not just an engine, Kael. It’s a graveyard. And it’s using the dead to drain the living.”

The leash, Kael thought, cold all the way down. Ruen’s voice in the emeritus quarters. Whatever the harvest had ever taken, it was all still in there, all of it pooled at the garrison, the centuries of stolen power, the people held in Repository stasis, the bled bonds, and now it was being turned outward in one direction, toward a network walking east on its own legs.

“Then we’re not just stopping a machine,” he said. “We’re walking into everything the Repository ever took. All of it. In one place.”

“Yes,” Sera said, and her perception held east, toward the graveyard that was learning to drain the living, and the dragonfly on her shoulder did not move at all.


Chapter 8: The Waystation Lock

The old Warden waystation rose out of the frontier two days east of Station Eight, and Runa stopped speaking the moment she saw it.

This was unusual. Runa was not a chatterer, but she had opinions, and she shared them, particularly about structural integrity. She had opinions about every bridge and barn and inn doorframe between Aegis and here. But when the waystation came into view, squat and ancient and built of pale stone that did not match the frontier’s gray rock, she went silent, and her dark eyes went wider than Kael was used to seeing them.

“Stop the wagons,” she said quietly.

They stopped. Runa dismounted and walked toward the waystation alone, and the rest of them watched her approach it the way a pilgrim approaches a shrine, or a coroner approaches a body. She put her palm flat against the outer wall, and held it there, and Kael saw her shoulders go rigid.

“Runa,” Adrienne called. “What is it.”

Runa did not turn. When she spoke her voice was strange, stripped of its usual brisk authority.

“This is Warden architecture,” she said. “Old. Pre-kingdom. Older than anything in the academy’s records.” Her hand pressed harder against the stone. “And I know it. Every Warden does, without knowing we know it. The containment geometry I was trained on, the keyway logic, the lattice principles, the locks I’ve built my entire professional life on.” She finally turned, and her face was pale. “They descend from this. From whoever built this. The Wardens didn’t invent containment. We inherited it. We’ve been copying these builders for centuries without knowing whose work we were copying.” She looked back at the waystation, and there was a kind of grief in it. “My whole faith. The thing I trust over people. It comes from the same hands that built the harvest.”



The interior was a single long warded chamber, and it was one of the most beautiful and most horrifying things Runa had seen, by her own account, which she gave in a continuous low murmur as they explored it, unable to stop herself.

“Look at this lattice. This is keyway containment, channeling routed through authorized gaps instead of brute force, the principle I built my whole certification on, and it’s here, perfect, five hundred years before anyone taught it to me.” She traced a line of inlaid metal in the floor with reverence and dread. “And it’s not a defensive lock. That’s the part that, that I can’t.” She crouched, reading the geometry. “A defensive lock contains what’s inside it. This is oriented outward. It’s not keeping something out. It’s drawing something through. It’s an intake lock. More sophisticated than any modern lock in my training, and the people who built it built it to take.” She stood slowly. “I’ve spent my life thinking locks were neutral. Just geometry. Just keeping things where they belong. And the founders of my entire discipline built locks to bleed the world.”

Kael watched her move through the chamber the way a person moves through the house of a parent they’ve just learned did something terrible, every familiar thing turned strange, every comfort now a question. She knelt at a junction in the floor-lattice and traced the inlay with a fingertip, and Kael saw her recognize it the way you recognize your own handwriting in a stranger’s letter. “This keyway here,” she said, almost to herself. “I learned this in my second year. We called it the Calder junction, after a Warden who ‘discovered’ it forty years ago. He didn’t discover it. He read it off something like this and put his name on it.” She stood and moved to the wall. “And this. The branching containment topology. We teach it as the foundation of the whole discipline. It’s here, five hundred years old, perfect, and the people who built it built it to feed on the world.” Her voice was very flat, which with Runa meant she was feeling everything. “Do you understand what it’s like? To find out that your faith, the thing you trust over people, the thing you built a whole self around because a person once chose not to hold and a lock can’t, descends in an unbroken line from the people who built the harvest? My discipline isn’t neutral geometry. It’s the enemy’s grammar, taught to children, who grow up to be Wardens and never know whose sentences they’re speaking.”

“A lock is whoever holds it,” Devi said quietly, from where she stood reading the same geometry with her barrier specialist’s eye. “You taught me that, more or less. The cage and the room are the same architecture pointed different directions.” She glanced at Runa. “These people pointed it at taking. You point it at protecting. Same hands, different orientation. That doesn’t make your faith their faith. It makes it a choice you keep making and they made once.”

Runa looked at her, and some of the grief went out of her face, replaced by something harder and cleaner. “A choice I keep making,” she repeated. She straightened, and she was the Warden again, the professional certainty back in her spine, but it had been through something now. “Then I’m going to out-build them. Whatever’s at the garrison, they built it on this. And I was trained on this. Which means I know their grammar, and I can write better sentences in it than they can, because I’m building rooms and they’re building cages.” She pulled out her containment ledger. “Neve. Help me read the logs. If this is intake architecture, it’ll have recorded what it drew and where it sent it. We can map the engine’s whole intake geography from a five-hundred-year-old lock.”

She knelt to begin, and that was when the waystation woke.

It was the bond-energy that did it, the same way the Aegis guardian had stirred to the Amber Line, the same way the certification fissure had answered the team’s presence. Eight bonds, six of them Soulmate, the richest signal in the kingdom, walking into a five-hundred-year-old intake lock built to feed on exactly that. The inlaid metal in the floor flared a sick pale silver, and the dormant geometry recognized food, and at the chamber’s far end two shapes detached from the wall where they had stood so long they’d become the wall.

“Constructs,” Devi said, already moving to the chamber’s center, line of sight on both. “Pre-kingdom. Guardian-class. The lock’s defenses. They woke to our bonds.”

“Confined space,” Kael called, and the commander’s voice dropped, the team snapping into the organism it was. “No room to maneuver, one exit, behind us, Runa holds it. Vara, Torren, engage but don’t overcommit, these things don’t tire and we do. Sera, read them, find the anchor. Devi, barrier the lattice, don’t let it feed off the fight.”

The constructs were nothing like dungeon beasts. They were stone and old metal and bound containment-geometry given crude purpose, four-limbed, slow but enormously strong, and the first blow one of them struck cratered the ancient floor where Vara had been standing a half-second before, the impact throwing chips of five-hundred-year-old stone across the chamber. The confined chamber was the danger, Kael saw at once: no flanking, no room to give ground, the team packed into a killing box with two things that did not feel pain and did not get tired.

Vara took the first construct head-on because that was what a vanguard did in a box with no room to maneuver. She met its descending fist with a barrier-braced guard and let the force drive her back a half-step instead of trying to stop it dead, the warrior’s instinct for absorbing what you can’t deny, and the floor cracked under her boots with the transmitted weight. “It’s slow but it doesn’t stop,” she called, ducking under the backswing, her blades scoring sparks off the old metal of its joints, finding no purchase, the bound geometry holding the construct together better than any armor. “Cutting it’s useless. It’s not a body. It’s a lock with arms.”

“Then we treat it like a lock,” Kael said, and that was the whole pivot of the fight.

Torren and his squad took the second construct, and here the cramped space punished them, because the leapfrog retreat that had saved them in the flooded pocket had nowhere to go. Torren adapted, planting his squad in a tight wedge and trading the construct’s blows on layered barriers, three mages pooling their shields the way Vara had drilled into them, giving the stone thing nothing to break and waiting for the opening. A swinging limb caught the youngest mage’s barrier and shattered it and flung the boy into the wall, and Torren stepped into the gap without hesitation, putting his own body and his own shield where the boy’s had been, buying the two seconds it took the kid to scramble up. “Hold the wedge,” Torren snarled, not a hero’s charge, a commander’s anchor, exactly the thing first-life Torren had died failing to learn.

Runa’s containment work shone exactly as her whole discipline promised. She read the woken lattice the way the others read a face, and instead of fighting the constructs directly she fought the floor, kneeling at the chamber’s edge with her palms flat to the sick-silver inlay, sealing the intake geometry section by section so it couldn’t draw strength from the team’s bond-energy to power its guardians. “It’s feeding them off us,” she called, hands flying through ward-sigils, the amber of her own work warring against the pale silver of the ancient lock. “Every time you channel in here, the lattice skims it and pours it into the constructs. Stop channeling at full and let me starve them. Sip your skills. Don’t feast.”

It changed the whole fight. Kael throttled back, the Barrier Lance at half-power, just enough to chip a construct’s joint, while Runa methodically sealed the lattice’s intake nodes, and the constructs began, slowly, to slow, cut off from the lattice-fed strength that had been driving them. Vara and Torren held them, disciplined, taking the blows on barriers and giving ground by inches in the cramped space, and Sera found the anchor at last, the binding-point where the containment-geometry tied into each construct’s crude core.

“Left one, base of the spine, the green seam,” Sera said, marking it in light through her perception. “Right one, the chest, where the metal’s oldest.”

Kael put a Barrier Lance through each, precisely, the diagnostic-targeting and the spike together, and with Runa’s lattice starved the constructs could not draw the strength to regenerate, and they came apart, stone and old metal collapsing into the chamber they’d guarded for five centuries.

The panel came in the settling dust.
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“Sip, don’t feast,” Runa repeated, dusting off her hands, satisfied, the lattice fully sealed now. “Write that down, all of you. In any structure built to feed on bonds, your power is the enemy’s ammunition. The garrison engine will be the same, scaled up a thousandfold. We don’t fight it by being strong. We fight it by being ungraspable.” She looked at the dead constructs, then at the sealed floor. “I beat their guardians by out-locking their lock. That’s the whole assault, in miniature. Remember it.”

They made camp inside the waystation that night, because the frontier dark was worse than the unsettling pale stone, and the team’s reaction to sleeping inside a five-hundred-year-old harvest engine was, Kael thought, a perfect cross-section of who they all were. Runa went around the whole chamber before she would let anyone settle, testing each sealed lattice node twice, the way another person might check the locks on a strange house, except the locks here had been built by the enemy’s ancestors and she trusted them about as far as she could throw the building. Vara picked the sleeping spot with the clearest line on the only exit and lay down on the bare stone without complaint, because a warrior who’d cleared a room could sleep in a tomb. Mira, who found the place genuinely creepy, dealt with it by narrating, loudly, a running commentary on how the ancient murder-architects could really have used a few throw pillows and some indirect lighting, until even Suyin was laughing despite herself.

“It’s a harvest lock that’s been killing the world for five hundred years,” Neve said, not looking up from the logs she’d already started transcribing by lamplight.

“And it has no soft furnishings whatsoever,” Mira said. “I’m just saying. Evil and uncomfortable. Pick one.” She wedged a folded blanket against the cold stone and sighed. “When we beat these people I’m voting we redecorate.”

“You can’t redecorate a containment node,” Runa said, scandalized.

“Watch me,” Mira said, and Sera laughed, soft, and the laughter did something the lamplight couldn’t, made the dead old place a fraction more bearable, the living warmth of the network filling a chamber that had been built to drain exactly that.



But the night belonged to Devi, and Kael had known it would the moment they’d stopped, because Devi had been quiet in a new way for three days, ever since Suyin’s words by the fire about the next mile, and Kael had learned to read the difference between Devi’s old quiet, the watchful survival silence, and this new one, which was a woman turning something over she didn’t have a procedure for.

Before Kael found her, Suyin did, which Kael only learned of after, and which mattered more than his own conversation.

The Pathfinder had no investment in Devi, no bond, no history, which was exactly why she could say the thing the team’s love made too careful to say. Kael came to the cell’s three-quarters-open door and heard the tail of it, the wanderer and the hermit, and he stopped, and did not interrupt, because some keys only fit certain hands.

“You keep looking at the door,” Suyin was saying, leaning in the cell’s entrance with her arms crossed, unbothered as ever. “You’ve checked the sightlines twice since I started talking. You don’t have to. There’s a whole network of dangerous people between you and anything that wants in. You’re allowed to stop holding the line. That’s what the line is for, so somebody can stop.”

“I don’t know how to stop,” Devi said.

“I know. The still ones never do. Same as the moving ones never know how to land.” Suyin shrugged. “Nobody told either of us this part, hermit. You built your whole self around surviving a thing that’s over. The catastrophe’s done. You won. And now you’re sitting in the ruins of the survival, going, well, what was all this for, if not the next disaster.” She pushed off the doorframe. “It wasn’t for anything. That’s the secret. You don’t have to want a destination. You can just want the next mile. The wanting doesn’t have to arrive anywhere or save anyone or mean anything. It can just be a direction you point yourself because the pointing feels good.” She looked at Devi a moment longer, and there was something almost gentle under the dry. “Try it sometime. Want one small thing for no reason. See if the world ends. It won’t. I’ve been doing it for eight years and I’m still here.”

Devi was quiet a moment, and then she asked the thing Kael had rarely heard her ask anyone, the question under her whole arc. “Doesn’t it frighten you? Wanting things. Every want is a thing that can be taken. That’s the math. The more you want, the more there is to lose, and the more there is to lose, the more vulnerable you are, and vulnerability is how you die.” She said it flatly, the old logic, the survival arithmetic that had built her self out of needing nothing. “I spent two lifetimes making sure I wanted nothing only for myself, because wanting nothing meant nothing could be used against me. It’s the only reason I’m still alive. So I genuinely don’t understand how you do it. How you want the next mile knowing the mile can be taken.”

“Because the alternative is being already dead and calling it safe,” Suyin said, and this time there was no dryness in it. “I knew a lot of still ones on the circuit, hermit. People who held so tight to nothing that nothing was all they had. And you know what? The frontier took them anyway. It took the ones who wanted things and it took the ones who didn’t, exactly the same, because the frontier doesn’t care about your strategy. So I decided, a long time ago, that if it was going to take me either way, I’d rather it took a woman who’d wanted the next mile and gotten it a thousand times than a woman who’d spent her whole life guarding an empty room.” She shrugged, the long lines of her arranged in the doorway. “Wanting things doesn’t make you weak. It’s just the rent you pay for being alive instead of merely surviving. And the rent’s worth it. That’s the whole secret. The rent’s worth it.” She pushed off the frame. “You’ll figure it out. You’ve got people who’d make the rent cheap. I never did. That’s the one thing you’ve got that I don’t, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little jealous of it, which I’ll deny if you ever repeat.”

And she was gone, down the corridor, fluid and unhurried, leaving the words in the cell like a tool set down on a workbench for whenever the owner was ready to pick it up.

She chose a room at the waystation for herself, a small bare cell off the main chamber, and she left the door open exactly three-quarters of the way, the width she’d settled on at the end of the worst year of her two lives, the gap that let corridor light and the warmth of the network in without surrendering the whole of her solitude. She set her father’s folding knife on the windowsill. And she sat on the narrow cot and looked at the wall, and when Kael came to check on her, because he checked on all of them, she said the thing that had been working in her since the fire.

“I don’t know what I want,” Devi said.

He waited.

“I rarely have not known.” Her flat precise voice was audibly unsteady at the edges. “My whole life, both lives, what I wanted was almost always a mission. Hold the line. Anchor the party. Survive. Build the engine. Stop the engine. Every want I trusted had a reason outside myself, a problem it was solving, a catastrophe it was preventing.” She looked at her own hands, the way she had on the kitchen step at Brookhollow after Lira hugged her. “And now there’s no catastrophe that’s mine to solve. The mission is Kael’s now, the team’s, I’m one part of it, I don’t have to carry the whole weight alone in the dark anymore. Which is what I said I wanted. For so long I wanted to not be alone in the dark.” Her gray eyes came up. “And I got it. And now I keep waiting for the next mission-reason to want something, and there isn’t one, and the absence is, it’s vertigo. I don’t know how to want a thing just because I want it. I don’t know if I’m allowed.”

Kael sat down across from her, on the floor, leaving the cot to her, and didn’t reach for her, because Devi’s whole history was being reached for against her will and he would never be one more hand grabbing.

“Suyin said it,” Devi went on. “By the fire. ‘You don’t have to want a destination. You can just want the next mile.’ And I have been turning it over for three days like a lock I can’t pick.” A breath. “She survived by moving. I survived by holding still. We both made sure nothing could ever get heavy enough to mourn. But she figured out you can want the next mile without it arriving anywhere. And I never learned to want anything that didn’t have a purpose. So I’m sitting in a five-hundred-year-old lock built by people who turned wanting into harvesting, asking myself without the mission answering for me.” She stopped. Looked at him. “What do I want. Just me. Not the mission. Not survival. Just Devi. And I don’t have an answer, and the not-having-an-answer feels free and frightening in equal measure.”

“You don’t have to answer it tonight,” Kael said. “You just have to let yourself ask it. That’s the whole thing. That’s the next mile.”

Devi was quiet for a long time, and then she said, in her flat way, with the door three-quarters open and her father’s knife on the sill and the network humming warm at the edges of her awareness, “I think I might know one thing I want. It’s small. It’s not a mission. It might be something I want only for myself.”

“Tell me.”

“I want you,” she said. “Not because I’m breaking. Not because the silence is pulling me back and I need to be dragged out of it. Not because there’s a crisis forcing us together in the dark.” She held his eyes, and it cost her, he could see it costing her, more than building a bomb had cost her, more than facing him in the nexus had cost her. “Just because I want it. Because it would feel good and I would like it and there is no reason beyond that. I want to do this for that reason, and let the reason be enough.” She drew a slow breath. “I want to find out what it’s like to want something the way other people get to want things. With you. Tonight. If you want it too.”



The Devi who initiated was a Devi Kael rarely got to see, and the difference was the whole point.

So often, her body had been something she defended and Kael had been the one to dismantle the defense, carefully, with her permission, the control specialist who needed to be stripped of control because she could never let it go on her own. Edging and denial and restraint, the lane built around perfect stillness while someone took her composure apart, because that was the only way she knew how to surrender, by having it taken under conditions she’d agreed to in advance.

Tonight she reached up and pulled the simple cord from her own hair.

It came loose and her dark hair fell, not all the way, Devi still kept part of herself ordered even here, but it came loose enough, and she held the cord out to him in her open palm, and her gray eyes were steady.

“I want you to bind my wrists with this,” she said. “My cord. My choice. Not because I need to be restrained to let go. Because I’ve decided I want the restraint tonight, for no reason beyond wanting it. Do you understand the difference? Before, you took my control because I couldn’t give it up. Tonight I’m choosing to give it up, because choosing is the thing I’m learning to do.” She pressed the cord into his hand. “Bind me because I asked. Not because I broke.”

Kael took the cord, and the difference ran through the bond like clean water, and he understood it completely. He took her wrists, gently, and bound them with her own hair cord, and she watched him do it with her pale gray eyes unblinking, no micro-tremor of fear in them, only the still attention of a woman watching herself want something and let herself have it.

“There,” he said, low. “Your cord. Your choice.”

“My choice,” she agreed, and lay back on the narrow cot with her bound wrists above her head, the door three-quarters open, the corridor light falling across her, and tonight she did not look like a woman bracing to be undone. She looked like a woman who had decided to be undone, which was an entirely different thing.

He undressed her slowly, and her body was the contrast it always was, the controlled exterior and the honest soft responses underneath, small B-cups with pale responsive nipples drawing tight, the compact precise frame that couldn’t stop being controlled even now, and that was the erotic engine of her, the gap between the discipline of her surface and the helpless honesty of her body. But tonight there was a new thing layered over it: she was not fighting any of it. She was leaning in.

He edged her, because that was her lane, and the difference was everything. Before, she had endured the edging, holding still under it, the denial a thing done to her that she’d consented to. Tonight she leaned into it. He settled between her thighs and put his mouth on her pussy, and she was already wet, slicker than her controlled face ever admitted, and he dragged his tongue up her slit and circled her clit while two fingers pressed slow into her tight heat. He brought her to the brink with his fingers and his mouth, slow, watching her face, reading her through the Soulmate bond with a precision no one else got, feeling her clench around his fingers as she neared it, and when he pulled back at the edge, lifting his mouth from her clit and stilling his hand, she did not endure it.

“Again,” she breathed, a word from her lane offered as a request instead of bitten off as an involuntary surrender. “Hold me there. I want, I want the wanting to get bigger. I’m learning that wanting more is allowed.” Her bound hands flexed above her head, not straining to escape, just feeling the cord. “Don’t let me have it yet. I want to want it longer.”

So he held her at the edge, and she directed it, the control specialist directing her own denial, telling him when to stop and when to almost-let-her, and Kael realized with something like awe that this was Devi’s deepest surrender, deeper than any restraint, deeper than any broken silence: choosing to want out loud, choosing to ask for more, choosing to extend her own pleasure because she’d decided she deserved to have it longer.

He worked her with his mouth and his hands, slow and exact, his tongue rolling her clit and his fingers curling deep into her dripping pussy, reading her through the bond with the precision that was his whole signature, knowing the instant before she felt it when each touch would land, and every time her breath started to break toward release, every time her clit pulsed against his tongue and her walls began to flutter, he eased off, exactly as she’d asked, and watched the want build in her instead of the panic. That was the whole revolution of it. Before, the edging had been a thing done to her, a denial she endured because enduring was the only surrender she knew. Tonight she leaned into the denial like a woman savoring a drawn-out edge, her bound hands flexing in the cord she’d given him, her thighs trembling and slick around his face, the micro-tremors in her stillness now tremors of appetite instead of fear.

“You’re shaking,” he murmured against the inside of her thigh.

“I know. It’s different shaking.” Her flat voice had gone breathless, and there was a bright, unfamiliar edge in it, something almost like delight. “Before it was, it was the cost of holding still. This is the cost of wanting. They feel completely different.” Her hips rolled toward his mouth, demanding. “More. Hold me there again. I want to find out how long I can want something before it stops being unbearable and starts being, being good.”

“It’s already good,” Kael said.

“It’s already good,” she agreed, wondering, and he took her back to the edge and held her there until she was trembling all over, the most controlled person he’d ever known coming apart in slow motion not because she was being broken but because she was letting herself be greedy.

“Now,” she said finally, her voice shaking not with the old fear but with appetite. “I want you in me now. I’ve decided. I want it.”

He came over her and let the first pressure rest where she could feel the choice, his cock poised against the slick heat of her, because she’d taught him tonight that the holding was hers to direct, and her pale gray eyes found his, and she nodded, the smallest motion, choosing it. Then he pushed into her, slow, controlled, his cock spreading her tight and wet, his pace reading her through the bond, watching her face take every inch by degrees, the stretch and the wet give and the deep seat of it as he filled her completely, and her bound hands came down behind his neck, the cord looped, holding him close by choice. The edging had wound her so tight that the penetration alone nearly took her, her whole body going rigid around the first deep stroke, and she gasped, the small involuntary sound, but it was not the sound of breaking. It was the sound of getting a thing she wanted.

He moved in her slow, and she directed even this, her flat precise voice gone breathless but still hers, “deeper, hold there, yes, now slower,” the control specialist running her own pleasure, and he gave her exactly what she asked, every increment, reading her through the Soulmate bond so that even as she directed he was a half-step ahead of her need, and the having-it-both-ways undid her, the directing and the being-given-to at once.

“I directed that,” she said against his throat, wonder in it. “The whole, I told you when, I made it bigger, I, this is mine, I made this happen because I wanted it.” Her bound wrists tightened behind his neck, and the micro-tremors ran through her stillness, the tremor of appetite now and not fear. “Don’t stop. I want all of it. I want all of it because I want it and that’s the only reason and it’s enough.”

He set the rhythm her lane demanded, the collaborative thing now, her telling him deeper, slower, harder, directing her own undoing, and the Soulmate bond carried it back and forth between them, her pleasure into him, his into her, the golden feedback loop climbing, and Kael held her gray eyes the whole way because that was his signature and because tonight she let him, tonight she did not close her eyes to surrender visual control, tonight she watched him watch her come apart, because she’d chosen this and she wanted to see it happen.

She came in the controlled way that was hers, the held breath, the trembling silence that broke through her stillness like an earthquake through stone, her body shaking against the cord and against him, her internal rhythm breaking into long precise spasms that dragged at him in measured pulses, the control persisting into the climax because she couldn’t stop being controlled, that was the kink, the controlled woman undone but never sloppy.

But the sound she made was not surprise. It was not breaking. It was, almost, laughter, a low broken delighted sound, the sound of a woman discovering that she could want a thing and choose it and have it and the having didn’t cost her anything she wasn’t glad to spend. He held her through it, his cock buried deep where her spasms wrung at him, and let go himself, his cum spurting into her in hard pulses as her climax echoed back through the bond, filling her, and she shook and laughed-gasped beneath him and held him close with her bound hands, her walls drawing every drop of it out of him.

“I wanted that,” she said after, hoarse, her bound wrists still looped behind his neck, the door three-quarters open, the corridor light on her loosened hair. “I am allowed to have wanted that.” She said it like a discovery, like a theorem proven, like a theorem proven on the page. “It wasn’t a mission. It didn’t solve anything. I just wanted it and I had it and I’m glad.” A breath. “So that’s what it’s like. Wanting a thing, having it, and letting it be allowed.”

“That’s what it’s like,” Kael said, and reached up to untie the cord.

“Leave it a minute,” Devi said, and there was the ghost of that laugh still in her voice. “I’m not ready to be unbound yet. I want to feel it a little longer. The choosing it.” Her gray eyes found his. “That’s another small want with no mission attached. I’m getting better at this.”



He untied her eventually, and they lay in the narrow cell with the door three-quarters open, and Kael noticed the thing that mattered most.

When Devi finally slept, she did not check the exits.

She kept her father’s knife on the sill, the old object that held the memory of her first-life anchor duty, and she lay down with the door at its chosen gap and the network humming warm, and she did not get up to verify the lines of sight, did not arrange herself to face the entrance, did not run the bond-watch perimeter cycle her body had run from first-life anchor duty. She just slept, in a five-hundred-year-old lock, with people she trusted humming at the edges of her awareness, because she had wanted something purely for herself and had it, and the having had loosened something that survival had welded shut.

Kael lay awake beside her, as he did, and watched her sleep without bracing, and thought that this might be the quietest victory of the road, smaller than a level, smaller than a skill unlock, and worth more than both.



Runa and Neve cracked the logs while the others slept, and the engine’s geography came clear.

The waystation’s intake lock had recorded, in its five-hundred-year way, what it drew and where it sent it, and Runa read the geometry like scripture while Neve translated it into her topology, and by morning they had a map of the eastern receiver network none of them had seen in any modern record.

“It’s worse than the surface reports,” Neve said, spreading the combined work across the main chamber’s floor, her glasses pushed high, exhausted and incandescent. “We knew the garrison gate was the primary node. We knew the dungeons were being restructured into intakes. But this lock recorded the whole circulatory map, and it confirms what Sera felt. Every intake, every restructured dungeon, every drained station, it all flows to the garrison. But the garrison doesn’t store it.” She tapped the convergence. “It channels it deeper. Down. There’s a node beneath the garrison that this lock was built to bleed away from, five hundred years ago. A repository under the repository. And the engine the Keepers are building isn’t just a siphon. It’s a redirect. They’re taking everything the active network can draw on, the living bonds newly stolen and the old harvest already pooled in the lattice, and pointing all of it at the leash mechanism around the deep node.” She looked up. “Whatever’s down there, they’re either maintaining its starvation or cracking the only thing that keeps it asleep. And from this map, I genuinely can’t tell which.”

Runa, beside her, said quietly, “The lock’s orientation says starving. This waystation drew power away from the deep node and sent it up and out, for five hundred years. It bled the deep. That’s what the geometry is for.” She sat back on her heels. “Which means Dorien Vael was right. The network is a leash. This lock is a piece of it. I’ve spent my life building the descendants of a machine designed to starve something sealed under the world.” She looked at her own hands. “And the Keepers are repairing the leash. They want to keep starving it. And we’re going to break the engine, which means we’re going to stop the starving.” Her dark eyes came up to Kael’s. “I’m a Warden. My whole discipline is built on knowing what a lock holds before you break it. And I’m telling you, with professional certainty: I don’t know what this one holds. And breaking it might be exactly the wrong thing to do, even though leaving it means the frontier goes thin and cold.” She held his gaze. “I do not like recommending a course of action while telling you I might be recommending a catastrophe. I’m recommending it anyway, because watching the Awls go cold is a catastrophe I can see. But I want it on the record that I said it.”

“It’s on the record,” Kael said quietly, and the leash sat between them all, real and unproven, the question Ruen had handed him in the emeritus quarters now written in a five-hundred-year-old lock: whether love saved the world or woke it.



Devi found the hook, because Devi was the one person alive who could.

She came into the chamber where they were studying the logs, calm in a newly settled way, the loosened thing in her still loose, and she looked at the engine geography for a long moment with her barrier specialist’s eye, the eye that had built infrastructure exactly like this in the dark, and she went very still.

“I know this,” she said.

“You built things like it,” Neve said. “We know, your nexus was the same school of construction, you said as much at the reopened dungeon.”

“No.” Devi crouched at the map, tracing the deep-node redirect with one finger. “I said the construction was the same school of thought. I want to be precise now, because precision matters here.” She looked up. “When I built the nexus, alone, in the dark, I reasoned a certain way. I had a goal, save thousands, and a cost, sacrifice dozens, and I built a machine to execute the trade because the math was clean and I’d decided the math was permission. Sacrifice the few to power the many. That was my whole logic. That was the reasoning that made me.” Her gray eyes were level. “This engine. The redirect. The deep node. Whoever’s building it reasons exactly the way I used to. Not similarly. Identically. The trade-off structure, the acceptable-loss accounting, the way the geometry treats living bonds as a resource to be allocated for a greater good.” She stood. “I know how its builder thinks because its builder thinks the way I did before you all dragged me out of the dark. Sacrifice the frontier to bleed power away from the deep. Drain the living to keep the world. Clean math, decided permission, the few for the many.” She looked at Kael. “Which means I know how to fight it. Not because I can out-think a stranger, but because I’m not fighting a stranger. I’m fighting my old self, building in someone else’s hands. And I beat my old self once already. With your help.” A pause. “Whoever’s at that garrison, Kael, he’s not a monster. He’s me, before. Reasonable. Convinced. Doing a terrible thing for a real reason with clean math behind it.” She turned back to the map. “And the most dangerous thing about a person like that is that they might be right about the math. I was right about the math. Being right about the math is exactly how you justify killing people.”

The chamber went quiet. Far to the east, the ward lattice thrummed under the frontier stone, and somewhere in it was a man who reasoned like Devi used to, building a leash to starve a sleeper, with clean math and a real reason and the team’s inability to prove him wrong, and Kael felt the antagonist take shape in the dark before they’d ever seen his face.


Chapter 9: The Archive at Solhavn

The archivist met them at a junction town called Wend, where the eastern road forked between the frontier proper and the long way back toward the coast, and Neve nearly knocked the man down getting to the crate he carried.

His name was Pellan Ros, a thin precise Solhavn man who had ridden out from the coast with a guild escort and a reinforced document box, sent by Chancellor Morwenna with the volumes Neve had requested during their stop, plus three she hadn’t, because Morwenna, it turned out, anticipated researchers the way generals anticipated reinforcements. The junction town had an inn with a quiet upper room, and the team took it, and Adrienne arranged the rendezvous so the caravan lost only a day, because the threat clock was running and Devi had built the contingency into the schedule before they left Aegis.

“The Chancellor sends her regards,” Ros said, setting the box down with archival care, handling something more valuable than gold, which, to Neve, it was. “And a message. She says: the eastern records confirm your gate count is too low, the deep history is uglier than you think, and she expects you to misfile nothing, on pain of a professional grievance she will pursue across the kingdom.” He almost smiled. “She means it about the filing. She holds grudges across decades.”

“I would never,” Neve said, already opening the box, already gone, the road’s anxiety burned off entirely in the heat of a bigger library arriving by escort. “Tell her I treat primary sources better than I treat people.”

“That,” said Mira, watching her, “is true and also a little sad.”

Wend was the kind of town that existed because two roads had to cross somewhere, and it gave the team a day to be people while Neve vanished into the box, and the team being people was, as always, a comedy in nine parts. Vara found the town’s small fighting ring within an hour, because Vara found the fighting ring in any town the way water found the low ground, and spent the morning trading bouts with local teamsters and a bored guild courier, winning every one and growing visibly happier with each, the warrior who only fully relaxed when she had something to hit. Suyin watched her do it from a bench with a mug of something local, openly entertained.

“She’s going to run out of people who’ll fight her,” Suyin observed, when Kael came to sit beside her. “Then she’ll start eyeing me. I should warn you, healer, that when your warrior and I settle whose pit is whose, it’s going to be a real one, and I’m going to enjoy it, and one of us is going to limp.” She drank, unbothered, her dark eyes amused. “Not yet. She’s not ready. She’s still pretending she doesn’t want to.”

Runa, denied any structural emergencies, had taken it upon herself to audit the junction town’s well and pronounced the wellhead “the single most competently built thing I have seen since we left the coast,” which from Runa was a sonnet, and then spent a happy hour explaining to a baffled but flattered town elder exactly why his great-grandfather’s wellhead was superior to anything the modern frontier produced. Liss ate standing in the town’s one market and bartered for road supplies with flat road-bred efficiency, getting better prices than Mira would have, which Mira pretended not to be competitive about and was extremely competitive about. Devi, calm in that newly settled way, simply walked the town, slowly, looking at things for no reason, which was the most remarkable thing any of them did all day, and Kael did not point it out, because some victories are louder when nobody names them.

And Sera found a struggling kitchen garden behind the inn, half-dead from a dry season, and quietly brought it back over the course of the afternoon, not with [Mend] or [Purify], just with the passive amber overflow of her, her hand trailing along the rows, and by evening the innkeeper’s wife was weeping over tomatoes that hadn’t fruited in two years, and Sera brushed soil from her fingers and said the soil had just needed a little attention, which was true and also the kindest lie in the kingdom.



Neve worked through the morning and into the afternoon, and Kael watched her do the thing she did better than anyone alive, which was take fragments from four sources and build a truth none of them contained alone.

She had Vael’s leash theory, from Ruen, by way of Adrienne. She had Devi’s “same school of thought” read on the engine’s reasoning. She had Morwenna’s resonance signature data. And now she had four hundred years of Solhavn’s pre-kingdom records, cross-institutional material Aegis had never held, and she spread it all across the inn’s upper room and went somewhere none of them could follow.

Kael had watched Neve work through everything Aegis had thrown at them, but this work had a different brightness in her, because the road had finally given her material like this. At Aegis she had been a brilliant woman starving in a guarded library, reconstructing suppressed knowledge from texts three editions old, fighting the institution for every excised page. Here she had a flood. She moved through it with a kind of feral joy, glasses pushed high, hair coming loose from the bun, three cups of cooling tea forgotten around her, muttering, cross-referencing, a Solhavn volume open in each hand and three more held down with her elbows.

“There’s a whole school of pre-kingdom resonance theory I’ve never even heard named,” she said at one point, to no one, to the room, half-laughing and half-grieving. “Aegis didn’t suppress it. Aegis never had it. We weren’t even the center of the thing I gave my life to. There was always more, there was always somewhere bigger, I was a frog in a guarded well calling it the ocean.” She turned a page with shaking reverence. “And the awful, wonderful part is that I can read it. I can keep up. I’m good enough for the bigger library. I spent so long being the smartest person in a small room and it turns out I’m also good enough for the big one, and both of those are true, and I don’t know whether to laugh or cry so I’m doing both, please ignore me, I’m working.”

“We’re not ignoring you,” Mira said gently. “You’re the best thing in this room.”

“I’m aware. Hush. I’m cross-referencing.” But Neve’s eyes were bright behind the glasses, and she bent back to the flood.

Kael had brought her tea twice and watched her not drink either cup, and the watching was its own pleasure, because Neve working at full capacity was a thing he’d fallen in love with before he’d fallen in love with the body under the robes. She’d built herself a workspace out of the inn’s upper room in under an hour, the Solhavn volumes laid out in a system only she understood, Vael’s leash theory pinned at one edge and Devi’s “same school of thought” read at another and Morwenna’s signature data in the center, and she moved between them the way a spider moves across a web, touching one strand and feeling all the others answer. She muttered. She argued with the dead authors of brittle pre-kingdom texts, telling one of them flatly that his harmonic model was “elegant and wrong, you beautiful idiot, you were a century from the instruments that would have proved it.” She forgot Kael was there, forgot the tea, forgot, Kael suspected, that she had a body at all, until the from-behind impulse later would remind her, and the forgetting was the highest state of her, the place where the woman who’d spent her life being told her mind was too much got to be exactly as much as she was, with no one to apologize to.

The fear and the hunger warred in her face the whole afternoon, the girl who had thought one library was the world discovering her field was an ocean and she could swim it, and the hunger won, the way it always did with Neve. And somewhere past noon she went very still and then very fast.

“I’ve got it,” she said. “I’ve got the mechanism and I’ve got the weakness, and they’re the same thing, which I should have seen, because they always are.”

The team gathered. Neve pulled a clean page and drew it as she spoke, the way she always made the world legible.

“The engine siphons living bonds through the receiver lattice. We knew that. But the Solhavn records added the critical part.” She tapped a passage in a brittle pre-kingdom text. “It can’t just grab a bond. Resonance isn’t a fluid you pour out of a cup. A bond is a frequency, a specific signature, the unique resonance of two specific people connected in a specific way. Before the engine can siphon a bond, it has to classify it. Identify the frequency. Lock onto it. Tune itself to that exact signal.” She drew a lattice with a lock snapping shut on a waveform. “Like Morwenna’s instruments watching the gate tune. That’s what it’s doing. It’s not draining yet at full power because it’s still classifying. It’s learning the signatures, one bonded pair at a time, the strongest first. The Awls. The frontier couples. It locks onto a stable bond, classifies it, and then it can drain it.”

“And the weakness,” Adrienne said.

“The weakness is the lock.” Neve’s eyes were bright. “It can only steal what it can classify. And it can only classify what holds still long enough to be measured. A static bond, a stable one, an old settled connection like the Awls’ forty years, is easy to classify. It doesn’t change. The engine measures it once, locks on, drains it.” She drew a second waveform, this one chaotic, shifting, refusing to resolve. “But a bond that’s actively changing. Deepening. Shifting. Moving. A network that’s alive and in flux, growing under pressure instead of sitting still. The engine can’t classify it, because by the time it’s measured the frequency, the frequency has already changed. You can’t lock onto water.” She sat back. “That’s the principle the engine cannot answer. It wants a stable deposit, a fixed vein, a bond-frequency that can be named once and harvested forever. We don’t give it that. We don’t out-lock the siphon. We out-live it. The engine assumes the Amber Line is a static deposit to mine, the richest vein in the kingdom, sitting still, waiting.” Her voice dropped. “It’s wrong. We’re not a deposit. We’re a living thing. And the harder it pulls, the more we change, and the more we change, the less it can hold us. The counter to the siphon isn’t a bigger lock. It’s to be more alive than the engine can measure.”

Runa, the Warden, the lock specialist, looked at the chaotic waveform for a long moment and said, with something between professional offense and professional awe, “You’re telling me the defense against the most sophisticated lock we have found is to refuse to hold still.”

“Yes,” Neve said.

“That’s,” Runa said. “That’s an abomination of everything I believe. A lock works because the thing it holds stays put.” She stared at the page. “And you’re right. That’s the horror of it. You’re completely right. The one thing a lock can’t hold is a thing that won’t stop becoming.” She sat down heavily. “I’m going to need a drink and a new philosophy of containment.”

“Chaos is the defense,” Neve said, almost to herself, writing it down to make it real. “We don’t out-lock it. We out-live it.”

“Then let’s talk about how, because a principle isn’t a plan,” Adrienne said, the director pulling the breakthrough toward operations the way she did. “If the defense is to keep the network in maximum flux during the assault, that’s not something we can fake. The engine measures real bonds. So we’d need the network actually changing, actually deepening, in real time, under pressure worse than the road has asked of us yet.” She looked around the room, and her gaze was steady and unflinching. “Which means the assault plan and the relationship are the same plan. We don’t go into that engine as a static deposit and pretend to be alive. We go in genuinely becoming something, under fire, faster than it can read us. That’s the strategy. Be more in love, more in motion, more alive, than the sophisticated machine we’re facing can classify.”

“It’s also why it has to be us,” Devi said, flat, from her seat. “A network of strangers couldn’t do it. A network of stable old bonds couldn’t do it, the engine would lock them in a heartbeat. It takes a network that’s still actively growing, still crossing thresholds, still surprising itself. Which is us. We’re young, we’re new, half of us crossed into Soulmate only recently, Liss and Runa are still climbing. We’re the most alive bond-network in the kingdom precisely because we’re the least finished.” She almost smiled, the small cold thing. “The engine wants us because we’re the richest. It can’t have us because we’re the least settled. The same fact, both ways.”

“So the plan is to be ourselves at maximum,” Mira said. “Louder. More. Harder to pin down. That’s not a plan, that’s a Tuesday.” She grinned. “Finally, a strategy I’m structurally suited for.”

“It’s load-bearing chaos,” Neve agreed, writing. “Which I would have told you was a contradiction in terms a week ago, and now it’s the centerpiece of an operation. The world keeps doing that to me out here. I’m going to need a new vocabulary by the time we reach the garrison.” She underlined the phrase, twice. “Out-live it. Everyone remember those three words. When the engine pulls, and it will pull, and it will feel like going thin, the answer is not to brace. The answer is to change. To deepen. To refuse to be the thing it measured a second ago. The instinct will be to hold still and endure. The instinct will be wrong. Endure and it locks you. Become, and it can’t.” She set down her pen. “That’s the whole assault written in numbers before we ever reach the mountain. Now I just have to live long enough to run it.”



The Vael seed came an hour later, buried in a Solhavn personnel cross-reference Neve hadn’t gone looking for.

“Huh,” she said, which she’d picked up from Suyin and which always meant she’d found something. “Kael. Look at this.”

He looked. It was a current royal frontier roster, a list of officers posted to the eastern command, and one name had a notation beside it in a Solhavn archivist’s careful hand.

Captain Imrin Vael. Eastern frontier command. Descended, paternal line, from the Vael family of the academy ban era. NB: see sealed bondmate records, Dorien Vael.

“Vael,” Kael said quietly.

“Dorien Vael had no children,” Neve said. “Ruen told Adrienne as much. But he had a family, a line, relations. And one of them is a serving royal officer on the eastern frontier, right where we’re going.” She tapped the name. “He carries the name and almost certainly knows nothing about what it means. The ban, the bondmates, the leash theory, all of it sealed before he was born.” She looked up. “But the Vael line is woven into this whole thing, Kael. The last Battle Healer, the man who first theorized the leash, the man who contained a Surge with four bonds and got buried for it. And his blood is serving the crown on the frontier we’re walking into.” She wrote the name on a fresh card, the conspiracy-wall instinct surfacing even on the road. “I want to meet Captain Imrin Vael. Not for the mission. For the line. There’s something in the Vael blood and the leash and the harvest that nobody’s connected, and I think the answer’s been walking around in a royal uniform this whole time, not knowing.”

“Northern-gate problem,” Kael said, half to himself, the way the journey kept handing them threads too long to pull yet.

“Everything’s a Northern-gate problem now,” Neve agreed. “The world got too big to solve in one go. I find that, intellectually, thrilling and, emotionally, exhausting.” She turned back to the records. “There’s one more thing. The gate count. Morwenna was right and it’s worse.” She pulled a Solhavn survey map, dense with the faded marks Morwenna had shown them, and more besides. “The kingdom isn’t built near the receiver network. It’s built on it. On top of the whole pre-kingdom grid. Dozens of gates, most of them deep, most under towns and roads and farmland, none of them known to the people living over them. We’re a city on a cage, Kael, the whole civilization, every crown and council and academy laid over a containment grid the builders never told anyone about.” She set the map down gently. “And the engine at the garrison is the door someone decided to open. If they open it all the way, the whole grid could become intake. The kingdom is sitting on the thing that’s about to drain it.” She rubbed her eyes under her glasses. “I have read four hundred years of records I have never seen in a single afternoon and I have learned that we live on top of a buried machine that bleeds the world, and I cannot turn my brain off, and I have a headache the size of the eastern seaboard.”

Adrienne studied the gate map for a long time, the director’s stillness, the woman who had spent years inside an institution complicit in exactly this kind of buried truth. “Every academy near a gate,” she said slowly. “Aegis on a primary. Solhavn on a deep one. The pattern Morwenna named, isolated students, monitored bonds, harvestable loneliness. It wasn’t one corrupt administration.” She looked up, and her face was grim. “It was a system. The academies aren’t built near the gates by accident, and they aren’t isolating students by tradition. They were built to do this. To grow bonds in controlled conditions over the network. The whole institution of academy education in this kingdom might be, at its root, a farming operation for the receiver grid, and most of the people running it don’t even know, the way Rethis didn’t know what he was sitting on for twenty-three years.”

The room went quiet at that, because it reframed everything, their entire educations, the whole shape of the world they’d grown up inside.

“That’s a Northern-gate problem too,” Mira said, a little weakly.

“That is a problem the size of a kingdom,” Neve agreed. “Which is exactly why we can’t solve it tonight, and exactly why we have to break this one engine first, because if it fires, none of the rest of it matters. You can’t reform an institution whose students have all gone thin.” She set the map aside with deliberate finality. “One engine. One garrison. We out-live the siphon, we kill the engine, and then, gods help us, we start on the part where the entire kingdom is built on a cage.” She pressed her fingers to her temples. “After I sleep. And after I stop being able to feel my own pulse in my eyes, which I currently can.”



She came to him that night, in the borrowed upper room, surrounded by Solhavn archive volumes, and she was wired the way only Neve got wired, intellectually high and unable to land.

“I can’t stop,” she said, pacing the small room, glasses on, hair half-loose, the volumes stacked on every surface. “My brain won’t, I’ve been running the engine theory and the gate map and the Vael line in loops for hours and I can’t turn it off and I need.” She stopped. Looked at him. The precise control of her cracking, not from the engine theory now but from the simple physical need that was her whole erotic engine: the organized mind that needed someone to make it stop thinking. “I have read four hundred years of records I have never seen and I cannot turn my brain off and I need you to do it for me.” She said it flatly, the way she set a boundary or a request, no coyness, the verbal precision that was her consent. “I know exactly what I want. I want you to clear that desk, and I want you to take me over it, from behind, and I want you to keep going until I can’t narrate anymore. That reliably shuts my mind off. Please.”

It was the same request she’d made in her own room a dozen times, and it was completely different here, and Kael felt the difference and so did she. Her own room at Aegis was her intellectual territory, her conspiracy wall, her projection table, her domain. This borrowed study, surrounded by another academy’s priceless misfiled-able volumes, on someone else’s turf, in a junction-town inn a kingdom from home, unmoored her in a way her own spaces never had. The smartest girl, made humble and hungry by a bigger world, brought low not by the sex but by the size of what she’d learned that day.

