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        The Last Daughter of Vaelor: Wraithfire Sovereign

    
    
    
    
                Kira died with a gun to her forehead and woke inside the System with too many titles, two impossible core slots, and a body built from a bloodline that should not exist.

Baer is a world of classes, cores, gods, dungeons, and monsters. Kira would like very much to enjoy having working lungs, working hands, and a body that finally belongs to her.

Unfortunately, the System has other plans. So do several goddesses. So does whatever tore open the Wraithfire Court and left the dead trapped in the ruins of sacred passage.

Kira is not a chosen hero. She is an analytical, stubborn, deeply underqualified survivor with a dangerous class, a growing talent for impossible problems, and very little patience for destiny.

If the world wants her to become a weapon, it can explain the rules first.

What to expect:

LitRPG progression with classes, cores, titles, achievements, skills, and divine quests. A sharp female lead rebuilding bodily agency after medical trauma. Dungeons, companions, gods, found family, and slow-burn power growth. Tactical problem solving, emotional stakes, and dark fantasy consequences.

            

    
        Chapter 1

    
    
    
    
  They were careful.

That was the first thing she noticed.

There was a delay between feeds, barely half a second. Just enough that anyone watching live would never notice the overlap.

She did.

Her screen split into six active windows, each pulling from a different source: traffic cameras, private security feeds, a satellite relay she was never supposed to have touched. Someone important was moving tonight.

She adjusted the input with a flick of her eyes, and the cursor snapped into position.

The system she had built over the last three years responded faster than anything commercially available. It had to. She did not have hands to waste on inefficiency.

Below the screens, her body lay where it always did.

Still. Unresponsive.

The monitors painted her in shifting light, cold blues and soft whites flickering across a body that barely qualified as her own anymore. Machines filled the rest of the room. A ventilator pushed air into lungs that had long since stopped trying on their own. Fluids fed directly into her bloodstream. Lines ran from her arms, her chest, her neck—each one maintaining something that no longer functioned without help.

Drool traced slowly down her chin, dampening the thin hospital gown.

They hadn’t bothered with real clothes in years. No visitors came except nurses, and the gown was easier when they had to clean her, change her lines, or access the ports embedded in her body.

She isolated one of the feeds and followed the first SUV east through four intersections.

This was the closest she ever came to movement.

She had learned, over years of lying still, not to think of it that way. Not to let herself attach too much feeling to a camera panning or a cursor jumping. That kind of thinking led somewhere she did not like to visit. But late at night, working alone, she sometimes allowed herself the truth: moving through a network was the only traveling she did. Following a signal across a city was the only way she crossed a room. She was everywhere her system reached, and nowhere else, and she had made a very specific kind of peace with that distinction.

Black SUV. Reinforced frame. Escort vehicle behind it. Private security, not local.

Her eyes narrowed slightly.

Let’s see who you belong to.

The intrusion hit her like a hand closing around her wrist.

It was not an alert. Something subtler: a change in the texture of the connection, the way a sound changes when someone enters a room even before they speak. The network she was moving through simply became smaller. Routes she’d had a moment ago were gone, replaced by something waiting to see which way she’d go.

Someone on the other end had noticed the shape of her passing and was trying to trace it back.

She was already moving before she finished understanding what was happening.

Three feeds went dark simultaneously. She shed them the way you dropped weight when you needed to run—except she could not run, had not run in years, and the sensation was so close to that vanished reflex that it made her chest tighten.

She slipped sideways through a mirror node she had buried months ago, emerged from a different angle entirely, and went still.

The probing stopped and pulled back.

Whoever had been looking had lost her.

Respect, though. Someone’s actually doing their job for a change.

She let the feeds run in the background and looked inward.

The room didn’t change when she looked at it. It never did. Nothing did except the world inside her monitors, and that counted for almost everything. The ceiling above her was smooth and white, broken only by a recessed light that had been on for most of the day. The blinds along the far wall were half-open, letting in a strip of late light that cut across the floor and stopped short of the bed.

The bed adjusted automatically when her breathing pattern changed. The head lifted slightly, compensating for the tension in her chest. A quiet hum followed.

She always heard it.

With a glance, she started one of her playlists.

It opened with Billy Joel.

The first notes of “We Didn’t Start the Fire” filled the room. Her heart rate ticked up. The nurses hated when she did that. They said the excitement was bad for her. One of them—Beatrice, humorless and sincere—had once told her it could kill her.