He cleared the desk. He did it carefully, because he could feel her academic soul flinch as he moved the Solhavn volumes, stacking them on the floor with a deliberate care that made her breath catch, and then he turned to her.

She was already removing the fitted tunic beneath her road robe, the charcoal-gray one with the cord lacing, and underneath it the thick curves the robes always hid, the wide hips, the full heavy D-cups, the soft pale waist that flushed pink so easily, the body that was her whole hidden erotic engine, the distance between the library girl and what was under the robe. Her glasses stayed on. They always stayed on, except for the one vulnerability she had already allowed and would not offer again. She kept them on, and Kael was glad, because the glasses on her flushed face while the rest of her came apart was the fetish, the precision present right up until it dissolved.

He took a moment to look at her, because she was worth looking at and because the looking undid her. After everything, the reveal of Neve still hit him the same way, the impossible distance between the woman who disappeared into oversized robes and the body underneath, heavy and soft and flushing pink already from the chest up. The full heavy D-cups with their deep cleft, the soft pale waist, the wide generous hips, the thick strong thighs, the whole figure she’d spent her life hiding because attention to her body felt like a negation of her mind, laid bare now in a borrowed study a kingdom from home, the glasses still on the flushed face, the bun coming loose. It was the erotic engine of her, the gap between library girl and this, and no number of times closed it.

He crossed to her and put his hands on her, cupping the full heavy curve of her breasts, lifting them, feeling them spill against his palms, thumbing across nipples that hardened instantly, and she made a sound, the academic mouth that argued faculty into silence reduced to a caught breath. The pink flush spread down from her cheeks, over her throat, across the soft tops of her breasts, the blush that betrayed everything her composure tried to hold, and Kael bent to follow it with his mouth, mapping the pink with his lips, and she gripped his shoulders and her precise sentences began, already, to fray.

“You’re not narrating,” he observed, low, against her throat, mapping the pink flush spreading down her chest with his mouth.

“Give me, give me a moment, you’ve taken my, the words are, they’re recompiling,” she managed, her hands gripping his shoulders, her composure already cracking at the edges, and he laughed against her skin and worked lower, and she gripped harder. He took one heavy nipple into his mouth and sucked, and she arched, her wide hips pressing against him, and her breathing went ragged and beautiful. He slid a hand down over the soft plane of her belly, between her thick thighs, and found her pussy soaked, the lips slick and swollen, and pressed two fingers into her while his thumb sought her clit, and she gasped his name, the precise voice already losing its edges, her cunt clenching greedily around his fingers.

“This,” she breathed, as he worked her with his fingers, “this is the, the part where I lose access to higher language, I want you to know I’m aware it’s happening, I’m documenting my own, oh, my own dissolution in real time, it’s, it’s a fascinating thing my body does to my mind and I can never remember it after,” and she pushed into his hand, demanding, the from-behind impulse already rising in her, the need to stop managing her own face.

“Then let’s get you somewhere you can stop thinking,” he said, and turned her toward the cleared desk.

“From behind,” she said, the academic dirty-talk lane already engaging, even now narrating. “It’s the only position where I’m not managing my own expression, where I can just feel it without curating it. You know this. We’ve established it. There’s a logarithmic relationship between the angle of penetration and the rate at which my higher cognition,” she gasped as he came up behind her and bent her over the cleared desk, his hands on her hips, “the rate at which my higher cognition, the cognition, it, you’re making the point for me, that’s cheating.”

“Keep talking,” Kael said, low, against the back of her neck, because making her narrate until she couldn’t was the whole game. “Tell me about the engine. The flux. Theorize for me.”

“That’s, that’s diabolical, you want me to,” she pushed back against him, the wide round ass that was her body’s visual anchor pressing into him, demanding, “the engine classifies a static frequency and a network in flux can’t be, can’t be locked because by the time it measures the, oh,” as he lined himself up by feel and drove in slow, the first full stroke spreading her open and seating deep, her soaked heat gripping the length of him, the heavy curves of her ass cushioning his hips, and she gasped and her glasses slipped down her nose, “by the time it measures the frequency the frequency has, has, the frequency has already, Kael, the frequency has.”

“Has what,” he murmured, gripping the wide soft flare of her hips, setting a slow building rhythm, his cock dragging out along her slick walls and driving back until his hips met her, the from-behind angle she’d theorized, the borrowed archive’s danger of being overheard through thin inn walls a current under all of it. He watched the round full ass that was her anchor rock back to meet every thrust, her flesh rippling at the impact, the pale skin flushing pink, and he ran a hand up the soft curve of her back, feeling her arch into it, the library girl’s hidden body laid bare over a borrowed desk, every inch of her the opposite of the oversized robes she hid in.

“Changed,” she got out, and her precision was already fraying, the academic narration starting to come apart at the seams. “It’s already, the siphon can’t hold a changing bond, we out-live it, we don’t, we don’t out-lock it, we, the chaos is the, the chaos is the.” She pushed back hard, taking him deeper, her thick thighs braced against the desk, and a stack of priceless Solhavn volumes wobbled at the desk’s edge and she made a strangled sound that was half arousal and half academic horror. “The volumes, mind the, those are four hundred years, don’t let the, don’t, oh, don’t stop, but mind the volumes.”

Kael steadied the stack with one hand without breaking rhythm and gripped her hip harder with the other, and the comedy of it, her reverence for the manuscripts warring with what her body was demanding on the desk, made her flush spread from her cheeks down her neck to her chest, pink against pale, the blush that betrayed everything her composure tried to hold.

“You’re worried about the filing,” he said against her ear, driving into her steady and deep, “while I’m taking you over a borrowed archive desk. Focus on one thing, Neve.”

“I can’t, that’s the, that’s the problem, I can’t focus on one thing, my brain does all of them at once, that’s why I need,” her voice climbed and frayed, “that’s why I need you to take it from me, take the thinking, I can feel it going, the narration’s going, it’s,” and her precise vocabulary finally, beautifully, began to dissolve into sound, the words coming apart, the surgical sentences breaking into gasps, the dissolution that was her climax signal arriving.

He drove into her steady and deep, gripping the wide soft flare of her hips, and she pushed back to meet him with the surprising strength of her thick thighs, demanding, assertive, the from-behind dominance that was hers even in surrender, the round full ass that was her anchor rocking against him. Her precise sentences had given out entirely now, the academic narration she’d clung to collapsing fragment by fragment, “the frequency, it, the engine, you, I can’t, I can’t hold the, the thought, it keeps, oh,” and through the Soulmate bond he felt her mind, the relentless mind, the mind that had been told her whole life it was too much, start to go deeply, blessedly quiet, the cool analytical frequency dimming under the rising heat, the one place in the world she stopped thinking, the one place she was allowed to just be a body and not apologize for it.

“There,” he growled, the rhythm hard now, “let it go, stop narrating, just feel it,” and he reached around and found her clit, slick and swollen, and worked it in time with his strokes, and that was the end of her.

She came mid-sentence.

The narration she’d been clutching at, some half-formed clause about resonance and classification, simply collapsed into wordless sound, the precise voice that cut people in arguments dissolving into a long broken moan she couldn’t curate, her body shuddering over the desk, the hard rhythmic pulse of her orgasm taking her past language, her slick gushing down the inside of her thighs, her glasses sliding down her sweat-damp nose but staying on, always staying on, the dissolution complete, the analyzing finally, totally stopped. He felt it flood back through the bond, her pleasure into him, and it pushed him over, and he gripped her hips hard enough to mark and buried his cock to the hilt and let go, his cum spurting deep into her from behind in hard pulses, filling her while she shook over a borrowed archive desk, her body drawing him through every last pulse, both of them undone in a borrowed room a kingdom from home.

After, she lay over the desk for a moment, breathing, her mind blessedly empty, and then, slowly, she pushed herself up, fixed her glasses with one finger, and looked down at the stack of Solhavn manuscripts she’d nearly disturbed.

“That stack is out of order,” she said, scandalized, more genuinely upset by the misfiled volumes than by anything that had just happened to her body on the desk above them. “I knocked the chronology loose. Pellan Ros is going to know. Archivists always know.” She started, immediately, to re-sort them, naked and flushed and freshly wrecked, restoring four-hundred-year-old volumes to their proper sequence with the same hands that had just been gripping the desk’s edge, and Kael loved her so much he had to sit down.

“You’re re-sorting the volumes,” he said.

“Someone has to. You certainly weren’t going to. You were busy.” She set the last volume in place, satisfied, and only then turned to him, her face soft now under the glasses, the wired anxiety entirely gone, replaced by the rare quiet that came after he’d successfully turned her brain off. “Thank you,” she said, simply. “I needed that. My mind had a headache the size of the seaboard and now it’s quiet and I can think clearly again, which is ironic, you have to stop the thinking to fix the thinking.” She came and sat beside him, pulling a blanket over them both. “The operationally relevant part, by the way, because I know you, you’re already wondering if this was just appetite. It wasn’t. We have the engine’s weakness now, and it becomes the strategy for the garrison. Chaos is the defense. We don’t out-lock it. We out-live it. The whole assault hinges on keeping the network in maximum flux so the engine can’t classify us.” She traced an idle pattern on his arm, the post-intimacy habit. “I figured out how to beat it this afternoon and I couldn’t hold still long enough to be sure until you held me down. So in a sense, that was load-bearing research.” A small dry smile. “Don’t put that in the report.”



The hook arrived with Pellan Ros, the next morning, just before the team left Wend, and it gave the enemy a name and a voice.

“One last item,” the archivist said, producing a slim sealed packet from the document box. “The Chancellor held it back until last, deliberately. She wasn’t sure she should give it to you at all.” He handed it to Adrienne. “Solhavn intercepted it years ago, before any of this. A recruitment letter. Keeper correspondence, addressed to a young royal officer, never delivered, filed and forgotten until your inquiry made the Chancellor go looking.” His thin face was grave. “It’s signed. The hand belongs to a man named Castellan Aldous Greer. Former royal garrison commander. The Chancellor believes he’s the one running the eastern construction.”

Adrienne broke the seal and read, and Kael watched her face change, and then she read it aloud, and the team went quiet, because the antagonist who had been a shape in the dark for two hard turns of the road spoke for the first time, in his own words, and the words were the most frightening thing they had faced yet.

The letter was reasonable. That was the horror of it. It argued, calmly, with evidence and history and an obvious deep love for the kingdom, that the receiver network was not a weapon but a leash, built by the pre-kingdom dead to bleed power away from something sealed in the deep, to keep it starved and asleep across five centuries. It argued that the harvest was the only thing that had ever kept the world. It invited the young officer to understand a truth the crown was too young and too proud to know: that someone had to tend the leash, and that the tending was a sacred and terrible duty, and that a man who loved the kingdom enough would accept the cost of bleeding the few to save the many.

It did not read like a madman. It read like a man who had read more history than any of them and reached a conclusion he wished were not true and accepted anyway, because acceptance was what duty cost. There was even a kind of tenderness in it, near the end, where he wrote about the kingdom he was trying to protect, the ordinary people sleeping on the lid of the furnace, and it was that tenderness, more than any of the logic, that made the room go cold, because a man who hated what he was doing and did it anyway out of love for the world was a far more frightening thing than a man who simply wanted power.

“He writes,” Neve said slowly, when Adrienne finished, “like a man I can’t disprove. And I have read everything we have, and I genuinely cannot prove him wrong.” She set her notebook down, and she looked afraid in a new way, one that had nothing to do with the size of a library. “We have the enemy’s name. We have his philosophy in his own hand. And the most dangerous thing about him is that he might be right.”

“The dangerous thing about him,” Adrienne corrected, quietly, the woman who’d survived a committee, “is that he believes he’s right, and he’s at peace with it, and a man at peace with bleeding the world is the most dangerous thing there is. I’ve read minutes that sounded exactly like this letter. Reasonable men explaining, with real anguish, why the terrible thing was the necessary thing.” She folded the letter along its creases. “It’s never the cruel ones you can’t stop. The cruel ones make mistakes, because cruelty is sloppy. It’s the kind ones, the ones who’ve done the math and grieve it and do it anyway. They don’t make mistakes. They’ve checked everything. Greer’s checked everything. That’s what we’re walking toward.”

“Then we’d better be the thing he didn’t check,” Mira said, and this time there was no joke in it, the emotional barometer reading the room and finding it needed steel and not warmth. “He’s read all the history. He’s done all the math. Fine. But I’d bet my sister’s life he doesn’t know fires like ours, and I’d bet his careful life hasn’t given him much practice giving a thing away instead of spending it. That’s the gap. That’s where he’s wrong, even if his math is right.” She looked around the room, fierce. “He thinks love is a resource you have to ration. We’re going to go show him it’s the one thing in the world that gets bigger the more you give it away. And there’s no equation for that, because it’s not a number, it’s a thing you can only know by doing, and I don’t think Castellan Greer has done it in a very long time.”

“Devi called it,” Kael said quietly, looking east. “He reasons like she used to. The few for the many. Clean math. A real reason.” He folded the letter and put it inside his coat, against his chest, the manifesto of a man he was going to have to fight without knowing whether fighting him would save the world or wake it. “Pack up. We’ve read the enemy’s heart. Now we go meet it.”


Chapter 10: Greer’s Letter

The letter traveled with them for three days, folded against Kael’s chest, and it changed the shape of every conversation without anyone deciding to discuss it, the way a body in a house changes the house.

They were past Wend now, past the last junction, on the long leg into the deep frontier where the road gave up entirely and Suyin took over the navigation, reading terrain no map showed. The land turned harder, ridges of bare rock and stands of black wind-bent trees and the constant low hum under everything that Sera felt loudest and the rest of them were beginning to feel at all. The engine’s undertone. Tuning, pulling, learning their signatures one strong bond at a time, the threads running back west to drain the stations they’d left behind.

The deep frontier was a different country from the farmland and the trade road, and it taught the academy cast a new humility every day. Out here there were no towns, only the stations and the long stretches of nothing between them, and the nothing was not empty. Suyin read it constantly: a discoloration in the rock that meant a sinkhole, a wrongness in the wind that meant a destabilized dungeon-mouth venting somewhere upwind, the particular silence of a place where the game had fled, which meant a predator or worse. The team that had cleared dungeons and survived the Aegis crisis and out-thought a conspiracy discovered, on the deep frontier, that they did not know how to read open country at all, and that a wandering Pathfinder’s eye was worth more than all their academy theory put together.

“This is the part I keep trying to explain to Roe,” Suyin said, on the second day, crouched over a patch of bare ground that looked like every other patch of bare ground. “There’s no map for this. There can’t be. The frontier moves. A safe route in spring is a death trap by autumn. You don’t navigate it with a map, you navigate it with a person who’s walked it recently and lived, and that person is rarer than a Gold-rank delver and worth more.” She stood, brushed off her hands, pointed them along a line of travel that looked, to Kael, identical to the ground on either side of it. “That way. The other way crosses a dry wash that isn’t dry under the surface. You’d lose a wagon and a horse and maybe a person. This is what you’re paying me for, by the way, in case the council ever asks. Not the fighting. The not-dying-on-the-way.”

Kael watched the team absorb the lesson, watched even Vara, who could read a battlefield in a glance, defer to the Pathfinder on terrain, and he thought that this was its own kind of leveling, the kind no panel showed: the academy’s best learning, finally, how much they didn’t know, and being better for the learning.

Suyin, for her part, had appointed herself the team’s reluctant instructor in not-dying, and she taught the way she did everything, dry and unhurried and unimpressed, which the cast received in exactly the ways their personalities predicted. Neve trailed her with the notebook, of course, trying to reduce frontier terrain-reading to a documentable system, and Suyin let her, amused, until Neve presented a tidy taxonomy of ground-signs and Suyin looked at it and said, “That’s very good, and it’ll get you killed, because the frontier doesn’t obey the theory you wrote about it.” She crouched and pointed at two patches of identical-looking scrub. “That one’s safe. That one’s a sinkhole. Tell me the difference using your taxonomy.” Neve couldn’t, and Suyin nodded. “Right. There isn’t one you can write down. You learn it by walking a thousand miles and watching the ones who didn’t learn it disappear. That’s the part the academy can’t give you, because the academy is a building and the frontier is a verb.” Neve wrote that down too, looking simultaneously crushed and delighted, the scholar handed a thing she couldn’t systematize and finding it the most interesting thing in the world.

Mira tried, predictably, to befriend the terrain, narrating cheerful encouragement at the ground as if it might be persuaded to be less murderous, and Runa tried, equally predictably, to audit it, pronouncing one ridge “structurally untrustworthy” with such conviction that Suyin actually paused and rerouted them around it, then admitted, grudgingly, that the Warden’s instinct for failing rock was sound even if her vocabulary was insane. And Devi simply watched Suyin work, the two contained women in silent communion, and learned faster than any of them, because Devi had spent two lifetimes reading dangerous environments for survival, and the only new thing was that out here the danger was the land itself and not a person, which she found, Kael suspected, almost restful.

On the third night they made camp on a frontier ridge that looked out over the deep frontier proper, the unmapped reach, and someone, Mira probably, said the thing nobody had been willing to say, and the letter came out, and they read it aloud again, and argued about it the way you argue about a thing that might be true.

“Read it again,” Adrienne said, when they’d settled around the fire. “All of it. I want to hear it with the frontier in front of us instead of an inn around us. I want to know if it sounds different out here.”

It did. That was the unsettling part. Read by firelight on a ridge over the unmapped dark, with the engine’s note humming up through the rock, Castellan Greer’s calm reasonable letter sounded less like a recruitment pitch and more like a warning from someone who had stood where they were standing and seen something they hadn’t yet.

“‘The kingdom is a child sleeping in a house it does not know is built over a furnace,’” Adrienne read, her low alto carrying. “‘The furnace has been banked for five centuries by men whose names are gone, who built the network not to make power but to take it, drawing the heat away faster than the thing below can gather it. They starved a god to keep a kingdom. We are their inheritors, whether the crown acknowledges us or not. The duty did not end when the builders died. Someone must tend the leash. I have given my life to it, and I am asking you to understand, before you judge, that the men who bleed the few to save the many are not monsters. They are the only adults in a nursery full of children who think the warmth under the floor is a blessing.’”

She lowered the letter. The fire popped. The ridge was quiet.

“He’s not wrong about the mechanism,” Neve said finally, and she said it like it cost her. “I’ve checked it against everything we have. The Solhavn records, the waystation logs, Ruen’s account of Vael. The network does draw power away from the deep nodes. It is oriented to starve, not to feed. Runa confirmed it from the lock’s own geometry. The leash isn’t a metaphor he invented. It’s a function the architecture actually performs.” She pulled her knees up. “Which means the only thing I can’t verify is the most important thing. Whether there’s anything down there to starve. He believes there is. Vael came to believe there is. The architecture is consistent with there being something. But belief and consistency aren’t proof, and I can’t prove it, and I hate that I can’t, because it means I can’t tell him he’s wrong.” She looked into the fire. “I have spent so long being the person who knows. And the enemy wrote me a letter I can’t refute, and it’s the most frightened I’ve been since the engine.”

“I distrust it,” Adrienne said.

“Distrust the mechanism?”

“No. The mechanism’s real, you’ve shown that.” Adrienne turned the letter in her hands. “I distrust how clean it is. I spent eight years as a combat healer and years inside an institution that justified a cover-up to itself every single day, and I learned what self-justification sounds like. It sounds exactly like this.” She tapped the page. “‘The only adults in a nursery.’ ‘The few for the many.’ ‘I am asking you to understand before you judge.’ Kael, I have read a hundred committee minutes that talked exactly this way, men explaining with perfect reasonableness why the terrible thing was the necessary thing, why their hands had to be the ones, why anyone who objected simply didn’t understand the stakes.” Her green eyes were hard in the firelight. “It’s the most convincing voice in the world, the voice of a good man doing a monstrous thing for a reason he’s checked a thousand times. And the reason it’s convincing is that he’s convinced himself first. I don’t trust a man who’s that at peace with bleeding the few. Not because he’s wrong about the math. Because being at peace with it is the dangerous part.” She handed the letter back to Kael. “The math might be right. The peace is the lie. You can be right about the trade and still be the kind of man who shouldn’t be allowed to make it.”

Devi spoke from the edge of the firelight, where she sat with a clean line of sight on the dark, her father’s knife in easy reach and her shoulders loose in a way they would not have been a month ago.

“He might be right,” she said, flatly, and the team went quiet, because Devi rarely volunteered into a debate, and when she did it landed. “I want to be the one to say it, because I’m the only one here who’s actually built a machine to bleed the few for the many.” She didn’t look away from the dark. “When I built the nexus, I was right about the math too. A controlled release would have killed dozens. The natural Surge would have killed thousands. I checked it a thousand times, the way Adrienne says he checked his. The math was clean. The trade was real. I was not wrong about the numbers.” She turned then, and her pale gray eyes found Kael’s across the fire. “And I was going to murder dozens of people, and I would have, if you hadn’t stopped me. Not because my math was wrong. Because being right about the math is exactly how you justify killing people. The math is never the question. The math is the permission slip you write yourself.” She looked back at the dark. “Greer has a clean math and a real reason and a checked-a-thousand-times peace. So did I. The difference between us is that someone reached into my dark and dragged me out before I pulled the lever, and no one has done that for him, and I’m not sure anyone can, because the thing that saved me wasn’t a better argument. It was a bond. And he’s spent his life learning to bleed bonds for the greater good.” A pause. “You won’t out-reason him, Kael. I know, because no one out-reasoned me. You’ll have to out-love him, somehow, and I don’t know how you do that to a man whose whole philosophy is that love is the thing that has to be spent.”

It was one of the longest things Devi had said that wasn’t tactical, and it settled over the fire like cold.

Then Sera spoke, quietly, the way she got quiet when she was most certain, and she did not argue with any of it, because Sera didn’t argue.

“I’ve held the Blight inside my body,” she said. “I’ve carried corruption in my veins for years. I’ve died, a little, eight seconds at a time, with something old and cold reaching up to take the part of me that loves.” She looked at the fire, the amber flecks in her eyes catching it. “And I know one thing, all the way down, the way I know plants and the way I knew Kael before I knew his name. Whatever’s sleeping under the world, the answer is not to drain the love out of it to keep it asleep.” Her voice stayed soft and absolute. “Maybe Greer’s right that there’s something down there. Maybe he’s right that the harvest starved it. But his solution is to keep bleeding every bond in the kingdom forever, to keep the far places cold, to keep people like the Awls thin, to make sure the world never gets warm enough to wake the thing. And that’s not a world worth keeping asleep for. A world where love is rationed so a sleeper stays starved isn’t saved. It’s just a quieter kind of dead.” She looked up at all of them, warm and certain and unafraid. “I would rather wake the whole thing loving each other than save it cold and alone. So would Kael. So would all of you, or you wouldn’t be here. That’s not naïve. That’s just the one thing I’m sure of. The leash might be real. The leash is still not the answer. There has to be a third way, and I’d rather spend my life looking for it than spend it bleeding the world to be safe.”

Runa spoke last, which surprised Kael, because Runa rarely spoke to things that weren’t structural. But she’d been turning her ward stone over in her hands the whole time, and now she set it down.

“I’ll give you the engineer’s view, since everyone else has given the philosopher’s.” Her voice was flat and precise. “Greer’s leash is a containment system. I’ve spent years learning containment, and the first rule of every lock I’ve ever studied is this: a lock that bleeds what it holds is a bad lock. It’s a lock designed by people who didn’t trust that the thing inside could be lived with, only starved. And a starving thing doesn’t stay asleep forever. It stays asleep until the leash slips, and then it wakes up furious and weak and afraid, which is the worst possible way for anything to wake.” She picked the stone back up. “If there’s something down there, the answer was never to starve it for five hundred years and pray the leash holds. That’s not containment. That’s a debt accruing interest. Greer’s whole order has been kicking the bill down the centuries, and he’s proud of it, and the bill is still going to come due, and when it does it’ll be worse for all the starving.” Her dark eyes were level. “I don’t know if there’s a sleeper. But I know a bad lock when I read one. And if we have to choose between the enemy’s bad lock and finding a better one, I’m a Warden. I build better locks. That’s the third way Sera’s talking about, or the start of it. Not draining the world. Not letting it wake furious. A lock that holds without bleeding. I don’t know how to build it yet. But I know it’s the right problem, and theirs is the wrong answer.”

“That,” Neve said quietly, “is the most useful thing anyone’s said all night. Because it means the question isn’t whether Greer’s right about the threat. It’s whether his solution is the only one. And it isn’t. It’s just the oldest one, and the cruelest, and the one a frightened civilization reached for first.” She pushed her glasses up. “We don’t have to disprove the leash. We have to out-build it. Which is, conveniently, the same thing we have to do to the engine. Out-live it. Out-build it. Refuse the cruel answer and find a better one.” She almost smiled, exhausted. “I have no idea how. But at least now I know what we’re actually arguing about, and it’s not the math. It’s whether the only way to hold a dangerous thing is to starve it. And I refuse to believe that, because if it’s true, then everything we built, the whole Order, the whole Amber Line, is a mistake, and I have looked at the evidence and the Amber Line is not a mistake.”

No one answered her, because there was nothing to add. The debate didn’t resolve. The shape of the thing stayed exactly as terrible and unproven as it had been. But Sera had named the spine of it, and Runa had named the shape of the better answer, and Neve had named the war they were actually in: not against a threat, but against the oldest and cruelest way of holding one. And Kael knew, the thing he had known in Ruen’s quarters and known again standing over the going-thin couple, that whatever the math said, he was not going to be the man who drained love out of the world to keep it safe, even if the safe was real, even if the cost of refusing was waking what slept. There had to be a better lock. He would rather spend the rest of his life looking for it than accept that love was a thing the world had to be bled of to survive.



The System spoke that night in a way that felt nothing like an ordinary report, and it frightened him more than the letter had.

He was on watch, the way he took the dead hour because he slept least, sitting with his back to a rock and his eyes on the dark, when his status panel did something outside the old pattern. It had always reported. Class, level, bond states, divergence alerts, milestone notifications. It told him what was. It did not usually sound as if something behind it had leaned forward.

A single line appeared, unprompted, cold and unadorned, hanging in his vision over the sleeping camp.

[REGRESSION SUBJECT: RESOLVED. RETAINED. ANOMALY PRESERVED.]

Nothing else. No context, no follow-up, no skill, no level. Just the four states, like a quartermaster noting an inventory item, or a general marking an asset.

Resolved was there in the wording, and that frightened him more, not less. His old regression had resolved cleanly at the end of Aegis, the only case in their records to resolve instead of being harvested. But the System was naming that fact now like an inventory category instead of a miracle.

Retained. Preserved. Those were new. Those were not status. Those were intent.

He sat very still and read it again, and the cold went down his spine, because the implication was unmistakable and unspeakable. The System had not just let his old crisis resolve. It had kept the thing that came out of it. Deliberately. Retained the resolved regression subject. Preserved the anomaly. Against something. The Repository harvested stored power through the receiver grid. The System had just named the one case that resolved instead of being harvested as something worth keeping. And now the line read less like a report and more like a move in a game he hadn’t known he was a piece in.

He woke Neve, because Neve was the only one who might make it legible.

She read it over his shoulder in the dark, glasses on, and she was quiet for a long, long time, longer than the engine theory, longer than Greer’s letter.

“This doesn’t match ordinary status language,” she said finally, very low. “Usually it reports, answers, acknowledges. This does not look like ordinary status language.” She read it again. “‘Regression subject.’ ‘Resolved.’ ‘Retained.’ ‘Anomaly preserved.’ Kael, that’s not ordinary status language. That’s, that’s a stake, or it looks like one. The System may be telling you it kept what you became after the regression resolved. On purpose. As an asset.” She sat back on her heels, and in the firelight her face was the face of a scientist looking at evidence that the universe might have a will. “The Repository harvests stored power. Vael’s fifty years. The old Aegis victims. Everything it could drain through the receiver grid. And the System just named you as a resolved regression subject.” She looked at him. “What if the war is exactly about the old regression, but not because it stayed unresolved. Because it resolved. What if it’s about the thing the old crisis accidentally made: a Battle Healer with a living bond-network the Repository couldn’t harvest.” She swallowed. “You resolved instead of being harvested. And the System may have looked at what survived that resolution and retained it. Preserved it. For a purpose it hasn’t named.” She pushed her glasses up, and her hand was not quite steady. “I don’t know what this means. I want to be honest about that, because I always know, and I don’t know this. The System may have its own agenda, and you may be in it now, kept and pointed at something, and I can’t tell you what, because it didn’t say, and I don’t think it’s going to.”

“Don’t tell the others yet,” Kael said quietly.

“Why?”

“Because there’s nothing to do with it. It’s not a threat we can fight or a problem we can solve. It’s just a cold strange fact that would frighten everyone and change nothing.” He folded the awareness of it away the way he folded grief, ruthlessly, into a compartment. “We have an engine to break and a frontier to cross and a man who might be right to face. The System wanting something from me is a problem for after. If there’s an after.”

“That,” Neve said, “is very commander and very worrying in the same sentence.” But she nodded, and kept it, and sat with him a while in the dark, the two of them turning the cold strange line over between them the way they turned every unsolvable thing.

“I keep coming back to one word,” she said, very low, so it wouldn’t carry to the sleeping camp. “Retained. The System usually doesn’t keep things. It reports things. This sounds too much like a preference. It assigned you a class you didn’t want. It watched the Aegis crisis try to feed you into the Repository and then named what survived. It has behaved like a thing that measures and announces, like a scale, like a clock. A clock doesn’t want the time to be anything.” She pushed her glasses up. “And now it’s used the word retained, which is a word with a will in it. You retain a thing because you’ve decided to keep it. Against something. For something. It looks as if the scale just developed a preference, Kael, after everything I thought I knew about it, and the thing it developed a preference about is the resolved regression subject and the anomaly it preserved.” She was quiet a moment. “I’ve spent my whole life believing that if you study a system long enough, you understand it. And the System may have just shown me a motive, and I have no way to study a motive, because a motive isn’t in the architecture, it’s in whatever’s behind the architecture, and I didn’t know there was a behind.” She drew a breath. “That frightens me more than the leash, honestly. The leash is a machine doing a terrible thing for a reason. This might be a thing that was never supposed to have reasons, having one, and preserving the anomaly, and not saying why.”

“Then we don’t say why either, yet,” Kael said. “We file it, and we watch, and we don’t borrow a war we can’t see the shape of.”

“That’s very disciplined and I hate it,” Neve said, but she folded it away the way he did, and the line faded from his vision, and the camp slept on under a frontier sky, and somewhere in the dark a conflict Kael couldn’t see had quietly marked him as a kept piece.



Vara found the last thread of herself on the ridge, just before dawn, and Kael was there to watch it land.

She’d been scanning the deep frontier all night, restless, doing the perimeter sweep she couldn’t stop doing, and as the gray came up she stopped at the ridge’s edge and went absolutely still, the stillness before violence, except there was no violence in it, only a kind of terrible recognition.

“There,” she said. “Look. On the lower track.”

Kael looked. Far below, picking their way across the unmapped frontier in the dawn, were travelers. Not Keepers, not a patrol. A small band, maybe six, with mounts and gear unlike anything in the kingdom’s settled heart, moving in a loose deadly formation, reading the terrain, carrying themselves like people who had never in their lives been inside a wall.

“Wandering warriors,” Kael said. “Like the three on the road at Tannery Ford.”

“Yes.” Vara’s voice was very even, which with her meant she was feeling everything. “And I know them, Kael. Not their faces. Their way. The way they hold their weight. The way that one checks the wind before the ridge. The footwork. The gear.” She raised one hand and, without thinking, mirrored a small movement one of them made, a settling of weight before a step, and her hand knew it, and her face when she realized her hand knew it was the face of a person finding the edge of a wound they hadn’t known they carried. “The academy made me a battle mage. Four years and a whole second lifetime I don’t remember. But the academy didn’t make this.” She lowered her hand slowly. “This is under the training. This is in my bones. And it matches nothing in the kingdom and everything in those six people down there.”

“You have no listed family,” Kael said quietly. “No home village. No before. In two timelines.”

“No before.” She watched the band pick its way east, toward the same frontier the team was crossing. “Because the academy took me young and erased it. That’s what they do, isn’t it. We learned it at Solhavn. Isolate the students. Sever the outside bonds. A child with no family is a closed system you can shape and watch and harvest. They took me from out here.” Her ice-blue eyes followed the wandering warriors. “I’m frontier-blood. Maybe nomad-blood. I come from the part of the kingdom nobody up the mountain mapped, the part that doesn’t live in walls, and the academy took me and made me theirs and told me a warrior is only what she does, not where she’s from, because that was the lie that kept me from looking.” Her jaw worked. “My missing family is a frontier we’re walking into. My before is out there, on a lower track, moving the way my hands move.” She turned to Kael, and there was the vertigo again, the hole in herself, but under it now something new: a direction. “I always thought I didn’t have a home. I had one. They took it. And it’s right there, and I don’t know whether I want to follow it or whether following it will break something I’ve spent two lifetimes not feeling.” She shoulder-bumped him, the wordless warrior thing. “Ruen Laverre said she knew a face like mine, on the frontier, a long way north. I should have gone to see her. I was afraid of the words. Apparently words can scare me after all.” She looked north, past the dawn. “After this. After the engine. I’m going to find out where I’m from. I think I have to.”

“You don’t have to want it yet,” Kael said. “You just have to keep your eyes open.”

“I always keep my eyes open.” But she said it softer than usual, watching her own people disappear into the deep frontier, and Kael let her have the silence, because some thresholds a person crossed alone.



The campfire, the night before, had been the last easy thing for a while, and Kael held onto the memory of it as the dawn came up.

Because before the letter and the System and Vara’s frontier-blood, there had been an hour around the fire that was just the found family widening to let the world in, and it had been good in the simple way good things were rare and good.

Suyin had told a guild story, and it was filthy, genuinely, gloriously filthy, a tale of a Gold-rank delver and a tavern wager and a thing involving a containment ward that should not have been possible, and she told it with dry unhurried command, traveled too far to be impressed by anything, and the whole camp had been helpless with it.

Neve had taken notes. Actual notes. “This is invaluable,” she’d said, scribbling, dead serious, “frontier oral tradition, the guild as a culture, I’m documenting the structure of the joke, the way the ward detail functions as a class-specific signifier,” and Suyin had stared at her and then laughed so hard she’d nearly fallen off the log.

“You’re writing down my dirty story as anthropology,” the Pathfinder had managed.

“It’s a primary source,” Neve had said, with dignity. “Everything is a primary source.”

Mira had tried to one-up it, of course, because Mira could not let a story go unchallenged, and her counter-story had been about an academy bonding ritual gone wrong and a faculty member’s tea and a sequence of events that had Adrienne putting her face in her hands and saying “I remember that incident, I had to write the report, Solis, I had to write the report,” which made it funnier.

“That cannot be true,” Suyin had said, delighted. “A bonding ritual does not produce that outcome. The geometry doesn’t allow it.”

“The geometry,” Mira had said, with enormous dignity, “did not account for me.”

“The geometry never accounts for you,” Adrienne had said, from behind her hands. “That’s the recurring theme of every incident report I ever filed. ‘The system did not anticipate Mira Solis.’ I considered having it printed on a stamp.”

“You should have,” Liss had said, flat, eating. “I’d respect the institution more if it admitted defeat in writing.”

Vara, who rarely volunteered into these things, had offered, deadpan, the warrior’s contribution: “In the first life she’d have been a terrifying scout. The kind that comes back from behind enemy lines with the enemy’s dinner and three of their dogs, who now love her.” A beat. “I mean that as the highest compliment available to me.”

“That IS the highest compliment available to you,” Mira had said, delighted. “Vara just said I’d be good at war. I’m framing it.”

And Suyin had watched the whole exchange with the slow cataloguing sweep, and at the end of it she’d said, dry, “I have guided a great many crews, and the good ones all have a thing they do, a shape they fall into around a fire. Soldiers complain. Delvers gamble. Merchants count. And you people,” she’d gestured at the lot of them with her flask, “you tease each other like it’s a competitive sport with no winner, and somewhere under it you’re all keeping track of whether everyone’s warm and fed and not too quiet. It’s a brutally efficient emotional logistics operation and none of you would admit it’s a system if I held a knife to you.” She’d drunk. “It’s a good system. For the record. I’ve sat at worse fires run by people who tried much harder.”

Suyin had looked around the fire then, at the famous Battle Healer and his impossible family, and Kael had watched her do the thing she did, the slow cataloguing sweep, except this time what landed at the end of it wasn’t amusement and wasn’t assessment. It was something closer to wistfulness, gone almost before it surfaced. “You people are ridiculous,” she’d said, and there’d been a warmth under the dryness she hadn’t let them hear before. “I’ve worked the circuit eight years. I’ve sat at a hundred camps with a hundred crews and every one of them was just people sharing a fire because the dark was cold. This is different. You’re not sharing a fire. You’re a, a thing, a single thing that happens to have a lot of faces.” She’d shaken her head and reached for the flask. “I don’t know whether I envy it or whether it would suffocate me. Both, probably. Mostly I’m choosing not to think about it, because in a few weeks I’m taking another contract and going somewhere none of you are, and that’s the deal, that’s always been the deal.” She’d drunk. “But it’s a good fire. I’ll give you that. It’s the best fire I’ve sat at in a long time.”

It had been, Kael thought, the most any of them had heard her give away.

Runa, throughout, had been rating the camp’s defensibility out loud, unprompted, because Runa relaxed by auditing things. “The eastern approach is exposed,” she’d noted, between stories. “If I had ward stones to spare I’d seal the gully. The fire’s positioned correctly, though. Whoever set it knew sightlines.” She’d nodded at Devi, who’d set it, and Devi had nodded back, the two of them having an entire warm conversation in the language of perimeter security while everyone else laughed at dirty stories.

And the houseplant had come up, because the houseplant always came up. Suyin had pointed her flask at the apple cutting riding in its pot by the wagon, faintly luminous in the firelight from Sera’s nearness, and said, “I have guided princes and Gold delvers and a man transporting a live wyrm egg, and none of them prepared me for a houseplant in the deep frontier.” Sera had said, serenely, that the cutting was a Lineage Anchor and arguably more important to the mission than any of the weapons, and Suyin had looked at it, and looked at Kael, and said, “She’s not wrong, is she. You people do that. You say something completely deranged and then it turns out to be tactically sound,” and Mira had seized the opening with both hands. “Speaking of weapons he won’t use,” she’d said, gleeful, “ask him about the frontier weapon racks. Go on. Ask him why he won’t pick up a single sword now that there’s no ward stopping him.” Kael had said he didn’t want to talk about it, and Mira had said that was exactly why everyone should talk about it, and the camp had spent a happy five minutes relitigating the most annoying personal growth on the eastern circuit, and Kael had borne it, because letting Mira make it weird was, he’d decided long ago, simply the tax on being loved by her.

And Liss had just been home. Eating, of course, standing at the edge of the firelight, humming her tuneless hum, watching the academy kids be delighted by a frontier she’d grown up in, and she’d caught Kael’s eye once and given him a flat dry look that said this is my whole childhood, these people are astonished by my Tuesday, and he’d understood, and that had been its own small intimacy.

The wanderer had let herself sit nearer the edge of the family than she meant to at that fire, Kael thought, watching the dawn. Suyin Adari, who didn’t do attachments, who’d taken the contract for pragmatic reasons and found the whole circus hilarious, had sat at the found family’s fire and told them a story and let Neve document it and laughed until she cried, and somewhere in that hour she’d stopped being only a hired guide and started being something closer to a companion, whether she’d meant to or not, whether she’d admit it or not.



At dawn they crossed into the deep frontier, and the enemy was waiting.

Suyin led them down off the ridge into the unmapped reach, and the land changed again, harder and stranger, the engine’s note loud enough now that even Mira said she could feel it in her teeth, and Sera rode at the front with the amber flecks high in her eyes, the team’s living compass, reading the receiver infrastructure that ran beneath everything like the roots of a buried tree.

And on a lower ridge, watching the road, sat the first Keeper patrol.

There were four of them, mounted, still, and they made no move to approach or flee. They simply watched, and what made the back of Kael’s neck prickle was the armor. It was not royal. It was not guild. It was old, in style if not in age, made in the pattern of something that predated the kingdom, lean dark plate with containment geometry worked into it, the same grammar Runa had read in the waystation lock, worn by living men sitting a frontier ridge in the dawn.

“Pre-kingdom styling,” Runa said quietly, beside Kael, reading the armor with her professional eye. “Deliberate. They’re not just tending the leash. They’re dressing as the builders. An order older than the crown, wearing the dead’s geometry.” Her voice was flat. “That’s a faith, not a job. You don’t dress as the founders unless you believe you’re continuing something sacred.”

The four Keepers watched the caravan come, and one of them raised a hand, not in threat, not in welcome, just in acknowledgment, the gesture of a sentry confirming a sighting up a chain of command, and then they turned their mounts and rode east, unhurried, toward the garrison none of the team had seen yet.

“They were waiting for us,” Sera said, watching them go, the engine’s vibration humming up through her. “Not to fight. To confirm. They’ve been feeling us coming through the lattice for weeks, the strongest signal in the kingdom walking east on its own legs. And now they’ve seen us with their eyes.” She turned to Kael, and the amber in her eyes was bright and certain and unafraid. “The enemy knows we’re coming. They’ve always known. We’re the bait that decided to walk itself into the trap, and they just sent a man to make sure the bait was real.” She looked east, toward the engine, toward Greer, toward the graveyard learning to drain the living. “There’s no surprising them now. There never was. The only thing they don’t know is the one thing Neve figured out on a desk in Wend.” A small fierce smile. “They think we’re a deposit. They don’t know we’re alive.”

Kael looked east, into the deep frontier, toward the fortress he hadn’t seen and the man he couldn’t disprove and the System that had kept him for a purpose it wouldn’t name, and he felt the journey turn one last time, from approach into reckoning.

“Then we keep moving,” he said, “and we stay alive, and we don’t let them measure us. Suyin. Take us in.”

“Now that’s an order I can work with,” the Pathfinder said, and turned her mount east, into the unmapped dark, and the caravan followed her down off the ridge toward the engine’s tooth-deep hum and everything the Repository had ever taken, gathered in one place, waiting.


Chapter 11: Earn It, Pathfinder

The frontier guild outpost at Harrow Gap was the last place with walls inside the deep frontier before the wilderness swallowed everything, and the men who held it did not believe a word the Order of the Amber Line had to say.

Kael understood the disbelief on sight. He’d have felt it himself, in his first life, watching a caravan roll in off the trade road behind a pretty copper-haired healer, a mobile clinic painted the green and amber of an academy nobody out here respected, and eight women who looked, to a hardened delver, like exactly the kind of soft mountain children the frontier ate for breakfast. The outpost was a horseshoe of stone and timber dug into a ridge, its yard packed with guild crews staging for contracts, and every one of them stopped what they were doing to watch the Aegis party arrive, and not one of them looked impressed.

“They think we’re tourists,” Mira said cheerfully, sliding off the wagon seat. She’d given up shoes two stations ago and the frontier gravel didn’t seem to bother her bare feet at all. “Look at them. They think we got lost on the way to a poetry recital.”

“They think we’re going to die,” Vara said. She had gone very still on her mount, scanning the yard the way she scanned a battlefield, and Kael watched her read the guild crews and felt the change come over her, the thing that had been building since the wandering warriors on the ridge. “And they’re not wrong to wonder. These are real fighters. Not academy. Not soft.” She dismounted, and there was something almost hungry in the set of her shoulders. “Finally.”

A heavyset woman in scarred leathers crossed the yard toward them, a Bronze rank badge at her collar and the bearing of someone who ran the place. She looked at the clinic wagon, at the plant in the pot lashed to its side, Sera’s apple cutting riding east, at Runa already crouched and frowning at the outpost’s gate-ward sigils, and her mouth did something that wasn’t quite a smile.

“Master Roe sent word you were coming,” she said. “Said to give you the certification delve and the courtesy of the gate. Didn’t say you’d bring a garden.” She jerked her chin at the staging crews. “Word of advice from someone who’s buried more academy graduates than I can count. The frontier doesn’t care who your dean is. It doesn’t care what your bond number is. It cares whether you can clear a hole that’s trying to kill you, and it finds out fast.” She looked at Kael, and clearly knew exactly who he was, and clearly did not adjust her opinion for it. “The Battle Healer of Aegis. Heard you held a mountain. Out here a held mountain and a hot meal get you the meal.” She turned to go. “Pit’s that way if your people want to settle their standing before the delve. The crews always want to. You’ll want to let them. Easier to fight beside someone after you’ve fought them.”

She walked off, and Vara watched her go, and then Vara looked at the sparring pit on the far side of the yard, a sunken ring of packed earth ringed by a low stone lip, where two delvers were already circling, and Kael saw his vanguard come the rest of the way alive.

“I’m settling our standing,” Vara said.

“Vara,” Adrienne began, in the director’s voice.

“With respect, Director.” Vara didn’t take her eyes off the pit. “You can negotiate with a chancellor. You can command a coalition. Out here, with these people, none of that means anything until someone of ours gets in that ring and earns it the only way they understand. You know it’s true. You’ve watched me do it in the dungeon for years.” She finally glanced back, and there was a grin starting at the corner of her mouth, the rare one, the devastating one. “Let me do my job. My job is being the reason they take us seriously. And I have been waiting my whole life to fight people who fight like me, and I didn’t even know that until two days ago, and I am not going to stand in a yard full of them and drink tea.”

Kael looked at her, at the frontier thing in her unspooling after years wound tight by the academy, and made the commander’s call about an asset ready to be used.

“Go,” he said. “Settle our standing. Don’t kill anyone.”

“I never kill anyone I’m trying to make respect me,” Vara said, already moving. “That’s amateur.”



The duel drew the whole outpost, because a guild duel always did, and because word had gone around that the academy girl wanted the pit, and there is no entertainment on the frontier like watching a soft mountain child learn what the world costs.

Except Vara was not soft, and the outpost found that out in the first ten seconds.

Her opponent was a Silver-rank named Dax, a lean scarred man with a guild reputation and a reach advantage and the easy confidence of someone who had never lost a pit fight to anyone who hadn’t earned a higher badge than his. The guild rules were simple: first to yield or first put down, no killing strikes, magic permitted at half-channel, which was the frontier’s way of keeping a friendly contest from leveling the outpost. Dax came in loose and grinning, testing her, the way you test a rookie, expecting the academy-trained flinch.

Vara did not flinch. Vara went still.

Kael had watched her go still before a thousand strikes across two lifetimes, and he watched the outpost not understand what they were seeing, the absolute motionlessness that was more dangerous than any movement, the moment before she moved hanging in the dusty air like a held breath. Dax’s first probing swing met nothing, because she had already read it and was no longer where it landed, and his second met a forearm block that staggered him with its force, because the willowy academy girl hit like something twice her size, and the grin went off his face.

“There it is,” murmured Suyin, who had appeared at the pit’s lip beside Kael with a flask and the air of someone settling in to enjoy a show. She watched Vara with a professional’s eye, the dry amusement carrying an edge of genuine appreciation under it. “She’s not academy-trained. Not underneath. Look at her footwork. That’s no school I’ve seen, and I’ve seen a lot. Where’d you find her?”

“She found herself,” Kael said. “Out here, mostly. The last few days.”

Suyin glanced at him, then back at the pit, and said nothing, but she watched Vara the way a person watches something that surprises them.

The fight stopped being a lesson and became a war. Dax was good, genuinely good, frontier-honed and ring-smart, and he stopped playing and came at Vara with everything, half-channeled fire trailing his strikes, and the pit lit with it. But Vara had spent two lifetimes fighting things that did not tire and did not yield, and a man, however skilled, was a problem her body had solved ten thousand times. She gave ground in inches, the disciplined retreat, reading him, letting him spend himself, and Kael saw the moment she decided the lesson was over, the weight shifting forward, the stillness gathering for the strike.

And then a new technique came out of her.

She’d been Soulmate-bonded long enough, augmented, fighting at a level the academy had never let her reach, but the technique that came out of her now was new, born of the bond and the frontier and the joy of fighting people who were finally worth fighting. She caught Dax’s burning strike on a barrier, not blocking it but redirecting it, a vanguard’s barrier turned offensive, the way Kael turned healer skills into weapons, and she folded his own fire back along the line of his arm and put him on his back in the dust with his own momentum and a precise controlled blow that knocked the wind out of him without breaking anything.

The System acknowledged it, in Kael’s vision, watching, because the bond carried it.

[VARA MALKYN: TECHNIQUE UNLOCKED - REDIRECT VANGUARD]

The pit went silent. Dax lay in the dust, breathing hard, looking up at the woman standing over him, and Vara held out a hand, and after a moment he took it, and she hauled him to his feet, and that was when the outpost started to cheer, because the frontier respected exactly one thing, and she had just shown them all of it.

“Yield,” Dax said, grinning through the dust, working his shoulder. “Gods. Yield. Where in the cold did the academy find you?”

“They didn’t,” Vara said. “They took me from somewhere out here and tried to make me forget it.” She said it loud enough to carry, and the wandering warriors among the crews, the ones with the frontier-blood gear, went quiet and looked at her with something new. “I’m still figuring out where. But I fight the way these hills fight, and I came home and didn’t know it was home until I got in this pit. So.” She looked around at all of them, and the grin was full now, and Kael’s chest ached at the rare sight of it. “I’m Vara. We’re the Order of the Amber Line. We’re here to kill the thing that’s been industrializing your dungeons and bleeding your stations cold. And anyone who still thinks we’re tourists can come find me in the ring.”

Nobody took her up on it. But the outpost looked at the Aegis party differently after that, and the heavyset Bronze-rank found Kael at the pit’s edge and said, grudgingly, “All right. Your warrior earned the courtesy. The delve’s at first light. Try to keep up.”



The delve was a frontier dungeon two hours out from Harrow Gap that the Keepers had reopened and restructured, and it was nothing like an academy dungeon, and it nearly got them killed, and that was the point.

Suyin led, because no one else could. An academy dungeon was proctored, mapped, bounded, a controlled environment with a known floor and a known exit and a faculty member somewhere who’d pull you out if it went wrong. This was a wound in the frontier with no proctor and no map and no one coming, and the only thing between the team and a bad death was a Silver-rank Pathfinder reading the dark.

“First thing,” Suyin said at the dungeon-mouth, all business now, the dry amusement filed away, “is that this was a clean Tier 3 delve a month ago. I cleared it myself. It is not a Tier 3 delve anymore. Somebody came in here and rebuilt it.” She crouched at the threshold, reading marks in the stone Kael couldn’t see. “New galleries cut where there were none. The old creatures driven out or changed. And channeling arrays, here, and here, see the inlay, the same grammar your Warden keeps swearing at.” She glanced at Runa. “They turned my dungeon into a piece of the engine. An intake. It’s not a dungeon now. It’s a lung. Breathing the frontier’s bond-energy back toward the garrison.”

“Confirmed,” Sera said quietly, the amber high in her eyes, her hand against the dungeon-mouth’s cold stone. “The whole place is plumbed. There are siphon threads running through it, thin ones, test pulses, the same as the stations. It’s drawing already. Not much yet. But it’s drawing.”

“Then we clear it and we break the arrays,” Kael said, and the commander’s voice dropped, and the team settled into the organism. “Suyin, you’re our eyes, you call the terrain and we trust it absolutely, no academy second-guessing. Vara, Torren, vanguard, but this is unmapped, so we move slow and we don’t overextend. Devi, barriers on the arrays the second we find them, don’t let the place feed off us, same as the waystation. Runa, you read the channeling and you tell us what cutting it does before we cut it. Sera, mark the threads. Neve, you’re behind me, you watch for anything that doesn’t fit the pattern. Liss, you hold the rear with the squad and you keep everyone breathing.” He looked at them. “This is the hardest Keeper-restructured frontier delve we’ve faced at this scale. So we’re the net. Move.”

It was a hard delve, the hardest of the journey, and the team felt every place where the academy had made them comfortable. The frontier dungeon did not play by the rules they knew. The new galleries the Keepers had cut doubled back and crossed themselves, designed not for a delver’s logic but for the engine’s circulation, and twice Suyin pulled them back from a passage that looked safe and was not, a gallery that vented bad air, a floor that wasn’t floor. The creatures were worse than wrong. They were the receiver network’s machinery, the same as the constructs at the waystation but newer, purpose-built, and the frontier beasts the Keepers had caught and altered, animals with channeling geometry grafted into them, living intakes, things that hurt to look at and hurt worse to kill.

But the team was not the team that had left Aegis, and Kael felt it in the fighting. They had crossed a kingdom together. They had buried the easy version of themselves somewhere back on the trade road. They fought now like a single veteran organism, Vara and Torren holding the line with the new redirect technique flowing between them, Devi’s barriers strangling the arrays before they could feed, Runa reading the channeling and calling which lines to cut, Sera marking the threads, Liss holding the rear with the flat competence that had kept frontier patients breathing since she was thirteen, and Kael at the center, turning healer skills into weapons, the Barrier Lance and the diagnostic-targeting and underneath all of it the thing that had been growing in him since Station Eight.

The bond-shield. The nascent skill, seeded at the going-thin couple, was developing under the pressure of the intake’s pulses. Every time one of the dungeon’s siphon threads clawed at the team’s bonds, Kael felt himself reach instinctively to shield them, to wrap the network in something that turned the thread aside, and every time he did it the System glimmered at the edge of his awareness, a skill trying to be born, not yet whole.

[REVERSE MEND: SECONDARY APPLICATION DEVELOPING - 71%]

Not yet. But closer. He tucked it into the same cold compartment as every other half-born tool and kept fighting.

The worst of it came in the deepest gallery, where the Keepers had cut their largest array into a natural cavern and grafted a frontier wyrm-spawn into the channeling, a young corruption-scaled thing the length of three wagons, its body threaded with inlaid metal that made it a living intake. It came out of a side-cut Suyin had flagged but couldn’t fully read, and for a bad ten seconds the team was on the back foot in a way the academy had never let them be, no proctor, no net, the cavern echoing with the thing’s shriek and the bad-air taste of the array feeding it.

“It’s drawing off us,” Runa called, hands already flying. “Same as the constructs, scaled up, the array pours our channel-bleed straight into the beast. Sip, don’t feast, all of you, now.”

“Belay that,” Kael said, because the thing was too fast and too strong to chip at with throttled skills, and the commander’s brain did the arithmetic the body could now back. “Runa, can you starve the array faster than it feeds?”

“Thirty seconds.”

“You’ve got fifteen. Devi, barrier the side-cut, it doesn’t get behind us. Vara, Torren, full channel, I’ll carry the bleed.”

The wyrm-spawn came at them across the cavern, three wagons of corruption-scaled muscle threaded with inlaid metal, and it moved wrong, faster than its size should allow, the grafted channeling driving it past the limits of any natural beast. Its first strike took a chunk out of the cavern wall where Torren had been a half-second before, stone spraying, and its second came low and lateral, a tail-sweep meant to take the whole vanguard’s legs, and Vara leapt it and Torren rolled under it and the squad scattered and re-formed exactly the way relentless cross-track drilling had taught them, giving ground without breaking, leading the thing onto the footing they wanted. Kael felt the new skill stir, the bond-shield reaching, turning the array’s siphon threads aside before they could harvest the team’s spent energy, and the System acknowledged the strain, the developing application climbing as he held the network shielded under fire. It cost him, channels burning and hands shaking with the effort of holding the new application under pressure, but it bought the vanguard the right to fight at full strength while Runa starved the floor.

“Floor’s at half,” Runa called, her hands flying through the ward-sigils, the array dimming node by node. “Five seconds. Hold it off me.”

“Vara, its head, now, while it’s still array-fed and stupid,” Kael called, catching the overcommit in the beast’s angle and borrowed speed, “it’ll overcommit to the strike, that’s your opening.” And Vara saw it, the stillness gathering even mid-storm, and when the wyrm-spawn reared and drove its corruption-scaled head down at her with all the grafted channeling’s borrowed strength, she didn’t dodge, she stepped inside it, into the place the strike couldn’t reach, and hit the thing with the new redirect technique, catching its own grafted channeling and folding it back along the line of its spine so the beast’s own stolen power tore through it from the inside. It convulsed, the array-fed strength turning on itself, and Torren put a Lance through the joint she’d opened at the base of its skull, and the thing came apart in the dark, stone and corruption-scale and dead metal, as Runa’s last ward snapped the array dead and the cavern went quiet.

Kael flexed shaking fingers and felt the cost and the worth of it both. This was the frontier. This was what graduates did, what the guild crews staging back at Harrow Gap did every week for a Bronze-rank bounty, and the team had just done it the hard way and lived, and somewhere up the progression ladder Suyin worked, and somewhere above her the Gold ranks, and somewhere above them whatever the world had that an academy never showed you. The headroom was real. He’d felt small since Tannery Ford, outranked by graduates, humbled by a wandering Pathfinder, and the smallness was the gift, because it meant there was a long way up and he was finally, cleanly, climbing it.

They cleared it. They broke the arrays, Devi barriering each one while Runa cut the channeling clean, and the dungeon’s stolen breath stopped, the siphon threads going slack, and Sera let out a long breath as the place went quiet in her perception for the first time. And in the settling dark, the System gave the team what every fight since the trade road had been building toward, the thing the regression had stolen for years and now, resolved, gave back.

[ENEMY CLEARED: FRONTIER INTAKE DUNGEON (KEEPER-RESTRUCTURED)] [LEVEL: 22 -> 24] [VARA MALKYN: LEVEL UP] [TORREN GRIEVE: LEVEL UP]

Kael felt it land in his body, numbers no longer abstract but real. More channel capacity, a Barrier Lance that came faster and cut deeper, a Reverse Mend buffer that held more. Two levels from one hard clear. The journey was making him, finally, as a journey was supposed to make a man, and there was no old penalty dragging it back, no hidden fluctuation eating his progress. Just the clean arithmetic of having fought a hard thing and won.

“That’s what it’s supposed to feel like,” he said, half to himself.

“What is?” Mira asked, bouncing over, untouched and grinning, the way she somehow stayed through every fight.

“Getting stronger,” Kael said. “From the fight. Like everyone else does. For years it never quite stuck. The numbers were always fighting me.” He flexed one hand, feeling the new capacity. “Now they’re not. Now a level is just a level, and I earned it, and it’s mine.”

“Welcome to being a normal person,” Suyin said dryly, wiping her short blade on a rag. She’d come through the delve without a scratch, of course, moving through the worst of it with the unhurried economy of a graduate who’d done a hundred of these. But she was looking at the team differently now, and Kael had watched her opinion shift over the whole delve, fight by fight, from sheltered kids to something else. “All right. I’ll say it, because I said the opposite three days ago and I’m not too proud to revise.” She sheathed the blade. “You’re not tourists. You’re sheltered, you ask too many questions, your healer talks to a plant, and your Warden audited the dungeon’s structural integrity in the middle of a fight, which I don’t think I’ve seen anyone do quite like that. But you’re dangerous. Genuinely. You move like a crew that’s bled together, and that takes most guild teams time, and you’ve apparently got it.” She looked at Vara, then at Kael. “I came on this contract to keep some academy children from dying on my frontier. I’m revising the assignment. You don’t need keeping alive. You need someone who knows the country. That, I can do, and I’ll do it well, because now I actually want to see how this ends.” A pause, the dry edge returning. “Also your warrior is rare fun in the pit and I’d like to fight her again, for professional reasons.”

“You want to fight Vara,” Kael said.

“I want to fight Vara,” Suyin agreed, unbothered. “I want to know if I can take her. It’s been bothering me since the duel. It’s a character flaw. Roe says it’s why I don’t have a Gold rank, that I keep wanting to fight things instead of route around them.” She shrugged, fluid. “He’s probably right. Doesn’t make me want it less.”

Across the chamber, Vara, who had clearly heard all of it, looked up from cleaning her weapons with clean competitive interest aimed at Suyin.

“Anytime, Pathfinder,” she said.

“After the contract,” Suyin said. “I don’t fight my own crew on the clock. Bad for discipline.”

And the two of them looked at each other, the warrior and the wanderer, two physical competitive women taking each other’s measure, and something settled between them that wasn’t quite friendship yet but was its blunt frontier cousin, and Kael filed that too, the family widening one more inch.



They made it back to Harrow Gap by dusk, cleared and leveled and welcome now, and the outpost that had thought they were tourists fed them at its own fire and traded frontier stories with them late into the night. And Vara, riding the high of the duel and the delve and the day’s discovery of herself, found Kael at the edge of the firelight and didn’t say anything, just tipped her head toward the outpost’s spare quarters, and Kael followed her, because some invitations didn’t need words and never had with her.

The room was small and bare, a frontier bunk and a window and a basin, and Vara was already pulling off her gear before the door shut, not seductively, never seductively, the way she always undressed, like shedding combat weight, the armor and the straps and the sweat-damp underclothes peeling off in efficient practiced motions until she stood in the dim room all muscle and scar and coiled energy, the tall powerful body the academy had honed and the frontier had finally claimed.

But she was grinning.

That was what Kael couldn’t look away from. Vara did not grin. Vara fought and yielded and rebuilt fast and cold, and her vulnerability was a thing she let slip only rarely and then sealed over, and here she was, grinning at him in a frontier outpost room, loose with her shoulders down and her mouth open in a grin, because nothing in her was braced against the next disaster.

“You won,” he said.

“I won.” She crossed to him, still grinning, and shoved him back against the wall, hard, the contest energy, but lighter than it had ever been, almost playful. “I won in the pit and I won in the hole and I found out I’m from out here, and I don’t think I’ve felt like this, Kael, I don’t have a word for it, I feel like, like I’m finally standing in the right place.” She pressed against him, all that warm muscle, her ice-blue eyes bright and close. “Everything I’ve felt good about, I had to brace for it to go wrong. Win a fight, brace for the next one. Cross a bond, brace for it to cost me. The whole world’s been a thing I had to hold against.” Her mouth was an inch from his. “And today I won and I didn’t have to brace. Because I’m home. Or close to it. And I want you, and it’s not because the adrenaline’s got nowhere to go, it’s because I’m happy, and happy is rare in this shape, and I want to find out what it’s like.”

“Then let’s find out,” Kael said, and took her face in his hands, and kissed her, and she made a sound against his mouth that was half a laugh.

The contest came anyway, because it always came with Vara, but tonight it was a game and not a war. She pinned his wrists to the wall and he let her feel it for a second, let her think she had him, and then reversed it, Soulmate-augmented strength meeting hers, the one thing that made her body sing, being matched, being met by someone who could actually hold her. She shoved back, testing his grip with real strength, the muscle standing out in her arms, and he held, and her eyes went bright with the challenge of it, and they wrestled for it across the small room, knocking the basin off its stand, her driving him back and him turning it, neither of them giving an inch, both of them grinning now, sweat-slick and laughing, and it was closer to delight than war. She got a leg behind his and nearly took him down and he caught her and lifted her clean off her feet, the augmented strength making it easy, and she snarled with the pure pleasure of being lifted by someone who could, her legs locking around his waist, and for a moment they just held there, foreheads together, breathing hard, grinning at each other like two fighters who’d found, at last, a worthy opponent, which was exactly what they were.

He got her down onto the bunk finally, both her wrists in one of his hands above her head, his weight settling over her, and she tested his grip, flexed against it with real strength, the muscle in her arms standing out, and he held, and her eyes went the way they only went when she was overwhelmed by being matched, the ice cracking toward something hot and helpless.

“There,” she breathed. “Gods. You can hold me. You can actually hold me. Do you know how rare that is? Do you know how badly I needed to be held by someone who could?” She arched up against his weight, her small tight A-cups, the hard nipples, her body all power and want. “Don’t let go. Make me work for it. Make me earn it. I want to lose to someone who makes me lose.”

He drove his cock into her like that, sinking deep into her slick heat in one hard stroke that made her snarl, because it was what her lane demanded and what she was begging for, slow and hard, her wrists pinned and her strong thighs wrapping his hips and gripping with crushing force, her body gripping him with every thrust as if even her pleasure fought him, and she met every stroke with her hips driving up, fighting him for the rhythm, and he gave it back and took it from her by turns, the contest playing out in the bed the way it had played out in the pit. She growled, the guttural competitive sound that was her version of a moan, “Harder, don’t you dare hold back, I didn’t hold back on Dax and you don’t get to hold back on me,” and he gripped her wrists tighter and drove his cock deeper, bottoming out against her, and she snarled with pleasure.

He let her wrists go to flip her, because she’d want it from behind, the warrior position, and she came up onto her knees with a fighter’s speed and threw a grin back at him over her shoulder, sweat-damp dark hair across her face. He took her from behind with one hand at the back of her neck, the way she liked, controlling her, matching her strength, and buried his cock in her dripping pussy in one long stroke that drove the breath out of her in a sharp snarl. She pushed back onto him hard, taking every inch, her muscular glutes flexing as she slammed back to meet him, the long line of her back and shoulders all defined muscle in the dim light, the visual anchor of her, power in motion, his cock dragging deep through her clenching heat. He pressed her down by the back of the neck, just enough, and she let him, which was the whole thing with Vara, the gap between I could break free and I choose to stay, and she chose to stay, her arms braced against the bunk, her body rocking back to take him deeper with every thrust.

“This is too much fun,” she got out, half-laughing, half-growling, “fighting and winning and then this, I want this every day, I want to win a pit fight and then have you hold me down every single day for the rest of my, oh,” as he changed the angle and found the place that broke her concentration, “for the rest of my, that’s not fair, that’s cheating, do it again.”

He did it again, and again, gripping her hip with his free hand hard enough to mark, hauling her back onto him to meet each stroke, the slap of skin and her sharp bitten growls filling the small frontier room. She fought the rhythm and lost it and found it and lost it again, her warrior’s control fraying with every thrust, her hands fisting in the rough blanket, and through the Soulmate bond Kael felt the precise moment her body stopped fighting him and started chasing it, the contest tipping over into pure want.

He did it again. He worked her the way her lane demanded, building toward the loss of control she fought and craved in equal measure, the warrior who never lost, and he felt it building in her through the Soulmate bond, the pressure rising, her growls coming shorter, her rhythm faltering, the discipline she carried into everything finally starting to crack.

“I’m going to,” she snarled, and there was the edge of panic in it that always came right before she shattered, the part of her that fought the orgasm because losing control was the one thing she’d been raised to never do. “Kael, I’m going to, I can’t hold it, I don’t want to hold it, I’m so tired of holding everything.”

“Then don’t,” he growled, his hand tightening on the back of her neck, driving into her hard and steady. “You won today. You don’t have to brace anymore. Let it go. Let me have it.”

And she shattered.

She squirted hard, the signature, the visual proof of total loss of control in someone who hated losing it, release gushing hot around him and soaking his hips and the bunk beneath them, her whole body convulsing, the discipline breaking spectacularly, a sound tearing out of her that was somewhere between fury and ecstasy, her thighs clenching, her hands fisting in the rough blanket, the orgasm she’d fought taking her completely because she’d let it. Kael felt it flood back through the bond, the warrior’s fierce climax echoing into him, and he gripped her hips and buried his cock as deep as she could take him and let go, his cum spurting into her in hard pulses as she shook and shuddered through it, her warrior body wringing him dry, the two of them locked together while her body spent itself.

And then she did not rebuild fast and cold. Often, Vara came apart and then snapped back together faster than anyone, sealing the vulnerability over, the warrior reasserting herself. Tonight she stayed broken open. She collapsed forward onto the bunk and pulled him down with her and stayed loose, sweat-sheened and grinning and entirely unbraced, her ice-blue eyes soft and unguarded in a way that usually vanished quickly and tonight just kept going.

“I’m not bracing,” she said, wondering, her voice rough. “Usually right now I’m already up, already armored, already watching the door. And I’m just. Lying here. With you. And nothing in me is getting ready for the next bad thing.” She rolled to face him, and the grin had gone gentle. “I think I’m from out here, Kael. I think these are my people. The way they move. The way they fight. The way that woman in the pit looked at me like she knew me. I’ve spent this life feeling like a piece was missing and I think the piece is a place, and the place is the frontier, and I’m closer to it than I’ve been yet.” She said more than she usually volunteered at once, raw, and then she stopped, almost embarrassed by it, except Vara didn’t do embarrassed, so it came out as a shoulder-bump and a gruff, “Don’t make it weird.”

“I won’t make it weird,” Kael said. “Mira will make it weird. I’ll just be glad you found it.”

“Mira will absolutely make it weird,” Vara agreed, and laughed, the real one, and stayed where she was, unbraced, in a frontier room a long way from the academy that had taken her, closer to wherever she’d come from than the academy had ever let her feel.



The emissary came under a flag of parley at dawn, and the outpost fell silent watching him cross the yard.

He rode alone, a single Keeper in the lean dark pre-kingdom-styled armor, no weapon drawn, a white cloth tied to a raised spear, and he stopped at the edge of the guild ground and waited to be received, which was its own kind of statement, a man walking into a hostile outpost on nothing but the strength of an old custom. The guild crews watched him with their hands near their weapons. He didn’t seem to mind.

Kael went out to meet him, with Adrienne and Vara at his shoulders and the rest of the team fanned behind, and the emissary looked at him with the calm assessing eyes of a man who’d been told exactly who he was riding to find.

“Battle Healer Dayne,” the emissary said. “I carry words from Castellan Greer.” He did not dismount, and he did not lower the flag. “The Castellan knows you are coming. He has known for weeks. He could have met you with steel and chose not to. He sends this instead.” The man’s voice was level, almost respectful. “He requests a meeting. You and him, on neutral ground, the old waymarker shrine at Sorrow’s Reach, two days east. He gives his word, on the Repository and on his own name, that it is not a trap. No steel. No siphon. A conversation.”

“And if I say no,” Kael said.

“Then he fights you at the garrison, and people die who do not need to,” the emissary said simply. “He would rather not. He believes you may be the most important man alive, Battle Healer. He does not want to kill you. He wants you to understand him.” Something almost like sympathy crossed the man’s weathered face. “He wants to recruit you. He thinks if you knew what he knows, you would join him. I have served the Castellan twenty years and I trust his word, and I am telling you he believes that, all the way down.” He gathered his reins. “Two days. Sorrow’s Reach. He will wait one day past the appointed time, out of courtesy, and then the courtesy ends.” He turned his mount. “He said to tell you one thing more, in his own words, so I will say it exactly. ‘Tell him I am not the thing under the world. I am the man holding the door shut. And I would very much like his help holding it.’”

He rode out the way he’d come, unhurried, the white flag high, and the outpost watched him go, and Kael stood in the dawn with the words settling cold in his chest, because the enemy he couldn’t disprove had just extended a hand and asked him, courteously, to help.

“Well,” Suyin said, from behind him, reading the emissary’s line of retreat out of professional habit. “Your competent enemy has manners. That’s worse. The ones with manners are always worse.” She squinted east, toward Sorrow’s Reach, toward the garrison. “I know that shrine. I can get you there clean. The question is whether you should go.”

Kael looked east, toward the low pull in the stone, toward the man holding a door he claimed was the only thing between the world and what slept under it, and he thought of Devi’s words by the fire, that he wouldn’t out-reason this man, that nobody had managed to out-reason her, that he’d have to out-love him somehow and she didn’t know how you did that.

“I’m going,” he said.


Chapter 12: Parley

Sorrow’s Reach was an old waymarker shrine on a spur of bare rock where three frontier tracks met, and it had been a holy place once, before the kingdom, and you could feel that it had been holy the way you could feel that the garrison ahead had been built to take. Suyin brought them to it clean, two days east through country that would have killed a team without her, reading the dry washes and the venting dungeon-mouths and the silences that meant predators, and she put them on the shrine’s spur at midday with the sun high and the engine’s note humming up through the stone loud enough now that they all felt it in their teeth.

Castellan Aldous Greer was already there.

Kael had built a hundred versions of the man in his head across the long dread of the road, and none of them had been right, because all of them had been versions of Rehn, the venal man, the cartoon, and Greer was nothing like that. He stood alone at the shrine’s heart, a tall broad man in his fifties in the lean dark Keeper armor, gray at the temples, a soldier’s bearing worn smooth by decades, and his face when he turned to watch the team approach was not cruel and not mad and not greedy. It was tired, and kind, and certain, which was worse than all three of the things Kael had been braced for.

“Battle Healer Dayne,” Greer said, and his voice was low and carrying, a commander’s voice, a teacher’s voice. “Thank you for coming. I know what it cost you to trust the flag. I’d have hesitated too.” He looked past Kael at the team, the eight bonded women, the Warden, the warrior, the wandering Pathfinder, and something moved across his face that might have been grief. “And there it is. The richest thing in the kingdom, walking on its own legs into the worst place in the world. Look at all of you. So bright. So alive.” He shook his head slowly. “I’m so sorry it has to be you. Of everyone it could have been, I’m sorriest it’s you.”

“You wanted to talk,” Kael said. “Talk.”

There was a fourth presence on the spur, Kael noted, settling into the threat-assessment even here: a royal officer in frontier kit standing a careful distance off, a younger man, thirty-odd, with the by-the-book stillness of someone present in an official capacity and deeply uncertain about it. Neve had gone very still at the sight of him.

“Captain Imrin Vael,” the officer said, when Kael’s gaze found him. “Eastern frontier command. I’m here as a kingdom observer, nothing more. The Castellan requested a neutral witness and the command sent me.” His jaw was tight. “For the record, the crown has not sanctioned the garrison construction and has not sanctioned the Keepers. I’m here to watch and report. Not to take a side.” But his eyes went to Kael’s caravan, to the going-thin reports he’d surely read, and Kael saw a man whose by-the-book neutrality was costing him something.

“Vael,” Neve said, very quietly, almost to herself, and the captain glanced at her, not understanding, and Kael saw her file it, the conspiracy-wall instinct, the thread too long to pull yet.

“We’ll get to the captain’s name,” Greer said, with a faint sad smile, as if he knew exactly what it meant and had known for years. “It matters more than he knows. But first.” He spread his empty hands, the gesture of a man laying out a case. “Let me tell you what I am, Battle Healer, since the kingdom has surely told you I’m a monster. I commanded a royal garrison for twenty years. I held the eastern line when the crown forgot the east existed. I buried more good soldiers than you’ve met. And in my fortieth year a Keeper came to me, the way one came to Dorien Vael fifty years ago, and showed me a truth the crown is too young and too proud to hold.” He let his hands fall. “The receiver network is not a weapon. It was never a weapon. The pre-kingdom builders did not make it to harvest power. They made it to bleed power away. To starve something. There is a thing sealed in the deep beneath this kingdom, older than the kingdom, older than the builders, and the network is the leash that has kept it starved and asleep for five hundred years. The harvest you’ve been fighting your whole short life, the thing that hurt your people, the thing the academy banned your class to hide, it is not cruelty. It is containment. It is the only thing standing between a sleeping god and a kingdom that doesn’t know it’s a nursery built over a furnace.”

“We’ve read your letter,” Adrienne said, the director, level and unimpressed in the way only a woman who’d survived a committee could be unimpressed by a reasonable man. “The one to the young officer, years ago. Solhavn intercepted it. You write very well, Castellan. You make atrocity sound like duty better than anyone I’ve ever read, and I served on a sealed committee that did nothing else.”

Greer inclined his head, accepting the hit without flinching. “I do. It’s a gift and a curse. I had to make it sound like duty to myself first, Director, or I couldn’t have done it. You know that. You’ve watched men do it. The difference between me and your committee is that they justified hiding a truth to protect their comfort. I’m justifying a terrible work to protect the world. The form is the same. The content is not. And I’d rather be a man who can’t tell the difference than a man who never had to try.” He turned back to Kael, and the full force of him settled, the recruitment, the hand extended. “I didn’t ask you here to fight you. I asked you here because you are the person my order has documented at the center of this crisis, and you don’t know it, and I do. You are the only Battle Healer in our records whose bond-network survived a Repository harvest attempt and kept growing. The Amber Line. Eight bonds. A Soulmate web that gets stronger instead of being bled.” His voice dropped, urgent now, genuine. “Do you understand what that is? In the language of the leash? You are the documented case in five centuries whose network kept warming the deep after the leash failed to consume it. Every bond you deepen, every threshold you cross, pours warmth into the thing the leash exists to starve. You are, with the best intentions in the world, with love, with love, Battle Healer, waking the thing the builders died to keep asleep.”

The shrine went silent. The engine’s note hummed up through the stone. Kael felt the team behind him, felt the bonds, felt the warmth of them, the thing this man was telling him was a furnace under a child’s bed.

“And this is why I asked you here instead of killing you,” Greer went on, softer, the offer laid bare. “The reckless among my order want to drain you. Mine you like a vein. They’ve built an engine to do it, and they’re running it too hard, draining the living frontier instead of carefully maintaining the leash, and I am ashamed of them. But I don’t want to drain you, Kael. I want to recruit you. You are the most powerful bond-channeler my order has documented alive. With you, the network could be redirected properly. We could bleed power away from the deep the way the builders intended, precisely, sustainably, without emptying the frontier. We could hold the door shut for another five hundred years and do it kindly. I am asking you to help me hold it.” He extended his hand, an actual hand, across the holy stone. “Join me. Be the leash-keeper the world has needed since the builders died. Use your gift to starve the sleeper instead of feeding it. Save the world the way it actually needs saving, not the way you wish it could be saved.”

Kael looked at the offered hand for a long moment, and the team held its breath, and far away the engine’s buried hum moved under the rock, and he thought about Devi by the fire, and Sera, and a leash, and a door.

“No,” he said.

Greer didn’t withdraw the hand. “Tell me why. Not ‘no.’ I’ve earned a why.”

“You have.” Kael’s voice was quiet, the commander’s quiet, the kind that made people lean in. “I’ve spent two lifetimes being told that love is a liability. The academy banned my class for it, because a Battle Healer’s bonds make him too strong and too dangerous and too hard to control. The Blight traveled through bonds, so they taught us bonds were a vector for corruption. The Repository harvests bonds, so the whole architecture of the world says love is a thing to be mined. And now you, the most reasonable man I’ve ever met, are standing on a holy rock telling me that love wakes the monster, so I have to ration it, starve it, keep the world cold so the sleeper stays asleep.” He shook his head slowly. “Every authority I have ever known has told me the same thing in a different voice. Love is the problem. Love is the danger. Spend it carefully, hide it, bleed it, never let it grow. My entire life has been the rejection of that premise. I became a Battle Healer because I refused it. I built the Amber Line because I refused it. I am not going to stand here at the end of all that and agree with you that the answer to a sleeping god is to drain the warmth out of the world.” He met Greer’s tired eyes. “Maybe you’re right that there’s something down there. Maybe you’re right that the network starved it. I can’t prove you wrong, and that frightens me more than anything has frightened me in a long time. But even if you’re right about the threat, you’re wrong about the answer. The answer to a dangerous thing is not to make the whole world cold and lonely and thin forever so it stays starved. There has to be a better lock. A lock that holds without bleeding. I would rather spend the rest of my life looking for it than spend one day being the man who rationed love to keep the world safe.” He did not take the hand. “So. No. And not ‘no, I don’t understand.’ No, I understand, and I refuse, and I’ll fight you to keep refusing, even if you’re right, because a world saved your way isn’t worth saving.”

Greer looked at him for a long, long moment, and something complicated happened in his tired face, disappointment and respect and grief all at once, and he finally let the hand fall.

“That,” he said quietly, “is exactly what Dorien Vael said to the Keeper who recruited him fifty years ago, near enough. ‘A world held that way isn’t worth holding.’ It’s a beautiful answer. It’s the answer a good man gives.” He looked genuinely sad. “It’s also the answer that gets the world woken. Beauty and rightness aren’t the same thing, Battle Healer. I learned that burying soldiers who died bravely for nothing. You’ll learn it too, I think, and I’m sorry, because the lesson is the cruelest one there is.” He gathered himself, the soldier returning. “Then we’re enemies, and I’ll grieve it. But know this, since we’re being honest.” His jaw tightened, and for the first time real anger showed, not at Kael. “I did not build the siphon the way it is draining your frontier couples. My order is split. There’s a faction under a man named Sael who thinks my way is too slow, too careful, too kind. They want to mine the Amber Line directly, drain you all at once, and use the flood to bleed power away from the deep in a single stroke. They’re overdriving the Keeper engine, draining the living instead of the sleeper, and they will not stop because I tell them to, because they’ve decided I’ve gone soft.” He looked at Kael with something almost like an appeal. “I tell you this not as a kindness but as a warning. If you fight your way to that garrison, you will not just be fighting me. You’ll be walking into a civil war inside my own order, and the reckless half has turned the Keeper engine under my command into a weapon aimed at the most concentrated bond-energy in the kingdom, which is to say, at you, and they would love nothing more than for you to bring it to them. Be careful what door you knock on. Some of the people behind it are worse than me, and they have the engine.”

“Why tell me this,” Kael said, because it was the thing that didn’t fit. “You’re my enemy. You just tried to recruit me and I refused. And now you’re handing me your order’s weakness, the split, the name of the man running the engine. That’s not how an enemy behaves.”

Greer looked at him with tired patience, as if he had expected the question and hated that the answer still mattered. “Because I am a soldier, Battle Healer, before I am a zealot, and a soldier does not let men die for nothing, even his enemies. I commanded the eastern line for twenty years. I buried boys who died holding positions that didn’t need holding because someone above them was too proud or too stupid to call the retreat. I swore I would never be that man.” His jaw tightened. “Sael is overdriving the Keeper engine, draining the living instead of carefully bleeding the seal, and he will keep running it harder until either you stop him or he cracks the leash he swore to protect. I would rather you stopped him. Even though stopping him serves your cause and not mine. Because the alternative is watching my own order doom the thing it exists to prevent, and I will not stand on that wall and say nothing while fools tear the door off the hinges for a flood.” He held Kael’s eyes. “We are enemies in principle, you and I. We are not enemies in the specific matter of Sael, because Sael is going to get everyone killed, mine and yours both, and that, at least, we agree on. Take the warning. Use it. And know that I gave it to you not as a kindness but because letting men die needlessly is the one sin I have never been able to make my peace with, in all the terrible arithmetic of the leash.”

He turned to go, and then stopped, and looked back at Captain Imrin Vael, who had stood through all of it pale and rigid.

“Captain,” Greer said gently. “Ask the Battle Healer’s scholar about your name sometime. Ask her what a Vael was, fifty years ago. You carry a heavier inheritance than the crown ever told you, and the day’s coming when you’ll need to know what it means.” And then he was gone, off the spur and down the eastern track toward the garrison, alone, an old soldier holding a door, and the team stood on the holy rock in the humming silence and did not feel like they had won anything at all.



“He’s not lying,” Devi said, that night, at the guild caravan camp Suyin had brought them to, a defensible hollow in the deep frontier. “I want that on the record, because I’m the one who reasons like him. He believes every word. The split in his order is real, I’d stake my life on it, the careful zealot and the reckless faction, because I’ve been both, in sequence, in the dark. He’s me after the team dragged me out, trying to do the terrible thing gently. Sael is what I was before, when I’d have detonated a nexus and called the dozens an acceptable cost.” She turned her father’s folding knife over in her hands. “Which means the final fight has three sides. Us, and Greer, and Sael’s faction. And the most dangerous side is the one running the engine too hard, because they don’t care about the leash at all. They just want the flood.”

“He gave us that,” Adrienne said, the director, parsing it. “Why? He’s our enemy. He just handed us his order’s weakness, the split, the name Sael. Why?”

“Because he meant the warning,” Sera said quietly, the amber low in her eyes. “He didn’t want us walking into Sael’s engine blind. Even as our enemy. Even refused. He’s a man who buries his soldiers, Adrienne. He didn’t want us to be soldiers buried for nothing.” She looked into the fire, the amber in her eyes low and steady. “I held the Blight inside me. I know what it feels like when a thing that’s hurting the world genuinely believes it’s saving it. He’s that, all the way down. And it doesn’t make him less dangerous. It makes him more. Because everything he said is going to keep being true even after we win, and we won’t be able to forget it.”

Captain Imrin Vael had ridden with them to the camp, because the parley had broken something open in him and he wasn’t ready to ride back to his command yet, and now he sat at the edge of the fire, rigid with cracked certainties, and finally he looked at Neve.

“My name,” he said. “He told me to ask you. So I’m asking.”

Neve set down her notebook and looked at him with the careful kindness she kept for delivering hard truths, the same look she gave patients.

“Fifty years ago,” she said, “there was a Battle Healer named Dorien Vael. The last one before the class was banned. He held a Blight Surge with four soulmate bonds and survived it, which the academy could not allow, because it proved the banned class worked, so they buried him, literally, held him in Repository stasis on harvested bond energy for fifty years, and erased him from every record we have except the footnotes.” She watched it land. “He had no children. But he had a family, a line, relations. And the Vael line survived, and one branch came to you. You’re of his bloodline, Captain, not his direct heir. A Vael-line kinsman serving the crown that buried him, on the frontier built over the network that harvested him.” She said it gently. “And near the end, Dorien Vael came to believe the network wasn’t a weapon. He came to believe it was a leash. He’s the man Greer’s whole philosophy descends from. That great figure in your family line is the reason the Castellan’s argument has weight.” She let out a breath. “I flagged your name in the Solhavn records a week ago. I’ve been wanting to meet you. Because the Vael line and the leash and the harvest are all woven into one thing, and I think the answer to a question I can’t even fully form yet has been walking around in a royal uniform, not knowing.” She looked at him with real apology. “I’m sorry. That’s a heavy thing to learn at a campfire.”

Imrin Vael sat with it for a long time, the fire popping, the engine humming, and finally he said, in a different voice than the by-the-book observer who’d arrived, “My grandfather had stories. Family stories. About a man in the last generation who ‘held the door.’ We thought they were stories.” He looked at Kael. “I’m a frontier officer. I follow orders and I file reports and I keep neutral. But the going-thin reports cross my desk, Battle Healer. I’ve read what’s happening to the stations. And if a man of my line believed the network was a leash, and your scholar can’t prove him wrong, then I think neutrality is a luxury the east can’t afford.” He stood, the decision made. “I can’t pledge the crown. But I can pledge my command. When you move on the garrison, the eastern frontier troops move with you. Officially we’ll call it ‘securing unsanctioned construction.’ Unofficially, I’m a Vael, and it’s past time one of us stopped being neutral about the door.” He extended his hand, and Kael took it, and a competent royal officer became an ally at a frontier fire, the coalition gaining its third pillar.

“Next-war problem,” Neve murmured, watching them shake, “the whole Vael line,” but she was smiling, because the world had handed her another thread, and she loved nothing in the world more than a thread.



Suyin found Kael later, after the camp had settled, and she did it the way she did everything, on her own terms, unhurried, with the dry amusement that was her whole armor and her whole charm.

“Walk with me, Battle Healer,” she said, and didn’t wait to see if he would, just flowed off toward where her Pathfinder’s wagon sat a little apart from the camp, long-limbed and graceful in the dark, and Kael followed, because a man learned to follow Suyin or be left behind, and he’d learned it over a kingdom of road.

The wagon was its own small world, and Kael understood as he stepped up into it that this was the shape of a life in itself, this was how a graduate lived on the circuit, a self-contained traveling life packed into a space the size of a dormitory room: maps rolled and labeled in racks along one wall, marker-stones in sorted trays, a narrow bunk, a Silver-rank badge hung on a peg, the few personal things a woman who owned nothing she couldn’t move in an hour permitted herself, and the one indulgence, a folded length of soft southern silk in a color too rich to be practical, the single non-functional thing she carried.

“So,” Suyin said, settling onto the bunk with a cat’s ease, long legs stretched out, watching him with those warm dark almond eyes that answered his fame with dry amusement instead of awe. “Fact. I’ve been on the circuit eight years. I don’t do attachments. I can’t, it’s the whole architecture of the life, you don’t carry anything you can’t pack, and people don’t pack.” She said it without self-pity, a simple fact of her geometry. “And I’ve watched you for two weeks now, the famous Battle Healer, with your mobile clinic and your plant collection and your eight girlfriends and your earnest little family that loves each other so hard it’s practically a weather system, and I’ve found the whole thing absolutely hilarious. You know that. I’ve made it clear.”

“You’ve made it clear,” Kael agreed.

“What I haven’t made clear,” Suyin said, and there was a shift in her, not a softening exactly, more a decision, the worldly directness that was hers, “is that somewhere on the road I stopped finding it only hilarious and started finding it attractive. Which annoyed me, frankly. I had a tidy opinion of you and you ruined it by being competent and kind and ridiculously in earnest, and now I want you, and I’ve decided to do something about it.” She tilted her head, reading his face the way she read terrain. “This is why it’s safe, before you start being noble about your eight bonds. I’m not asking to join your weather system. I don’t want a Soulmate network, gods, the opposite, it’s everything I built my life to avoid. I want one night, on the circuit, with a man I find genuinely interesting, before I take a contract north and leave your road. That’s the whole offer. No strings, because I don’t do strings, I’m structurally incapable. The fact that you’ve got more strings than a loom is precisely why it’s safe for me to want you. You’re not going to mistake one night for a leash.” She almost smiled. “And I’d imagine, after all that talk of leashes today, you could use one thing in your life that isn’t load-bearing.”

Kael looked at her, the lithe golden-skinned willowy woman who read every room she entered and carried herself like being thrown was somebody else’s problem, and he understood the offer completely, and how rare and clean it was, and how unlike every other intimacy of his complicated life.

“You know your room,” he said. “And you know yourself.”

“I know every room I enter,” Suyin said. “It’s my best quality.” She uncoiled from the bunk and crossed to him, and put her hands flat on his chest, and her dry amusement had warmth under it now, real, unsentimental, certain. “So this is how this goes, Battle Healer. I know exactly what I like. I’m going to show you where the doors are. You decide which ones to open, and in the morning I’ll go back to mocking your plant collection and nobody’s heart gets involved. Deal?”

“Deal,” Kael said, and meant it, and Suyin smiled, pleased, and reached past him to latch the wagon door.



Suyin was clear, and that was the whole of it. She did not dissolve or hide or wait to be discovered. She showed him the shape of her desire with a Pathfinder’s precision, and Kael took that clarity the way he took any useful map: not as command, but as terrain he meant to master. The heat of it was precisely her self-possession, the woman in command of her own pleasure without trying to command him, narrating her own desire in a low dry filthy voice that did not dissolve.

She undressed without ceremony, the way she let her hair down, no performance in it, just the practical removal of what was in the way, and her body in the wagon’s low lamplight was long and lean and golden, the dancer’s lines, the small high breasts she’d laugh at you for staring at, the firm high dancer’s-built ass that was the real anchor of her, legs that seemed to go on forever, lightly travel-scarred, entirely unselfconscious.

“You’re allowed to look,” she said, dry, catching his gaze traveling the length of those legs. “Most people start at the legs. It’s the correct choice. They’re my best feature and I know it.” She reached for him, but Kael caught her wrist before she could decide the shape of the next moment, and the quick flash in her eyes said she liked being checked by someone who could actually do it. He pulled her down onto the bunk with him, not rough, not careless, but decisive enough that her breath hitched. “Good,” she murmured, amused and pleased. “So the commander does travel.”

He rolled her beneath him for one slow kiss before letting her sit up again, and the balance shifted cleanly: Suyin knew the route, but he held the reins. She laughed softly against his mouth, blue-black hair falling around them like a curtain, warm dark eyes amused and certain an inch from his. “I’ll tell you what I like,” she said. “You decide how to give it to me. I promise it’s worth the attention.”

She took his cock in her mouth first because he guided her there, one hand in that blue-black fall of hair, the other at her jaw, and she answered the control with a low pleased sound that vibrated down his shaft. There was nothing fragile in her, nothing uncertain. She took him deep without flinching, hollowing her cheeks, her tongue working the underside, the wet heat of her mouth sliding down until her lips met the root and her throat fluttered around the head. Where the academy women had their various dissolutions, Suyin had confidence, warm dark eyes lifting to his with open delight as he set the pace and made her follow it. “There it is,” she breathed when he let her up for air, lips slick, a string of spit linking her mouth to his cock, smile wicked. “That’s the sound. You academy types are so loud, it’s adorable. Let me hear it.”

He let her tease with that mouth, her tongue swirling the crown, her hand stroking the slick length of him, then tightened his fingers in her hair when she tried to linger at the edge too long, holding her exactly where he wanted her and feeding his cock back between her lips. She watched him from below and adapted instantly, not submitting in the fragile sense, but responding to a man who knew how to take instruction and turn it into command. Her hand followed his rhythm. Her mouth did the same, taking him to the back of her throat and holding there until her eyes glistened. When she pulled off, composed and wet-lipped and smiling, it was because he drew her up by the hair and kissed the taste of himself from her mouth.

Kael brought her over him because he wanted to watch that self-possession strain from close range, and Suyin answered by reaching down to fist his cock and notch it against her slick pussy, then sank down in one slow controlled descent, her eyes never leaving his, a low sound of pure satisfaction in her throat as she seated herself fully, her wet heat swallowing every inch of him. Then his hands settled on her hips and chose the pace, using the dancer’s balance of her, the strength in those long legs, the easy way she could hold herself exactly where he put her, her cunt gripping and dragging along his shaft with each unhurried roll. “Better,” she breathed, voice clear and dry and instructive. “There. Like that. You see? I told you I was worth the attention.” She rolled her hips when he allowed it, found an angle she liked, grinding her clit against him at the bottom of each stroke, and he kept her there, working it slow until her golden skin flushed warm from the chest up, the only tell, the breath deepening while the voice tried to stay amused. “Good. You’re learning my route.” She reached back and braced one hand on his thigh, asking for a little more pressure without saying please, and Kael gave it to her hard enough to make her composure tremble, his cock driving up into her until her commentary caught. A woman this completely in command of her own body was a different kind of heat from the dissolutions he knew, especially when he could make that command tremble.