Kira had laughed through the speaker and played it louder.

Still here, Beatrice.

The machine to her right tracked everything. Heart rate. Oxygen saturation. Muscle response—what little there was left to track. The screen refreshed every second with numbers that meant almost nothing to her now beyond trend lines.

Stable. Declining. Repeat.

She shifted her focus to her body.

Nothing responded. Not her fingers. Not her legs. Not even the small muscles in her neck that had once twitched when she fought hard enough. The connection had been fading for years. Now it was mostly gone.

She did not try anymore.

Trying had stopped being useful.

The last time she had tried to move her hand on purpose, she had spent three hours afterward pretending the failure had been an experiment.

A soft chime came from the door. Three seconds later, it opened.

The nurse stepped in without knocking. Mid-thirties, efficient, already moving toward the equipment before the door had fully closed behind her.

“Afternoon,” the woman said. Not unkindly. Just routine.

Kira triggered the voice system.

“Afternoon.”

The voice that came out was female, but flattened—neutral, filtered, almost bloodless. She had built it that way on purpose.

The nurse glanced at the monitors, then at Kira. “Vitals look about the same. Any discomfort?”

“No.”

There was always discomfort. It just was not worth mentioning.

The nurse adjusted the blanket, pulling it back over Kira’s shoulder. The fabric dragged across skin that still registered pressure but had forgotten movement.

“Your father called,” the nurse said, almost as an afterthought. “He’s covering another specialist consult. They want to try a new protocol.”

Of course they did.

Her father collected protocols the way other men collected apologies. Carefully, expensively, and always too late to use properly.

“Tell him not to bother,” Kira said.

The nurse hesitated, just slightly. “You want me to actually tell him that?”

“Yes.”

A pause. Then a nod. “All right.”

She moved on to the next task—checking lines, adjusting settings, glancing once at the too-expensive speakers spilling Billy Joel a little too loudly into the room. Beatrice had walked in on worse.

Once, out of sheer monotony, Kira had changed every monitor in the room to display Beatrice’s own vitals chart under the label TERMINAL CASE OF DISAPPROVAL. Beatrice had stared at it for eleven full seconds before unplugging the auxiliary display. Kira had laughed through the voice filter until one of her alarms started complaining.

“Anything else?” the nurse asked.

“No.”

The nurse gave the room one last survey and stepped back toward the door. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”

The door closed behind her with a soft click.

The stillness settled in immediately.

There was always the hum of machines, the whisper of air circulation, the distant sounds of a building that never really slept. But no people. No movement. Nothing that required her.

She brought the feeds back into focus.

The SUVs had changed routes. Faster now. More direct. Whoever they were moving, it mattered enough to tighten security mid-transport.

Good. That made it interesting.

She widened her reach, pulling in new data streams, mapping possible destinations, tracing financial records tied to shell companies that should not have existed. The work spread out around her like a room only she could walk through. No walls. No ceiling. No bed. Just information and the paths between it, and her attention moving through it all like a person who had forgotten, for a while, that her body was not moving with her.

Her world narrowed back down to something she could control.

Information. Patterns. Leverage.

Her body lay where it always did, useless as architecture.

Her mind moved anyway.

***

The call did not come through the nurse like usual.

That was the first difference.

Her system flagged it as a direct-line override—priority routing, encrypted, tagged with credentials that did not usually reach her level. Not hospital staff. Not administrative.

She let it connect.

A man appeared on the secondary screen. Late fifties. Clean-cut. Expensive suit. The kind of face that had spent decades being listened to.

He did not speak immediately. He was reading something off-screen.

Kira routed her audio through the filter. “You’re not my doctor.”

His eyes lifted to the camera. “No. I’m not.”

His tone was measured. Controlled. Not unkind. Not personal.

“I’ve been reviewing your file,” he said, “along with several specialists.”

Of course he had. That meant her father had escalated.

“What did they decide?”

No buildup. No softening.

He glanced down, then back up. “The progression has accelerated. The degradation of motor function is now affecting secondary systems. Respiratory involvement has increased. Neural signal integrity is continuing to decline.”

Nothing she did not already know.

“Timeline?”

A brief pause.

“Three to four weeks,” he said. “Possibly less.”

The words landed cleanly. No distortion. No delay.

Three to four weeks.

She processed it the same way she processed everything else. As data.

Her gaze shifted, pulling up her vitals in a side window. Oxygen levels. Heart-rate variability. The long, steady curve of decline she had been tracking for months.