He let her show him what mattered, because that was the deal and because it was genuinely the hottest thing, the woman in clean possession of her own desire, offering him a route with no shame in it. When he’d wound them both higher, his cock slick from her cunt, he stopped her with both hands on her hips, holding her poised over him until her dry smile turned wicked.

“Now,” Suyin said, “the part I actually came for. I’ll show you what I like, because I’m a Pathfinder, and I don’t trust anyone with a route until they’ve seen the map.” She produced a vial of oil from a shelf with matter-of-fact preparedness, and worked a generous slick of it over his cock with one unhurried hand, then reached back and worked more between her own cheeks, fingers pressing slow circles against the tight ring of her asshole, opening herself with the casual expertise of long practice, completely unembarrassed. “My ass. That’s my signature. Not a first, not a fragile thing, not you opening up some innocent. I’ve taken cock in my ass since I was old enough to know I liked it, and I take it whenever I please.”

Kael took the vial from her hand, and the small transfer of control made her smile sharpen.

“Good,” she said, voice lower. “Then take your time and make me glad I showed you. Slow at the start. I’ll tell you when.”

“Understood,” Kael said, and his voice was rougher than he meant it, and she laughed, delighted by the effect.

She turned, presenting the long line of her back leading down to the firm high curve of her ass, her best confident invitation, spreading herself for him, the slicked pucker of her asshole on display in the lamplight, the dancer’s-built muscle of her flexing, and there was nothing fragile in the presentation, only clear desire offered on her own terms. Kael set one hand at her hip and notched the well-oiled head of his cock against the tight ring of her ass, and pressed, slow, and felt her open around him by degrees, the resistance and then the give, the searing tight clutch of her as the head breached her and she let out a long low pleased breath. “Slow,” she instructed, voice clear even as her body took him. “There. Hold. Let me have it. Now a little more. Gods, that’s good, that’s exactly what I wanted, I knew it would be.” He fed her another inch, and another, watching his cock disappear into her ass, the obscene tight grip of it, until he was fully seated and her ass was flush against his hips. Her clarity was the whole consent, demonstrated through every breath and every eager adjustment under his hands, but the pacing was his now, the pressure his, the decision to make her wait until she stopped sounding quite so composed.

He set the rhythm with her facing away, one hand firm on her hip, the other braced along the long golden line of her back, his cock dragging in and out of the impossible tight heat of her ass, and Suyin met him with control rather than desperation, pushing back to take him deeper. She told him what felt good, clear and filthy and exact, and he used every word against her. Slow when her breath tried to rush. Deeper when her voice sharpened. Still when she thought she could keep floating above the pleasure like a woman studying a map instead of walking it. He reached around and worked her clit while he fucked her ass, and felt her control finally start to fray.

“There,” she said, breathless and composed at once, rolling her hips into his grip, her asshole gripping him with every stroke. “Yes. That’s the route.”

“Then hold still,” Kael said.

She did, and the tiny flash of surprise in her warm dark eyes was the hottest thing she’d given him all night. He drove his cock into her ass on his rhythm then, harder, controlled, making her long body tense under his hands, her tight ring clutching at him on every withdrawal. The heat of it was still her self-possession, but it was no longer untouched by him. She had shown him the road, and now he was the one taking her down it.

“Now I want to see you,” she said, after, breathless but composed, and he gave her that too, easing his cock free and helping her roll over, then sinking back into her ass as she lay on her back, her hips tilted up to take him, those impossibly long dancer’s legs folding around him, dark almond eyes locking on his, golden skin flushed warm from chest to throat, blue-black hair falling around them both. There was no fragility in the position. There was Suyin, self-possessed even with her breath finally breaking, her own hand dropping between her thighs to circle her clit while he filled her ass, and Kael, holding her hips, taking the rhythm she liked and making it harder to stay composed inside it.

“There,” she said, voice roughening. “Eye contact. I like to watch.”

“Then watch,” Kael said, and gripped her hard enough to pull a sharp pleased sound out of her, driving his cock deep into her tight clutching ass.

Her hips drove up with that unhurried deliberate grace, fingers working her clit, but he controlled the depth now, the angle, the pressure that made her clear filthy commentary begin to fray around the edges. “Almost,” she whispered, and laughed once, breathless, delighted by the fact that he had dragged the word out of her. “Gods, you listen well.”

“I do more than listen.”

“Clearly.” Her long body went taut, dancer’s muscle flexing, the firm high curve of her ass working against his cock, her own fingers a blur on her clit. “I’m going to come and I’m going to be loud about it and I will not be the least bit embarrassed, that’s the difference between me and your sweet wrecked academy girls.” Her voice broke for half a breath when he drove deeper. She smiled through it, pleased with herself and with him. “Now, Battle Healer. Finish with me. I want to feel you spill in my ass.”

And she came, loud and unembarrassed and entirely herself, her whole long body taut and shuddering beneath him, her ass clenching tight around his cock, her fingers wringing the climax out of her own clit while his hands kept her there, and Kael followed her over because he chose to, burying his cock deep and spurting hot into her ass as she rode it out, filling her, his cum slicking the tight grip of her, and the Crush bond bloomed between them, real and light, warmth without weight, a thread of connection she had not planned for and would carry long enough to decide what to do with.

[BOND: Suyin Adari -> 500 (Crush)]

And then, the thing that was perfectly Suyin.

She laughed.

She slid off him and stretched out on the bunk beside him, loose and golden and pleased, and laughed, low and delighted, completely unwrecked, finishing more composed and more pleased with herself than undone.

“See?” she said, propping her head on one long arm, grinning at him, the dry amusement back in full, warmth threaded through it now. “Worth keeping up for. I told you.” She traced a lazy line down his chest, unsentimental, satisfied. “That was excellent. You take direction better than I expected. Most powerful men can’t. Their egos get in the way.” She yawned, catlike, already half thinking about the next thing, the way she always was. “I felt that, by the way. The bond thing. The little warm hook.” She said it without alarm, with the wry interest of a woman noting an unexpected development on a map. “Don’t get ideas. I still don’t do strings. But I’ll admit it’s a nicer string than I expected. Lighter.” She looked at him sidelong, and for just a moment the self-possession thinned, the wound under the freedom showing, the woman who never let anything get heavy enough to mourn glimpsing the pull of an attachment she hadn’t planned. Then it sealed over, smooth as ever. “Go on. Back to your weather system before they send a search party. I sleep better alone. Always have.” A pause, dry. “Tell your plant I said goodnight.”

Kael dressed, and at the wagon door he looked back at her, golden and amused and alone by choice in her self-contained traveling world, and he understood that this was a rare thing in his complicated life: a woman who wanted him cleanly and lightly and would walk away whole, and the question of whether she ever came back was a question only she would ever answer.

“Goodnight, Suyin,” he said.

“Goodnight, Battle Healer,” she said, already settling into the bunk, already half gone toward sleep and the next mile. “Now stop looking at me like that. You’ll ruin my tidy opinion of myself.”



The engine pulsed at the dead hour, harder than it had ever pulsed, and Sera woke gasping.

Kael was back at the camp by then, lying awake the way he did, and he felt it through the network a half-second before her cry, the siphon clawing at all of them at once, not a test pulse, not the thin thread of the going-thin couples, but a hard full pull, the whole Amber Line dragged at once like a hook set in eight throats. Sera bolted upright in the next tent, the amber blazing in her veins, and the whole team came awake feeling it, the warmth in their bonds thinning for one terrible instant toward cold before it eased.

“That wasn’t Greer,” Sera said, when Kael reached her, her hand pressed to her chest, the amber tracery bright under her skin. “That was careful, what Greer wants, slow, sustainable. This wasn’t careful. This was someone testing full power. On us. On the Amber Line, specifically.” She looked east, toward the pressure in the teeth, and the certainty was cold in her. “Sael’s faction. They’re not waiting for Greer’s slow plan. They’re going to fire the engine early, at full overload, at us, while we’re conveniently close, the richest deposit in the kingdom walking right into reach.” Her amber eyes found Kael’s. “Greer warned us and he was right. The reckless ones have my number now. They’ve felt the Amber Line and they want it all at once.” She drew a shaking breath. “The clock just collapsed, Kael. We don’t have days anymore. We have hours. They’re going to fire that engine, and when they do, they don’t just drain the frontier. They overload the leash Greer spent his life maintaining. Whatever’s down there gets a crack of daylight.” She looked at the camp, the family coming awake all around them in the dark. “We have to move. Now. Tonight. Or there won’t be a frontier left to save by the time we walk.”


Chapter 13: Hours, Not Days

They broke camp in the dark, and the long unspooling road collapsed, in one night, into the hard arithmetic of an army racing a clock.

Devi ran it. This was her domain, the logistics of a forced march under maximum pressure, and Kael watched her become, in the worst hours of the journey, the thing she’d spent two lifetimes learning to be and only now did for people she’d chosen instead of a mission she’d carried alone. She had the whole expedition’s movement mapped in her head, the wagons that could keep the pace and the ones that had to be cached, the order of march, the rest cycles that would keep the team sharp without losing hours, the fallback points if Sael’s engine pulsed again and someone went thin in the dark. She walked beside Kael at the column’s head, flat and precise and utterly calm, and the calm was the gift she gave the rest of them.

“Forty hours to the garrison at this pace,” she said. “Thirty-six if we don’t sleep, which we can’t, but then we arrive too spent to fight, which loses the thirty-six. So thirty-eight, with two short rest cycles I’ve already placed where the terrain gives cover. Suyin agrees on the route. We hold this and we reach the garrison the morning after next, with enough left to fight.” She glanced at him. “I planned a journey I wanted to take when we left Aegis, with rest stops and slow road-time and space for everyone to fall apart and put themselves back together. This isn’t that journey anymore. I’m sorry. The rest of it was the good part.”

“You’ll plan another good one,” Kael said. “After.”

“I’d like that,” Devi said, and the simple wanting of it, from the woman still learning how to want things for herself, made Kael’s chest tighten in the dark.

The march itself was its own kind of teaching. Kael had moved armies in his first life, and the body remembered the rhythm of it even if this body had never done it, the long grinding patience of a column eating distance in the dark, the way an exhausted force found a second pace below the first and held it, the discipline of not stopping when every part of you wanted to stop. He watched the academy cast learn it the hard way, and he watched the frontier members, Liss and Suyin and the guild crews, already know it in their bones, and he watched the gap between the two close, hour by hour, as the soft mountain children discovered they could march further than they’d believed because there was no other choice.

“I have decided,” Mira announced, somewhere in the fourth hour, footsore even on her tough bare feet, “that the worst part of saving the world is the walking. Nobody warns you about the walking. The songs are all about the fighting and the kissing. Nobody writes a ballad about the part where your legs are on fire and you’ve been awake for nineteen hours and a Warden keeps telling you the road’s drainage is inadequate.”

“The road’s drainage is inadequate,” Runa said, who had in fact been saying so. “If it rains, this whole stretch becomes a bog and we lose half a day. I’m noting it for the return.”

“You’re noting it for the return,” Mira repeated, with the flat wonder of a woman too tired to be properly amazed. “We’re marching to fight a god-machine and you’re doing a road-surface audit.”

“The road doesn’t care what we’re marching to,” Runa said. “It floods or it doesn’t on its own schedule. Knowing the schedule is how you don’t drown on the way to the god-machine.” She paused. “Also it gives me something to do besides think about the god-machine, so leave me my drainage.”

“Leave her her drainage,” Liss agreed, from the dark, eating as she walked, the frontier habit, fuel not ceremony. “Everybody copes how they cope. The Warden audits roads. The exhibitionist narrates her own suffering. The medic eats. Find your thing and do it quiet so the rest of us can find ours.” A pause, dry. “Mine’s eating too. We’re a whole company of people coping by chewing and complaining. It’s a proud frontier tradition.”

It was the smallest thing, the banter in the dark on the worst march of their lives, and it was exactly the thing the writing of the journey had taught Kael to value, the family being a family even bone-tired and racing a clock, the warmth the engine was built to drain proving, in the dark, that it didn’t drain just because you were exhausted. He filed it the way he filed the good things, because the good things were rarer than the bad and worth more.

“You’ll plan another good journey,” he said again to Devi, quieter, “and I’ll make sure there’s a stretch in it with no god-machine at the end. Just road, and inns Runa disapproves of, and Mira negotiating, and time for everyone to fall apart and put themselves back together the slow way.”

“Promise me that,” Devi said, flat and precise, and then, because she was learning to want things and wanting them out loud was the practice, “I mean it. Promise me a journey with nothing at the end of it. I want to take one. Just to take it. The next-mile kind. The kind Suyin takes.” She drew a breath. “I’m still learning that I can want a thing with no purpose. I want a purposeless journey, Kael. Put it on the list. After the god-machine.”

“It’s on the list,” Kael said, and Devi nodded, satisfied, the strategist who’d planned a hundred missions adding, at last, a journey she wanted to take for no reason but the taking.



The coalition came together on the march, and it was the answer to a question the road had been sharpening under the team all along, the question of whether the institutions of the world were anything but obstacles, and the march answered it: no. Out here, racing a clock, the institutions worked, and the working was the point.

Captain Imrin Vael’s frontier troops fell in at a crossroads waymarker at the second hour, a hard-bitten company of royal eastern command soldiers who’d been securing the frontier with no support and less thanks for years, and they looked at the Aegis caravan the way the guild crews had, and then they looked at their captain riding at the Battle Healer’s side and adjusted. Vael had sent riders the moment he’d left the parley, and the riders had reached Harrow Gap, and Master Roe had done what a good guild master did, which was put the contract before the pride: a dozen guild crews, Bronze and Silver delvers who knew the frontier dungeons better than any soldier, came east on the bounty the council writ guaranteed, because Sael’s engine was destabilizing every dungeon on the circuit and a frontier delver understood, better than a king, that you killed the thing breaking your country.

And at the third hour, the riders from Solhavn arrived, faculty volunteers Chancellor Morwenna had started pushing inland before the parley, staged by carrier relay at Wend and then Harrow Gap the moment her instruments confirmed the engine was firing, a dozen of the coastal academy’s best, healers and warders and a pair of resonance theorists who could talk to Neve in her own language, sent by a competent old woman who ran a different kind of academy and had decided the east was worth her people’s blood.

The coming-together of it was not seamless, and the friction was its own proof of a wider kingdom, the kingdom’s institutions discovering on a frontier road that they did not, in fact, speak the same language. The guild crews and the royal troops eyed each other with the old mutual contempt of the licensed and the enlisted, the delvers who worked for coin and the soldiers who worked for the crown each privately certain the other was the lesser breed. The Solhavn faculty, coastal and bookish, were baffled by the frontier’s directness and twice as baffled by the guild’s, and Neve spent a happy half hour translating between a Solhavn resonance theorist and a Bronze-rank delver who were describing the same dungeon phenomenon in two completely incompatible vocabularies and each convinced the other was a fool.

“It’s the same thing,” Neve kept saying, delighted, in her element, the scholar as diplomat. “You’re both describing intake resonance. She calls it ‘lattice bleed,’ you call it ‘a hole that drinks,’ and you’re describing the identical phenomenon and refusing to believe it because you don’t share a word for it. This is a fascinating communication failure. Can I document it?”

“You document everything,” the delver said.

“Everything is a primary source,” Neve said serenely, and wrote it down, and the theorist and the delver, united in their bafflement at her, accidentally became allies.

The frictions were everywhere, and Kael found them, against all expectation, encouraging, because they were the frictions of institutions that had never had to work together learning, fast, under pressure, that they had to. The royal troops thought the guild crews were mercenaries who’d run when the pay stopped; the guild crews thought the soldiers were rule-bound children who’d die holding a position that should have been abandoned. Both were wrong, and both found out they were wrong when a guild crew read a collapsing gallery the soldiers would have marched into, and when the soldiers held a line the guild crews would have broken, and the grudging mutual recalibration of it was its own small proof of a wider kingdom, the kingdom’s two ways of fighting discovering they were complementary and not competing. Runa, naturally, audited everyone, pronouncing the royal column’s marching order “structurally sound but tactically rigid” and the guild crews’ “structurally insane but adaptive,” and somehow this offended both parties into respecting her, the one person in the coalition who criticized everyone equally. And Mira fed all of them, because Mira had decided early that a coalition marched on its stomach and that the fastest way to make a soldier and a delver stop eyeing each other was to hand them both the same grain bar, and she was right, the way she was annoyingly often right about people, and by the second day the soldiers and the delvers were sharing fires, united in their bafflement at the barefoot girl who kept feeding them and the scholar who kept documenting them and the whole impossible caravan that had walked a god-machine’s destruction up onto their frontier.

Adrienne moved through the friction like the director she’d become, smoothing it, translating it, the institutional operative finding the place where a guild master’s pride and a royal captain’s protocol could both be satisfied, and Kael watched her do the unglamorous load-bearing work of a coalition, the part that wasn’t strategy or combat, the part that was just getting prideful institutions to march in the same direction without anyone feeling slighted, and he thought it was underrated competence at its least glamorous and most necessary and she had it in abundance.

Kael rode at the head of a column that had become an army, and he understood what he was looking at, and he said it quietly to Adrienne, who rode beside him in the gray pre-dawn with the bearing of the woman holding it all together.

“All this time,” he said. “The institutions had been the problem. The academy hoarding. The committee hiding. The crown forgetting the east. And now the kingdom’s institutions, all of them, are marching east together because it’s the right thing and the time is short.”

“Because someone asked them to,” Adrienne said. “Nobody tells you that part. The institutions aren’t villains. They’re inertia. They sit, because sitting is what an institution does, and they keep sitting until someone with standing and a clear reason walks in and asks them to move, and then half of them move and the half that don’t get left behind.” She looked back at the column, the Order and the guild and the crown and the second academy, threaded together on a frontier road. “I spent years inside one that wouldn’t move. I thought that meant they all couldn’t. I was wrong. They can move. They just need a reason and a person willing to carry the asking.” Her green eyes came forward again. “Which is, as it happens, my job now. Director of a kingdom-sanctioned Order. I get to be the person who carries the asking. After being the person the institution silenced.” There was something fierce and clean in her voice. “I’d forgotten what it felt like to have authority that wasn’t a secret. I burned mine at Aegis. I thought it was gone for good. And out here, on the worst march of my life, I’m finding out it grew back, cleaner, because this time I earned it in the open and nobody can take it away by striking a nameplate.”



The strategy crystallized at the first rest cycle, in the gray light, with the coalition’s leaders gathered around Devi’s map and Neve’s diagrams spread on a flat rock, and it was the breakthrough from Wend made operational, the principle becoming a plan.

“Out-live it,” Neve said, to the assembled leaders, the Solhavn theorists, Vael, Roe’s senior delvers, the Order. “I’ll say it plainly because we don’t have time for the elegant version. The engine can only steal a bond it can classify. Classification requires a stable frequency, something that holds still long enough to be measured and locked onto. A settled bond, an old one, is easy. A bond in active flux is impossible, because by the time the engine measures the frequency, the frequency has changed.” She tapped the chaotic waveform she’d drawn at Wend, redrawn larger now. “Our entire defense, the thing that lets a network walk into the engine’s mouth and survive, is to keep the Amber Line in maximum flux during the assault. Deepening. Shifting. Refusing to be pinned. The harder the engine pulls, the more we change, and the more we change, the less it can hold us. We don’t out-lock the most sophisticated lock we have found. We out-live it.”

“I want to be precise about the failure mode,” Neve went on, because she was Neve and precision was love, “because everyone in this coalition needs to understand it or people die for nothing. The engine doesn’t kill. It drains. So the danger isn’t death, it’s the instinct. When the siphon hits you, and it will, anyone bonded in range, your body will tell you to brace, to hold on, to grip what’s being pulled out of you the way you’d grip a wound. That instinct is correct for a wound and fatal for this. A braced bond is a stable frequency, and a stable frequency is exactly what the engine classifies and locks. The people who brace get drained. The people who let go, who give their warmth away faster than it can be taken, who keep their bonds moving and changing, those the engine can’t hold.” She looked around the gathered leaders. “So the order to your bonded personnel is a counterintuitive order that will fight every instinct in the room. When you feel yourself going cold, do not hold on. Let go. Give it away. Love louder, not tighter. I know it sounds like a sermon. It’s mechanics. The engine eats the hoarded and chokes on the given, and the difference between those two is the difference between losing your people and keeping them.”

“And the rest of us?” one of the Solhavn theorists asked. “Those of us without a Soulmate network to keep in flux?”

“You hold the physical containment, the chamber, the approach, so the Amber Line can get to the engine’s core,” Adrienne said, the director taking the plan from theory into command. “This is a coalition operation and everyone has a role. Captain Vael’s troops seal the garrison’s outer works and hold the lines, so nothing flanks us. The guild crews clear the restructured galleries Sael’s people cut into the approach, because you know frontier dungeons and we don’t. Solhavn’s healers and warders hold the wounded and the secondary containment, freeing the Order to push the core. Runa leads the containment effort inside the ancient ward chamber, because the garrison’s heart is pre-kingdom lock architecture and she is the only person in the kingdom who can fight it on its own terms.” She looked around the gathered leaders, and the authority in her was complete and clean and public, a woman commanding a kingdom’s institutions in the open. “The Order pushes to the engine’s core. Kael severs the siphon at the source with the bond-ward skill that’s been building in him since Station Eight. Neve calls the flux mathematics in real time so we stay un-classifiable. Sera reads the threads. Devi builds counter-barriers from inside the network. And every one of us keeps becoming something the engine can’t measure, all the way to the core.” She straightened. “It’s a very strange battle plan. The defense is to refuse to hold still, and the weapon is a love affair under fire. But it’s the plan, and it’s correct, and we’re going to run it, and the kingdom’s institutions are going to hold the walls while we do.” She looked at them all. “Questions?”

There were none, because Adrienne Duval had laid out an impossible plan and made it sound like a foregone conclusion, which was the whole gift of a real commander, and the leaders dispersed to brief their commands, and Kael watched the woman he loved run an army and felt the old frisson, the instructor become the director, the authority reborn in the open.

Runa caught him as the council broke, her dark eyes troubled, the ward stone turning in her hands.

“I have to use their architecture,” she said, low. “The garrison’s heart. To beat it, I have to build on the same locks the enemy’s ancestors built. The thing I’ve been grieving since the waystation, that my whole discipline descends from the people who built the harvest, I don’t get to grieve it anymore. I have to use it. I have to stand in a pre-kingdom lock this sophisticated and out-build it with the grammar I inherited from the people who built it to take.” She looked at her own calloused hands. “And I keep waiting to feel like a fraud about it. The locks were never mine. They were always theirs. I just learned their language.” Then her jaw set, and the Warden came back into her spine, the professional certainty harder for having been through the doubt. “But Devi said it at the waystation. A lock is whoever holds it. The same geometry can imprison or shelter depending on whose hand holds the key. They built cages. I’m going to build a room. Same grammar, better sentences, because I’m holding for, not holding against.” She put the stone away. “I’m not going to reject the architecture. I’m going to out-build it. Turn the engine’s own containment back on itself, layer my bond-locks over their ancient grid, make the lock that powers the engine into the lock that cages it. The Warden specialty, finally load-bearing at the scale it was always for.” She nodded, to herself, decided. “I needed to say it out loud to someone. Thank you. Don’t tell Mira I had a feeling, she’ll move my ward stones six inches for traffic flow and I’ll have to kill her.”

“Your secret’s safe,” Kael said, and Runa almost smiled, and went to ready the containment that would cage a kingdom-threat.



They marched all that day and into the next dark, and at the last rest cycle, the night before the garrison, with the army camped in the lee of a ridge and the engine’s vibration loud enough to feel in the bones, Adrienne’s command tent glowed against the frontier dark, and Kael went to it, because the director who’d carried the whole coalition needed, for one hour, to not be the one in command.

She was alone inside, maps and dispositions spread across a folding table, the candle low, and she looked up when he ducked through the flap, and the authority that had run an army all day was still in her, the straight statuesque bearing, the deep green eyes, the auburn hair in its practical knot even now, even here, even exhausted, the formal combat-rated robes with the single brass clasp she’d worn since the Order made her its director. She looked, in the candlelight, like exactly what she was, a leader at the height of her power, and Kael stopped at the sight of her, riveted the way he always was, the goddess at full height.

“You commanded a kingdom today,” he said.

“I commanded a coalition,” Adrienne said, and there was pride in it, the clean kind. “Solhavn faculty. Royal troops. Guild crews. The Order. I stood in front of all of them and gave a plan and they took it, Kael, they just took it, no committee, no obstruction, no nameplate to strike. I asked the institutions of the kingdom to move and they moved.” She set down the disposition she’d been reading, and stood, and the candle threw her shadow tall against the tent wall. “Months ago I was a disgraced ex-instructor running a secret out of a clinic, terrified every day that Rethis would find the records. Now I commanded an army in the open and felt more myself than I have in years.” She crossed to him, and the green eyes held his the beat too long that was her whole signature. “And I may lose people I asked to follow me. That’s the other half of command, the half no one warns you about. You hold the whole thing, and you carry the asking, and then you spend the people who said yes.” Her voice dropped to the near-whisper that made you lean in. “For one hour, before I go back to command, I want to set the director down by choice. I want to be held by the one person who watched me carry all of it and wanted me anyway.” Her hands came to the brass clasp at her throat, the established gesture, the loosening of the guard. “I’m choosing this from strength, Kael. Not exhaustion. Not the old shame I used to feel, hiding a power I wasn’t allowed. I built something clean in the open, and I’m proud of it, and now I’m choosing to set it down because I can, because I have somewhere worth coming back to.” She undid the clasp. “It feels different now. The setting-down used to feel like escape. This is just a choice.”

She let the robe fall open, and Kael’s breath caught the way it always caught, because Adrienne unrobing was an event, always, the reveal in every encounter a thing the body never got used to. The formal robe slid from her shoulders, and beneath it the silk, and beneath the silk the thing that dominated her whole silhouette and strained every garment she’d ever worn, the massive natural tits freed now, heavy and full and swaying with her movement, the deep cleft, the large dusky pink nipples already drawing tight in the tent’s cool air, the beauty mark above her left collarbone visible now with the collar gone, the whole overwhelming reveal of the most concealed body in the academy. She reached up and pulled the pins from the practical knot, and the auburn hair came down in thick copper waves past her shoulders, and the director became the woman, younger somehow, unguarded, starved, the on-off switch of her whole presence thrown.

Kael crossed to her, and for a moment he just looked, because Adrienne unrobed was a thing worth the looking and the looking undid her as surely as touch. The candlelight moved over the olive skin, the deep cleft between the heavy fullness of her, the beauty mark above her collarbone that the formal collar hid every day of her professional life, the auburn waves spilling loose, and her green eyes held his and her breath went shallow beneath the ache of being seen, the director who’d been untouchable an hour ago already softening into the woman who had starved herself of exactly this for too long.

“You’re staring,” she said, the near-whisper, and there was the old vulnerability in it, the thing she’d carried since the lost student, the years of self-imposed solitude. “I commanded an army today and you’re looking at me like, like.”

“Like you’re beautiful enough to stop the room,” Kael said, low. “Because you are. The director who ran a coalition this morning, standing in candlelight with her hair down, looking at me like she’s hungry. There’s nothing I’d rather look at.”

“Then stop looking and touch me,” she breathed, the authority cracking, “I’ve been the one in command for two days and I cannot bear another second of being the one who decides, please, Kael, take it, take all of it, I want to be moved.”

He gathered her in his hands, cupping the heavy fullness of her breasts, lifting them, feeling the warm yield of them fill his palms, and she made a sound, the low alto that had commanded a coalition all day breaking already into something softer and rawer, her head tipping back, and that was the heat of her, the contrast, the leader who’d been sharp and untouchable an hour ago coming undone in his hands. He thumbed across the large dusky nipples, slow, until they drew tight and hard, and she gasped, her hands coming to his shoulders and gripping, the composure fracturing stage by stage. He bent and took one into his mouth, the heavy softness against his face, and she arched into it with a low broken moan, the director gone, the woman starved of touch for years getting it now, reverent and slow, the way he refused to rush her.

“You commanded an army,” he said, low, against the heavy curve of her, mouthing the dusky nipple until she shuddered, “and now you’re going to let me take over completely.”

“Yes,” she breathed, the authority-voice cracking. “Gods, yes. I’ve decided everything for two days. Decide for me. Move me. Take it all. I don’t want to choose another thing tonight except to be yours.” Her head fell back, the copper waves spilling, as he worked her breasts with mouth and hands, reverent, the way she’d gone years without before him, the touch landing on a woman who’d been starved of it. He cupped and lifted and squeezed the heavy fullness, thumbed and mouthed the hardening nipples, worshipped the part of her that had been her armor and her loneliness both, and she shuddered against him, the sounds climbing, the commander dissolving.

“On the cot,” he said, the voice dropping, and she went, the director who’d issued orders all day following his rhythm gratefully, lying back across the narrow cot with her auburn hair fanned and her massive tits swaying with her breathing, looking up at him, green eyes wide and unguarded and hungry.

He took his time with her, because she’d spent too long getting none and he refused to rush her. He started at her mouth and worked down, slow, the candlelight moving over the olive skin, and he gave her breasts the worship they still always seemed startled to receive under the formal robes, lifting their heavy fullness in both hands, burying his face in the deep warm cleft, mouthing the soft underside of each until she was breathing in ragged pulls, then drawing one large dusky nipple into his mouth and rolling it with his tongue while his thumb worked the other, and Adrienne, who commanded armies, came apart by inches under nothing but his mouth on her tits. Her hands fisted in the cot’s blanket. Her hips rolled, seeking. The low alto that filled lecture halls broke into small helpless sounds she clearly couldn’t believe she was making.

“I haven’t been,” she gasped, “I forgot, just this, just your mouth, I forgot a person could,” and she arched up into him, offering more, touch-starved for years and getting it lavished now, reverent and slow. He moved lower, mapping the soft plane of her stomach with his mouth, and slid a hand between her thighs and found her pussy soaked, the lips slick and swollen against his fingers, and she gasped his name and her legs fell open, the director surrendering the last of her decisions. He pressed two fingers into her and worked her clit with his thumb, then settled his mouth there, his tongue circling the swollen bud while his fingers curled inside her, using the Soulmate bond the way he always did, reading exactly what she needed, his mouth and hands precise, building her with a patience that had her arching off the cot and gripping the frame and saying his name without the title, the way she only did when she’d fully let go, and when she crested the first time it was sudden and shaking and almost shy, her pussy clenching around his fingers, her hand flying to her own mouth to muffle it, pleasure surprising her because being given to still felt new enough to startle.

Then she came up onto her knees on the floor of the tent, and looked up at him, and Kael knew her signature, the act that was her whole authority inverted, and she reached for him with her green eyes locked on his. There was no hesitation in it, no shame, only the deliberate choosing of a woman setting down a legitimate power she was proud of, kneeling not in defeat but in the relief of being, for one hour, the one who served instead of the one who decided.

“Let me,” she said, the near-whisper, and took his cock in one hand and guided it into the deep warm cleft between her breasts, then pushed her massive tits together around his shaft with the knowing authority that had run a coalition that morning, the soft heavy flesh engulfing his cock on every side, warm and yielding and overwhelming, only the flushed head emerging from the top of her cleavage. She looked up at him from below with the director’s green eyes gone soft and desperate, the powerful director who had commanded the coalition kneeling on a tent floor with his cock buried in her tits and her authority visually, completely inverted. She worked him with the slow knowing rhythm of her own breasts, lifting and pressing the heavy fullness up and down his length, the silken friction of the soft flesh dragging on his cock, and at the top of each stroke she dipped her head and ran her tongue across the leaking head of him where it emerged from her cleavage, lapping the bead of pre-cum, a knowing flourish, the field-healer’s competence turned to this, watching his face the whole time for the effect and finding it. Her composure was entirely gone now, the leader replaced by a woman who wanted nothing in the world but to please him, the green eyes wet and adoring, the copper waves spilling around her shoulders, and Kael threaded a hand into the copper waves and held her gaze and let the contrast wreck him, the army-commander on her knees with his cock between her tits, looking up at him like he was the order she wanted to follow tonight.

“You ran a coalition this morning,” he said, low, gripping her hair, watching her work him with the heavy softness of her. “Generals and chancellors. And tonight you’re on your knees on a tent floor doing this.”

“And it’s the best I’ve felt all day,” she breathed, dipping her head to tongue him again, pressing her tits tighter around him. “All day I decided. Now I get to just want. Just this. Just you. Tell me I’m doing it well. I need to hear it from someone, after a day of being the one who tells everyone else.”

“Look at you,” he growled, gripping her hair, watching her work him with her tits. “The director of the Order, on her knees. Whose are you?”

“Yours,” she gasped, working him faster, the soft flesh sliding, her green eyes wet and wide and locked on his. “Yours, all of it, I command an army and I’m yours, finish on me, please, I want to see it, I want to feel it, mark me before I go back to being the director.”

He did, gripping her hair, the rhythm of her tits taking him over the edge, and he came across her chest and her throat, pulsing, the cum streaking the olive skin and the deep cleft and the beauty mark above her collarbone, and she gasped and pressed her tits together harder to take all of it, looking up at him with wrecked, starved adoration, years of going unwanted answered by the certainty that she would never go without again.

But he wasn’t done with her, and she knew it, and the knowing made her shiver.

He brought her back to the cot, and laid her out, and took her wrists in one hand and pinned them above her head, and drove his cock into her in one deep stroke, her soaked pussy stretching around him and clenching tight, then set a deep steady rhythm, missionary, his weight over her, the wall she always wanted him to be. And Adrienne Duval, who had commanded a kingdom’s institutions that day and issued orders all march and carried the whole asking, followed his rhythm gratefully, gave herself over completely, the wrists pinned, the cum still drying on her chest, the auburn hair wild across the cot, her massive tits swaying and rocking with every thrust, her long combat-toned legs wrapping his hips and pulling his cock deeper. She didn’t have to decide anything now. She didn’t have to lead, or carry, or hold the coalition together, or be the director. She only had to feel, and follow, and be moved, and Kael watched the relief of it move through her like a tide, the woman who decided everything finally, gratefully, deciding nothing. And through the Soulmate bond Kael let her feel not just his desire but his pride, the genuine awe at the leader she’d become, the man who’d watched her command an army that morning and wanted her more for it, not less, and that was what broke her, the way nothing else ever broke her.

“You feel that,” he said against her ear, driving deep, “that’s me watching you command an army today and wanting you more, not less. The director. The leader. I’m proud of you, Adrienne, and you’re mine, both, at once.”

And she shattered, the full-body shudder that was her signature, half pleasure and half the devastating relief of being seen and held by someone who’d watched her carry everything and wanted her for the carrying, a sound tearing out of her that was part orgasm and part sob, her body taking the climax in long waves that rolled through every soft, powerful inch of her, her wrists straining in his grip, his name and not his title spilling out of her over and over. Kael felt it flood back through the bond and let go, burying his cock deep, his cum spurting into her in hard pulses, flooding her as she shook beneath him, her spasming walls wringing him dry, the two of them locked together while the candle guttered and the engine’s low vibration ran under the sleeping army.

“His name,” she said after, wrecked, the copper waves stuck to her flushed face, the cum on her chest, the director utterly gone. “Not ‘Mr. Dayne.’ Not ‘Battle Healer.’ Just yours. No title with you. Only you.” She lay there a moment longer than she used to, the reassembly slower every time, and then she drew a breath and Kael watched her begin, gently, to put the director back on. “I have to be her again at dawn. The coalition needs her.” She touched his face. “But thank you for the hour where I got to just be held by the man who’s proud of me. That’s worth more than the sex, and the sex was extraordinary, so understand what I’m telling you.” She smoothed the copper waves back, the reassembly underway, slower than war wanted, because there was something worth coming back to. “Now go sleep. I have an army to spend in the morning and I need to be able to look them in the eye when I do it.”



Dawn came gray and cold, and the garrison stood on the horizon, and the sight of it stopped the whole army in its tracks.

It was an ancient fortress built into a mountainside, and it was a dark mirror of Aegis, and the resemblance made the back of Kael’s neck crawl. Where Aegis was a mountain school built over a primary receiver gate, this was a mountain fortress built over another, the same pre-kingdom hands, the same containment grammar in its bones, repurposed into a royal garrison centuries ago and now seized by the Keepers and crowned with scaffolds and channeling arrays, the engine taking shape over the receiver gate at its heart like a crown of thorns on an old skull. The receiver’s vibration poured out of it, loud enough now to feel in the teeth, the whole eastern frontier’s stolen warmth flowing toward that mountain to be redirected down into the deep.

And between the army and the garrison walls, in the engine’s primary intake path, sat a cluster of low frontier buildings against the mountain’s foot, and Liss went absolutely still at the sight of it, and her off-key hum, which had been running under everything since dawn, stopped.

“That’s Station Twelve,” Liss said, and her flat frontier voice had something in it Kael had rarely heard. “Marten Vell’s old posting. The station that raised me.” She stared at the cluster of buildings, at the people surely inside them, the frontier families and the bonded healers, sitting in the engine’s intake path. “It’s directly in the path. When Sael fires that engine at full, the first thing it drains is whatever’s closest, and the closest thing is my home.” Her brown eyes were hard and bright. “They’re going to empty my station first. The place that made me. The people who knew me before I could throw a knife straight.” She checked the knife belt at her hip, twice, the habit, and her hand was not quite steady. “Kael. We have to reach that station before the engine fires. We have to. Because if we don’t, I’m going to march past the people who raised me while a machine drains them cold, and I will not do that, I cannot do that, I’d rather die on the wall.”

“Then we reach the station first,” Kael said, and looked at the garrison and the engine and his home-frontier lover’s home about to be drained, and felt the last leg of the journey close like a fist.


Chapter 14: The Intake

They reached Station Twelve at midmorning, an hour ahead of the engine, and Liss led, and now the academy cast were the ones out of their depth and the frontier medic was home.

Kael had watched the home-field dynamic reverse slowly across the deep frontier, the academy’s best learning how much they didn’t know, but it completed here, at the cluster of low weathered buildings against the mountain’s foot, the moment Liss swung down off her horse and walked into the station yard like she’d never left it. The people knew her. That was the first thing. A grizzled man splitting wood straightened and said “Carroway?” in a voice gone soft with disbelief, and a woman hauling water dropped her bucket, and inside of a minute there were a dozen frontier folk in the yard saying her name, the girl who’d grown up here, who’d thrown knives at thirteen because there were no surgical tools, who’d watched their children die of a wasting illness the academy filed and ignored, come back at the head of an army.

“Liss Carroway,” the station head said, emerging from the main building wiping her hands, a lean weathered woman of fifty with the same tired competent eyes Liss had, eyes that had watched people die and refused to look away. “Marten said you’d gone up the mountain. Said the academy finally took one of ours and didn’t break her.” She looked past Liss at the army filling the approach, the Order and the guild and the royal troops and the Solhavn faculty, and her weathered face did something complicated. “And you brought real help. More help than the academy has sent the east in my lifetime. Bit late for the children we buried. Not too late for the rest.” She held out a hand, and Liss took it, frontier to frontier, and something passed between them that the academy cast watched without fully understanding, the recognition of a place by the woman it made.

“Chief Anwen,” Liss said, and her flat voice had warmth in it Kael had rarely heard. “This is the team. They’re real. The Battle Healer’s the genuine article, the rest are better than him.” A flash of the dry humor. “We’ve got maybe an hour before the thing on the mountain fires at full power, and when it does, this station is first in the path. So I need you to trust me one more time, the way you did when I was thirteen and useless, and let a pack of mountain children ward your people against something none of us has a clean answer for yet.”

Chief Anwen looked at her, and at the army, and made the call a competent frontier leader makes in an hour, fast and clean. “The station’s yours,” she said. “Tell my people where to stand.”



Kael walked the station while they had the hour, because a commander walked the ground before he had to fight on it, and walking it he understood another piece of Liss.

It was a poor place. Poorer than Brookhollow, even, because Brookhollow at least had farmland and Station Twelve had only the mountain’s hard foot and the frontier’s grudging margins. The buildings were old and patched and patched again, the windows oiled cloth instead of glass, the infirmary a single low room with a workbench and a wall of empty shelves where instruments should be and weren’t, because the academy had never funded them, because the frontier got what was left over and the frontier was used to nothing being left over. He found the wall where Liss had thrown knives as a child, the target gouged deep with twenty years of practice. He found the ward stones Marten Vell had mapped, set into the station’s defenses, the old man’s careful work outliving his posting. He found, in the infirmary, a row of small markers he didn’t understand until Chief Anwen told him.

“The children,” she said, flat, frontier-flat, the way Liss said things. “The wasting. Twenty years of it, before your healer up the mountain figured out it was Blight-related and the cure came too late for these. The academy filed it as ‘atypical contamination’ and never funded a thing. We buried them here, where they were from, because there was nowhere else and no one coming.” She looked at the markers. “Liss watched most of them go. She was a child herself, learning to channel healing through knife-tips because there were no instruments, and she watched children she’d grown up with die of a thing the academy could’ve studied if it had bothered, and it didn’t break her, it just made her into an efficient, unimpressed, hard-to-move healer the frontier had produced the hard way.” Her tired eyes found Kael’s. “That’s what your academy made when it abandoned us. It made Liss Carroway. A woman so good at saving lives with nothing that she didn’t need the academy at all, and so angry underneath the flat that she’ll never trust an institution again, and she’s right not to. We made her out of grief and neglect and a refusal to look away. You take care of her, Battle Healer, the way nobody took care of these.” She nodded at the markers. “She’s one of the best things this station made, and it made her out of grief it should never have had to bear.”

Kael stood in the cold infirmary with the empty instrument shelves and the row of small markers and understood another piece of the woman he’d crossed a kingdom with, and he understood why the home ground mattered so much, why being chosen here was the thing she’d needed, and he carried it with him into the hour before the intake like a stone he was glad to carry.

The hour before the intake was an hour of preparation, and it was the home-field dynamic completed, the academy’s best taking orders from a frontier medic in the place that made her. Liss ran it. She walked the station yard the way Devi ran a march, fast and flat and certain, telling the coalition’s healers where to stand and what to expect from a thing none of their curricula covered, and the academy-trained members, who at Aegis had been the unquestioned authorities, did the thing the road had been teaching them and deferred. Neve, who at Aegis would have insisted on a quantitative protocol, instead followed Liss with her notebook and asked questions and wrote the answers down. The Solhavn healers, all clean theory, learned in twenty minutes from a frontier medic what the archives had not taught them, that you could not treat a bond-theft like a wound, that the only field medicine for it was warmth and calm and a hand to hold while the ward held.

Mira appointed herself, predictably, the morale arm, moving through the station’s frightened people with tea and grain bars and the relentless brightness that was her whole gift, and the frontier folk, braced for a machine to steal their love, found themselves, against all odds, comforted by a barefoot girl from a poor village who treated their terror as a thing that could be met with a warm cup and a steady voice. Runa, denied any structural problem large enough to fully occupy her, audited the station’s defenses anyway and quietly reinforced two failing ward stones Marten Vell had set decades ago, the Warden’s compulsion turned to the frontier’s benefit, and Chief Anwen watched her do it and said, flat, “Your Warden fixed in an hour what we couldn’t fund in ten years,” and Liss said, “She does that, don’t take it personal,” the same thing she’d said at the Aldermere bridge a kingdom ago, the journey folding back on itself.

And Sera moved through the station marking the bonded, the living compass, finding every paired soul and every parent-and-child and every old couple, building Kael a map in light of who would go thin first and who had time, so that when the intake came he would know, the way Liss had taught him at Station Eight, who was drowning fastest. She did it gently, touching arms, tucking hair, the warmth of her steadying the frightened the way Mira’s noise did, two different instruments playing the same comfort, and Kael watched his family prepare a frontier station for the theft of its love and thought that whatever happened in the next hour, the academy had sent the frontier something better than a form.



The intake came an hour later, exactly as Sera had read it, and it was not a battle in any sense the academy had taught, and that was the horror of it.

There was no enemy to fight in the station yard. There were no constructs, no altered beasts, no Keepers on the walls. There was only the intake scream rising as the engine on the mountain ramped toward full power, and then the siphon, reaching across the last distance into the closest deposit, and the bonded people of Station Twelve beginning, all at once, to go thin.

Kael had seen it once before, the going-thin couple back at Station Eight, a slow theft. This was not slow. This was the engine reaching at half-overload into a whole community of bonded frontier folk, the parents bonded to children, the healer couples, the old paired wardens, and Kael watched a dozen people start to empty in real time, the warmth draining out of their faces, their eyes going distant and cold, their hands reaching for the people they loved and finding the connection thinning toward nothing. A woman clutched her bonded sister and both of them wept without understanding why, the awareness between them dimming. The grizzled wood-splitter sat down hard in the dirt as the bond to his wife of thirty years went thin and cold, his face a mask of a grief he had no name for, because nobody had ever told the frontier what it felt like to have your love stolen out of you by a machine.

It was worse than the going-thin couple had prepared them for, because that had been two people over hours and this was a whole community in minutes, and the human shape of it was unbearable. A young mother turned in a slow circle in the yard with her bonded infant in her arms, the baby fretting, the mother’s face going slack and frightened as the thing that should have flooded warm at the sight of her own child stayed cold, and she kept looking from the baby’s face to her own chest as if she could find where the love had gone. Two old paired wardens, frontier folk who’d held the station’s defenses together for thirty years, stood a foot apart and could not seem to close the distance, each reaching and stopping, the connection that had let them fight as one body thinning to nothing, their weathered faces wearing the blank confusion of people whose whole shared language had been switched off mid-sentence. An old woman simply stopped humming a tune she’d been humming, and looked up, and could not remember why she’d been happy, and that silence was the worst sound in the yard, because nobody had ever told the frontier that a machine could reach into a person and pinch out the part that loved while leaving everything else alive to notice it gone.

“This is it,” Sera said, the amber blazing in her veins, her hand pressed to the station’s ground, reading the threads. “The intake. It’s pulling them all at once. Kael, I can see the siphon threads, dozens of them, running into every bonded person here and back up the mountain. They’re being emptied. We have to shield them, all of them, now, or this station goes cold inside the hour.”

“Reverse Mend can shield a bond from the siphon,” Kael said, the thing he’d learned at the going-thin couple, the developing skill that had been building in him since Station Eight. “But that was one couple, over hours. This is a whole community at once, under full intake.” He was already moving to the woman clutching her sister, his hands warming, reaching for the bond between them, trying to wrap it in the shield he’d half-learned, and it worked, barely, for the two of them, the warmth steadying, the awareness holding. But there were a dozen more, and he could feel the cost of holding even two, the developing skill straining at its limit, the System glimmering at the edge of his vision.

[REVERSE MEND: SECONDARY APPLICATION DEVELOPING - 88%]

“It’s not enough,” he said, holding the two bonds, sweat standing on his forehead, the strain mounting. “I can hold a couple at a time. There are a dozen. By the time I get to the last ones the first ones are draining again. I need to shield all of them at once and I can’t, the skill’s not there yet, it’s almost there but it’s not.”

“Then make it there,” Liss said.

She was kneeling beside the grizzled wood-splitter, her hands on his chest, her own field-medic instincts trying and failing to staunch a wound that wasn’t physical, and she looked up at Kael with her brown eyes hard and desperate, and she was not blunt now, she was pleading, the frontier medic watching her home drain.

“These are my people, Kael. This man taught me to split wood when I was eight. That’s his wife going cold in the next building. I have spent my whole life unable to save the people of this station, the children, the wasting, all of it, I watched and I couldn’t, and I will not stand here and watch it again while you tell me your skill isn’t ready.” Her voice cracked, the frontier hardness breaking. “Find it. Whatever it is in you that’s almost there. The whole journey’s been building it. Station Eight, the dungeon, every fight. It’s nearly there. Close enough to save them if you can reach it. Find the rest. Please. I don’t ask much. I’m asking you for this.”

And Kael felt it, the way the skill had been building, the bond-shield reaching for one couple, then two, the developing application that the System had been climbing since Station Eight, and he understood, kneeling in the dirt of a frontier station with a thinning bond in each hand and ten more draining around him and the woman he loved begging him to find the last twelve percent, that the problem was not power. He’d been trying to solve it with power, the battle mage’s instinct, more force, more channel, hold harder. And the harder he held the two bonds in his hands, the more the other ten slipped, because power was the wrong tool, because you could not out-muscle a machine built to drain, you could only out-live it, and the same lesson that would win the engine chamber won this.

The last twelve percent wasn’t power. It was reach. It was the difference between shielding a bond and shielding a network, and the network was the thing he was, the Amber Line, eight bonds, the richest warmth in the kingdom.

Station Eight, Wend, and the whole road east had been teaching him the lesson the engine and the leash and Greer and even Devi’s old math all got backward: he’d been trying to solve a problem of theft with the tools of a man who’d had things stolen, gripping tighter, defending harder, holding the warmth in his clenched hands against the thing that wanted it. And the harder he gripped, the less he could reach. The battle mage in him, two lifetimes of him, knew only one answer to something trying to take what was yours, which was to hold the line, and the line was exactly wrong here, because you could not shield a community’s love by hoarding your own.

So he stopped holding. He stopped trying to grip the station’s bonds one at a time with his hands and his force, and instead he opened the thing he was, his own network, his own warmth, and poured it out, gave it away, reached for all of them at once through the only instrument that could hold a whole community: not his strength, but the love he already carried, turned outward and spent freely. It was a counterintuitive thing his body fought at every instinctive level, giving away warmth into a place that was being drained of warmth, the way you’d give your own air to someone drowning, and every instinct screamed that he’d empty himself doing it, that the engine would take what he gave along with everything else. And instead the opposite happened. The warmth he gave away could not be classified, because it was always already leaving him; the warmth he gave away could not be mined, because it was a gift and not a hoard; and the more he poured out into the dying station, the more the station’s bonds steadied, the thing the engine wanted to mine made into the thing that shielded the mine’s other victims, the leash’s logic turned inside out in his own hands.

He let the Amber Line pour out of him, not into the engine but into the station, and the reaching that had been almost complete since Station Eight found the last twelve percent in the act of giving warmth away instead of holding it, and the skill completed all at once, under the pressure of his home-frontier lover’s people dying, exactly the way it had been seeded to, born not of force but of the realization that the warmth was a thing you gave, never a thing you gripped.

[REVERSE MEND: SECONDARY APPLICATION UNLOCKED - BOND WARD]

The warmth flooded the station. Kael felt it leave him and spread, the bond-ward, a Battle Healer ability that shielded living bonds from imposed severance and siphon, and one by one the thinning bonds of Station Twelve steadied and held and warmed back toward themselves. The woman clutching her sister gasped as the awareness came back. The wood-splitter’s face crumpled as the bond to his wife steadied, warmth flooding back into a connection thirty years deep, and he wept, openly, the grief turning to a relief he had no name for either. The whole station, a dozen bonds, held against the engine’s full intake, shielded under the warmth of a network the engine could not reach because the network would not hold still.

“You did it,” Liss said, her hands still on the wood-splitter’s chest, feeling the bond come back under her palms, her brown eyes wet, the frontier medic who’d never been able to save her station watching it saved. “Kael. You did it. The whole station. They’re holding.”

“They’re holding,” Kael confirmed, swaying with the cost of it, hands trembling from the sustained channel, the new skill a steady drain now but a manageable one, the warmth pouring out of his network into the home of the woman he’d crossed a kingdom with. “It won’t last forever. The engine’s still pulling and I’m holding it off, not stopping it. We still have to kill the engine. But the station holds as long as I hold, and I can hold.” He drew a rough breath and steadied the ward. “Long enough to reach the mountain.”

He held it through the rest of that day and into the night, because the assault couldn’t go up the mountain until dawn and the station couldn’t survive the dark without the ward, and the holding was a different kind of work than fighting, a slow steady pour that never let up, and the team built him a place to do it from. They set him in the station’s main hall where the worst of the thin-going had been gathered, and the network spread out around him the way it spread out in any crisis, each of them taking the role that was theirs. Mira ran the morale of a whole frightened station, tea and grain bars and her relentless warmth, the emotional barometer keeping a community calm while a machine reached for its love. Sera sat beside Kael and fed her amber perception into his ward, marking the threads that strained hardest so he could shore them first, the living compass turned to triage. Liss worked the bodies, the physical exhaustion and the shock and the one old paired warden whose heart did try to stop when his bond went thin and whom Liss brought back with her hands and her flat refusal to let the frontier take one more, humming the whole time, the metronome steady because her hands were steady because the station was hers.

And in the small hours, when the worst had passed and the ward held and the station’s people slept warm under a borrowed network’s warmth, Kael held the bond-shield in the dark and felt, at last, what it would mean to carry this skill forward. It was not a weapon. It was the opposite of the engine, the exact opposite, a thing that gave warmth instead of taking it, that wrapped a community’s love in his own rather than draining it, and he understood that the journey had built him precisely the answer to the thing they were marching to fight. The engine mined love. The Bond Ward gave it. And a man who could give faster than a machine could take was, it turned out, the one thing in the kingdom the harvest had no answer for. He filed it the way he filed everything, the deep certainty under the exhaustion: they were going to win, not because they were stronger, but because they were giving, and you cannot out-take a thing that is always already being given away.

Neve and Suyin had their heads together over the threads the moment the station stabilized, the analyst and the Pathfinder combining knowledge the way they’d cracked the intake network at the waystation, Neve’s bond-topology math laid over Suyin’s on-the-ground map of which frontier dungeons the Keepers had restructured into intakes. “It confirms the worst version,” Neve said, tracing the convergence. “The engine doesn’t need to be finished to start stealing. It’s drawing at half-overload right now and it’s already strong enough to empty a whole station in an hour. By the time we reach the garrison it’ll be at full, and full means it doesn’t take an hour, it takes minutes, and it doesn’t take a station, it takes a province.” She looked up, grim. “Which means Kael’s bond-ward is the only thing standing between the eastern frontier and a slow cold emptying, and Kael can’t be everywhere. We hold the station with the ward, we reach the engine, we kill it. There’s no version where we shield the whole frontier one community at a time. There’s only killing the source.” She pushed her glasses up. “And the reason it has to be us, the reason it can’t be a royal army or a guild crew or another academy, is sitting right here in the threads. A Soulmate network is the only thing that can perceive the siphon, resist the siphon, and reach the engine without being drained on the way. Kael has the only one. We’re the only force in the kingdom that can do this, and the engine’s getting stronger every hour we don’t.” She closed the map. “So we don’t waste hours. We hold here tonight, we move at dawn, and we end it before full overload, because after full overload there’s no holding anything.”



Station Twelve held itself together through the worst of it on competence and spit, and Kael watched the thing the eastern road had been quietly arguing, that the frontier the academy abandoned was full of good people doing impossible work with nothing, and that the abandonment was the crime and the competence was the indictment.

Chief Anwen ran her station through the intake like a field commander, moving her thin-going people into the warded buildings, organizing the unbonded to tend the bonded, keeping order in a community having its love stolen by a machine it couldn’t see. Marten Vell’s legacy was everywhere, Kael realized, the man’s old patients, the ward stones he’d mapped during his old posting still set in the station’s defenses, the frontier medicine he’d taught that had outlived his posting, and the Solhavn healers and the Order’s people worked alongside the station’s staff and learned, fast, that the frontier folk knew things the academy had never bothered to write down.

The cross-pollination of it was its own quiet thing, three traditions of medicine meeting over a crisis none of them had a clean answer for. Kael watched a Solhavn-trained healer, all theory and clean technique, stand baffled over a going-thin patient because nothing in her curriculum covered the theft of a bond, and he watched a Station Twelve frontier medic, who had no theory at all and forty years of doing without it, show her how to keep the patient calm and warm and breathing while the bond-ward held, the academy’s knowledge and the frontier’s competence each filling the other’s gap. The Order’s people learned faster than anyone, because they’d spent a kingdom of road learning that the world knew things the academy hadn’t bothered to write down, and by the second hour the three traditions were one triage line, the coastal theory and the mountain method and the frontier competence braided together over the hurt, and Kael thought it was as much a victory as the bond-ward, the institutions of healing meeting and finding each other worth the meeting.

There was a moment Kael would carry, in the middle of the worst of it, that was nothing but the three traditions meeting and finding each other worth the meeting. A Solhavn healer, all clean coastal theory, knelt over a thin-going patient and reached, by reflex, for a diagnostic crystal, and Liss put a hand on her wrist and said, flat, “Put it down, it’ll tell you nothing, there’s no wound to read. Use this instead,” and she took the woman’s hand and pressed it to the patient’s sternum, over the draining bond, and said, “Feel that? The cold spot. That’s the thread the engine’s pulling. You can’t measure it. You can only feel it, and hold the person warm while the Battle Healer wards it, and talk to them so they don’t follow the cold down.” And the Solhavn healer, decades into a career of instruments and measurements, learned in one minute from a frontier medic with no instruments at all the thing her whole curriculum had never taught her: that some hurts you treat with your hands and your presence and nothing else, because the hurt isn’t in the body, it’s in the thing between two bodies, and you can’t put a crystal on the space between people. She nodded, and put the crystal away, and held the patient’s hand, and talked, and it worked, and Kael thought that the abandoned frontier had just taught the kingdom’s finest coastal academy a thing worth more than its whole archive, and that this, too, was a kind of debt being repaid, the wrong direction, the frontier giving when it had spent a century only being taken from.

“Marten always said the academy thought the frontier was where competence went to die,” Chief Anwen said, watching the coalition’s healers work beside her own. “Said it was the opposite. Said the frontier was where competence went because nobody else would do the work. He was right. We held this station for thirty years on nothing because nobody was coming, and we got good at holding things on nothing, and now an army shows up and finds out the abandoned east knows its business.” She looked at Liss, working among the thin-going with the flat sure efficiency the station had made in her. “She’s the proof. We made her, here, with no instruments and no funding and no help. The academy didn’t make Liss Carroway. We did. The academy just took the finished work and put it in a robe.” There was no bitterness in it, only fact. “An army of help at last, and you sent it because the machine’s eating you too, not because you finally remembered we exist. I’ll take the help anyway. The east always takes the help. But you tell whoever’s in charge up that mountain of yours that the frontier remembers who came and who didn’t.”

Liss moved through the crisis as the local expert and the academy cast as her support, the home-field dynamic fully reversed, and Kael watched it complete the thing the deep frontier had been doing since they crossed into it. On the road she’d been the blunt outsider in the academy’s polished world. Here she was the one everyone deferred to, the one who knew the station’s people by name and their bonds by history, the one who could tell which thin-going patient was a frontier-tough survivor who’d hold and which was an old paired warden whose heart might simply stop when the bond went cold. She directed the coalition’s healers with the flat efficiency she brought to everything, no ceremony, no softening, and they followed her, the academy’s best taking orders from a frontier medic on her own ground, and she didn’t gloat about it because gloating was a luxury and Liss didn’t keep luxuries, but Kael saw, under the flat, the thing it meant to her, to be home and competent and needed in the place that had made her with nothing.

“Carroway,” an old frontier woman said, gripping Liss’s wrist as the bond-ward steadied her thinning connection to her bonded sister. “You came back. With an army. The little knife-girl came back with a whole army.” Her eyes were wet. “We thought the mountain ate you. They take our best and we never see them again, and we thought it ate you too.”

“It tried,” Liss said, flat, but her voice was rough. “I didn’t let it. I’m still mine. Still frontier. Still Station Twelve, under the robe.” She squeezed the old woman’s hand. “And I brought the army home. The mountain didn’t eat me. I made it bring help instead. Took me long enough, but I made it. Now hold still and let the warmth come back, you stubborn old goat, your sister’s fine, the bond’s holding, I’ve got you.”

“I’m the Order’s director,” Adrienne said, who’d been listening, the woman who’d spent years inside the institution that did the abandoning. “And you’re right, and I’m not going to insult you by arguing. The academy hoarded for a century and the frontier paid. That’s the truth and I’ve helped carry it.” She met the chief’s tired eyes. “But the Order’s changing that. The first thing we do after this mountain is a real frontier clinic. Funded. Staffed. Permanent. Not because the machine threatened us. Because it’s owed. Marten Vell taught me that the debt is real, and I intend to start paying it.” She extended a hand. “That’s not a politician’s promise. I’ll put it in writing under my own name and the council’s writ. You held this station thirty years on nothing. You won’t hold the next thirty alone.”

Chief Anwen looked at the offered hand a long moment, frontier wariness sharpened by a lifetime of promises, and then she took it, because she could read a real one from a politician’s, and Liss watched the director of the Order shake hands with the chief of the station that raised her, and her hum, which had come back as the bonds steadied, faltered for a different reason.



When the station was stable, when the bond-ward held steady and the army readied for the final push to the garrison, Liss found Kael at the edge of the yard, and the conversation that completed her whole arc happened quietly, the way the most important things between them always did.

“You saved my home,” she said. “I want to say that plainly, because I don’t do flowery, and because you need to hear it without me wrapping it in a joke. You found the last twelve percent of a skill because I asked you to, and you saved the people who made me, the ones I spent my whole life unable to save.” She looked out at the station, at the thin-going folk warming back toward themselves under his ward. “I cut a dead woman out of myself with a knife under Aegis. The ghost. The first-life Liss who was your medic and died on the stairs. I cut her out because I needed to be chosen as me, the live one, not mourned as her.” Her brown eyes came back to him, steady, alive, unghosted. “And I’ve spent this whole journey proving I’m my own woman on my own ground. The frontier made me, not the academy, not the ghost. And here I am, standing in the actual place that made me, and you crossed a kingdom and saved it, and you chose me here, where the ghost was from too, the ghost was a frontier medic, and I out-lived her on her own ground.” She drew a breath, and the frontier hardness was all the way open now, the thing she never let anyone see. “The last distance between me and the dead one just closed. I’m not the ghost. I’m not a replacement for the ghost. I’m Liss Carroway, made by Station Twelve, chosen by you, here, now, and there’s no old metal in it anymore, none, it’s all just mine.” She took his hand, and it wasn’t her usual blunt directness, it was something quieter, something that cost her, the woman who reached for her knife belt before anything reaching instead for him. “I’m ready, Kael. To cross. I can feel it, the bond, holding right at the edge, because I needed to be sure I was choosing the live woman and not just stepping into a dead one’s place. And now I’m sure. Here. At home. Come with me.” She tilted her head toward the station’s old quarters, the spare room that had been hers once. “I’m going to choose the live one all the way. Me. Here. Now. And I want you to be the one I choose it with.”

“You’re sure,” Kael said, not a question, just giving her the room to be sure out loud, the way he’d given each of them room.

“I’m sure,” Liss said, flat and certain, the frontier-direct that needed no ceremony. “I held at seven-fifty because I needed to know I was choosing the live woman and not stepping into the dead one’s grave. And now I’m standing in the room that made the live woman, in the home that made me, with you, who crossed a kingdom and saved my station, and there’s no doubt left anywhere in me. None.” She tightened her grip on his hand, the rare softness. “Come cross it with me, Kael. On home ground. Where the ghost was from, so there’s no part of the ghost left to haunt it. Just me. Made here. Choosing here. With you.”

Kael looked at her, the frontier medic who’d cut a ghost out of herself with a knife and spent the journey becoming wholly her own, standing in the home that made her, choosing the live woman completely, and he let her lead him toward the old quarters, because some thresholds a person had to cross on their own ground, and this was hers.



But before they reached the door, Sera caught them, and the amber in her eyes was bright and terrible.

“Kael, wait.” She had her hand pressed to the station ground, reading the threads, and her face was the face of a woman seeing the worst thing yet. “I’ve been watching the intake the whole time you’ve been holding the station. The Station Twelve intake confirms what I felt after Sael’s overload test. Sael’s faction isn’t preparing a careful bleed. They’re already committing to overload.” She stood, the amber tracery blazing. “Take everything at once, the whole Amber Line, the whole frontier, all of it, in a single massive pull, a harvest larger than anything we’ve seen in the network, all to bleed power away from the deep in one stroke.” Her amber eyes found his. “But an overload doesn’t just drain. It ruptures. The engine sits on the leash, Kael, the leash Greer spent his life maintaining, the thing keeping the sleeper starved. A controlled bleed maintains the leash. An overload tears it. If Sael fires that engine at full, he doesn’t just empty the frontier. He cracks the leash open.” She looked toward the mountain, toward the rising intake scream. “The reckless faction is about to do the one thing Greer fears most, and the station’s own readings prove they are past theory and into execution. Whatever’s sealed in the deep under that garrison, it’s about to get a crack of daylight, and Sael either doesn’t understand that or doesn’t care, because he wants the flood more than he wants the door held.” She drew a shaking breath. “Which means Greer is now, impossibly, on our side. Or could be. His own order is about to destroy the thing he’s given his life to protect. The man who tried to recruit us is about to be the only Keeper on the mountain who wants the engine stopped as badly as we do.” She looked at Kael. “The final fight has three sides, and one of them just became a man who might fight beside us against his own people, to hold a door he still thinks we’re wrong to want open. I don’t know if we can trust him. I don’t know if he can trust us. But the engine has to die, and it has to die before the overload, and right now Castellan Greer wants that exactly as much as we do, and that is a very strange sentence.”

Kael looked at the mountain, at the engine crowning it, at the man somewhere inside it holding a door against his own order, and felt the last shape of the thing settle.

“Then we move,” he said. “All of us. And we find out whether the enemy who tried to recruit me would rather lose to us than win with Sael.” He looked at Liss, at the door of her old quarters, at the threshold she was ready to cross. “And before that, you and I finish what this place asked of us.”

Liss’s fingers tightened around his, frontier-direct and sure, and she led him toward the old quarters where the live woman had chosen to stand.


Chapter 15: Home Ground

Liss’s old quarters at Station Twelve were exactly as spare as Kael had imagined, a narrow room off the station’s back hall with a cot and a basin and a window looking out at the mountain that held the engine, and Liss stepped into it and stood for a moment in the place that had been hers when she was young and useless, before the knives, before the wasting, before the academy took the finished work and put it in a robe.

“I slept here from thirteen to nineteen,” she said. “Threw knives at a target on that wall. Learned to channel healing through the tips in this room because there were no instruments, learned it from a station medic who died the year I left.” She set her knife belt on the chair, within reach, the habit, the established gesture, the practicality that coexisted with everything tender in her without contradiction. “I didn’t expect to be back. The frontier doesn’t usually let you leave and come home both. You go up the mountain and you become a different thing and the home closes behind you.”

She moved through the small room slowly, touching things, and Kael let her, because this was the thing she’d crossed a kingdom to do and the doing of it deserved time. She ran a thumb along the deep gouges in the target wall, years of throws by her and every medic who had borrowed the target before her. She touched the empty shelf where, she said, a medicine cabinet should have been and never was. She stopped at the window that looked out at the mountain holding the engine, the place she’d watched as a child, the place she’d left from.

“I used to lie on that cot and listen to the station at night,” she said, her flat voice gone quiet. “Somebody always dying, or being born, or coming in off the frontier hurt. The hum of it. I learned to hum back, off-key, so my hands wouldn’t shake when they put a knife in them and pointed me at a wound and said do something, you’re all there is. Thirteen years old. Do something, you’re all there is.” She turned from the window. “Nobody was coming. That’s the whole frontier, in one sentence. Nobody’s coming, so it has to be you, so you get good or people die. And I got good.” Her brown eyes found his in the dimming light. “And then a man crossed a kingdom and came. To where I’m from. To the place that made me out of nobody-coming. You’re the person from the mountain who came for me, Kael. And I needed you to see it, all of it, the empty shelf and the gouged wall and the markers in the infirmary, before I crossed, because I’m not crossing with the mountain version of me, the one in the robe. I’m crossing with this one. The knife-girl. The one nobody from that world came for until you did.”

She turned to face him fully, and the off-key hum that had run under her all through the day’s crisis was still going, low, tuneless, her working metronome, her self-check. “I cut the ghost out of myself and chose the live woman, and the live woman turned out to want to come home. So here I am. In the room that made me. About to do the most permanent thing two people can do, on the ground that knows me best.”

She crossed to him, and her brown eyes were steady and alive and unghosted, and the hum was still going, and Kael had learned for so long that the hum stopping was the tell, the moment everything had her full attention, and he waited for it.

“I cut a dead woman out of me with a knife,” Liss said, her voice low and rough, the frontier-direct that was hotter for its lack of performance. “Tonight I’m choosing the live one. Me. Here. Now. Not the ghost you remember from a life I never lived. Not a replacement. Just Liss Carroway, made by this station, chosen by you, on her own home ground, all the way across.” She put her hands on his chest, the same hands that performed micro-surgery, that threw knives, that had held her station’s bonds against the intake all day. “I’ve been holding at the edge because I needed to be sure. I’m sure. There’s no old metal left in it. It’s all just mine.” And then the hum stopped, cut off clean, and the silence of it was louder than any sound she made, and Kael knew she had decided. “Lock the door. The station’s stable, the bond-ward’s holding, we’ve got till dawn, and I’m not the outsider in your world tonight. You’re in mine. So I’m going to take what I want, the way I always do, and tonight what I want is to be chosen all the way, and to choose back, here, where I’m from.”

Kael locked the door, and turned back to her, and the woman who’d been the local expert all day, who’d run her own home through a crisis while the academy kids were the soft ones, took what she wanted.



She undressed with shift-change efficiency, the reinforced vest and the linen shirt and the practical underclothes coming off without ceremony, no performance, just the practicality giving way, and her body in the window’s last gray light was lean and wiry and hard-earned, the frontier-built architecture of her, the small tight A-cups with the pale nipples already peaked, the lean narrow hips, the runner’s strength without bulk, the small precise scars she’d accumulated in increments across six years of saving lives with knives. Kael knew the scars by now, the thin line across her left bicep from a field amputation gone wrong, the cluster of healed punctures on her right forearm from corrupted vine removal, the burn on her shoulder from a Purify compound mixed from expired supplies, each one a story of a life saved with nothing, the body of a woman shaped by use rather than design, and he found her more beautiful for every one of them, the realness of her, the hard-earned competence written into her skin. She was not a visual event like Neve or Adrienne. She was something better tonight, the realness of her, the woman shaped by use rather than design, standing unselfconscious beside the gouged target wall and the empty shelf.

“Stop looking at me like I’m fragile,” she said, catching his gaze, the established line, the blunt consent. “I’m not fragile. I carried patients over rough terrain when nobody was coming. I cut a ghost out of my own chest. I held this whole station against a machine today. Look at me like I’m what I am. Strong, and yours, and choosing it.” She pulled him down onto the cot. “Now. I’m going to do the thing I’m best at, and you’re going to let me, and you’re going to watch your control come apart, because I like watching it come apart, it’s honest in a way I like about you.”

She pushed him back and moved down his body with the practical purpose she brought to everything, kneeling between his legs with the same efficiency she brought to a patient or a fight, and took his cock in her mouth, and her signature was her mouth, the field-medic confidence of it, the same hands that performed micro-surgery now performing a different precision task. She took him deep and held him there, her throat working around the head, then drew back to swirl her tongue over the crown, working him with a rough skill, her brown eyes locked on his from below, reading his response the way she read patient vitals, by habit, by training, by years of refusing to look away, and where she usually hummed her tuneless working hum, tonight the hum was gone, stopped, because everything in her was here, on him, on the choosing.

She worked his cock slow, the field-medic precision of her hands and mouth, her wiry fist wrapped around the base and stroking in time with her lips, no ceremony in it and no fragility either, the frontier-direct confidence that was hotter for its lack of performance, and her brown eyes stayed on him the whole way, reading his response the way she read a patient’s vitals, finding what undid him and giving it to him by increments, in control of his pleasure the way she was in control of everything she’d ever had to do alone with nobody coming to help. She took him deeper, until the head pushed at the back of her throat and she swallowed around it, her wiry hand following her mouth, and Kael’s hand found her brown hair, the cord come loose, and gripped, and she let him guide her, her eyes never leaving his.

But then, because the bond was crossing, because tonight was fuller than her usual direct frontier efficiency, the hum came back, low, vibrating around him, and Kael groaned at the feel of it, the off-key working rhythm of the mouth that hummed while it saved lives now humming around his cock, and Liss’s brown eyes crinkled with the dark satisfaction of a woman watching exactly the effect she’d intended. She held the hum, low and tuneless, the metronome that kept her hands steady over a wound now kept around him, and the vibration of it ran through him and she watched it land, the unimpressed brown eyes going dark and intent, the one place the flat frontier reserve dropped all the way and she let herself simply want, and take, and watch what the taking did to him.

She took him deeper, the hum vibrating, her wiry hands gripping his thighs, and Kael threaded a hand into her brown hair, the cord come loose now, the hair falling sweat-dampened around her face, darker at the temples, and gripped, guiding, and she let him, her eyes never leaving his, the working rhythm steady and devastating. It was an honest thing about her, this, the way her whole flat frontier reserve dropped when she had him in her mouth, the unimpressed brown eyes going dark and intent, reading his response like patient vitals and adjusting, the field medic’s precision turned to a different work, the same hands that had held a station’s bonds against a machine that morning now gripping his thighs, the same focus, the same refusal to look away. She watched his control fracture and the dark satisfaction in her eyes was a thing she let him see here, in this, where the hardness came all the way off.

“Six years I kept the volume down,” she murmured, pulling off for a breath, her voice gone gravel-rough from having had him in her throat, the off-key hum still going low between words. “Worked quiet, lived quiet, didn’t let anybody hear me. And the one place I get loud is here, with you, taking what I want.” She took him again, the hum vibrating, deeper, until his hand fisted in her hair and his hips came up off the cot, and only then did she pull off, a string of saliva connecting her slick lips to him, messy, unsanitized, the frontier-direct mess of it hotter than any neatness. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and grinned, watching his chest heave.

“There it is. Your control, cracking. I’ve watched it crack a dozen times and it’s still worth earning every time.” Her grin softened, and the choosing came back into her brown eyes. “Tonight I don’t keep it to just my mouth, though. Tonight the bond’s crossing and I want all of it. I want to be seen, not just to take. So come here.” She pulled him down off the cot with her surprising wiry strength, the two of them on the rough station floor now, her wanting something fuller than her usual frontier efficiency. “I want you in me. Slow. I want this to last, because it’s the one I cross on, and I want to remember it.”

She turned and braced herself face-down for from-behind, her second act, the practical demanding angle, her wiry legs braced, the lean narrow hips elevated, her cunt already slick and ready, pushing back toward him with the strength earned by carrying weight when nobody was coming to help. Kael gripped her hips, the lean narrow hips of her, the compact taut muscle earned by frontier labor, and gave her the still point she demanded, his cock pressing just enough to part her until she made a low impatient sound and pushed back, taking the first inch herself. Then he slid into her slow, the way she’d asked, sinking all the way in, her tight heat gripping every inch as he filled her, and she made a sound, rough and broken, her hands fisting against the floorboards beside the old cot, the small scars on her forearms pale in the window’s last light.

He took his time with her, because the crossing deserved time and because she’d spent her whole life rushing, triaging, doing the next thing because there was always a next thing and nobody coming to help. He drew back slow and pushed back in slower, and her whole body shuddered with the unfamiliar patience of it, and he set a deep unhurried rhythm that gave her nowhere to hide from feeling it. His hands mapped the wiry strong lines of her, the lean back, the small tight ass, the runner’s strength of her thighs, learning the body the frontier had built, and she pushed back into him on every stroke, demanding more, faster, the field-medic who controlled depth and rhythm under pressure trying to take the reins. But he matched her demand with patience, holding the slow deep pace against her urging, and the patience undid her more than any force ever had, her demands fraying into sounds, her control of the rhythm slipping out of her grip, the woman who ran every pace forced to feel one she wasn’t setting.

“You’re going slow on purpose,” she got out, rough, her cheek turned against the floorboards beneath the old window. “People usually don’t go slow with me. I don’t usually let them. I run the pace, fast, efficient, get it done. And you’re going slow and I can’t, I can’t make you go faster and I don’t, oh, I don’t want to.” The fragments came, the language going as the rhythm stole it, the frontier-flat precision dissolving. “This is the bond, isn’t it. Crossing. It makes everything slower and bigger. I can feel it climbing. I’ve been holding at the edge and I can feel it right there, right at the top of the next, the next.”

The bond opened up as the act opened up, the warmth building between them, the Soulmate threshold right at the edge, and Kael felt it gather like a wave, the seventh crossing of the core Amber Line, the threshold of the road east, landing as the event it was meant to be.

“Like that,” she got out, pushing back, the fragments replacing sentences as the rhythm stole her language, her field-medic precision dissolving into pure sensation. “Don’t stop. I’ve wanted this since the going-thin couple, since you held that station, since I watched you find the last twelve percent because I asked, you found it for me, for my home, and I knew, I knew right then I was going to cross, I just had to get us here, to the room, to home ground.”

And then she did the thing she almost never did, the thing the crossing demanded: she pulled away from from-behind, turned over onto her back beneath him on the rough floor of her old quarters, and pulled him down face to face, her brown eyes locked on his, because she wanted to be seen and not just to take.

“Face to face,” she said, rough, almost shy with it, which Liss rarely was. “I don’t usually do this. I usually go face-down, it’s practical, it’s me. But tonight I want to look at you while I cross. I want to see your face when the bond goes all the way. I want you to see mine. The frontier-hard woman who rarely lets anyone see her soft, I’m letting you see it, here, at home, because you earned it and because I’m sure.” She wrapped her wiry legs around him, all that weight-carrying strength pulling him deep, and Kael moved in her slow and full, her brown eyes never leaving his, and the bond climbed toward the threshold, the warmth flooding, the Soulmate crossing gathering like a wave.

He moved in her slow and full, his cock dragging deep through her slick clenching heat with every stroke, face to face the way she’d asked, her brown eyes locked on his and refusing to close, and he felt the bond gather at the edge, the wave building, the held threshold finally cresting. And he felt it cross before the System said it, the bond going all the way, the warmth flooding both of them, the connection solidifying into something permanent, and it was feedback sharper and hotter than anything since they had left Aegis, the seventh crossing of the core Amber Line. The Resonance flooded both directions at once, her pleasure into him and his into her, the golden warmth cycling upward, doubling, the two of them caught in a single feedback loop that climbed past anything either had felt, and Kael watched it hit her face, watched the frontier-hard woman who rarely lets anyone see her soft feel the bond go all the way open and not look away from him while it happened, which was brave in the way only being seen could be brave, braver than the knives, braver than cutting the ghost out, because it meant being seen at the exact moment she had no defenses left.

And through it Kael felt the thing that made the crossing the crown of the road: the last of his fear of confusing her with the ghost going out. He’d carried the first-life Liss in his chest for too long, the medic who’d died on the stairs, the woman this Liss had cut out of herself with a knife, the old cold metal of a grief that had never quite resolved. And as the bond crossed he felt that cold old metal memory replaced, all at once, completely, by something wholly current and chosen and warm, no risk of mistaking the dead woman for the living one anywhere, the ghost long cut out and now answered by a living bond chosen freely on home ground. The dead woman mourned. The live one come all the way into the light. And Kael understood, holding the gaze of the woman shaking apart beneath him, that this was the difference between mourning a person and choosing one, and that he’d spent the road east and most of two lives learning it, and that here, in a poor room in a frontier station, it had finally, completely, finished.

And Liss’s usual shout, all that practiced quiet finally getting volume, broke into something rare, something the crossing tore out of her, and she said his name like it cost her, the frontier hardness cracking all the way open, here, at home, where she rarely let anyone see her soft. Her brown eyes, locked on his, went wide and wet and unghosted, and Kael watched the moment the bond solidified register in her face, the woman who rarely let anyone see her soft seeing herself crack open and not flinching from it, because she’d chosen it, here, with the old cot and the knife-scarred wall around her.

[BOND: Liss Carroway -> 1000 (Soulmate)] [SOULMATE BOND ESTABLISHED. Seventh bond confirmed.]

The Resonance feedback flooded both of them, the bond crossing, her pleasure into him and his into her, the golden warmth cycling upward, and Kael held her brown eyes the whole way, watched the last of his own fear leave him, watched the live woman come all the way into the light, chosen and choosing, made by this station and claimed in it. She came with his cock buried deep inside her, her wiry legs locked around him, her brown eyes wet and wide and locked on his, not the shout this time but something rawer, his name said like a wound and a blessing both, her body shaking under him on the floor of her old room, her release rolling through her in long waves as the bond solidified.

And he wasn’t done, because tonight the cum-play signature was present, but framed as claiming now, not just appetite. He pulled back at the edge, and she understood, and she came up onto her knees, her brown eyes still locked on his, and gave him the explicit invitation that was her signature, the defining visual of her whole lane.

“On me,” she said, rough, certain, her hands on his thighs. “I want it on me. My lips, my chest, I want to wear it, I want the proof of it on my skin. Not just appetite tonight. Claiming. I crossed, and I want to wear that I crossed.” She looked up at him, the field-medic confidence and the new soft openness both at once. “Mark me. Here. On home ground. The frontier-hard woman wearing what she chose.”

He gripped her brown hair and finished across her, the cum streaking her lips and her chin and her small tight chest, the small breasts catching the window’s last light, the defining image of her whole lane, and she took it with her brown eyes still on his, the claiming complete, and then she did the thing that wrecked Kael more than anything, the thing her profile had always promised: she wiped a streak with her thumb, and tasted it, and smiled, slow and satisfied, like she’d just won an argument.

“There,” she said, rough and pleased, the cum on her lips and chest, the bond crossed, the old fear gone. “Mine. All of it. The live woman, chosen, marked, on her own ground.” Her smile turned, for a moment, into something that cost her, something soft she let him see. “The memory of the ghost tasted like old metal, Kael. I remember it, the cold dead thing in my chest that was a dead woman’s bond. This doesn’t taste like that. This is just mine. Warm. New. No old metal in it anywhere.” Her brown eyes went soft in a way that cost her. “I’m home, and I’m yours, and I’m me, all three, all the way, and there’s no part of it that belongs to a dead woman anymore.”



After, she reached for the knife belt.

She often reached for the knife belt, the vulnerability and the practicality coexisting in her without contradiction, the thing she often touched after sex because that was who she was, the field medic who kept her hands working. But tonight, with the cum still on her skin and the bond freshly crossed and the window going dark over the mountain that held the engine, she picked up the knife belt, and then she set it back down on the chair, and stayed.

“Look at that,” she said, dry, watching her own hand let the belt go. “Years I’ve reached for that belt before anything else. After fights, bad nights, men I let close enough to bother. The belt first, most of the time, because the belt was the thing that never left.” She lay back down on the cot beside him, pulling him with her, leaving the belt where it was. “And I just put it down to stay. Huh.” The frontier-flat huh, the one she’d picked up nowhere because it was hers. “That’s the bond, I think. The belt was the thing I trusted when I couldn’t trust anything else. Now there’s a thing I trust more, and it’s got a face, and it’s lying next to me, and the belt can wait on the chair.” She traced an idle line down his chest, the rare softness, the rationed tenderness spent freely. “Don’t tell the others I put the belt down. They’ll think I’ve gone soft.”

“You’ve gone soft,” Kael said.

“I’ve gone soft on home ground for one night,” Liss corrected, the dry humor flat and warm. “The belt can wait on the chair for one night. When I need it, I’ll reach for it. Right now I’m staying.” She was quiet a moment, the rare quiet, and then she said the thing she rarely said to anyone, low, into the dark with the old walls around her. “You want to know the truth about the belt? It was never about the knives. The knives are just the knives. The belt was the thing that proved I didn’t need anybody. As long as I reached for the belt first, after every fight, every bad night, every man, it meant the belt was the thing I trusted most, which meant I was still safe, still self-sufficient, still a woman nobody could leave because she’d never let anybody close enough to matter.” She traced an idle line down his chest. “And I just reached for it and put it down. Which means, there’s a thing I trust more than my own hands. And that should terrify me. Trusting a person over a lock got people killed. The whole frontier teaches you not to do it.” A flat breath, almost a laugh. “And it doesn’t terrify me. That’s the part I can’t get over. I put the belt down and I’m not scared. I’m just home.” She tucked herself against him, the wiry strength gone loose, the brown eyes drifting closed, the hum starting again, low, content, the working metronome at rest. “The live woman put the belt down and stayed. Just once. Just here.” And she slept, in the old room with the belt on the chair, the bond crossed, the old fear settled, and Kael lay awake beside her, keeping watch, thinking that this was the crown of the road, the one threshold crossed in a long season of holding, landing as the event it was meant to be, a frontier-hard woman come home and chosen there and made wholly her own at last.

The rest of the core network felt it cross, even asleep, even scattered through the station’s spare quarters, because a Soulmate crossing rang through the Amber Line like a struck bell through a room. Kael felt the others stir at the edge of his awareness, felt the warmth of the new seventh Soulmate bond settle into the web of the others and be welcomed there, no jealousy in it, only the deepening of the core Amber Line with Runa still at Love and Suyin’s new Crush thread bright at the edge. There was just the old quarters, and the belt on the chair, and the bond crossed, and the woman come home, and Kael kept watch over all of it as he kept watch over everything he loved, awake in the dark, the warmth of seven Soulmate bonds steady in his chest.

In the morning, as the team gathered in the station’s mess for the cold gray meal before the assault, Mira found them first, the emotional barometer, and she took one look at Liss and her whole face lit.

“You crossed,” she said, delighted, loud enough to carry, bouncing on her toes. “I felt it. The whole network felt it. The whole station probably felt it. You absolute menace, you crossed in the middle of a war on the night before the worst day of our lives, that’s so romantic and so badly timed, I love it.”

“Mind your own business, Solis,” Liss said, flat, eating standing up, the hum going low and content, but there was no heat in it at all, and the corner of her mouth gave her away.

“You put your knife belt down,” Mira said, gleeful, having clearly already extracted the whole story from the bond’s warmth alone. “You. Liss Carroway. Reached for the belt and put it down. Sera, she put the belt down, I felt that too, the frontier-hard woman went soft on home ground, this is the best day, I don’t even care that we’re about to fight a god-machine.”

“I picked the belt back up at dawn,” Liss said, the knife belt now firmly at her hip, “and I’m going to throw it at you specifically if you don’t eat your breakfast and let me have one quiet morning before we go up that mountain.” But she said it warm, and Mira grinned, and Sera laughed soft into her tea, and the family was one bond deeper and knew it, and they ate their cold meal in the station that had raised one of them, the network the engine wanted to mine grown richer in the very hours before they walked it into the engine’s mouth, and the warmth of it, freely shared over bad food in a poor place, was the exact thing the machine on the mountain had been built and would fail to take.



Dawn came, and with it the army.

The assault force assembled outside Station Twelve in the gray light, the whole coalition gathered at last, and it was larger than any version of the team had stood inside before, its scale settling through Kael as he walked the lines. The Order of the Amber Line at the heart, the core eight bonds now seven Soulmate with Runa at Love, and Suyin’s Crush thread running bright at the edge, the most concentrated bond-energy deposit in the kingdom. Captain Imrin Vael’s frontier troops, hard and ready, a Vael leading the crown’s soldiers toward the door his ancestor first theorized. Master Roe’s guild crews, a dozen, the best frontier delvers on the circuit, Suyin among them reading the garrison’s approaches with her unhurried professional eye. Chancellor Morwenna’s Solhavn volunteers, healers and warders and theorists, a second academy’s blood given for the east. And Station Twelve’s own people, those who could fight, standing with the army that had saved them, the abandoned frontier holding the line beside the institutions that had finally come.

Kael walked the lines the way a commander walks them before a battle, not to inspect but to be seen, to let the coalition see the man it had marched a kingdom to follow, and he saw the thing he’d been seeing more clearly since the coalition formed, the thing that was the quiet answer to a complaint the kingdom had been making for years: the institutions worked. Not perfectly. Not without friction. But here they stood, the crown and two academies and the guild and the abandoned frontier, gathered on a mountain’s foot to fight a thing none of them could fight alone, because the Order had carried the asking and they had, half of them, said yes. The half that said yes was the kingdom worth saving. The half that didn’t was being left behind, the way it always was, the way Adrienne had named it on the road.

Chief Anwen found him in the lines, her thin-going people warming back toward themselves under his ward, her station saved, and she did the thing the frontier did instead of thanks, which was offer a hard true assessment. “Your skill held my whole station,” she said. “I watched a thing I don’t know how to name, a healer shielding a community’s bonds against a machine, and I’ve been doing frontier medicine for thirty years and have no name for it.” She nodded, the highest praise the frontier gave. “Marten always said the Battle Healer class was the thing the academy banned because it was too strong to control. Now I’ve seen why they were afraid of it, and I’ve seen it used to save my home, and I think the academy was a coward for fifty years and you’re the proof.” She clasped his forearm, frontier to frontier. “Go kill the engine. We’ll hold the station. And Battle Healer, whatever happens up that mountain, you tell your Order the frontier saw who came. We don’t forget. We’ll remember Station Twelve was saved by the people who finally showed up. That’s worth more out here than you know.”

Liss walked the lines beside Kael, newly Soulmate, luminous and lethal, the knife belt back at her hip, the bond crossed and the old fear settled and the home ground at her back, and she looked exactly like what she was, the frontier medic made by Station Twelve, fighting for it now with everything she had.

And the station came to see her go, the way Brookhollow had come to see Mira, the frontier’s whole vocabulary of farewell compressed into a few hard hands and fewer words. Chief Anwen gripped her forearm. The grizzled wood-splitter, his bond to his wife held warm and steady under Kael’s ward, pressed something into Liss’s hand, a small frontier thing, a charm or a token, and said only “Carroway,” the whole of it in the name. And the old frontier woman whose bond to her bonded sister Liss had steadied the night before caught her sleeve and said, “The knife-girl came home with an army and saved us, and now she’s going up that mountain to save us again, you tell the mountain that, you tell them where Liss Carroway is from.” And Liss, who did not perform emotion, who had cut a ghost out of herself rather than let anyone carry it, stood in front of the station that had made her out of nobody-coming, and her hum stopped, the tell, everything in her at full attention, and she said, rough, “I’ll tell them. I’ll tell everyone. Station Twelve made me, and Station Twelve held, and the academy finally came.” She squeezed the old woman’s hand. “Now get inside the wards and stay warm. We’re going to go kill the thing that tried to take you. And when it’s dead, you’re getting a real clinic, with real instruments, because a woman who runs an Order promised it, and I’m going to make sure she keeps it.” She turned away before the roughness in her voice could become anything more, because there was a mountain to climb, but Kael had seen it, the frontier-hard woman cracked open one more degree by her own home, and he carried it up the mountain with everything else worth fighting for.

The System acknowledged the network as the final assault formed around it: Liss now Soulmate, Runa at Love, Suyin at Crush, seven Soulmate bonds at the core and two bright unfinished threads at the edge. The richest target in the kingdom, exactly what the engine had been built to mine. And they were going to walk it into the enemy’s mouth on purpose, the bait that had decided to walk itself into the trap, because it was the only way to reach the engine and unmake it.

“That’s a very strange order to follow,” Neve said, beside him, watching the army form up. “Walk the richest deposit in the kingdom directly into the machine built to harvest it. If anyone had told me a year ago that the plan was to be so alive the machine couldn’t measure us, I’d have asked them to define their terms.” She pushed her glasses up. “And now it’s the plan, and it’s correct, and the only way the engine fails is if we stay un-classifiable all the way to its core. So everyone remember Wend. When it pulls, and it will pull, don’t brace. Become. Deepen. Refuse to be the thing it measured a second ago.” She looked at the garrison, the engine crowning it, the receiver’s vibration rising. “We’re not a vein. We’re a living thing. And the harder it pulls, the more we change. That’s the whole assault, and we’re about to find out if I was right.”



They moved on the garrison at full light, and the first thing the wall gave them was not a volley, not a surrender, and not the shape of the fight any of them expected.

The parley flag flew again, on the garrison’s highest scaffold, the white cloth raised over the engine, but it flew inverted, hung upside-down, and Sera read it first, the amber high in her eyes.

“That’s not a surrender signal,” she said, staring up at the inverted flag. “And it’s not a call to talk. An inverted parley flag, on the frontier, in the old codes Greer’s order uses.” She turned to Kael, and her face was disbelief and dawning understanding both. “It’s a distress signal. It’s a man flying a flag of parley upside-down because he can’t fly any other kind. It means the person raising it is besieged. Surrounded. Out of options.” She looked back up at the engine, at the inverted flag over it. “Greer’s not signaling for us to surrender. He’s signaling for help. Sael’s faction has locked him out, taken the engine, and they’re firing it, and Greer raised an inverted parley flag over his own garrison because the force close enough and desperate enough to want the engine stopped as badly as he does is us.” Her amber eyes were wide. “The competent enemy is besieged by his own order. The man who tried to recruit you four days ago is trapped on that mountain by the reckless faction, watching them overload the engine and crack the leash he’s given his life to protect, and he’s flying a flag that means save me to the people he can’t beat and can’t out-argue and would rather lose to than win with Sael.”

Kael looked up at the inverted flag over the engine, at the impossible shape of the final fight, three sides collapsing toward two, the man he couldn’t disprove asking for his help one last time, not to recruit him now but to survive, and he felt the road turn into its final reckoning.

“Then the final fight has three sides,” he said, echoing Devi at the campfire, “and one of them just asked us to make it two.” He looked at his army, his family, his coalition, the richest deposit in the kingdom about to walk into the machine built to mine it. “Suyin. Find us the way in. Runa, ready the containment. Everyone else, stay alive and stay un-classifiable.” He drew a breath. “We’re going up that mountain to kill an engine, and somewhere inside it there’s a man holding a door who’d rather we won than his own people, and we’re going to have to decide, in the worst hour of the journey, whether the enemy who might be right is worth saving.” He set his jaw. “Move.”


Chapter 16: The Lock the Enemy Built

The assault on the garrison was larger than anything this version of the team had done, and Kael spent the first hour of it learning what a coalition felt like from inside, which was nothing like a dungeon run and nothing like a siege and everything like the organism that had become a family becoming, now, an army.

Suyin found them the way in, of course, because no academy map showed it and no soldier could read it. While Captain Vael’s troops massed at the garrison’s main gate to draw the reckless faction’s defenders, the Pathfinder took the Order up a goat-track on the mountain’s shoulder that didn’t exist on any survey, reading the old pre-kingdom stonework like a woman reading a sentence, finding the seams where the ancient fortress had been built and rebuilt and never quite sealed.

The approach itself was a lesson in why armies failed to take the garrison cleanly, the mountain’s shoulder a maze of false paths and dead ground that would have funneled a frontal assault into a killing field, and Suyin read it the way she read everything, finding a route up the builders had tried to hide. “Garrisons are designed by people who think in walls,” she said quietly, leading them along a goat-track that clung to the rock. “Pathfinders think in seams. Every wall somebody built has a seam where they got tired, or cut a corner, or assumed nobody would come from this exact wrong angle. My whole profession is finding the wrong angle.” She paused, reading the stone. “And this place has five hundred years of seams, because it’s been built and rebuilt by people who all thought their walls were the last word. They never are. There’s always a wrong angle. This is one.”

“Here,” she said, crouched at a section of wall that looked, to Kael, identical to every other section of ancient stone. “The builders left a service shaft when they raised this place over the gate, five hundred years ago, and the garrison engineers walled it up two centuries later and did a bad job, because garrison engineers always do a bad job, no offense to your Warden.” She traced the seam. “Runa, can you open it without bringing the wall down? This is your language, not mine. I find the door. You unlock it.”

Runa was already reading the seam, her dark eyes moving over the old stonework with the mix of grief and reverence she’d carried since the waystation. “It’s their grammar,” she said quietly. “The same keyway logic. I can read it because they taught it to me without my knowing.” She set her hands against the stone, and the calloused palms found the authorized gaps, the channeling routed through the keyways the way the builders had intended, and she worked the ancient lock with years of discipline trained on its descendants. “There. The lock the enemy built, opened by the people the enemy taught, to let in the thing the enemy fears.” The walled seam shifted, the old stone parting along the builders’ own lines. “I’m going to be honest, opening this is professionally satisfying and existentially horrifying in equal measure. My whole discipline just paid off by turning the founders’ own work against them.” The shaft opened, dark and ancient, breathing the cold air of the deep. “Welcome to the inside of a five-hundred-year-old machine. Mind the geometry. It bites.”

Below them, at the garrison’s main gate, the diversion roared. Kael could hear it through the mountain, the coalition’s assault on the front, Captain Vael’s frontier troops and Roe’s guild crews throwing themselves at the garrison’s outer works to pull Sael’s defenders down off the heights, and it was loud and costly and exactly what an assault force did, spent blood at the obvious door so a smaller force could go in through the seam no one was watching. Adrienne ran it from a command position below the walls, her voice in the relay steady as a metronome, positioning the diversion to look like the real attack, feeding the reckless faction the assault they expected so they wouldn’t look for the one they didn’t.

“They’ve committed their reserve to the gate,” Adrienne’s voice came through the relay, the director reading the battle she couldn’t see from inside but could see from outside, the coalition’s eyes. “Sael’s pulling defenders off the upper galleries to hold the front. That’s your window, Kael. The inside’s thinner than it’s going to be again. Move now, while they think the gate is the war.” A pause, and the director’s voice held, even and warm and absolutely in command. “We’ll hold the front as long as you need. Vael’s troops are paying for your window in blood. Make it worth it. Go.”

“Make it worth it,” Kael echoed, and the team went into the seam Runa had opened, leaving the roar of the diversion behind, the small force going in through the bones while the army held the door.

The shaft was a throat of cold ancient stone, and going up it was like climbing inside the history of the kingdom, the pre-kingdom builders’ work giving way to two-century-old garrison masonry giving way to the fresh raw scars where Sael’s people had cut new passages into the old fabric, three ages of construction layered in the dark, and Suyin read all three of them by touch, leading them up through the throat toward the engine’s heart. The air got worse as they climbed, the intake whine louder, the bad-air taste of the arrays creeping into the stone, and Sera’s amber perception lit the way through the worst of it, marking the places where the engine’s plumbing ran too close to breathe.

They were not unopposed even in the bones. A Keeper picket held a landing where the old shaft met a garrison corridor, three men in the lean dark armor who’d been posted to watch a route Sael thought too obscure to matter, and they died fast and quiet, because the team had learned over a kingdom how to take a position without raising an alarm, Vara and Devi flowing up the last of the stair while the others held the dark below, the warrior and the strategist clearing the landing in the space of three breaths, the wordless coordination of people who’d bled together through everything. “Clean,” Devi murmured, already reading the corridor beyond, already finding the next route up. “They didn’t even signal. Sael’s spread thin, holding the gate and the front both. Greer’s diversion-and-civil-war is working in our favor whether he meant it to or not.” And they went on, up through the bones, the small force climbing toward the heart while a kingdom’s worth of coalition bled at the door below to keep the heart’s defenders looking the wrong way.



They went up through the bones of the garrison, and the fighting started in earnest, and it was the team at full veteran strength against the receiver network’s physical machinery and the reckless faction’s defenders, and Kael watched his family fight as a single thing and felt fierce about it.

The galleries were a nightmare of pre-kingdom containment geometry repurposed by Sael’s people into the engine’s intake, and they were defended, by Keeper constructs and altered frontier beasts and, increasingly, by living Keepers in the lean dark armor, the reckless faction that had locked Greer out and seized the engine. Vara and Torren held the vanguard with the redirect technique flowing between them, the warrior lethal in the place that felt like origin, fighting in the place that felt like origin. Devi built barriers from inside the formation, strangling the intake arrays before they could feed off the team’s channeling, her cold precision the spine of the assault’s survival. Sera read the threads and marked the engine’s plumbing, the living compass, finding the route to the core through the building’s stolen circulatory system. Liss held the rear and the wounded with the flat sure competence of her whole life, newly Soulmate, luminous and lethal, the knife belt working. Neve called the patterns, the one who saw what didn’t fit. And Adrienne, somewhere below, ran the coalition, her voice steady through the relay crystals, positioning Vael’s troops and Roe’s crews and Morwenna’s volunteers, the director commanding an army through the worst hour of her life.

The fighting in the galleries was the hardest sustained combat since they left Aegis, and Kael felt the team operate at the height of everything the road and all they had survived had made them. The first gallery was a killing funnel, the Keepers’ arrays burning along the walls, a squad of Sael’s reckless faction holding it with constructs at their flanks, and the academy team that had once needed a proctor and a net moved through it like veterans, because they were veterans now, made by a kingdom of road.

Vara hit the line first, the redirect technique she’d unlocked at Harrow Gap flowing into everything she did, catching a construct’s grafted channeling and folding it back along its own frame, and Torren came in behind her on the opening she made, the two of them a vanguard that had learned to think as one organism through relentless cross-track drilling. “Left construct’s drawing off the floor array,” Vara called, the tactical shorthand the academy had never taught and the frontier had honed, “Devi, kill the floor, I’ll hold the thing till it starves.”

“Floor’s dead,” Devi answered, flat, her barriers already strangling the array, the cold strategist who knew this architecture from the inside, and the construct, cut off from the lattice that fed it, slowed, and Vara put it down.

Sera read the gallery’s plumbing, marking the engine’s threads in light, finding the route up through the building’s stolen circulatory system. “The intake runs through the next gallery’s ceiling,” she called, the amber high. “If we cut left there we bypass the worst of the arrays and come up under the ward chamber. Suyin, confirm?”

“Confirmed,” Suyin said, reading the old stonework that no one else could read. “There’s a builders’ seam in that wall, same as the goat-track. Your healer’s right, the threads follow the original construction, the Keepers built their machine on the bones and the bones still show. Cut left, I’ll open the seam.”

Liss held the rear with the squad, flat and sure from doing exactly this since she was thirteen, dragging the wounded back, keeping the line breathing, the knife belt working, a throwing knife taking a Keeper through the gap in his pre-kingdom plate that she’d read in a half-second the way she read a wound. Neve called the patterns, the one who saw what didn’t fit, flagging an ambush gallery before it sprang, marking the array configuration that meant a construct nest ahead. And Adrienne’s voice ran steady through the relay crystal from below, positioning Vael’s troops to seal the outer works, Roe’s crews to clear the flanking galleries, Morwenna’s people to hold the wounded, the director commanding an army through the worst hour of her life and making it sound like arithmetic.

Kael held the center, turning healer skills into weapons, the Barrier Lance and the diagnostic-targeting and the throttled-and-released channeling Runa had taught them at the waystation, sip don’t feast, in any structure built to feed on bonds your power is the enemy’s ammunition. And underneath it all he held the network with the newly-unlocked Bond Ward, because the engine was pulling now, not at full overload yet but reaching, classifying, learning their signatures, and every reach Kael turned aside, wrapping the Amber Line in the warmth that would not hold still long enough to be measured.

The worst of the gallery fighting came at a junction where Sael’s people had cut their largest intake into a vaulted hall, and the reckless faction had been waiting for it, a score of Keepers in the lean dark armor with constructs at their flanks and the array burning along every wall, a killing box designed to feed on exactly the kind of power the team would have to spend to survive it. They came at the Order from three sides at once, and for a bad stretch the team was pressed back into a ring, Vara and Torren holding two faces of it and the squad the third, the constructs grinding forward through the array-light, the Keepers loosing channeled fire that the burning walls drank and gave back doubled.

“Don’t spend,” Kael called, the commander reading the trap, “the hall’s feeding them every watt we throw, sip don’t feast, Devi, find me the array’s spine.”

“Ceiling,” Devi answered, flat, already moving, her barriers snapping up to shelter the ring. “The whole hall feeds from one node in the vault, they built it fast and lazy, kill the node and the walls go dark.”

“Vara, buy her the ceiling.” And Vara did, the redirect technique folding a Keeper’s own channeled fire back along his line and into the construct beside him, the two of them going down in a tangle, the warrior carving a half-second of room while Devi’s barrier rose to the vault and crushed the array’s spine, and the burning walls guttered out all at once, and the Keepers, suddenly fighting without the hall’s stolen power doubling their strikes, were just men again, outnumbered by a family that fought as one nervous system. Liss took one through the eye-slit with a thrown knife she’d had ready since the hall went bright. Torren’s squad broke the construct line with the layered-barrier wedge Vara had drilled into them. And Kael put Barrier Lances through three corruption-anchors in the time it took to cross the hall, the offensive healer skillset the frontier had been denied for fifty years, and the killing box that should have ended the assault became, instead, the place the team proved it had become an army.

And it cost him, the Bond Ward a steady drain under all of it, shoulders shaking and channels scraped raw by the effort of holding the new skill at a scale the going-thin couple had never imagined, because the hall’s array had reached for the network the whole fight and Kael had turned every reach aside, holding the Amber Line in flux even while he fought. But it held, and the team pushed up through the machine toward its heart, an organism become an army, every member the master of one distinct thing.

[REVERSE MEND: BOND WARD - HOLDING NETWORK UNDER ACTIVE SIPHON]

And then, in a gallery where the intake arrays burned brightest, they found Greer, and he was fighting his own people, and it was as ugly and complicated as Kael had feared.

The Castellan stood with a dozen Keepers in the old armor, his loyal half, holding a defensive line against twice their number in the same armor, Sael’s reckless faction, and the two halves of an order older than the kingdom were killing each other in the bones of the machine they both served, and Greer was magnificent and terrible in the middle of it, the former royal garrison commander fighting with the economy earned by burying more soldiers than the team had met. He saw Kael, and there was no triumph in it and no surprise, only grim acknowledgment: his distress flag had been answered by the people he couldn’t beat.

“Battle Healer,” Greer called, over the fighting, parrying a blow from one of his own. “You read the flag. Good. I’d have done the same in your place and trusted me half as much.” He put a Keeper down with brutal efficiency and didn’t pause. “Sael’s locked me out of the core. He’s going to overload the engine. Full pull, the whole Amber Line at once, and he doesn’t understand or doesn’t care that an overload doesn’t feed the leash, it tears it.” His eyes met Kael’s across the gallery, and the thing that passed between them was the strangest alliance on the mountain. “I have spent my life holding a door, and my own order is about to kick it down for a flood, and the only force on this mountain that can stop them is the force I tried to recruit and failed.” He gestured, sharp, a commander coordinating with an ally he despised the principles of. “I’ll hold this gallery. My loyal Keepers know the core defenses, Sael built them on my designs, I can tell you where they’re weak. Get to the engine. Kill it before the overload. We are enemies, you and I, and we will be enemies again the instant the engine’s dead, and right now we want the same thing more than we want to fight each other.” His jaw set. “Go. And know that I’m helping you do a thing I still believe is wrong, because the only thing more wrong is letting Sael crack the leash for a harvest. Even a man holding a bad door knows the difference between holding it and tearing it off the hinges.”

For a stretch of the fighting, then, Kael and Greer fought side by side, and it was deeply uncomfortable for both of them, the man who refused the leash and the man who’d given his life to it, killing reckless Keepers together in the machine’s guts. And they were good together, that was the worst part, Greer by decades and Kael by two lives reading a battlefield, falling into a wordless coordination that should have taken months to build, because competence recognized competence and they were both, underneath the philosophy, exactly the same kind of man: the kind who held a line so others didn’t have to die holding it. Greer covered Kael’s blind side without being asked and Kael shielded Greer’s with a barrier without thinking, and the two of them carved through the reckless faction with the grim efficient rhythm of soldiers who’d done this their whole lives, and Kael hated it, hated how natural it was, hated that the man he might have to kill in an hour fought like a brother-in-arms, because it would have been so much easier if Greer were a monster, and he wasn’t, he was the most dangerous thing there is, a good man on the wrong side of a question nobody could answer.

“You fight like you’ve buried people,” Greer observed, mid-strike, putting down one of his own faithless men. “Not like a student. Like a man who’s stood over graves he dug by giving the wrong order. I know the look. I’ve worn it since the Keepers showed me the truth.”

“I have,” Kael said, because there was no point lying to a man who could read it. “A whole party. In a life you’d never believe.”

“I’d believe more than you think,” Greer said, and there was something almost gentle in it, the recognition of one grief-shaped man for another. “Mind the right, they’re regrouping at the array.” Greer called the weaknesses in the core defenses he’d designed, the murder-holes and the array-traps and the places Sael had built on his foundations, and Kael’s team flowed through the gaps he named, and Vara fought at Greer’s flank without being told to and Greer adjusted to her without a word, and Kael hated how natural it was, fighting beside the enemy who might be right.

“Your warrior fights like the old frontier,” Greer observed, between strikes, putting down one of his own faithless men with brutal economy. “The nomad style. I commanded the eastern line long enough to know it when I see it. Where’s she from?”

“She doesn’t know,” Kael said, parrying. “The academy took her young and erased it. She’s only just found out she’s frontier-blood.”

“Of course they did,” Greer said, and there was real disgust in it, the soldier’s contempt for the academy’s methods. “Isolate them. Sever the outside bonds. A child with no past is a closed system you can shape and harvest. I’ve hated that about the academies my whole life, Battle Healer, and it’s one of the few things you and I would agree on. The crown’s schools breed loneliness on purpose because lonely students are easier to control and easier to bleed. Your Order’s changing that, I hear. It’s the one thing you’ve done I can’t fault.” He killed another reckless Keeper. “We’d have been friends, you and I, in another life. That’s the tragedy of it. Two men who hate the same cruelties, on opposite sides of the one question that matters.” A grim breath. “Mind the left, they’re massing constructs, Sael always overcommits his constructs, it’s his tell, I trained him and I couldn’t train it out of him.”

Greer fought like the soldier he was, calling weaknesses in the core defenses he’d designed, buying the team the route up, and when there was a breath in it he looked at Kael with the old tired certainty undimmed.

“You’re still wrong, you understand,” he said, not unkindly, parrying a strike. “Saving the frontier today doesn’t change it. The leash is real. The Amber Line still warms the deep. Every bond you hold pours warmth into the thing the leash is starving. We’re allies for an hour because Sael is a fool who’d tear the door off, and I’d rather you held it closed wrong than he tore it open worse. But when this engine’s dead, the leash is still cracked, and the thing under the world is still hungry, and your love is still the warmth waking it.” He put down another of his own faithless men. “I’m not telling you to despair. I’m telling you to remember, after, when you’re celebrating, that the man you fought beside warned you. I hope your love is worth what it costs. I genuinely do. I just don’t think you’ve counted the bill.”

“Maybe I haven’t,” Kael said, fighting beside him, the honest answer. “But I’d rather pay a bill I can see than starve the world to avoid one I can’t. That’s the whole difference between us, Castellan. You’d keep the world cold to be safe. I’d rather it be warm and have to fight for it.”

“I know,” Greer said, with genuine grief. “That’s why I’m so sorry it’s you. Now go. The core’s two galleries up. Mind the third anchor ring, it’s mine, it’ll read your bonds and try to lock them. Your Warden will know what to do.” And he turned back to holding the gallery against his own order, an old soldier holding a door against the men who’d kick it down, and Kael took the team up, leaving the enemy who might be right to cover their advance.



The garrison’s heart was the ancient receiver-containment ward chamber, and it was pre-kingdom lock architecture more sophisticated than anything they had found on the road, and it was Runa’s whole arc made load-bearing.

The chamber was vast and old and beautiful and terrible, a cathedral of containment geometry built into the mountain over the receiver gate, the inlaid metal of its lattice running floor to ceiling in patterns five centuries old, the same grammar Runa had read in the waystation and the dungeon and the goat-track seam, here at its full and original scale, the master work of the people who’d built every lock she’d ever been trained on. It was, Kael saw, a dark mirror of Aegis’s deepest chambers, the same pre-kingdom hands, the same containment cathedral, and standing in it he understood more deeply how thoroughly the kingdom was built on this, how Neve’s city-on-a-cage was not a metaphor but a literal architecture, two mountain fortresses on two ends of the kingdom built over two gates by the same vanished builders, and how many more there were, buried, unknown, under towns and roads and farmland, the whole civilization a roof over a machine it had never been told about.

And crowning the gate at the chamber’s heart was the engine, Sael’s construction, the scaffolds and channeling arrays bolted onto the ancient lock, the bond-harvest siphon taking the chamber’s containment and inverting it, turning a thing built to starve the deep into a thing built to drain the living. It was crude against the ancient elegance it was bolted onto, a modern weapon screwed into a five-hundred-year-old masterwork, and that crudeness was its own kind of obscenity, the reckless faction’s haste defacing the builders’ patient cruelty, a worse thing built on a bad thing, and Runa looked at it with the professional offense of a Warden seeing a sublime lock vandalized into a weapon.

Runa stopped at the threshold and stared at it, and Kael watched her professional crisis and her professional triumph happen in the same breath.

“There it is,” she said quietly. “The most sophisticated lock we have found, built by the hands that built my whole discipline, repurposed into a machine to drain the world.” She walked into the chamber, reading the lattice, and where she’d carried grief at the waystation she carried something harder and cleaner now, resolve forged through the doubt. “And I’m not going to reject it. I’ve been grieving since the waystation that my faith descends from the people who built the harvest. I’m done grieving. A lock is whoever holds it. They built a cage. I’m going to build a room, on top of their cage, in their own grammar, better.” She knelt and began, her hands moving through the ward-sigils, laying her Amber Line bond-locks over the ancient grid, layer by layer, the Warden specialty she had spent so long refining paying off as the assault’s infrastructure. “I out-build them. I take the lock that powers the engine and I turn it into the lock that cages the engine. Their architecture, my orientation. Their grammar, my sentences. The containment that drains becomes the containment that holds.” She looked up at Kael, and the certainty in her was complete. “Get to the engine’s core. I’ll hold this chamber. I’ll turn the whole lattice against the engine, feed its own containment back on itself, so when you cut the siphon it has nowhere to run. This is what I’m for. This is the lock I’ve been training toward, without knowing it was the enemy’s, and I’m going to beat it with the thing it taught me.” Her jaw set. “Go. I’ve got the room.”

And Runa Calder began to out-build the enemy’s masterwork, the Warden who’d trusted locks over people standing in the heart of the lock she’d been training toward without knowing it, and Kael, even mid-fight, even with constructs grinding toward them, watched a piece of it because it was extraordinary enough to make the whole chamber feel like hers. She did not fight the ancient lattice. She read it, fast, her calloused hands moving over the inlaid metal, finding the authorized gaps the builders had left, the keyways their own grammar required, and instead of forcing her way in against it she spoke its language, routing her amber bond-locks through the gaps the way the builders had intended channeling to flow, so that the ancient grid did not resist her, because to resist her it would have had to resist itself. She layered her architecture over theirs, sigil by sigil, not overwriting but overgrowing, the way a living root finds the cracks in old stone, and where the builders had built a cage, every line of their geometry oriented to take, she built a room, the same lines oriented to hold, so that the chamber’s whole vast lattice began, sigil by sigil, to answer to her instead of to Sael, the cage becoming a room without a single stone of it changing, only the orientation, only whose hand held the lock.

“It’s beautiful work,” she said, not to anyone, her professional soul unable to stay silent in the presence of a masterwork even as she turned it against its makers, her hands flying. “Five hundred years. They were artists, the bastards. Artists who pointed it at the world.” A bond-lock flared amber and caught, and another section of the ancient grid went warm, went hers. “And I’m a better one, because I point it at the people I love.”

But the chamber was defended, and the team had to buy her the time, and the fight for the ward chamber was the hardest of the assault. The constructs here were older and worse than the waystation guardians, the original guardians the builders had set five centuries ago, woken now by the Amber Line’s bond-signal walking into their charge, and they came off the walls the way the waystation guardians had, stone and old metal and bound geometry given crude purpose, but bigger, slower, harder to kill. Four of them, each twice the size of the waystation pair, their movements grinding under five centuries of stillness, the inlaid containment metal of their bodies glowing as the chamber’s lattice fed them the team’s own spilled channeling.

The team formed up around Runa, the organism shielding its own, and Kael called the fight the way he’d called a hundred since the trade road, the commander’s register dropping. Vara and Torren took the two guardians at the chamber’s mouth, the vanguard holding the line so nothing reached Runa’s kneeling figure, and Vara fought them the way she’d learned to fight the waystation constructs, not cutting at bodies that weren’t bodies but reading them as locks with arms, finding the bound seams where the geometry held them together and folding her redirect technique into the gaps. One guardian’s fist came down where she’d been and shattered ancient flagstone into shrapnel; she was already inside its reach, her blade in the green seam at the base of its arm, and Torren put a lance through the joint she opened and the limb came off in a grind of dead metal.

Devi starved the lattice that fed them, kneeling at the chamber’s edge opposite Runa, the two Wardens-of-a-kind working the same ancient grid for opposite ends, Runa building the room and Devi cutting the cage’s supply lines. “Sip, all of you,” she said, flat, her barriers strangling the intake nodes one by one. “The chamber’s drinking everything you spill and pouring it into the guardians. Throttle down. Let me starve them.” The sip-don’t-feast discipline Runa had taught them at the waystation held the line, the team fighting at half-channel, denying the chamber its ammunition, and the four old guardians, cut off node by node from the lattice that fueled them, ground slower with every barrier Devi sealed.

Sera marked the anchors, the amber high in her eyes, calling them out in light only she could fully see, “Third guardian, low in the chest, the oldest weld, that’s where the geometry ties,” and Liss held the rear and the wounded, a throwing knife finding the eye-slit of a reckless Keeper who’d slipped in behind through a flanking gallery before he could reach Runa’s back, her hum gone, her hands sure. Kael held the center, the Bond Ward steady against the rising siphon, putting Barrier Lances through the anchors Sera marked, and one by one the guardians of five centuries came apart, stone and dead metal collapsing across the chamber floor while behind it all Runa knelt and wrote better sentences in the builders’ grammar.

“Hold them off her,” Kael called, the commander, putting himself between the guardians and Runa’s kneeling figure. “She’s the whole assault. Everything we do up here is buying her the time to out-build the lock. Sera, find the guardians’ anchors. Devi, don’t let the lattice feed them. Liss, keep us breathing. Everyone, sip don’t feast, this whole chamber is built to turn our power into the enemy’s ammunition, so we starve it and we let Runa win it.” And the team held the ward chamber, the guardians of five centuries against the family forged through years of crisis, while behind them Runa knelt at the lattice and wrote better sentences in the builders’ own grammar, the room rising over the cage sigil by sigil, the Warden’s whole arc become the assault’s infrastructure.



It was in that chamber, with the engine crowning the gate and Runa laying her locks over the ancient grid and the team pushing toward the core, that Runa did the thing that was hers, the charged beat that said everything her night in the ward chamber would later make flesh.

She’d reached the chamber’s central anchor stone, the old altar where the engine’s siphon tied into the gate, and to route her containment through it she needed it held, anchored, locked, and she looked at Kael across the chamber and made the decision in the language that was hers, the only language she trusted all the way down.

“Kael.” She had something in her hand, and Kael knew it before he saw it clearly, the amber ward cuffs she carried, her professional tools, the things she’d handed him once before as the deepest version of her trust. But she wasn’t handing him the cuffs now. She was holding up a different thing, an old iron key, ancient, the master key to the chamber’s central anchor, the lock at the engine’s heart. “The anchor stone has a keylock. Pre-kingdom. The builders’ own. Whoever holds this key controls the chamber’s deepest geometry, the lock the whole engine sits on.” She crossed to him through the fighting, and pressed the old key into his hand, the way she’d once pressed her cuffs, the same trust-language scaled to a kingdom-threat. “I’m a Warden. I trust locks over people. You know why. You know what it cost me to learn it.” Her dark eyes held his. “And I’m handing you the master key to the engine’s deepest lock, in the heart of the enemy’s machine, because I trust you to hold it properly. That’s the whole of what I am, Kael, and I’m giving it to you here, in the worst place in the world, because if I can trust you with this lock, I can trust you with anything.” She closed his fingers over the key. “Hold it. When you cut the siphon, turn it. And remember that I gave it to you, here, a deeper lock than any I’ve handed anyone, and that when this is over I’m going to want to talk about what it means that I keep handing you keys.” A trace, dry, the Warden’s rare warmth. “But that’s after. Right now, hold the lock, and let me build the room around it.” And she went back to her work, and Kael held the master key to the engine’s heart, and understood that she’d just given him the most important thing she had in that room, in the language she’d built her life on, and that the giving was a promise of everything her full scene would later make flesh.



They reached the engine’s core, and Sael was waiting, and he fired the engine at full overload.

Sael was younger than Greer, lean and burning-eyed, a true believer with none of the Castellan’s grief, a man who’d decided the careful way was cowardice and the flood was the only answer, and he stood at the engine’s control geometry with his reckless Keepers around him and he looked at the Amber Line walking into his chamber, the richest deposit in the kingdom delivered to his door, and he smiled like a man receiving a gift.

“The Battle Healer,” Sael said. “And his whole network. Seven Soulmate bonds, a Love bond, and even a fresh Crush thread at the edge. The richest harvest within the Repository’s reach, and you walked it up my mountain on your own legs.” He laid his hand on the engine’s heart. “Greer wanted to recruit you. Greer wanted to maintain the leash slowly, carefully, kindly, over centuries. Greer is a coward who’s spent his life sipping at a problem that needs to be drunk down in one swallow.” His eyes blazed. “I’m going to take all of it at once. The whole frontier, the whole Amber Line, every bond in reach, in a single overload, and I’m going to bleed so much power away from the deep it stays starved for another thousand years. Yes, it cracks the leash. Yes, the sleeper gets a moment of daylight. But a moment is nothing against a thousand years of starving, and the harvest is larger than anything the network has had within reach, and I will not sip when I can drink.” He pressed his hand down. “You should have joined Greer, Battle Healer. He’d have used you gently. I’m just going to mine you.”

He fired the engine at full overload, and the chamber screamed, the vibration that had followed them east rising to a shriek as the engine reached full overload, the scaffolds and channeling arrays blazing, the ancient gate at its heart flaring sick silver, five hundred years of receiver architecture turned all at once into a siphon at full strength.

The siphon locked onto Kael’s full network, seven Soulmate bonds at the core, Runa’s Love bond burning just below them, Suyin’s Crush thread bright at the edge, and began to pull, and the team felt what going thin felt like from the inside at full overload.

It was worse than pain, worse than dying in some clean physical way, because it was absence, the engine reaching into the bonds and beginning to drain them, the warmth thinning toward cold, the awareness dimming, the connection to Sera and Mira and Neve and Adrienne and Vara and Devi and Liss starting, all at once, to go thin, with Runa’s Love bond and Suyin’s Crush caught in the outer pull. He felt the Amber Line, the thing he’d built through every crisis, the family, the warmth, the love that had remade his whole life, beginning to be emptied out of him into a machine, and around the chamber he saw it hit the others, Mira’s face going slack, Sera gasping, the whole network draining toward cold under the engine’s full overload pull.

“It’s classifying us,” Neve gasped, fighting the thinning, the analyst’s mind working even as the warmth drained. “It’s locking on. The overload’s strong enough that it’s pinning us faster than I thought, it’s going to have us classified in, in seconds, and then it drains us dry. Kael.” Her glasses were sliding, her precision fraying not from pleasure now but from the cold reaching into her bond. “Now. Whatever we’re going to do, we have to do it now, because once it classifies the network it’s over, and I can feel it locking on, I can feel myself going thin.”

Kael held the master key in one hand and the network in the other, the warmth draining out of all of them, the engine pulling at full overload, and he looked at Sael’s burning eyes and his family going cold and the whole richest deposit in the kingdom emptying into the machine built to mine it, and he knew the final answer was the only thing left, the thing Neve had written in numbers on a desk in Wend, the only way an alive thing survives a machine built to harvest the still.

“Then we don’t hold still,” he said, and reached for the network with everything he was. “Out-live it. All of you. Don’t brace. Become.”


Chapter 17: Out-Live It

The engine pulled at full overload, and the Amber Line began to die, and Kael did the one thing the machine could not survive: he refused to let it hold still.

“Don’t brace,” he said, and his voice carried through the chamber and through the bond both, the commander’s voice that made people lean in, and now it made everyone in the network stop fighting the drain and start doing the impossible thing instead. “It can only steal what it can classify. It can only classify what holds still. So we don’t hold still. We become. Every one of you, right now, change. Deepen. Move. Be something it didn’t measure a second ago.” He poured his will into the network, the warmth that was draining out of them turned, redirected, not held against the engine but made to move faster than the engine could read. “Neve. Call the math. Tell me how to keep us un-classifiable. Everyone else, do your jobs, all of you, the way only you can, because the engine assumed we were a deposit and we’re going to show it we’re a living thing.”

The first thing was to not die of it, and that took everything, because the instinct under full overload was the wrong instinct, and Kael felt every one of them fight the instinct in the same second. The drain reached into the bonds and the body screamed to hold, to grip, to brace against the emptying, the way you brace against a wound, and bracing was exactly what classified you, exactly what let the engine pin your frequency and lock on. Kael felt Sera start to brace and felt the engine narrow on her, and he reached for her through the bond and said the thing Neve had written in numbers at Wend.

“Don’t brace, Sera, that’s what it wants, the brace is a frequency it can read, change instead, deepen, move.” And Sera, who had held the Blight inside her body and learned to integrate corruption instead of resisting it, understood it faster than anyone, and instead of bracing against the drain she opened, deepened, let her bond shift and grow under the pull, and the engine’s lock on her slipped because the thing it had measured a half-second ago was already gone, already become something else. “It works,” she gasped, the amber blazing. “Gods, it works, don’t fight it, everyone, don’t fight it, become it, the more I change the less it holds.”

And the final answer became the thing everything since the first bond had been building toward, the found-family-as-single-organism made into an army, every team member contributing the one distinct skill that was theirs, the payoff of months of trust and everything the road had forged landing all at once.

Neve called the flux mathematics in real time, the relentless mind working even as the cold reached into her, glasses sliding, voice fraying but precise. “It’s tuning to lock, Kael, I can see the classification frequency, it’s narrowing, you have to keep the network’s signature moving faster than it narrows. Shift the bonds, deepen them, make them change, every time it gets close to a lock, change again. I’ll call the numbers. Right now it’s pinning Sera’s frequency, move it, deepen her bond, now.” The math of it pouring out of her, the intelligence arm of the team turning a love affair into a defense, telling Kael exactly how to keep the Amber Line un-pinnable under pressure worse than the road had asked of them.

Devi built counter-barriers from inside the network, her old specialty turned to a use none of them had tried, raising barrier geometry not around the team but around the bonds themselves, sheltering the changing frequencies from the engine’s measurement long enough for them to shift again. “I can buy you fractions of a second per bond,” she said, flat and precise, the strategist who’d built a machine like this once and knew its grammar from the inside. “It’s not enough to stop the classification. It’s enough to make it always a half-step behind. Keep changing and I’ll keep it half-blind. I know how this machine thinks because I used to think like its builder. I’m going to use that against it, the way you all used it against me.” Her barriers shimmered around the network’s frequencies, the woman who’d once been the enemy now the team’s deepest defense against an enemy who reasoned the way she used to.

Sera read the siphon threads through her receiver-attuned perception, the amber blazing in her veins, marking which threads ran where, the living compass finding the engine’s plumbing in the chaos. “There,” she called, marking the threads in light. “The main siphon line, it ties into the anchor stone, that’s the cut-line, that’s where the whole engine ties into the gate. Everything else is secondary. Kill that thread and the engine has nothing to pull through.” The amber tracery flooding her, the Lineage Anchor humming, the woman who’d held the Blight inside her body reading a machine built to drain the warmth she’d given her life to channeling.

Liss, newly Soulmate, called the cut-lines like the surgeon she was, her old role at full bond depth, the field medic who’d spent her life reading wounds now reading the engine’s wounds, telling Kael exactly where to cut and in what order. “Don’t cut the main line first, it’ll spasm and take the secondaries with it, you’ll drain us faster,” she said, flat and sure, the frontier competence that had held a station that morning now holding the engine chamber. “Cut the feeder threads first, the small ones, starve the main line, then sever it clean when it’s already dying. Triage the machine the way you triage a body. I’ll call the order. Trust me, I’ve been cutting things that didn’t want to be cut since I was thirteen.” Her cut-line guidance threading through the bond, the medic’s precision the spine of Kael’s unthreading.

Mira flooded the chamber with the thing the engine could not harvest, and it was the heart of the whole answer made mechanical. Her Amber Variant, the joy that was her whole self, the warmth she gave freely, poured into the network not as a thing held but as a thing given, and the engine, reaching to take it, found it could not, because the engine could only take what was held, what was static, what could be classified and locked and drained. Freely given warmth had no frequency to pin, because it was always already leaving, always already moving outward into the people she loved. “It can’t have my joy,” Mira said, fierce and bright and unafraid even with the cold reaching into her, the emotional barometer who’d told them when things were bad now telling them how to win. “It can only take what you’re holding onto. So stop holding. Give it away. Give it all away, to each other, right now, faster than it can grab, and it’ll starve trying to mine a thing that won’t stop being shared.” And she gave hers away, the whole chamber flooding with the warmth she refused to hold, and it was, Kael thought even in the middle of it, a true expression of Mira made mechanical, because it was the thing she’d been doing her whole life without a name for it. The poor girl from Brookhollow who’d made herself sunshine so a full house would never have to worry, who’d given her brightness away for free to everyone she met because giving it away was how she survived being one more mouth, who’d learned at fourteen that the only love you get to keep is the love you pour out faster than anyone can take it. She’d been outliving the leash her whole life and never known there was a machine to outlive. And now, in the heart of the thing built to mine exactly what she was, she did the one thing she’d always known how to do, and it turned out to be the answer, the joy poured out so fast and so free that the engine reaching to take it closed its hand on nothing, on a river, on a thing that was always already given, the difference between love and a leash made real, the thing the engine had been built to harvest proving it could only be shared, never taken. “This is my whole life,” Mira said, fierce and bright and weeping, the warmth blazing off her into all of them. “Giving it away faster than the world can take it. I’ve been doing this since I was fourteen. Come and try to mine me, you horrible machine. I’ve got more than you’ve got, because mine doesn’t run out, because I never keep it, because the only love that’s safe is the love you’re already giving away.”

Vara and Torren and the coalition held the chamber against Sael’s reckless defenders, the warrior at the height of her new power, the redirect technique folding the Keepers’ own channeling back on them, buying Kael the room to work. And it was the hardest holding of the assault, because Sael had committed his last and best to the engine chamber, a wedge of his most fanatical Keepers driving to break the Order’s ring before Kael could finish, and they fought with the terrible strength of men who believed the flood was the only salvation and would spend their lives to buy it. They came at the family from the chamber’s mouth in a wall of channeled fire, and Vara met the point of it, planting herself between the Keepers and Kael’s kneeling figure, taking a strike on a barrier that drove her back a full step and cracked the ancient floor under her boots, and she did not give the next step, because behind her the man she’d crossed two lifetimes to find was unmaking the machine and there was no power on the mountain that would get past her to him.

“Hold the line,” Vara snarled, magnificent, blood on her face, the redirect technique catching a Keeper’s fire and folding it into the man beside him so they went down together, and Torren’s squad locked their barriers into the wedge she anchored, three young mages who’d grown into veterans on a kingdom of road pooling their shields to hold a wall of fanatics off the family’s heart. A Keeper broke through on the flank and Liss put him down with a thrown knife without looking up from the cut-line she was calling. Another reached the ring and Devi’s barrier slammed up to crush him against the ancient stone. And below, through the relay, Vael’s troops held the garrison’s outer works and Roe’s crews choked the galleries and Morwenna’s volunteers warded the wounded, the institutions of the kingdom holding the walls so the family could do the impossible thing at the heart, the found-family-as-organism become, for one hour, a coalition that worked, every part of the kingdom that had said yes holding its piece of the line while love unmade a machine built to mine it.

Suyin found a structural route to the engine’s core that no map showed, her professional skill the literal key to the victory, the proof that the Pathfinder was not an escort but a necessary part of the victory. “The control geometry’s shielded,” she called, reading the engine’s structure with the unhurried eye that had crossed a kingdom of frontier, “but the builders left a service seam, here, behind the third array, same as the goat-track, they always leave a seam. That’s your way to the anchor stone, Battle Healer, that’s the route to the cut-line, and it’s the route you need, and you would not have found it quickly enough without me, so when this is over you remember that the Pathfinder earned her contract.” She put him on the path to the engine’s heart, the wanderer’s skill the thing that let the family reach the core, and there was no awe in her even now, even at the center of the worst place in the kingdom, only the dry competence of a graduate doing the job she was paid for, and Kael thought that her unbothered steadiness was its own gift, the one person in the chamber who treated the apocalypse like a difficult contract, and the treating-it-so steadied everyone around her.

And Runa held the chamber’s lattice, her bond-locks layered over the ancient grid, turning the engine’s own containment back on itself, so that when Kael cut the siphon the engine would have nowhere to run. “I’ve got the room,” she said, her containment holding the whole chamber, the Warden’s masterwork answering the builders’ masterwork. “Cut it, and turn the key, and the engine’s own lock will cage it. I built a room over their cage. Bring it down and I’ll hold what’s left.”

Adrienne commanded all of it, her voice steady through the relay, the director positioning a coalition through the worst hour of the journey, and the institutions held, and the family worked, and Kael at the engine’s core reached for the cut-line with everything he was.

But for a long stretch in the middle of it, they were losing, and Kael would carry the memory of that stretch for the rest of his life, because it was the moment the Amber Line nearly ended.

The overload climbed, and the engine learned faster than Neve had projected, and one by one Kael felt the bonds start to thin past the point of becoming. It was not pain. That was the horror Sera had named a kingdom ago, made real now in his own chest: it did not hurt. It was absence, the warmth draining out, and the worst part was how reasonable the cold felt, how easy it would have been to let it happen. He felt Mira’s bright bond go thin and for one second could not remember the exact sound of her laugh, and the not-remembering was so quiet, so gentle, that part of him simply wanted to let it go, the way you want to stop shivering by giving up on warmth. He felt Adrienne’s bond dim and lost, for a heartbeat, the precise green of her eyes. He felt Devi’s go cold and could not, for an instant, recall the shape of her rare almost-smile.

“Kael.” Sera’s voice, far away, fraying. “You’re slipping. You’re starting to brace. I can feel it. Don’t. If you brace, it takes you, and if it takes you it takes all of us, you’re the hub.”

And he was bracing, he realized, gripping the bonds the way you grip a wound, holding tight against the drain, and the holding was the thing the engine could classify, the holding was the still frequency it locked onto, the holding was death. Every battle-mage instinct in two lifetimes screamed to hold the line, to defend, to clench against the assault, because that was what you did when something tried to take what was yours. And it was exactly, precisely wrong, because love was not a thing you defended by gripping it tighter. The grip was the leash. The grip was Greer’s whole philosophy in a single muscle, the conviction that warmth was a hoard to be guarded, and guarding it was handing it to the machine.

So Kael did a hard thing in a way dying had not been hard, harder in its own way than dying, harder in its own way than the regression, harder in its own way than crossing a kingdom: in the middle of feeling everyone he loved drain toward cold, with every instinct in him screaming to hold on, he let go. Not of them. Of the grip. He stopped defending the bonds and started giving them away, pouring his warmth out into the network faster than it could be taken, the way Mira had shown them, the way the going-thin mother had been saved, and he reached for the laugh he couldn’t remember and instead of clutching at it he gave Mira a new one, a memory of her on the wagon seat narrating glass eyes, and the bond flared bright and changed and slipped the engine’s lock. He reached for the green of Adrienne’s eyes and gave her, through the bond, his pride in the leader she’d become, and her bond deepened and shifted and could not be classified. He gave Devi the memory of her hand on a child’s back at Brookhollow, and her cold bond warmed and moved and became unmineable.

“It’s working,” Neve gasped, incandescent, the math confirming the impossible. “He stopped holding. The frequencies are moving again, all of them, the whole network’s in flux, it can’t, Kael, don’t stop giving it away, the second you grip it again it locks, you have to keep giving until it’s dead.”

And Kael understood, in the marrow of him, with everyone he loved warming back from cold under the warmth he refused to hoard, the difference between a man holding a door and a man who’d learned to leave it open: you cannot lose a thing you are always already giving away. He poured the Amber Line out into itself, and the engine reached for a hoard and found a river, and the losing turned, in that single chosen breath, back toward winning.



He used Reverse Mend, with the Bond Ward secondary application, the way he’d unthreaded the recall anchor under Aegis, but the lesson was different now, and he felt the difference as he worked.

Under Aegis he had unthreaded a false structure imposed on the dead, Vael’s harvest, the Repository stasis built from old victims and stored residue. This was the opposite. This was a living network refusing to be reduced to a mineable resource, and the unthreading was not severance but proof, the proof that the thing the engine wanted to steal could not be stolen, only given.

He held the master key Runa had pressed into his hand, and he reached into the siphon with Reverse Mend, and he did not try to overpower the engine, because the engine could not be out-muscled, only out-lived. Instead he let the network do what Mira had shown them, what Neve had calculated, what the whole assault had become: he made the Amber Line so alive, so in flux, so constantly becoming, that the engine could not classify it, and the harder the engine pulled, the more the network changed, and the more it changed, the less the engine could hold.

He felt the bonds shifting under the pull, deepening in real time, the thing Adrienne had named at Wend, the assault plan and the relationship the same plan. Sera’s bond deepened as she read the threads, the Lineage Anchor flooding the chamber with portable permanence. Mira’s gave itself away faster than it could be taken. Neve’s shifted with every calculation, the analyst’s bond as un-pinnable as her restless mind. Devi’s sheltered behind its own barriers. Liss’s, newly crossed, was the least settled, the most alive, the hardest of all to measure, the frontier-hard woman’s bond fresh from the threshold and constantly becoming. Vara’s burned with the new self-knowledge of her origins. Adrienne’s carried the clean authority she’d rebuilt. Runa’s, at Love and climbing, the Warden’s trust handed over again and again. And Suyin’s, at Crush, the lightest thread, the wanderer’s bond that wouldn’t hold still by its very nature, the woman who’d built her whole life so nothing could hold her now the very thing the engine couldn’t grasp.

Nine bonds, each one moving, each one becoming, a wildly alive network precisely because it was the least finished, and the engine, built to mine a static deposit, tore at it and found water, found a thing that would not stop changing, found a love that could only be shared and never taken.

And Kael understood, in the heart of it, the thing everything since his return had been circling, the thing Greer had gotten exactly backward. The engine was built on the assumption that love was a resource, a thing held, a deposit, a vein, something that sat still in a person and could be measured and mined. That was the whole logic of the harvest, the leash, the academies that bred lonely students, the Repository that drained bonds, the five-hundred-year machine of treating the warmth between people as a substance to be extracted. And it was wrong, fundamentally, in a way that no amount of sophistication could fix, because love was not a thing held. It was a thing given, always already leaving, always moving outward, and a thing in motion cannot be mined, and a thing freely given cannot be stolen. The engine could harvest a hoard. It could not harvest a gift. And the Amber Line was nothing but gift, eight people and a wanderer pouring warmth into each other faster than any machine could grab, and the engine reached for the hoard it assumed they were and closed its hand on nothing, because there was no hoard, there was only the giving, and you cannot steal the act of giving, you can only join it or starve outside it.

“It can’t lock on,” Neve called, incandescent, the math confirming what the heart already knew. “Sael, it can’t lock on, the network’s changing faster than the classification narrows, it’s, it’s chasing a frequency that’s already gone every time it measures, you can’t mine us, you built a machine to drink a still pool and we’re a river, you can’t, it’s going to tear itself apart trying.”

Sael’s burning eyes went wide, and he forced the engine harder, the overload climbing, and that was the mistake Greer had warned about, the reckless faction’s fatal error, because an engine built to classify a still thing, forced to full overload against a thing that would not hold still, had nowhere for the strain to go but into itself.

“Now,” Liss called, the surgeon’s voice. “It’s straining at full and it can’t lock, the main line’s exposed, cut the feeders first, now, then the main, clean.”

And Kael cut.

It was a working harder than the road had asked of him in a different way than the recall anchor under Aegis, because the recall anchor had been a dead thing imposed on dead things and this was a living engine pulling at a living network with everyone he loved woven into both ends of it. The unthreading was not severance by force but the patient surgical undoing of a false structure, the same craft that had freed the Vael core, turned now on a machine, and Liss’s voice in his ear called the order like a surgeon over a body that didn’t want to be cut.

He took the feeder threads first, the small ones, starving the main line, and he felt each one go, felt the engine’s hunger flatten by a fraction as each feeder died, the siphon’s grip loosening thread by thread. The engine fought it, Sael forcing it harder, the overload climbing past anything its makers had designed for, and that was the fatal error, because an engine built to drink a still pool, forced to full overload against a thing that would not hold still, had nowhere for the strain to go. Kael felt it strain, felt the whole ancient lattice groan with the load Sael was forcing through it, the master key burning warm in his fist where Runa had pressed it. And when the main line stood exposed and starving, where it tied into the anchor stone, the place Sera had marked, the cut-line, he severed it clean, unthreading the imposed harvest geometry from the living gate the way he’d unthreaded the recall anchor, a single patient cut at the root of the whole machine.

And he turned Runa’s master key in the ancient lock.

The engine’s own containment closed around it, Runa’s room caging the builders’ cage, the lattice she’d built over the grid answering to her and slamming shut, the secure room Runa had built becoming, in a heartbeat, the engine’s tomb. The siphon, cut at the source, its containment turned against it, forced to full overload against a network it could not classify, did the only thing left to it.

The engine, unable to classify a network that would not stop becoming, forced to full overload against a thing it could not hold, with its siphon cut and its own containment turned against it, tore itself apart trying to lock on.

It died loud. The scaffolds and channeling arrays Sael had bolted onto the ancient gate ripped free, the overload tearing back into the machine that produced it, and Sael screamed, not in pain but in fury, the true believer watching his flood drain away, and Vara and Torren and the coalition took the reckless faction as the engine came down around them, and the engine’s tooth-deep vibration, tuning, pulling, learning their signatures since the trade road, cut off all at once, into a silence that rang.

The Amber Line stopped draining. The warmth flooded back, the cold reversing, the bonds steadying and warming back toward themselves, and across the kingdom, in the frontier stations and the going-thin couples and Station Twelve at the mountain’s foot, the siphon threads went slack, and the stolen warmth stopped flowing, and the people of the east stopped being emptied.

[ENGINE DESTROYED: BOND-HARVEST SIPHON (KEEPER CONSTRUCTION)] [LEVEL: 24 -> 28] [BATTLE HEALER: BOND WARD MASTERY - the network shields itself]

Kael felt it land in his body, the clean arithmetic of the victory, four levels and the mastery of the skill the road had built, earned across a kingdom of real combat with no old penalty dragging it back. Level twenty-eight, from eighteen, the numbers finally meaning something again.

And the warmth flooded back, and that was the part that mattered more than the number. Kael felt the Amber Line refill, the cold of the drain reversing, the bonds warming back toward themselves, the laugh he’d nearly lost and the green of Adrienne’s eyes and the shape of Devi’s almost-smile all flooding back into him at once, everything the engine had reached for returning whole, and the returning was so enormous he had to put a hand on the dead engine’s stone to stay upright. Around the chamber he watched it hit the others, the relief breaking over them like a wave. Mira gasped and laughed at once, the emotional barometer feeling the network come back warm, tears cutting through the grime on her face, and she went around the chamber touching each of them, checking, the way she always checked, making sure everyone was warm and whole. Sera pressed both hands to her chest where the bond had thinned and felt it flood and steady, the amber tracery blazing back to full under her skin. Vara, fierce even in relief, threw back her head and let out a sound that was half a war cry and half pure joy. Neve sat down hard on the chamber floor, glasses askew, and said, to no one, “It worked, the math worked, we out-lived it, I was right,” in a voice that wobbled between triumph and the simple animal relief of a woman who’d felt herself going cold and was warm again. Devi, who showed nothing, stood very still and pressed two fingers to her own sternum where the bond lived, and her eyes closed, and Kael felt through the network the precise moment the control specialist let herself simply feel relieved, which from Devi was a celebration. The thing the engine had tried to take, the warmth, the love, the family, came back whole, because it had never really been taken, only reached for, and a thing that is freely given cannot be stolen even by the sophisticated machine they had faced.

Below them, the relief ran out across the frontier the way the harvest had. Kael couldn’t see it, but Sera could, the amber tracing the network as the siphon threads went slack, and she narrated it through her tears, the living compass reporting the victory’s scope. “The stations,” she said. “All of them. Station Twelve, the going-thin couples, the frontier families, the warmth’s coming back, everywhere at once, the threads are dying and the bonds are filling back up.” She laughed, shaky. “I can feel a whole frontier stop being emptied. The wood-splitter and his wife. The mother and her daughter. The old paired wardens. All of them, warming back, all at once, because we killed the thing that was draining them.” Her amber eyes were bright. “That’s what we did. We gave a whole frontier its love back. That’s the number that matters more than your level, Kael. A frontier, un-emptied.”

He stood in the wreckage of the engine, swaying with the cost, limbs shaking with channel fatigue, the master key warm in his hand, the network warm in his chest, and his family alive around him, and a frontier warming back to itself below, and for one moment it felt like victory, clean and total.

For one moment.



As the engine died, the leash it had been firing failed, and the thing Greer had spent his life fearing happened, and it changed the shape of the victory entirely.

Sera felt it first, the amber blazing in her veins, her receiver-attuned perception reading the deep, and her face went from triumph to something cold and vast.

“The leash,” she said. “The overload cracked it. Sael fired the engine too hard, the way Greer warned, and even though we killed the engine, the overload already tore the leash that was keeping the deep starved.” Her amber eyes went distant, reading down, into the mountain, into the receiver gate, into the dark below the dark where the network had bled something for five hundred years.

And then her whole body went rigid, the amber blazing so bright it lit the ruined chamber, and her hand flew to her mouth, and Kael felt it through the bond, an echo of the thing she was feeling, vast and slow and cold beyond any cold he’d ever known, a thing so large that her perception could only catch the edge of it the way you catch the edge of an ocean by putting one foot in. “Something’s moving down there,” she whispered, the words coming out shaken. “Under the garrison. Deep. Deeper than the gate, deeper than anywhere. I can feel it the way I feel the Blight, the way I feel the network, but it’s, Kael, it’s so big I can’t find the shape of it. It goes down past where my perception reaches and it’s still going.” She pressed her hand to the ancient stone, and the whole team felt the cold of what she felt, the vast slow stirring of a thing that had been starved and asleep for five centuries and had just felt the leash slip. “It’s not waking. It’s too starved to wake, five hundred years of bleeding kept it too weak. But it moved. The crack of daylight Greer feared, it got it, just a crack, and something the size of the world rolled over once in its sleep and went still again.” She shuddered, her eyes streaming now, not from grief but from the sheer scale of the thing that had brushed her awareness. “And I felt it feel me. For one second, when the warmth flooded the deep, it felt me, the way you feel a hand on you in the dark. It’s gone still again. But it knows the warmth is up here now, the way a sleeper knows. That the bleeding stopped, for a breath. That something fed it, instead of starving it.” She drew back her hand, shaken, and looked at Kael. “Greer was right. The overload cracked the leash. We stopped the harvest and we saved the frontier and the cost was a crack of daylight on the thing under the world. It moved. I felt it. And I will remember what it felt like to be noticed by something that big.”

And Greer was there, in the chamber’s ruined heart, having fought his way up through the dying engine with the last of his loyal Keepers, and he stood in the wreckage of the machine his own order had built and watched the team celebrate and said the worst possible thing.

“You feel it,” he said to Sera, and his tired voice carried through the ringing silence, and it was not triumph and not gloating, only the grief of a man whose life’s warning had come true. “The deep. Moving. You feel it, healer, because you’re the one attuned to it.” He looked at Kael, at the family, at the warmth flooding back into the network, the love the engine couldn’t take. “You didn’t save the world today, Battle Healer. You fed it. Sael tried to drain it in one swallow and you stopped him, and stopping him cost the leash, and your warmth flooded the deep for one moment before it went dark, and the thing down there felt it. It knows, now, that the world got warm. That the bleeding stopped, for a breath. That something is feeding it instead of starving it.” He shook his gray head slowly. “And you put it back to sleep with the very engine that was holding it down, which means the leash is cracked and the engine that maintained it is destroyed, and there is nothing left to starve the deep but time, and time runs out.” His eyes held Kael’s, and there was no hatred in them, only the sorrow of a man who’d been right about the worst thing. “I hope your love is worth what it’s growing. I’ve spent my life believing it isn’t, and I watched you prove today that it can’t be taken, only given, and that was a beautiful thing to watch, and it changes nothing about the bill.” He gathered his remaining Keepers, the loyal half, the men who’d held a door against their own order. “We’re enemies again, you and I, the instant this conversation ends. The leash is cracked. Someone has to find a way to hold it that doesn’t drain the world, or someone has to find a way to bleed it that you can live with, and we will spend the rest of our lives on opposite sides of that question, and I will grieve it the whole way, because of all the men who could have woken the thing under the world, it had to be the one who did it with love.” He turned to go. “Find your better lock, Battle Healer. The one that holds without bleeding. If it exists. I could not find it. I looked for it from the day the Keepers showed me the truth, and I could not find it, and that’s why I settled for the leash. I hope you’re better than me. I hope, genuinely, that you find the thing I couldn’t, because if you don’t, your love is going to wake a god, and all your warmth won’t be worth a cold and sleeping world.” And then he was gone, into the ruined galleries, the competent enemy escaping into the collapse of his own order, taken by the chaos or vanishing by design, leaving his warning in the chamber like a stone.



“He’s gone,” Vara said, returning from the collapsed gallery with dust in her hair and blood on her cheek. “Escaped, or pulled out, or he knew the mountain better than us.”

Kael looked at the ruined engine, at the warmth returning to the Amber Line, at Sera still standing with one hand braced on the ancient stone and terror in her eyes.

“And he was right,” Vara said.

No one answered her.

The engine’s note was gone. In the silence under it, far below the dead engine, something vast had moved once and gone still.


Chapter 18: What the Lock Holds

The engine was destroyed and the garrison was held, and the work that came after was the work of adults, divided among competent institutions, and Kael watched it happen and thought that this, too, was an answer to a complaint the road had sharpened all along, that the world was nothing but obstacles and the only competence was in the young.

The coalition tended its wounded first. Morwenna’s Solhavn healers worked alongside the Order’s and Station Twelve’s frontier staff, and the cross-pollination of it was its own quiet victory, three traditions of medicine meeting over the hurt and learning from each other, the academy’s theory and the coastal school’s openness and the frontier’s competence-on-nothing. There were dead, because there were always dead, reckless Keepers mostly, a handful of Vael’s troops, two of Roe’s guild crew, and the coalition honored them the way functional institutions honored their losses, together, without pretending the cost away.

Kael worked the worst of the wounded himself, because a Battle Healer’s place after a battle was over the hurt, and because the work steadied him the way it always had, the hands busy while the mind processed Greer’s last words. He set bones and closed wounds and used the Bond Ward, now mastered, to steady a guild delver whose bond to her partner had been thinned in the engine’s pull before it died, and he felt the new skill settle into him as a permanent part of what he was, the thing every station and fight on the road had built, a Battle Healer who could shield a bond from severance, the answer to a machine that drained love made into a standing ability he’d carry forward. Adrienne found him there, hours in, and put a hand on his shoulder, the director off-duty for a moment, and said only, “You held a frontier’s bonds and killed an engine and you’re still down here setting a delver’s wrist at the worst hour. That’s the man I command an army for. Go sleep eventually.” And he said he would, eventually, and kept working, because the work was how he came down from a victory that wasn’t clean.

The coalition itself, in the hours after, was the thing the mountain had insisted did not exist: institutions cooperating like adults. There was no jockeying for credit, no committee, no jurisdictional knife-work. There was a guild master and a royal captain and Solhavn’s faculty and an Order’s director sitting around a field table in a conquered fortress, tired and bloodied and competent, dividing the work of a victory and the burden of a new and worse question, and getting it done. Master Roe’s man, who’d ridden up from Harrow Gap with the reserve, summed it the way the frontier summed things, flat and true: “Funny. The crown and the guild and two schools spent my whole life pretending the others didn’t matter, and it turns out when something’s bad enough, everybody remembers how to work. Should’ve been a god-machine threatening the whole kingdom a long time ago. Might’ve saved us a century of pretending.”

Then the strategy, the cold practical question of what to do with a conquered garrison built over a cracked leash.

There were prisoners, the reckless faction’s survivors, Sael’s people who’d lived through the engine’s collapse, and what to do with them was its own complicated question, because they were not common criminals. They were true believers who’d been told by men they trusted that draining the world was the only way to save it, and some of them, hearing now that the overload had cracked the very leash they’d sworn to protect, were already breaking, the way people break when the certainty that organized their whole lives proves to have done the opposite of what they intended.

“Half of them think they’re heroes and half of them just realized they might have doomed the kingdom,” Vara reported, having helped secure them. “The second half are worse to be around. A man who thought he was saving the world and finds out he cracked the cage, that’s a man with nothing left.” She’d watched the going-still come over the captured Keepers, the same thing Devi had described at the campfire, the math turning to ash. “Greer was right about the split. These are Sael’s. Greer’s loyal ones fought beside us and then vanished with him into the collapse. Two halves of an order that’s been one thing for five hundred years, and we just shattered it, and I don’t know if that’s a victory or just a different mess.”

“Both,” Adrienne said, the director. “It’s almost always both. We broke the engine and we broke the order that built it, and the broken order is going to scatter, and some of those pieces are going to be Greer, at large, still believing he’s right, and some are going to be men like these, who’ll need somewhere to put a faith that just betrayed them. That’s a problem for the kingdom and the Order to manage together, slowly, the way you manage a thing that can’t be solved in a day.” She looked at the captured Keepers, the broken certainties. “We don’t execute them. They’re not Sael, and Sael’s dead in the engine he loved. We hold them, we learn what they know, and we find out whether a man who gave his life to a cruel answer can be turned toward a better one. Devi’s proof that they can. So we try. Because the alternative is the cruel answer in a different coat, and we’re done with the cruel answer.”

“The crown holds it,” Captain Imrin Vael said, in the secured outer hall, and the by-the-book officer who’d arrived a neutral observer spoke now as a man who’d chosen a side. “I’ll garrison it properly, with eastern command troops, and I’ll file it as recovered royal infrastructure, which it technically is. That gives us legal standing to keep Keepers out and to control access to the gate.” His jaw tightened. “And it gives the Order standing to study what’s down there, under my garrison’s authority, which keeps the council off your backs. I can’t pretend the deep doesn’t exist anymore, not after what your healer felt. So I’d rather have it under my command and your study than left for the next Sael to seize.” He looked at Kael. “I’m a Vael. A man of my line theorized the leash fifty years ago. It’s past time one of us stopped being neutral about the door. The garrison’s mine to hold, and yours to understand, and we hold and understand it together. That’s the arrangement, if the Order agrees.”

“The Order agrees,” Adrienne said, the director, and the two of them shook on it, the crown and the Order dividing the work of a cracked leash like the adults the journey had kept proving the world contained.

Neve had already begun the new research thread, of course, because Neve could no more leave a question unpulled than she could stop breathing. She’d set up in a corner of the secured chamber with the engine’s wreckage and the ancient lattice and four hundred years of Solhavn records, and she was working a problem she fully admitted she couldn’t solve.

It was a different Neve who worked it, Kael noticed, watching her. The girl who’d starved in a guarded library had measured her whole sense of herself by what she knew, by being the smartest person in a small room, by having the answer. And this problem had no answer, not yet, maybe not for years, maybe not ever, and instead of breaking her the way it would have broken the Aegis Neve, it had set her free. She moved through the wreckage and the records with a calm she’d never had at the academy, because she’d learned, on the road, in a bigger library and a wider world, that not knowing was not failure, that the frontier between the known and the unknown was a place worth standing, and that a question the size of the world was not a thing to be afraid of but a thing to spend a life on. “I used to think the goal was to know everything,” she said, when Kael brought her tea she wouldn’t drink. “Solhavn cured me of that. There’s always more. There was always going to be more. So the goal was never knowing everything. The goal is being the person standing at the edge of what’s known, pushing it outward an inch at a time, and being all right with the dark past the inch.” She looked at the ancient gate, the deep below it, the unanswerable thing. “I’m all right with the dark now. That’s what the road gave me. I get to spend the rest of my life at the edge, and the edge is the best place the road has shown me, and I’ll never run out of it. That’s not a tragedy. That’s a gift I still don’t know how to hold without grinning like a fool.”

Sera worked the deep with Neve, the living compass turned downward, the only instrument in the kingdom that could perceive what slept below the dead engine, and what she reported gave the research its shape and its dread.

“It’s quiet again,” Sera said, the amber low in her veins, her hand against the ancient gate at the chamber’s heart, reaching down past the dead engine into the dark below the dark. “It moved when the overload cracked the leash, and then it went still, too starved to do more than roll over. But it’s not the same kind of quiet as before.” She drew her hand back, troubled. “Before, it was the quiet of a thing that didn’t know it was being starved. Now it’s the quiet of a thing that felt warmth, for one moment, and knows the leash slipped, and is waiting.” She looked at Neve. “I can’t tell you what it is any more than you can. But I can tell you it’s aware now, the way it wasn’t before. We didn’t wake it. But we taught it that waking is possible. And I don’t know if that’s a thing you can take back.”

“I can’t tell you what’s down there,” Neve said, when Kael found her among the diagrams, Sera’s reading written into the margins of her work. “I want to be honest about that, the way I was about the System line. I have the leash mechanism, I have the harvest history, I have Vael’s theory and Greer’s philosophy and the architecture’s own testimony and Sera’s perception. And I cannot tell you what the leash holds, because no living record describes it, because the whole point of the leash was to keep it starved and unseen for five hundred years.” She pushed her glasses up. “What I can tell you is that Greer’s framework is consistent with the evidence and that I can’t disprove it, which is an uncomfortable intellectual position. There’s something down there. The network was built to starve it. We cracked the leash. It moved. Those four things are true, and the fifth thing, what it is and what happens if it wakes, is the question I’m going to spend the next several years on, and I don’t have even the beginning of an answer.” She looked at the ancient gate, the deep below it. “We live in a city built on a cage, Kael. The whole kingdom. And we just learned the cage has a tenant, and the lock is cracked, and the only thing anyone ever knew how to do was starve it, and we refused to keep doing that, and now we have to find the thing no record has given us. A better lock.” She almost smiled, exhausted. “It’s the best problem the road has handed me. It might also be the last one any of us solves. Both of those are true and I find them, in roughly equal measure, thrilling and unbearable.”



The family ate together that night, the way they did, in a cleared room of the conquered garrison, and it was a strange meal, victory and dread sharing one table, and Kael was glad of it, because the strangeness was the truth and the table held the truth without flinching.

Mira had found, somehow, in a captured fortress on the worst frontier in the kingdom, the makings of actual tea, and she made it and distributed it with fierce conviction, because no bad news had ever been received well on an empty stomach and she had the data. They were all bone-tired, scraped raw, half of them still smelling of the engine’s wreckage, and they sat and drank and didn’t say much for a while, and the not-saying-much was its own kind of intimacy, the family being a family in the quiet after the worst thing.

“He was right,” Vara said finally, blunt as always, naming the thing in the room. “Greer. About the leash. Sera felt it move. We came here to stop a machine draining the frontier, and we did, and the doing of it cracked open something worse. That’s not a clean win. I don’t like un-clean wins. I like a dead enemy and a held line and a clear sky after.” She turned her cup in her scarred hands. “This is a dead engine and a cracked leash and a man who escaped still believing we’re the ones waking the thing. I don’t have a box to put that in.”

“There isn’t a box,” Adrienne said, the director, tired and honest. “Real work, the work that isn’t a single battle, doesn’t resolve. You win the engagement and the war gets bigger. I spent years inside an institution learning that nothing ever ends, it just changes shape.” She looked around the table, at the family. “But I keep coming back to this. We saved a frontier today. The Awls. Station Twelve. A whole province that was going cold. That’s real, and it’s done, and it stays done. Greer’s leash is a problem for tomorrow and the year after and maybe the rest of our lives. But the warmth came back into a frontier today, and nothing about the deep below makes that less true.” She drank. “We’re allowed to hold both. The win and the dread. Pretending it’s clean would be a lie, and pretending the win doesn’t count would be a worse one.”

“I held the Blight in my body for years,” Sera said quietly, the amber low in her veins, the one who’d been closest to the deep. “I know what it is to carry a dread that doesn’t resolve, a thing inside you that’s beautiful and ominous at once. You don’t fix it. You learn to live alongside it without letting it run you.” She reached over and put her hand on Vara’s. “Greer thinks the dread proves him right. It doesn’t. It just proves the work isn’t over. The work is never over. That’s not a tragedy. That’s just being alive in a world with a deep under it.” Her hand settled over the place where the Blight had lived, steady instead of fearful. “And I’d rather be alive in a warm world with a dread under it than safe in a cold one with nothing. So would all of you. That’s why we came.”

It didn’t resolve anything, the conversation, the way the victory hadn’t resolved anything, and that was right, and the family sat with it together, the win and the dread on one table, and drank Mira’s improbable tea in a captured fortress over a sleeping god, and that, Kael thought, was a true expression of what the Order could be: hold the unresolvable thing together, instead of alone.



Runa claimed the ward chamber, because she’d conquered it, and that night, with the garrison secured and the coalition camped and the deep quiet below, she resolved her whole arc in the language that was hers, and she did it in the heart of the lock she’d beaten.

Kael found her there because she’d asked him to come, a relay message in her precise Warden hand, and the chamber was transformed. The engine’s wreckage had been cleared from the central anchor stone. The ancient lattice still ran floor to ceiling, five centuries old, the builders’ masterwork, but threaded through it now, glowing soft amber in the old grid, were Runa’s bond-locks, the room she’d built over the cage, her architecture layered over theirs, the Warden’s victory written in light across the enemy’s grammar.

She stood at the central anchor stone, the old altar that had powered the engine and now anchored her containment, and on the ancient stone she’d laid her amber ward cuffs, her professional tools, the things she’d handed him once before as the deepest version of her trust.

“This was a weapon an hour ago,” Runa said, looking around the chamber, the amber bond-locks she’d installed glowing in the ancient grid. “The sophisticated lock I conquered, built to drain the world, repurposed by Sael to mine the Amber Line. And now it’s mine. I out-built it. I turned the cage into a room.” She picked up the cuffs from the stone, and turned to face him, and her dark evaluating eyes held his with the structural certainty that was her whole self. “I’ve spent years learning to trust both. Locks and people. The Warden who trusted geometry over human variables because a person can choose not to hold and a lock can’t.” She crossed to him through the amber light. “And tonight I’m going to choose to hold and to be held, in the heart of the lock I beat, with my own cuffs, and hand you the key, because if I can trust you here, in the enemy’s own lock that I conquered, then I can trust you anywhere.” She pressed the cuffs into his hands, and beside them the small release sigil-key, the established ritual, the lock and the key both. “The cuffs lock from the wearer’s intent and release only from the key. The wearer can’t free herself, that’s the point, that’s the trust. I’m giving you the lock and the key in the secure room I built over the enemy’s grid because the giving means more here than it ever could anywhere else.” Her voice was steady, the Warden’s certainty, the deliberate structural consent that was hers. “If I give you the lock, you use it properly. You control the rhythm and the stillness and the release. And I end it on my terms, with one word, the way I always do. Those are the terms. Do you accept them?”

“I accept them,” Kael said, and took the cuffs and the key, and Runa’s breath changed, the professional stillness cracking toward something rawer.



He cuffed her wrists above her head to the ancient anchor ring, the same architecture that had powered the engine, now repurposed for her chosen vulnerability, and the amber cuffs flared against the old stone, the containment geometry recognizing her, routing through the ward circuit she’d built. It was a potent thing, the Warden restrained by her own cuffs in the heart of the lock she’d conquered, the woman who trusted locks over people choosing to be the one in the locks, in the secure room she had built over the enemy’s grid.

He undressed her with deliberate care, because the unwrapping of Runa was the unwrapping of what she showed no one, the amber-trimmed Warden robes coming away, the fitted tunic, the breast wrap, until she stood restrained in the amber light, the solid grounded body the robes had hidden, the medium proportional breasts with the dark nipples already hardening in the cool air, the strong hips and full round ass built by ward-line stance work, the muscular thighs with their defined strength, the bronze-brown skin warm and even in the glow of the locks she’d built. She tested the cuffs, flexing against them with real strength, the Warden’s reflexive verification that the lock held, and it held, and her breathing changed at the confirmation, the trust made physical.

“It holds,” she said, and there was something in her voice he’d rarely heard, the structural certainty turned inward, the woman who built containment for a living restrained by her own work and finding it, against everything Wynn had taught her, safe. “I can’t free myself. You have the key. That’s the whole of it, Kael. I’ve spent my life unable to trust that a person would hold when a lock would. And I’m choosing to be the thing held, by you, in a lock I built, because I’ve decided you’re the variable I trust.” She drew a breath as he ran his hands down the solid lines of her, the bronze-brown skin warming under his touch. “Now use it properly. I gave you the lock. Don’t make me regret teaching you the grammar.”

He started with his hands, mapping her, the strong hips and the muscular thighs and the round full ass that was her anchor, the bronze-brown skin warm and even under his palms, and she held still against the cuffs, the Warden’s discipline, her breathing the only tell, the trained stillness that held lattice geometry by force of will now holding itself under his hands. He took his time, because the stillness between was as much the scene as the contact, the established rhythm of her lane.

He learned her slowly. He ran his hands up the solid grounded strength of her, the muscular flare of her thighs, the defined waist, cupped the medium proportional breasts and rolled the dark nipples between his fingers until they stood hard, and then he stopped, and held still, his hands just resting on her, and waited. The waiting was the weapon. He watched her composure work to hold against the nothing, ward-line discipline turned inward and turned against her, the absence of touch louder than the touch. Her breathing deepened. Her strong thighs shifted. And then, because she was Runa and the wanting always lost to the discipline last, her hips moved, a small involuntary press toward his stilled hands, the containment specialist’s body asking for what her composure wouldn’t.

“That’s not in the protocol,” he said, low, and held still a moment longer just to feel her strain against it.

“Nothing about this is in the protocol,” she said, clipped, breathing harder, the orders-voice fraying at the edges, and her wrists flexed in the cuffs, testing, finding the lock held, finding she could not reach for what she wanted, and the finding made her breath catch, the trust and the helplessness of it both. “You’re using the stillness. I taught you the stillness. You hold a thing at the threshold by giving it nothing, and you’re, gods, you’re doing it to me with my own technique.”

“You handed me the lock,” he said, and dragged his hands down the warm bronze-brown of her at last, and she shuddered through her whole solid frame at the return of contact, the relief of it, the containment specialist holding her own composure the way she held a lock and feeling it slip a degree, then another, the discipline costing her more with every passing minute.

Then he brought his hand down across her ass in a measured strike, and the amber cuffs flared brighter, the containment geometry routing the sensation through the ward circuit she’d built, the spanking wired into the lattice, her career’s architecture answering her pleasure. The whole chamber pulsed amber with the impact, the bond-locks she’d installed over the ancient grid catching the sensation and routing it, so that the strike landed not just on her skin but through the entire geometry she’d spent her life mastering, the engine’s former master lock turned into an instrument of her own undoing.

She gasped, the composure fracturing at the first impact, her hips pushing back toward his hand, seeking more, and the pink marks bloomed warm against the bronze-brown skin, and the cuffs flared with each strike, the ward circuit amplifying. He spanked her with measured control, her lane, never hurried, the stillnesses between the strikes as much the scene as the strikes themselves, and each impact made the bond-locks she’d installed pulse amber, the whole chamber’s geometry routing her sensation, her career’s architecture wired into her body so that the lock she’d conquered answered every strike with light. She fractured stage by stage exactly the way her profile promised. The breathing first, the controlled Warden breath going ragged. Then the bitten-off sounds, the clipped commands she couldn’t quite hold, the moans she caught at the apex and swallowed because some discipline held even now. Then the hips pushing back for more, the strong muscular thighs trembling, the composure coming apart in measured increments under measured impact, the most disciplined woman in the kingdom learning her own body’s honesty against everything her training had built. And between the strikes, when he held still and gave her nothing, she pushed back into the nothing, asking with her body for what her composure wouldn’t say, and the asking-without-words was the thing that undid her most, the Warden who gave orders for a living reduced to a wordless plea of her own hips against the stillness.

“More,” she said, clipped, the command adapted for a context her training never covered, the orders-voice turned to her own undoing. “Again. The circuit’s, gods, the circuit’s routing it, I built it to route containment and it’s routing this, I can feel it in the whole lattice, do it again.” Her strong thighs were trembling now, the pink marks blooming, the cuffs burning amber, and Kael obliged, controlling the rhythm and the stillnesses between, the pauses that exposed more than the strikes, the Warden held at the edge of her own composure.

Then he bent her over the old anchor stone, her wrists still bound above her, her cheek against the cool ancient surface, her hips elevated, her established position, the Warden face down in the lock she’d conquered. He took a moment there, just looking at her, the bronze-brown skin warm in the amber glow of the bond-locks she’d built, the pink marks of his hand blooming across the full round ass that was her anchor, the strong muscular thighs spread and braced, her cunt slick and swollen between them, the most disciplined woman in the kingdom restrained over the enemy’s stone by her own cuffs, and he ran a hand down the curve of her spine and felt her whole solid frame shiver. He set his grip on her hips like he was taking hold of the chamber’s key and entered her in one slow, controlled claim, and she made a sound she would not have allowed outside this room, a raw moan torn out of the structural authority, drawn out long as he seated himself fully, every inch of his cock sheathed in her tight forceful heat, her strong inner muscles gripping him with a power that matched her thighs. The amber cuffs flared with it, the ward circuit catching the sensation and routing it through the whole lattice, so that each deep grip of her body made the entire chamber pulse amber in answer, her career’s architecture wired into her body’s response, the lock she’d conquered singing with her pleasure.

He fucked her like that, controlling the rhythm and the stillnesses, his cock dragging deep through her gripping wet heat, each thrust and each held pause amplified through the ward circuit she’d built, the cuffs flaring amber against the old stone with every movement, her bronze-brown body straining against the restraints she’d chosen, the pink marks warm on her ass, the whole chamber’s geometry wired into her pleasure. The stillnesses were the cruelest and the best of it, the moments he held perfectly still inside her, deep, unmoving, while the ward circuit hummed and her body strained for the friction he withheld, the containment specialist contained, held at the edge of her own need by a man holding the key to cuffs she couldn’t open. Each pause exposed more than the movement, her profile’s truth made flesh, the Warden’s composure cracking further in the stillness than it ever did in the motion.

She pushed back against him with her strong hips, seeking more, the muscular thighs clenching, the composure entirely fractured now, the clipped Warden commands dissolving into the unstructured sound she would not allow anywhere but here. “You’re holding still on purpose,” she got out, raw, her cheek against the anchor stone, the orders-voice in ruins. “You learned that from me. The stillness between. I taught you containment and you’re using it on me, you’re, the pause is worse than the, gods, move, I can’t stand the stillness, the circuit’s routing the nothing and the nothing is louder than the something.” Her hands fisted in the cuffs above her. “This is what I do to locks. Hold them at the threshold. And you’re doing it to me and I built the room you’re doing it in. There’s a justice in that I’d appreciate more if I could think.”

He gave her a stroke, then stilled again, and she shuddered through her whole solid frame, the bond-locks pulsing amber all through the chamber with the feedback, and the last of the Warden’s structure came down. “I give orders for a living,” she breathed, the wonder of it and the wreckage of it both. “I contain things. And I’m bent over the enemy’s stone in cuffs I made, in a lock I beat, and I don’t want to give an order. I want to ask.” The distinction her whole lane was built on, the wanting versus the choosing to ask, and she chose to ask, the word costing her everything her discipline was built on. “Please. Kael, please, let me, I’m asking, I’m choosing to ask, please.”

“Ask me properly,” he growled, gripping her hips, holding her at the edge, the rhythm and the stillness both his to control. “You gave me the lock. So ask.”

“Please let me come,” Runa said, the woman who gave orders for a living, asking, choosing to ask, the deliberate verb of a woman making a choice and not merely wanting. “I’m asking. I chose to ask. Please.”

And he gave it to her, his cock driving into her hard now, the cuffs flaring amber, the ward circuit routing it through the whole lattice she’d built, and Runa Calder came amplified through the containment geometry of the lock she’d conquered, her whole body locking and shaking against the cuffs she’d chosen, the orgasm running through the bond-locks she’d installed over the enemy’s grid, the whole chamber pulsing amber with it, the Warden undone in the heart of the lock she’d beaten, by her own architecture, in restraints she’d handed him the key to. The forceful grip of her body dragged him over with her, and Kael let go, buried deep, his cum spurting into her in hard pulses as the ward circuit amplified the feedback between them, filling her, every amplified spasm drawing more from him, the bond climbing, deepening within Love, the Warden’s trust handed over completely in the secure room she had built over the enemy’s grid.

[BOND: Runa Calder -> 850 (Love)]

Approaching Soulmate, not there, the deliberate room to grow, the threshold left for the next ancient lock, the next journey, the next door.



After, he turned the key and released the cuffs, and Runa brought her arms down slowly, working the strength back into them, the bronze-brown skin marked pink where the cuffs and his hands had been, and she did the thing that was hers, the established ritual, the signature that closed every one of her scenes.

“Release,” she said, the word that ended it on her terms, the one word that was hers, and she meant it as the formal close of the containment and as something more, the deliberate end of the choice she’d made. And then she picked up the key from where he’d set it, and placed it back in his hand, the way she always did, the trust renewed, the lock handed over again.

“There’s a pattern I keep seeing,” she said, dry, the Warden’s rare warmth, lying against him in the amber light of the chamber she’d conquered, the bond-locks glowing in the ancient grid. “Handing you keys. I handed you the cuffs before. I handed you the master key today, in the middle of a battle, the engine’s master lock, and I told you we’d have to talk about what it means that I keep doing it.” She turned her dark eyes to his. “It means this. I’m a Warden. I trust locks over people, because a person can choose not to hold and a lock can’t, and I learned that the hardest way there is, watching protocol hold while a person didn’t wake.” Her voice was steady, the wound named without performance. “And I’ve spent years learning that the answer isn’t to trust locks instead of people. It’s to trust both. To build locks that hold bonds instead of severing them. To be the Warden who turns containment from a cage into a room.” She looked around the chamber, the cage she’d made a room, the enemy’s masterwork answering to her now. “I out-built the most sophisticated lock we found today, Kael. I turned a weapon into a defense. And tonight I handed you the key to me in the heart of it, and you held it properly, and I’m not at the soulmate threshold yet, I can feel it, I’m close but I’m not there, and I don’t want to rush it.” A trace of dry Warden warmth. “The next lock is the one under this garrison. The deep one. The cracked leash. We’re going to need a better lock than any of us know how to build yet, and I think building it is going to be the thing that takes me across the threshold, when it’s earned, when the next great lock demands it.” She placed the key more firmly in his hand. “So hold onto that. Both literally and otherwise. The next lock is the one under us, and we’re going to need more than two.” She settled against him, the solid grounded body gone loose, the Warden at rest in the lock she’d conquered. “And when we build it, the one that holds without bleeding, the better lock Sera and Greer both talked about, I think that’s the one I cross on. Not this one. The big one. The one that proves a cage can be a room at the scale of a god.” A pause, dry. “No pressure. We’ve got time to figure out how to hold a sleeping god without starving it. I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

“It’ll be fine,” Kael said, and Runa snorted, the Warden’s flat amusement, and stayed where she was, in the amber light, the cuffs on the stone, the key in his hand, the bond climbing and not yet crossed, the room she’d built holding warm over the cage the enemy had made.



The carrier crystal from Aegis came at dawn, while the coalition broke its camp.

It was Rethis’s voice, recorded and relayed across the kingdom, the man who’d held the home institution while the team carried the fight outward, and his measured administrator’s tone could not quite hide the unease in it.

“The engine’s destruction registered here,” Rethis said, the crystal’s recording crackling in the dawn. “The Aegis gate went fully cold the moment your engine died, and Solhavn’s external gate with it. The whole receiver network, dormant, cold, the harvest stopped.” A pause, and the unease sharpened. “Except one. The northern external gate, the one in the mountains that our records have never fully surveyed, that woke during the Aegis receiver event and went dormant after.” Another pause. “It just woke again. On its own. Not harvested, not fired, not built upon. It simply woke, the morning your engine died, and it’s putting out a signature our instruments have no record for and Solhavn’s archives can’t match.” The administrator’s voice was careful and afraid. “Neve will want to know that we ran it against every record we have, Aegis and Solhavn both, and there is no match in the records we checked. Whatever woke in the north, it’s not in the archives we checked.” A final pause. “The leash is failing in more than one place, Battle Healer. You killed the engine and stopped the harvest, and the same morning, a gate nobody can read woke up in the north, on its own, without an Aegis-style backlash or a harvest event to explain it. I thought you should know before you started home. Aegis holds. The east is saved. And something in the north just opened its eyes.” The crystal went silent.

Runa was beside him when the crystal finished, the Warden who read locks for a living, and she heard the word from the north with professional dread, because she understood exactly what a gate waking on its own meant.

“Gates don’t wake on their own,” she said, flat and certain. “That’s the whole point of a dormant gate, it sits inert until something acts on it, harvest or receiver event or construction. Nobody fired the northern gate. Nobody built on it. It woke because the leash cracked, the morning we cracked it, which means the leash isn’t a single line holding a single thing. It’s a network, and we put a crack in it here, and the strain ran along it and a different part failed up north.” She turned her ward stone over in her hands. “That’s what a bad lock does when you stress one part. The strain doesn’t stay where you put it. It travels, and it finds the next weakest point, and that fails too.” Her dark eyes met his. “We didn’t just crack the leash under this garrison. We stressed the whole grid. And somewhere north, the grid answered. Which means the deep one under us isn’t the only tenant, or the leash holds more than one thing, or the crack is spreading, and I don’t know which, and any of the three is worse than what we came here to fix.”

Kael stood in the dawn with the dead engine behind him and the cracked leash below him and the cold word from the north in his chest, and he looked north, toward mountains he’d never seen, where a gate nobody could read had woken on its own the morning his love killed the engine that held the world down, and he understood that Greer was not the only Keeper, and the engine was not the deepest problem, and the war that had become a different and larger thing had just pointed itself north.


Chapter 19: The Long Way Back Is Different

They started west three days after the engine died, and the road home was the same road they’d come east on, and it was not the same road at all, because they were not the same people.

Kael felt it most on the first morning out from the garrison, riding at the head of a column that had crossed a kingdom and changed it, and he thought of the morning they left Aegis, of the team that had stood at the gates of Aegis unable to imagine being a day from home, of Neve unmoored by the world’s bigness, of Runa disapproving of a wooden bridge, of the parts of the family raised inside Aegis, the ones who had treated the mountain as the whole world. That team was gone. The team riding west now had moved across a kingdom, fought a coalition war, killed an engine, cracked a leash, and learned that the world was bigger and stronger and stranger than the school had ever shown them, and the learning had made them, every one, into something larger than they’d been.

“We were so small,” Mira said, riding beside him, bare feet swinging, watching the frontier roll past. “When we left Aegis. I made a packing list that was mostly tea and contraband because I genuinely could not imagine what a kingdom looked like. And now I’ve seen my own home village and a whole second academy and a guild hall and the deep frontier and the inside of a five-hundred-year-old machine, and Lira’s cured and drawing dragons and my mom met you, and we killed a thing built to drain love out of the world by being too in love for it to grab.” She grinned, the ponytail swinging. “I’m going to need a bigger packing list next time. The world turned out to be enormous and I want all of it.”

The road home was the same road, and that was the strangest thing about it, because every landmark they passed had been new on the way out and was a memory now on the way back. There was the ridge where the Keeper patrol had watched them. There was the camp where they’d read Greer’s letter aloud. There was the waystation lock where Devi had wanted something for herself, and they made camp near it on the return and Devi went in alone for an hour and came out quiet and settled, and no one asked, because some pilgrimages a person makes by themselves. The world that had been terrifying in its bigness when they left Aegis was, on the way home, simply large, and known, and theirs, and the difference was the whole change in them written into the geography.

They were lighter on the return, all of them, the way a force is lighter walking away from a won fight than toward an uncertain one, and the lightness came out as banter, the family being a family with the worst behind it. Mira ran a running tally of every inn Runa had disapproved of on the way east and made Runa rate them again on the way back, and Runa, to everyone’s surprise, had upgraded two of her assessments, which Mira treated as a personal triumph of diplomacy. Neve, who had spent the eastward journey unmoored by a world she’d only read about, spent the westward one cheerfully insufferable about how much she now knew, correcting Suyin’s frontier terminology with the confidence of four hundred years of records plus one hard-won crossing of the country, until Suyin pointed out that walking it once made her a tourist who’d survived, not a Pathfinder, which Neve conceded with the good grace of someone who’d finally learned the difference between a book and a verb.

And Kael rode at the head of it and felt the thing he’d been feeling more clearly the whole way back: quiet, the old grief set down after years of riding him, no new grief yet picked up to replace it. There would be another. The north was waiting, and the System’s cold line, and the cracked leash. But for the length of the road home, between the won fight and the next one, there was only the family and the known world and the lightness, and Kael let himself have it, because he had learned, finally, that you were allowed to like the road and dread the end of it at the same time, and that the liking was not a betrayal of the dread, only the thing that made the dread survivable.

They passed back through Harrow Gap on the return, and the frontier outpost that had thought them tourists fed them like old friends now, and it was there the old joke got its one evolved life. Kael walked the outpost’s open armory with Mira, no class-restriction wards out here on the frontier, no academy system denying a healer the weapon racks, and his hand drifted toward a sword on the rack the way it had drifted toward weapon racks for years, the muscle memory of the battle mage he’d been, the reach for the blade that the System had always denied him with a [CLASS RESTRICTION] he’d grown to hate and then to mourn.

His hand stopped an inch from the hilt. And then it dropped, and he walked on, and the reach ended in a choice instead of a denial, clearer than it had before.

“You can take it,” Mira said, delighted, having watched the whole thing. “There’s no ward out here. No system. No [CLASS RESTRICTION]. The frontier doesn’t care what your class is, the rack’s right there, and you just walked past it.” She bounced after him. “Years of your hand reaching for swords you weren’t allowed to have, and now you’re allowed, and you don’t want it. That’s so weird. That’s the weirdest thing about you and you have eight girlfriends and talk to a plant collection. The rack keeps offering and you’re still like, no thanks.” She grinned. “The rack is open and you’re just going to leave it there.”

“I’m a Battle Healer,” Kael said, and there was no grief in it anymore, none, the old mourning fully spent. “I don’t want the sword. I made peace with that when the regression resolved. The reach is just a habit now, an old ghost in the muscle, and the muscle’s learning there’s nothing to mourn.” He looked at his own hand, the hand that had reached for blades it couldn’t have for years and could have now and didn’t want. “Took two lifetimes. But the reach finally ends in a shrug instead of a denial. That’s its own kind of healing.”

“It’s its own kind of weird is what it is,” Mira said. “I’m making it weird. I’ve decided. The Battle Healer of Aegis, walked past a free sword. I’m telling Lira. She’ll draw it.” And she did make it weird, all the way back to camp, and Kael let her, because the weird was warm and the warm was the thing the engine couldn’t take.

“There’s going to be a next time,” Kael said. “The north.”

“There’s always a next time,” Mira agreed, cheerfully. “That’s the deal. I made my peace with it around Brookhollow. The work’s never done, so you might as well bring good tea.” She bumped her horse against his. “But first we go home, and I make everyone rest, and Lira sends me a drawing, and we figure out how to hold a sleeping god without being cruel about it. In that order. The tea’s non-negotiable.”



The coalition disbanded over the first days of the return, and each parting seeded something that would matter, the world the team had opened staying open.

Chancellor Morwenna’s Solhavn volunteers turned for the coast at the first junction, and the parting was warm in the dry way of two competent institutions that had bled together and found each other worth the bleeding. The Solhavn theorists exchanged a last flurry of notation with Neve, promising correspondence, archive access, a standing scholarly exchange between the two academies, and Neve nearly wept at the prospect of a permanent line into a bigger library, the frog who’d found the ocean now with a key to it.

Morwenna herself sent word by carrier crystal, the competent old chancellor who’d weathered the receiver backlash and sent her people’s blood for the east, and her message was characteristically dry. “Tell the Battle Healer his Order is the rare thing to come off that hoarding mountain that I’d let through my gates twice,” she relayed. “Tell Neve that Solhavn’s archive is open to her standing, on the single condition that she never, under any circumstances, reorganizes my filing. And tell your director that two academies who actually talk to each other is a dangerous thing in this kingdom, and I intend for us to be dangerous together for a long time.” A pause in the recording, the old voice softening a fraction. “I lost students to the gate event. Faculty. People I trained. The east taking the engine means their deaths bought something. That matters to an old woman more than I’ll say on a crystal. Go home. Come back. We have a great deal of work, and at last, in my long career, I have people worth doing it with. Morwenna out.”

Neve held the crystal a long moment after it went silent. “I have a correspondent,” she said, wonderingly, the girl who’d starved in a guarded library now with a peer in a greater one. “A real one. An equal who runs a bigger archive and treats me like I belong in it. Do you understand what that is, for someone who spent so long being the smartest person in a small room and assuming that was the ceiling?” She tucked the crystal away, careful. “The world had a Morwenna in it the whole time. There were always more rooms. And I’m good enough for all of them, and there’s someone in the next room who knows it. I’m going to need a while to stop being moved by that. For a while, maybe.”

Master Roe’s guild crews turned back toward the circuit, paid and satisfied, the destabilized frontier already easing now that the engine that had been restructuring their dungeons was dead. Roe himself sent word, through one of his delvers, that the Order of the Amber Line had a standing line of credit with the Wayfarers’ Guild from now on, professional courtesy between a guild that ran the adventuring economy and an Order that had just saved the frontier the economy depended on. The career ladder the academy fed had become, on the road, a partnership.

The delver who carried the word, the scarred Silver-rank named Dax that Vara had put down in the pit at Harrow Gap, sought her out before he left, and the two of them clasped forearms with the rough respect of fighters who’d bled near each other. “You ever want guild work,” Dax said, “the circuit could use you. A redirect-vanguard like yours is worth a Gold contract on any board in the east. You’d make more in a season delving than the academy pays in a year.” He grinned, working the shoulder she’d put on the ground. “Though I hear you’ve got reasons to stay with your crew. Eight of them, the way I count.” He glanced at Kael, and back at Vara, and shook his head, the frontier’s flat amusement. “Strangest war-band on the circuit. But you fight like the old frontier, and the old frontier always knew its own. Come find us if the mountain gets too small for you.” And he rode out, and Vara watched him go, the wandering warrior who’d named her people, and Kael saw her file it, another thread toward the origin she’d find in the north.

Captain Imrin Vael stayed east, of course, to garrison the conquered fortress and hold the cracked leash under the crown’s authority, but he rode with the team to the deep frontier’s edge before turning back, and his parting with Kael carried the resolve of a thread finally found and not yet followed.

“I’m a Vael,” he said, at the edge of the deep frontier, the garrison a dark shape behind him on the mountain. “I spent my adult life being a frontier officer who filed reports and kept neutral, and your scholar told me a Vael theorized the leash fifty years ago, and I can’t be neutral anymore. I’m going to learn what my line knew. I’m going to read everything the crown sealed about Dorien Vael, and I’m going to hold this garrison and study this gate, and when you need the eastern frontier, you’ll have it.” He clasped Kael’s hand. “Tell your scholar I want every record she finds on the Vael line. We’ve both got a piece of the same puzzle, and I think the picture it makes is the most important thing in the kingdom, and I’d rather work it together than apart.” He almost smiled, the by-the-book officer who’d chosen a side. “Go home, Battle Healer. Rest. And when you go north, send word. A Vael should be there when the door under the world gets opened, one way or another. The Vael line has been tied to this longer than we knew, even when we didn’t know it.”



Suyin’s parting came at the Wayfarers’ Guild hall at Harrow Gap, where her contract formally ended, and it was the northern thread the road had seeded, and she did it the way she did everything, on her own terms, unsentimental, leaving whole.

She found Kael in the guild yard, her Pathfinder’s wagon already packed, her gear stowed, the long golden lines of her arranged with cat-ease against the wagon’s wheel, and she looked at him with dry amusement rather than awe, the warmth threaded under it now where it hadn’t been on the way east.

“So,” Suyin said. “Contract’s up. The engine’s dead, the frontier’s saved, the famous Battle Healer leveled like a proper guild delver, and I got to fight your warrior in the pit twice and lose interestingly both times, which I’m choosing to call a draw.” She uncoiled from the wagon, fluid, her long legs unfolding. “I took the contract because the engine was bad for the circuit and the council was paying. I’m leaving because that’s what I do. I don’t do attachments. You knew that going in. I made it very clear.”

“You made it very clear,” Kael agreed.

“And then I went and got a Crush bond, which was extremely inconvenient and entirely my own fault,” Suyin said, dry, but there was something real under it, the wound under the life she’d built so nothing could hold her, now holding the first thread she hadn’t planned. “I felt it the whole way back. Light. A little warm hook, right here.” She touched her sternum, unbothered, examining the thing the way she examined terrain. “I’ve spent eight years making sure nothing ever got heavy enough to mourn, and I let a Battle Healer with a plant collection put a warm string in me, and now I have to decide what to do about it, which is the first decision of that kind I’ve had to make in a long time.” She looked at him, the self-possession thinning for just a moment, the cost of freedom showing. “I’m taking another contract. North. Toward the mountains.” Her dark eyes sharpened. “Your scholar’s not the only one who heard about the northern gate. The whole guild circuit’s buzzing. A gate woke on its own in the northern mountains, putting out a signature nobody can read, and the Wayfarers’ Guild is contracting Pathfinders to scout the approaches, because where there’s an unread gate there’s going to be unmapped dungeon, and unmapped dungeon is my whole profession.” She shrugged, the dry amusement back. “So I’m going north. Where you’re going to end up, eventually, because that’s where the next door is, and you can’t help yourselves, you earnest people, you walk toward doors.” She climbed onto the wagon seat, unhurried, in command of her own leaving. “I’m not saying I’ll be there when you arrive. I’m a wanderer. I don’t make promises about being places. But the north’s where my next contract is, and the north’s where your next war is, and the kingdom’s not that big once you’ve crossed it.” She took up the reins. “Maybe I’ll see you there. Maybe I won’t. That’s the deal, that’s always been the deal, and the warm string doesn’t change it, it just makes the maybe a little more interesting.” She looked down at him, and the smile was genuine under the dry. “It was the best fire I’ve sat at in years, Battle Healer. Your ridiculous family. I’ll give you that for free. Now go home before I say something sentimental and ruin my reputation.” She clicked to the horses. “Tell your plant I said goodbye. And keep up, if you ever make it north. I won’t slow down for you, but I’ll be amused if you catch me.”

And the Pathfinder went north, fluid and unhurried and whole, a bond she hadn’t planned riding light in her chest, the question of whether she would let herself be held left exactly as open as she wanted it, the wanderer wandering on, north, toward the next mile and the next door and maybe, someday, the people she kept insisting she’d leave.

“She’s coming back,” Mira said, watching the wagon dwindle. “She doesn’t know it yet. But she is.”

“You can’t know that,” Neve said.

“I’m the emotional barometer,” Mira said serenely. “It’s my whole job. She’s coming back. The warm string’s already doing its work. Give her time.” She turned her horse west. “Now come on. I want to sleep under a roof that isn’t trying to drain me, and I want my sister’s next drawing, and I want to go home and rest before the world needs saving again.” A pause. “Which, knowing us, is roughly three days after we unpack.”



The group scene came on the last open-sky night before the farmland and the towns and the roofs, and it was the closing circle of the road, and it belonged to three women the journey had changed in three different ways.

It felt like an answer, and Kael felt it as they made the roadside camp under a sky with no walls, the thing the Aegis-raised part of the family had been afraid of at the start, at the start of the road, when Sera had proved her permanence was portable in a grove off the road with the academy gone over the horizon. Now the camp was under the deep-frontier sky, the deep-frontier stars enormous and close, and the three women who came to him there were three whose arcs the road had brought to a clean turn: Sera, who’d learned her power was portable, who’d anchored herself in him instead of a place; Vara, who’d found her origins, who’d come alive in the pit among people who fought like her bones remembered; and Liss, newly Soulmate, who’d come home and crossed on her own ground as herself, the live woman the only one in the bond.

“The three of us talked,” Sera said, settling beside him in the dark, the apple cutting in its pot nearby, the Lineage Anchor humming, the copper hair loose and catching starlight. “About the road. About what it gave us. I learned I’m portable. Vara found out where she’s from. Liss came home and crossed.” The night wind moved through her loose copper hair, and she let it. “Not the same lesson. Mine was the open. Vara’s was origin. Liss’s was home ground. But all three are road lessons, and all three belong under the sky tonight.” She took his hand, both hands on it, the unmistakable choosing. “So we did. We talked, and we agreed, and we want this, the three of us, with you, here, under no walls. To prove the thing the engine couldn’t take is the thing we share freely. Out loud. Under the whole sky.”

Vara was already shedding her gear the way she shed combat weight, grinning, the rare devastating grin she’d worn since the pit, loose in a way the academy had never let her be. Liss was unbuckling her knife belt and setting it where she could reach it, the established gesture, the practicality coexisting with the want, her brown eyes alive and unghosted. And Sera glowed faintly already, the amber tracery rising in her veins under the starlight, the Lineage Anchor responding to the open sky the way it had in the grove, the wild plants at the road’s edge beginning, faintly, to lean in.



It was a tangle of three distinct bodies and three distinct lanes, and Kael moved between them the way their shared nights had taught him, the attentive center, reading each through the Soulmate bond and giving each what only she needed, and none of them was passive, and none of them was the same.

Liss initiated, because Liss took what she wanted, the frontier-direct confidence that needed no ceremony, and she did it with her signature, kneeling in the starlight with her brown eyes locked on his and taking him in her mouth, the off-key hum vibrating around him, the field-medic mouth that hummed while it saved lives now humming around his cock under the open sky, her wiry hands gripping his thighs, watching his control fracture with the dark satisfaction that was hers. She took her time, the way she had at Station Twelve, unhurried now that the bond was crossed and there was nothing left to prove, working him with the rough sure skill that was entirely her own, reading his response the way she read a patient, by habit, by training, finding the rhythm that undid him and holding it. “Years of quiet,” she said, rough, pulling off, a string of saliva slick in the starlight, “and now I take what I want out loud, under the whole sky, no walls to keep it in.”

And she wasn’t alone in it for long, because this was a thing braided of three, and Sera settled in beside her, the warm tender counterweight to the frontier-direct, and put her mouth to Kael’s, slow and deep, while Liss worked him below, the two textures of them, the breeding-tenderness and the frontier-confidence, layered through the network so Kael felt them both at once. Vara watched from the dark for exactly as long as her patience allowed, which was not long, the contest energy already coiling, and the three of them together under the open sky were a thing the road had made, the loud one absent tonight by design and the three outdoor ones come most alive. Liss took him again, the hum steady, and Sera’s hand traced down his chest, and the warmth of all three poured into the network faster than any machine could ever have grabbed it, the proof of the victory made tender, given freely under the open sky.

But Vara was never patient, and the contest energy redirected into the group meant she didn’t wait, the warrior shouldering in with a growl, impatient and competitive even here, and Kael felt the shift and met it, because Vara’s whole lane was being matched. She pulled him from Liss with a warrior’s directness, reached down to fist his cock slick from Liss’s mouth, and sank down onto it in one fierce stroke, taking him deep, her wet heat locking tight around him, then rode him hard and downward, the warrior position, not Mira’s cowgirl but something fiercer, her muscular thighs clamping with crushing strength, her small tight body all power in motion, the scars and the muscle and the coiled energy of her, the A-cups and the hard nipples and the defined muscle of her back and shoulders catching the starlight, the visual anchor of her, power in motion under the open sky. “You’re not getting all of him, Carroway,” she growled at Liss, competitive even in this, “you’ll get your turn, I waited through your humming and I’m done waiting,” and Liss laughed, the flat frontier laugh, and let the warrior have her turn, because there was no jealousy in it, only the lanes braiding, the cooperative tension the bond made natural.

Kael gripped the back of Vara’s neck, matching her strength, meeting her with the Soulmate-augmented force her body craved, the one thing that made her body sing, being met by someone who could actually hold her, and she rode him fierce and grinning, the rare grin, the warrior claiming a victory under the open sky. And Liss did not simply wait her turn; the frontier-direct woman moved in alongside, unhurried, her mouth finding the line of Vara’s shoulder, her wiry hand sliding to where the warrior took him, and Vara growled at the added sensation, the contest energy finding a new front, the two of them braided now, the warrior and the medic, while Kael held the center of it. “There’s the academy mouth I was promised,” Liss said, dry, against Vara’s skin, and Vara snarled something that wasn’t quite an insult, and the two of them laughed even as they moved, the cooperative heat the bond made of what rivalry might have been.

Through the Soulmate network Liss and Sera felt it, the warrior’s fierce bond-texture flooding the web, and Kael felt all three at once, Liss’s frontier-steady warmth and Vara’s warrior-fierce heat and Sera’s plant-deep tenderness braided through the network, three Soulmate bonds woven into one experience, the thing their shared nights had taught him to hold, each woman feeling an echo of the others’ pleasure through him, the feedback cycling between all four of them at once. Vara drove down hard, her ice-blue eyes bright and loose, his cock buried deep in her with every fierce grind, her small tight body slick with starlight and effort, and when he changed the angle and drove up into the place that broke her concentration she snarled with delight, the warrior who’d found her people, and the snarl broke into a sharper sound as Liss’s fingers found her clit and the network’s echo took her over the edge, her pussy convulsing around his cock, the warrior’s fierce climax tearing through her and flooding back into the web, into Kael, into the other two, the bond carrying her pleasure to all of them under the deep-frontier sky. She rode it out grinning, unbraced, and collapsed loose against the bedroll, not rebuilding cold and fast the way she once would have, just open and spent and pleased.

And Sera brought it home with the gift that was hers alone, the emotional grounding, the breeding-tender intensity, and when Vara had spent her fierce contest energy and rolled off grinning and loose, Sera came into Kael’s space and took his face in both hands and held his eyes, the quiet total certainty, and brought him down to her, face to face, the intimacy that grounded everything, the Lineage Anchor flooding her veins with amber under the starlight.

“The others take,” she said quietly, the warmth that devastated, “and I share. That’s the difference, and we all know it, and none of us minds. They came alive on the road being more themselves. I came alive learning I’m portable.” She wrapped her legs around him and guided his cock to her slick entrance, drawing him into her wet heat in one slow deep glide that filled her completely, her body welcoming him in that slow deep tenderness, the breeding lane, the overwhelming tenderness turning primal. “I thought I needed the garden, in the grove, weeks ago. I needed you. And now I don’t need walls or roofs or anything but the whole sky and you, and the others woven into it through the bond, and I want all of it, every bit of it, I want to carry this part of home with me.” Her amber eyes held his, the held breath, the quiet intensity. “Don’t pull out. I want all of you, under the whole sky, the thing the engine couldn’t take because it can only take what’s held and this is given, all of it, given.” Her legs locked tight, the breeding intensity, the Lineage Anchor blazing. “Give it to me, Kael, fill me up, here, under the open sky, I want to carry it home.”

He moved in her slow and deep, each stroke dragging through her slick heat and seating fully, the breeding lane, the overwhelming tenderness turning primal, and Sera held his eyes the whole way, the held breath, the quiet intensity that devastated, her amber tracery rising brighter under the stars with every stroke. This was the difference the three of them had named, the take and the give, and Sera gave, the way she always gave, her legs wrapping tight, drawing him in, her hands on his face, the Lineage Anchor flooding her veins and spilling out into the open country, and the giving was the whole point, the thing the engine could never have understood, the thing it had been built to harvest and could never have held.

And the three Soulmate bond-textures cascaded through the network as Kael moved in Sera and felt Vara’s warrior-fierce bond and Liss’s frontier-steady bond woven through it, three distinct textures braided into one, each woman feeling, through him, what the other two felt, the feedback cycling between all four of them under the open sky. Vara stayed woven in beside them, loose and grinning and unbraced, one hand trailing over Sera’s copper hair, the warrior who’d found her people learning the thing the group taught, that there was no losing in sharing, only more, and Kael felt her pleasure echo when Sera’s climbed, the bond carrying the warrior an aftershock of the plant-healer’s tenderness, a thing Vara would never have asked for and clearly didn’t know what to do with except to make a low surprised sound and hold on. Liss watched from Kael’s other side, her brown eyes alive and unghosted, the frontier-hard woman who’d put her knife belt down, her hand resting easy on his chest, present in the network even when it wasn’t her turn, feeling the breeding-deep texture move through the web and through her, the cooperative warmth the bond made of what jealousy might have made of it. Three women, three lanes, one network, and Kael at the center of it under the open sky, holding all three at once the way trust and shared nights had taught him, no woman passive, no woman the same, each one given exactly what only she needed.

And because they were under open sky the way the engine could never reach them, the Amber Variant and the Lineage Anchor poured the network’s life into the world itself. Sera glowed, the amber tracery blazing in her veins under the stars, and the wild grass and the roadside trees and the frontier scrub leaned in, responding, the way they could not inside a mountain, the network’s warmth spilling into the open country the engine had been built to drain. It was the thing the whole victory had proven, made tender now instead of desperate: the warmth could not be taken, only shared, and shared under the open sky it spilled past the people and into the world, the grass bending toward them, the trees turning, the whole dark landscape leaning into a love that an engine had tried and failed to mine, because you cannot harvest a thing that is always already being given away.

Sera came the way she came, the held breath, the shudder, his name whispered like a prayer under the stars, the Lineage Anchor flaring and the wild plants answering as her body drew him into the same giving rhythm, and Kael let go, burying his cock deep at her request and spilling into her in hard hot pulses, his cum flooding her womb-deep exactly as she’d asked, filling her, the breeding lane complete, the warmth flooding back through the network to Vara and Liss woven into it, three Soulmate bonds and the man at their center under a sky with no walls, and the landscape leaned in, and the warmth spilled into the world, and somewhere far west a mountain held a school that felt suddenly small, and the thing the engine had tried to mine proved, one more time, uncontainable.



After, they lay tangled under the stars, Sera portable, Vara unbraced, and Liss chosen on home ground, and Liss reached for her knife belt and then didn’t, and Vara stayed loose, and Sera glowed faintly, the amber fading, the wild plants settling back, and Kael looked up at the open sky and felt the family understand itself as something that belonged to the whole world now, not one mountain.

“We were so afraid of the open,” Vara said, lazy, looking up. “All of us. When we left. The walls were the whole world and out here was the void.” She tucked an arm behind her head. “And now the open’s the best part. The pit, the frontier, the sky. I’m from out here, and I didn’t know it, and the road told me.” She glanced over. “I’m going north after we rest. To find where I’m from. I told Kael on the ridge.” A pause. “I’d like company, when I go. Not yet. But when.”

“You’ll have it,” Sera said simply. “We’re a thing that goes places together now. That’s what the road made us.”

Sera lay looking up at the enormous sky, the apple cutting in its pot beside her catching the faint amber of her settling tracery, and she said, quiet, the thing she’d been turning over since the grove. “I was so afraid of this. At the start. In the grove, that first night, I undressed under the open sky and I was terrified, because I’d built my whole sense of who I am out of a garden and a wing and a mountain, and out here there were no walls and I thought I’d just, dissolve. That without the place I’d stop being able to be what I am.” She brushed a loose strand off her cheek, still looking up into all that open dark. “And the opposite happened. Out here, with no walls, the power’s bigger, not smaller. The wild things answer me differently than the cultivated ones could. I’m more fully myself a kingdom from home than I knew how to be on the mountain.” A soft laugh. “The thing I feared turned out to be the thing that set me free. I keep thinking there’s a lesson in that and I keep deciding the lesson is just: go anyway. Be afraid and go anyway. The open’s better than the cage even when the cage is the only home you’ve known.”

“The frontier made me long before the road,” Liss said dryly, “but I’ll allow that the rest of you finally caught up.” She’d put the knife belt down again, Kael noticed, and stayed. “Home ground’s a good thing to be chosen on. I’d recommend it. Vara, when you find yours, I hope it’s as good as mine was.” The frontier-flat warmth, the rationed tenderness. “Now somebody put more wood on the fire. The sky’s beautiful and I’m freezing. Romance has limits.”



The System spoke again at the dead hour, and it sharpened the cold thing Kael had been carrying since the ridge.

He was on watch, the way he was, the family asleep tangled under the stars, and his status panel did the thing it had begun doing since the regression resolved: an unprompted line, colder than arithmetic and too deliberate to ignore.

[REGRESSION SUBJECT: RESOLVED. RETAINED. ANOMALY PRESERVED. PURPOSE: PENDING.]

The new word did the damage. Not a report, not a record: intention. Something behind the panel had retained the resolved regression subject and preserved the anomaly for a reason it had not named, and the reason was coming.

He read it three times, and then he folded the cold of it away the way he folded everything, into a compartment, because there was nothing to do with it, no threat to fight, no problem to solve, only a strange cold fact that would frighten everyone and change nothing tonight. He looked at the family asleep under the stars, the network the engine couldn’t take, the love that could only be shared, and he thought that whatever the System wanted him for, it would have to want it through them, because they were what he was now, and there was no version of him that the System could point at anything that wasn’t pointed, first, at protecting them.

The line faded from his vision. The family slept under the open sky, and somewhere north a gate nobody could read kept getting louder.


Chapter 20: Smaller Mountain, Bigger World

Aegis came into view on a clear afternoon after weeks on the road, the mountain school rising out of the western range exactly as it always had, and the whole column stopped on the road to look at it, and not one of them saw what they used to see.

Once, the mountain had been the whole world, the entirety of everything, the fortress that held a freshman’s whole life. And riding toward it now, after a kingdom of road, after Solhavn and the guild hall and Brookhollow and the deep frontier and a garrison built over a cracked leash, Kael looked at Aegis and finally saw it as it actually was: small. One mountain. One school. One good place in a kingdom full of them, dear and familiar and no longer the size of everything, the dot at the western edge of a real map he’d finally seen the whole of.

“It’s smaller,” Neve said, beside him, the analyst naming the thing they all felt. “Objectively it isn’t, it’s exactly the same mountain. But it’s smaller. Because we know how big the rest of it is now. We spent our whole lives thinking the mountain was the world, and the world turned out to have Solhavn in it, and a guild circuit, and a frontier with seventeen stations, and Brookhollow, and a deep below the deep with something asleep in it.” She pushed her glasses up. “Coming home is supposed to make the home feel like home. Instead it made it feel like one room in a house I didn’t know I lived in.” She smiled, exhausted and full. “I think that’s the point of leaving. You don’t come back the same size as the place you left.”

“Smaller mountain,” Mira said, bare feet swinging, grinning at the sight of home. “Bigger world. I’ll take it. Now come on, I want a bath that isn’t a frontier basin and I want to see if my plants survived weeks of someone else watering them, which, knowing the healer wing, they did not.”

The return through the gates was its own quiet thing. On the morning they left, they had ridden out of those gates unable to imagine being a day from home, and they rode back in now a force that had crossed a kingdom, and the students who watched them arrive watched the way the frontier had watched, with the wariness of people seeing something larger than they understood. Word had run ahead, by carrier crystal, faster than horses: the Order had killed the engine, saved the frontier, come home. The healer wing they returned to felt at once exactly the same and entirely changed, the gardens and the green light and the infirmary unchanged, the people who walked through them changed past recognizing, and Kael felt the strangeness of homecoming that Neve had named, the room that turned out to be one room in a house you hadn’t known you lived in.

The settling-back-in was its own comedy, the journey’s fish-out-of-water humor inverted, the wide world made the cast strange to home. Runa walked the healer wing testing every doorframe she’d tested a hundred times before and found them, after the garrison’s ancient locks, unbearably amateur, and said so, loudly, until Mira threatened to move her ward stones six inches for traffic flow and Runa threatened her back and the two of them resumed the running war that had, somewhere along the way, become a better patient-flow system than the wing had managed before. Neve walked into the Aegis archive she’d starved in for so long, the library she’d once called the ocean, and stood in it and laughed, because after Solhavn it looked like a closet, a dear and familiar closet, and she would not mistake it for the whole of knowledge again. Devi found her old quarters and left the door three-quarters open, the established gap, the chosen boundary, and set her father’s knife on the sill, and slept, that first night home, without checking the exits, the loosened thing in her still loose, a journey chosen instead of survived carried back into the room that had once been a fortress.

The wing itself had to readjust to them, which was its own comedy, because the people who’d left it as students came back as something the academy didn’t have a category for. Younger healers who’d known Mira as the loud one now watched her with a wariness usually reserved for faculty, because the loud one had crossed a kingdom and killed a god-machine, and Mira found this hilarious and exploited it shamelessly, assigning the wide-eyed first-years to her clinic rotations with earned, shameless delegation rights. The cohort’s old palm-out salute, the one Pria had invented in semester one, came at them in corridors now from students who hadn’t been there when it was just a class joke, and it had become, somewhere along the way, a real thing, a greeting the wing gave to the people who’d gone out and come back larger.

Liss reclaimed her hook by the clinic treatment board, the one set at her exact reach height for the knife belt, and found that in their absence no one had dared move it, and she hung the belt on it and said, flat, “Good. The one piece of this place that knows how to leave a thing where it works,” and Neve, overhearing, noted with dignity that the Carroway surgical kit hook was the wing’s single example of correct equipment placement and she had the documentation to prove it. Devi found the common-room conspiracy wall, retired again now, and stood in front of the empty cork a long moment, and then pinned to it, by herself, with no ceremony, the single new card that read NORTHERN GATE: UNREADABLE, a thread of the next war, and left the rest of the board bare, because there was time, and the bareness was a kind of rest.

And the apple sapling went back to its shelf, and Sera replanted the cutting she’d carried east in its pot, and Kael watched her settle it into the light by her window, the thing that had crossed a kingdom and come home and rooted again, and he thought it was a true small image of the road, a living thing proving it could grow far from where it started and still come home and belong.

“It’s smaller,” Vara said again, the second day, standing on the eastern terrace looking at the battle mage yard she’d once trained in, the warrior who’d found the frontier in her bones. “All of it. The yard. The mountain. I used to think the yard was the whole arena, the place you proved yourself, and now I’ve fought guild crews in a frontier pit and I’ve seen where I’m from in the way wandering warriors hold their weight, and the yard’s just a yard.” She glanced at Kael. “I’m not staying long. You know that. After we rest. North. To find where I’m from.”

“I know,” Kael said. “You’ll have company when you go.”

“I’ll have company,” Vara agreed, and looked north, past the western range, toward the origin the academy had taken from her and the road had handed back.

The first night home was quiet in a way the Amber Line had not been since they left, and Kael would remember it as fondly as any victory. They ate together in the common room, the way they always had, but the meal was different for having a kingdom behind it, and it was extraordinary in its ordinariness, which was the point. There was no engine-hum under the floor. There was no clock. There was no thin-going station a day’s ride ahead. There was just the fireplace and the battered couches and the enchanted windows showing the herb garden, and Mira’s terrible tea, and the smell of rosemary that had been the smell of home for two of Kael’s lifetimes, and a family that had crossed a kingdom and come back to a room that suddenly felt small and dear at once.

Liss ate standing, the frontier habit, but she ate at the common-room table instead of a station wall, and the hum she made while she worked was, tonight, just contentment. Neve fell asleep over a book within the hour, surrounded by the open volumes she slept among, the way she had since the first semester, except now there was a Solhavn correspondence folder among them and the promise of a bigger library at her fingertips. Devi sat in her tactical seat with line of sight on the door, her father’s knife within easy reach, but she sat loose, the perimeter-watch a habit now and not a fear, and at one point she simply closed her eyes and listened to the family talk around her, and did not check the exits once. Adrienne drank tea, not coffee, sharing the pot the way she shared everything she’d learned to share, the director off-duty, the auburn hair down. Vara sharpened her weapons by the fire, the meditative ritual, but there was no battle she was sharpening for tonight, none she could name, and the not-knowing didn’t make her restless, it made her, almost, at peace.

And Sera moved among her plants, the greenhouse of a dorm room, checking which had survived someone else’s care, and the ones that had died she didn’t mourn, and the apple sapling on its shelf had put out, in her absence, a fourth amber leaf, which she touched with one finger and smiled at, small and private, knowing growth was just an event that hadn’t finished happening yet. Kael watched her do it, and watched the whole family settle into the small dear room, and thought that this, the quiet after, the ordinary night with no clock and no note and no war for one evening, was the thing the engine had been built to take and had failed to, the thing Greer’s philosophy could not hold, the warmth that was worth more than safety, given freely in a room that finally felt the right size.



The Order of the Amber Line came home a different thing than it had left, and the changes it made were the Order’s moral debt coming due at last.

The isolation policy went first, because Adrienne made it the first thing, the director who’d learned the institution’s century-old cruelty from Morwenna’s blunt mouth and seen its human cost in Brookhollow. Students would have family contact now. Real contact, funded, encouraged, the carrier-crystal lines opened, the visits arranged, the century of monitored loneliness that had made students into harvestable closed systems undone at last. The institution that had hoarded and isolated, going back generations, was being remade from inside, and the first carrier crystal sent under the new policy went east, to Brookhollow, to a poor farming village two hundred kilometers from any academy, where a cured twelve-year-old would now hear from her sister whenever she liked.

The human reality of it landed within days, and it was the Order’s moral debt made into ordinary letters. The carrier-crystal lines opened, and students who had not spoken to their families in years sat in the common room and wept over relayed messages, and the wing that had run for a century on engineered loneliness filled, at last, with the noise of homes reaching in. A first-year healer who’d believed her parents had forgotten her got a message that they’d been writing every month for two years and the academy had simply never delivered the letters, and Kael watched the girl read it and understood, in a way Morwenna’s blunt explanation in a coastal office had only sketched, exactly what the isolation policy had cost, multiplied by a century of students, every one of them made lonely on purpose so they’d be easier to shape and bleed. The undoing of it was not dramatic. It was just letters, and crystals, and a wing learning to be loud with the outside world, and it was, Kael thought, as real a victory as the dead engine, maybe realer, because the engine had been one machine and the loneliness had been generations of students who’d come up the mountain.

And Station Twelve would get the first real frontier clinic, funded and staffed and permanent, the thing Adrienne had promised Chief Anwen made into policy. Brookhollow would follow close behind, because the debt was not limited to one station or one village. Not because a machine had threatened the academy. Because the debt was real, because Marten Vell had taught them that the frontier paid while the academy hoarded, and the Order intended to start paying it back. Station Twelve first, Brookhollow next, then the seventeen frontier stations the academy had abandoned getting, at last, the help the east had been owed for a century.

The institutions formalized, the third change, and the adults who had finally moved made their work permanent. Solhavn was an ally academy now, a standing scholarly exchange, Morwenna and the Order trading knowledge openly the way Aegis had never traded anything. The Wayfarers’ Guild was a partner, a standing line of credit, the adventuring economy and the Order bound by mutual interest. The royal frontier under Captain Imrin Vael was a connection, the crown and the Order holding a cracked leash together. And the Order itself was no longer a campus clinic on a mountain. It was a kingdom institution with reach, sanctioned, allied, and pointed outward, the thing it had become on the road made permanent at home.

Marten Vell, who’d held the home operations and kept teaching Reverse Mend ethics while the team carried the fight outward, met them on the first day back, the old frontier medic who’d spent years teaching them the debt the academy owed the east. He listened to Adrienne lay out the frontier clinics, the reversed isolation policy, the funded stations, and the weathered old man, who did not show much, had to look away for a moment.

“For decades I taught up here that the frontier paid for the mountain’s prestige,” he said. “For decades I watched the academy take the best the frontier made and give back nothing, and I taught it because someone had to remember it, even if no one would fix it. And you went out there and you saw it, and you’re fixing it.” He looked at Kael, at Liss, the frontier medic who’d come home crossed and chosen. “Station Twelve gets the first clinic. My old posting. The place that made her.” He nodded at Liss. “I’ll go back, if the Order will have an old man. Run it. Teach the next knife-girl with actual instruments this time, so she doesn’t have to learn it the way Liss did.” His voice was rough. “I thought the debt would never be paid. And a pack of students went out and started paying it. I taught you the ethics of Reverse Mend, how you have to ask before you take, how the worst thing a healer can do is decide for someone. And you took it out into the world and used it to refuse a man who wanted to drain the world for its own good.” He almost smiled. “I think that’s a lesson worth teaching, and I think you taught it back to me bigger than I gave it. Go rest. You’ve earned the frontier’s remembering, and that’s worth more than the crown’s medal, which, by the way, the council is going to try to give you, and which I’d advise you to accept gracefully and then go back to work.”

Rethis signed the expanded charter, and that was the quiet completion of his own arc, the man who’d spent years hoarding the academy putting his name to the document that sent it reaching outward. He did it in his measured administrator’s way, in his formal blacks, with his wire spectacles, reading every clause, the third-generation administrator whose grandfather had banned the Battle Healer class now chartering the Order that had revived it.

“I held this institution for twenty-three years believing that order protected students,” Rethis said, signing, the man who’d been a villain and become a qualified ally. “I was wrong about a great deal of it. I was wrong about you, Battle Healer, and about the class my family banned, and about whether the mountain’s prestige was worth the frontier’s neglect.” He set down the pen. “I am not a man who admits error easily. I’m admitting it on the record, in a signed charter, because the alternative is to keep being wrong in a way that costs the kingdom, and I find I’d rather be a man who was wrong and changed than a man who was right about nothing and stayed.” He looked at Kael over the spectacles. “The academy reaches outward now. Solhavn an ally, the guild a partner, the frontier a responsibility, the family contact restored. I held a mountain. You taught it to hold a kingdom. I don’t entirely forgive you for being right.” A pause, the administrator’s dry precision. “But I signed the charter. Take the win, Battle Healer. They’re rarer than they look from where you stand.”



Lira’s newest drawing arrived the day they got home, sent ahead by frontier rider from Brookhollow, and it was the widened world made personal, the whole debt of the Order in a twelve-year-old’s crayon.

It was drawn from life this time, not from a sister’s stories. It showed the team, all of them, recognizable in the way children make people recognizable, Mira with her ponytail and Sera with her copper hair and the plant in her pocket and Kael in the middle and the whole found family around them, and behind them the village, Brookhollow, the farm, and behind that, drawn small and careful in the corner the way a child draws the edge of the known world, a map. A kingdom-sized map, the academy a dot at one edge, the frontier at the other, the whole thing a child had clearly copied from something an aunt-figure named Neve had shown her, and across the top, in the careful uneven letters of a girl who’d nearly died and lived, a caption.

The Order of the Amber Line goes everywhere now. They saved the frontier. They saved my whole family twice. The world is very big and they are going to take care of all of it.

Mira cried, of course, holding it, the loud one gone quiet the way she only went quiet when it mattered. “She drew the whole world,” she said, tracing the kingdom-sized map in the corner with one finger. “Before we came through, she had barely been beyond the next farm. And now she knows there’s a Solhavn and a frontier and a deep-down thing, because we came home and told her about all of it, and she put it in the corner of a drawing like it’s hers now. The whole kingdom. Hers.” She wiped her eyes, grinning through it. “Nobody tells you this part about saving the world. You don’t just save it. You make it bigger for the people who couldn’t see past their own farm. Lira’s world used to be Brookhollow. Now it’s the whole map, and she’s not scared of it, because she thinks her sister’s friends are going to take care of all of it.” A wet laugh. “Which, apparently, we are. So. No pressure.”

She held the drawing a while longer, and Kael watched the thing under her brightness, the thing the road had dragged into the light at Brookhollow, the girl who’d made herself sunshine so a poor full house would never have to worry about her. “You know what kills me about it,” she said, quieter, the performance fully set aside. “When I was Lira’s age, my world was small and it was scary, because small and scared is what poor is, it’s a farm that might fail and a sister who might die and no map, no bigger anything, no idea the world had a Solhavn in it or that anybody out there would ever come. And I got out by being loud enough to be worth a scholarship, and I spent four years being terrified the smallness would swallow my family while I was up a mountain learning to be useful.” She set the drawing down gently. “And now my sister’s twelve and alive and her world is the whole kingdom and she’s not scared of one inch of it. That’s the difference between her childhood and mine, right there, in crayon. She gets to think the world is big and friendly and hers.” A breath. “I didn’t save the world for the world, Kael. I’d be lying if I said I did. I saved it so my sister could draw a map and not be afraid of it. Everything else is gravy.”

And Devi, who’d helped Lira with a drawing at Brookhollow and not known what to do when the child hugged her, looked at the map in the corner and said, in her flat precise voice, “She drew the whole kingdom. She used to draw dragons. Now she draws the whole kingdom, because she knows it’s there, because we showed her family it’s there.” A pause. “We made a child’s world bigger and told her someone would take care of it. I built a machine once to bleed the few for the many, and now I help a child draw a map. I want it noted that the second thing is better. I’m still learning to want things, and that’s a thing I want. To be in the corner of more of those maps.” She studied the heart Lira had drawn beside her own crayon figure. “She drew a heart next to me. I have decided that is also a thing I want. To be the kind of person a child draws a heart beside. I would not have wanted it a year ago. I find I want it very much now. The inventory keeps growing.” She set the drawing down carefully, the way she set down everything, precise. “It’s a good inventory. Better than the old one. I’d like to keep adding to it.”



That evening Kael went to the eastern terrace, the way he always had, the place where he’d watched the battle mage yard in his first semester and mourned a life he’d lost, and he stood at the rail and looked out, and the old grief was gone.

It had been gone for a while, he realized. Somewhere across the kingdom it had finished going. In the beginning he’d stood here and watched the battle mage students train and grieved the man he’d been, the decorated battle mage trapped in a healer’s body, mourning people who were alive, watching a yard he couldn’t enter, a life he’d lost. He’d stood here again and again across two lives and let the grief have its hour. And tonight he stood at the same rail and watched the same yard and felt none of it, because the man who’d stood here grieving was gone too, replaced by something the grief had been the raw material of, a Battle Healer who’d crossed a kingdom and killed an engine and built a family the world couldn’t take.

He looked at his status panel, stable and clean, the way it had been since the regression resolved, no hidden fluctuation, no second number underneath, the numbers no longer fighting him.

[CLASS: BATTLE HEALER] [LEVEL: 28] [BLIGHT COMPREHENSION: 100%] [REVERSE MEND: BOND WARD MASTERY] [REGRESSION: RESOLVED]

Level twenty-eight, from eighteen, earned across a kingdom of real combat with no old penalty dragging it back, the thing he had waited years to feel cleanly, the clean arithmetic of getting stronger from real things. Reverse Mend with the Bond Ward mastery, the skill the road had built, shielding living bonds from the siphon, the answer to a machine that drained love. The regression resolved, the first timeline gone, the foreknowledge gone, and none of it a loss, all of it the unlock that had let him finally, cleanly, climb.

And the network, the thing the numbers couldn’t capture, the thing the road had been about. Seven Soulmate bonds now, Liss crossed on her home ground, the one threshold of the eastward march landing as the event it was meant to be. Sera, her power proven portable, anchored in him anywhere. Mira, her family reconnected, the deepened heart of the family. Neve, her field cracked open, the engine theorist who’d found the ocean. Adrienne, her authority reborn public and clean, the director of a kingdom Order. Vara, her origins glimpsed, a frontier thread running north. Devi, learning to want things for herself, a journey chosen instead of survived. Liss, chosen on home ground, the live woman all the way across. Runa at eight hundred and fifty, approaching but not at Soulmate, the Warden who’d out-built the enemy’s locks, the threshold left for the next door. And Suyin at Crush, gone north on a contract, the wanderer with a warm string she hadn’t planned, the question of her return left open the way she wanted it.

Sera found him at the rail, the way she always did, the copper hair loose, the apple cutting replanted in its place in her room and a new sprig already in her pocket, and she settled next to him, not invading, the way she’d settled next to him for two lifetimes. The apple cutting had survived the road, Kael thought, the small thing she’d carried east in a pot and brought home again, rooted now back in its place, a thing that had proven, like its owner, that it could grow far from where it started and still come home and root again. The portable permanence, made flesh in a plant.

“You’re not mourning,” she said quietly, reading him the way she read everyone. “You used to come up here and mourn. I never knew what, exactly, only that the terrace was where you carried something heavy. And tonight you’re just standing here.” She tucked her hair behind her ear, the gesture he’d watched across two lives, the gesture she didn’t know she made. “Planning, I think. Not grieving. Planning the next thing.”

“I used to stand here and watch the battle mage yard,” Kael said, looking at it now, the students training in the evening light, the life he’d lost and grieved for years. “In the beginning. When I first came back. I’d watch them train and I’d grieve the man I was, the battle mage, the one who died fighting the apocalypse and got everyone killed. I’d watch a life I couldn’t have and mourn it every evening.” He looked at her. “And somewhere out there, across the kingdom, the mourning finished. I don’t know exactly when. Maybe at Brookhollow, watching Mira’s cured sister draw dragons. Maybe at Station Twelve, finding the last twelve percent of a skill because Liss asked me to. Maybe at the engine, proving love can’t be taken. But it finished. I stand here now and I watch the yard and I feel nothing but a kind of fondness for the man I was, the way you feel about a stranger who had a hard time.” He took her hand. “The grief was real and it lasted years and it’s done, because you can’t mourn a lost life when you’re standing in a better one, surrounded by everyone you crossed a kingdom to keep.”

Sera leaned her shoulder into his, the way she always had, and said nothing for a while, because she knew what he had just set down and didn’t crowd it.

“I came back to save you,” Kael said finally, quieter. “That was the whole of it, in the beginning. The System gave me one chance and I spent it coming back to keep you from dying. Just you. That was all I knew to want.” He turned the thought over, the long road of it. “And I did. And then it kept going, and it turned into this. All of you. The Order. A kingdom I’d never seen. A child’s drawing with the whole world in the corner.” His thumb moved over her knuckles. “I came back for one life and the System handed me a hundred wants I never knew to have. The grief was just the raw material. This is what it got made into.” He looked at her, the woman he’d lost once and crossed a kingdom to keep. “I’m not mourning, Sera, because there’s nothing left to mourn. I got the thing I came back for. I’m standing in it.”

The others came up one by one, familiar footfalls and voices gathering on the terrace where Kael had once stood alone.

Mira came first, bouncing up with tea for everyone and a tin of contraband cookies she’d somehow kept dry across a kingdom, the logistics of comfort, the emotional barometer making sure everyone was warm. “I checked,” she announced, distributing tea. “My plants did die. Two of them. I’m not even mad, I’m impressed, the healer wing managed to kill a plant in a building full of healers, that takes a special kind of neglect.” She perched on the rail, never a chair, the way she’d always perched. “Lira sent another drawing already. The girl draws faster than she can run now. She drew Devi this time. Devi, she drew you holding a ward stone and there’s a little heart next to you, and I think you should know a twelve-year-old has decided you’re her favorite, which is hilarious, given you didn’t know what to do when she hugged you.”

“I still don’t know what to do when she hugs me,” Devi said, coming up next, the door of her quarters left three-quarters open below, her father’s knife at her belt, the new thing in her that was the wanting. “But I find I would like her to keep doing it. I have decided that’s a want. I’m collecting them now. Things I want for no reason.” She accepted tea from Mira and held it, the strategist who’d learned to want. “I want this tea. I want the door left open. I want to take a journey with nothing at the end of it. I want a twelve-year-old to keep deciding I’m her favorite.” A pause, flat and precise and, underneath, content. “It’s a strange inventory for a woman who built a bomb. I prefer it to the old one.”

Neve arrived with a notebook already half-full of the northern gate’s unreadable signature, unable to stop pulling the thread even on the night they got home. “I know, I know,” she said, before anyone could chide her, “I’m working on the night we arrived, it’s a sickness, leave me to it. But the signature, Kael, it genuinely matches nothing, and I’ve been awake three nights running it against everything, and there’s a part of me that’s terrified and a part of me that’s happier than I know what to do with, because an unsolved problem the size of the world is an extraordinary gift.” She pushed her glasses up, the bun coming loose. “Solhavn’s sending everything they have. Imrin Vael’s sending the Vael line records. I have correspondents now, in two academies and the crown, and I will never be the frog in the well again, and I think I might cry about it, but later, I’m busy.”

Adrienne came up off-duty for an hour, the auburn hair down, the director set aside, the woman who’d commanded a coalition standing at the rail in the dark. “The charter’s signed,” she said. “The frontier clinics are funded. The isolation policy’s reversed. I spent years inside an institution that wouldn’t move, and I came home and moved it, in a week, because I finally had the standing and the reason and someone willing to carry the asking.” She looked out at the mountain, at the home she was remaking from inside. “I burned my authority here once. I thought it was gone. And it grew back cleaner, in the open, and now I’m using it to undo the cruelty I was complicit in for too long.” A small fierce satisfaction. “That’s a good thing to do with power. Not commanding the army. This. Quietly reversing a hundred years of loneliness, one signed clause at a time.”

Vara was already there, looking north. Liss came up with the knife belt at her hip and the hum going low and content, home in a different way now, the frontier-hard woman who’d been chosen on her own ground. “Station Twelve sent word,” she said. “They’re getting the clinic. First real one in the kingdom, on the frontier the academy abandoned. Chief Anwen says to tell the director the frontier remembers who came.” She glanced at Adrienne. “That’s the highest thing the frontier gives, by the way. Remembering who came. You earned it. Don’t let it go to your head, you’re still a mountain person.” The dry frontier warmth. “But you earned it.”

And Runa came last, testing the terrace rail’s structural integrity out of habit and finding it, grudgingly, acceptable, the Warden who’d out-built the enemy’s masterwork. “The rail’s adequate,” she reported, to no one who’d asked. “The healer wing’s doorframes are not, I’ll be filing a list. But the rail’s fine.” She stood beside Kael, the key he’d carried from the garrison chamber a weight in his coat she’d given him and not asked back. “The next lock’s the one under the garrison. The deep one. The cracked leash. We’re going to need a better lock than any of us know how to build yet, and I think building it is the work of years, and I think it’s work I’m made for, and work the kingdom needs, and I think I’m exactly the Warden for it.” A trace of dry certainty. “A lock that holds without bleeding. The room instead of the cage, at the scale of a god. We’ll build it. Or we’ll die trying, which, statistically, given our history.”

The family that had begun as individual bonds and was now a kingdom-spanning thing, gathered on a terrace that had once held one grieving man, drinking tea over a home that would never feel like the whole world again.

“Smaller mountain,” Mira said, handing out the last of the tea, looking at the home that had shrunk to its true size. “Bigger world.”

“Bigger world,” they agreed, more or less in unison, and Neve wrote it down, because she wrote everything down.



The carrier crystal pulsed at full dark, while the family stood on the terrace with their tea, and Neve read it, and the night turned the way the journey had begun, pointed outward.

“It’s from Solhavn,” she said, scanning the message, her glasses catching the mana-lamp light. “Morwenna’s instruments and ours both. The northern gate’s signature.” She read, and her expression shifted, the analyst meeting a thing she couldn’t classify. “It doesn’t match anything. Not in Aegis’s records, not in Solhavn’s, not in the four hundred years of pre-kingdom material I read at Wend. The northern gate’s putting out a signature that exists in no archive we’ve checked.” She lowered the crystal. “Which means whatever woke up north isn’t part of the network we know. It’s something else. Something older, or other, or new. And it woke on its own the morning the engine died, and it’s been getting louder ever since, and no institution or archive we’ve checked knows what it is.”

“So it’s north,” Vara said, and there was no dread in it, only the warrior’s readiness and, under it, the pull of the origin she’d find there. “The gate’s north. My blood’s north. The wanderer went north.” She looked toward the western range, past it, toward the mountains none of them had seen. “Everything’s pointing the same direction. I don’t believe in much, but I believe in a battlefield telling you where the fight is, and this one’s telling me north so loud I can feel it in my teeth.”

“After we rest,” Adrienne said, the director, firm. “The Order doesn’t move on a woken gate exhausted and unprepared. We rest, we provision, we learn what we can from Solhavn and the Vael records, and we go north ready, not ragged. I’ve spent this whole journey learning that a journey with milestones beats a panic, and the next journey gets planned properly.” A pause, and the warmth under the command. “But yes. It’s north. It was always going to be somewhere, and now it’s somewhere with a name.”

“I’ll plan it,” Devi said, the strategist, the woman learning to want. “I planned the worst march of our lives and I’d like to plan a better one. North, with milestones, with rest stops Runa can disapprove of and inns Mira can negotiate and time for everyone to fall apart and put themselves back together the slow way.” She almost smiled, the small cold thing gone warm. “A purposeful journey toward a woken gate. And maybe, on the way, a stretch with nothing at the end of it, just for me. I’m still collecting wants. I want the next journey to have a purposeless mile in it somewhere.”

The family stood on the terrace in the dark, and the eastern engine’s old vibration was gone, killed, silent, but somewhere far to the north a new note had begun, unreadable, climbing, and Kael felt the war that had become a different and larger thing point itself, fully now, toward the mountains he’d never seen.

Kael looked north, toward the mountains he had never seen.

“Pack the tea,” Mira said. “We’re going again.”
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