The numbers did not argue.

“Options?” she asked.

“There are palliative measures,” the man said. “We can increase sedation, manage discomfort, ease the transition—”

“No.”

He stopped.

“I’m asking if there is anything that changes the outcome.”

Another pause.

“No,” he said.

That was all she needed.

“All right.”

The man studied her for a moment. “If there’s anything you’d like arranged, we can—”

“No,” she repeated.

He nodded once, as if that confirmed something for him. “Very well. Your care team will adjust accordingly.”

The call ended. No goodbye. The screen went dark.

The room didn’t change. The machines continued their quiet monitoring. Billy Joel kept singing like the world had not just narrowed to a matter of weeks. The bar of late light had shifted only slightly across the floor. The air still carried the same faint, sterile scent.

Three to four weeks.

She ran it again. Best case. Worst case. Variance.

It all resolved to the same thing.

End of function. End of input. End of output.

She didn’t cry. She had not cried in a long time. She was not sure, anymore, whether that was strength or just damage, and she had stopped trying to tell the difference.

After a moment, she went back to work.

Fear had nothing useful to do. Her hands did. She had not had hands for years, and the feeds were still running, and the SUVs were still moving. That was enough reason.

The next song came on: “Sultans of Swing” by Dire Straits. It set a good mood for the night.

***

The SUVs were still moving. Different route now. More aggressive. Whoever was inside was being prioritized.

She watched the pattern for a few seconds, then started pulling threads.

Financial records first. Then communications. Then private networks tied to the same cluster of shell companies she’d flagged earlier. Access came faster than it used to. The systems had not changed. Her hands were useless, her lungs were borrowed, but her mind had gotten sharper teeth. Layers peeled back. Hidden accounts surfaced one after another, each tied to something that was never supposed to be visible.

She followed the trail upward and almost missed what was at the end of it.

It was not a door with a lock. It was a wrongness in the texture of things: transactions moving like legitimate transactions, timed like legitimate transactions, but adding up to a shape that should not have been there. The details behaved. The pattern lied.

She stopped. She looked again.

There.

Behind the holding accounts, behind the private funds, behind three layers of infrastructure designed to look like the back wall of a room, was a door. A connection that ran somewhere else entirely. Maintained by someone who had gone to exceptional lengths to make it look like nothing at all.

She found the operator’s mistake—a key reused across two separate systems, the digital equivalent of using the same lock on the front door and the safe—and she was through.

A name. Not public. Not official. But real.

A senator.

She paused for less than a second.

Then she opened everything.

Messages. Transactions. Internal memos. Video archives. It was all there—clean, documented, provable.

Not rumors. Schedules. Payments. Names. Locations. Judges bought. Witnesses moved. A journalist’s accident itemized before it happened. A city contract traded for silence and three bodies in a river.

For one breath, the room around her disappeared in a way that had nothing to do with screens.

There it was.

Proof.

Not suspicion. Not a theory. Not one of the little monsters people hid under layers of respectable paperwork and called inevitable.

Proof.

She pushed it outward to every address she could reach. Major outlets. Regional desks. Independent reporters. Wire services. Document dump sites. A dozen anonymous caches besides. She built in redundancies, watched the transmissions complete one by one, and felt something she did not have a clean name for.

She had spent years moving through systems no one knew she was in, leaving no trace, affecting almost nothing.

This was the first time she had ever tried to be heard.

Then she waited.

The first hour, she checked every few minutes. The second hour, she made herself slow down. By the fifth, she was running the checks on a loop in a background window, half her attention still on the original network, watching for any response—a breaking banner, a wire bulletin, a single journalist’s internal message asking how to verify what they’d just received.

Twelve hours. Then a full day.

She checked every cycle. News crawls. Breaking banners. Social feeds. Internal editorial chatter she should never have been able to access.

The story was seen, weighed, and buried. Verification requests were made. Quiet calls were placed. Legal teams woke up. Editors hesitated. Owners intervened. And then it died in conference rooms, in inboxes, in private calls that left no record, before it ever reached the public.

Not buried from lack of evidence. Buried despite it.

She sat with that for a while.

Not surprised. Just confirmed.

She had always understood, intellectually, that systems protected themselves. That information alone was not enough if the people who received it were more afraid of consequence than they were interested in truth. She had known this the way you know things you have read but not yet tested.

Now she had tested it.

The system was not broken.

It was working exactly as intended.

***

So she changed her approach.

She stopped pushing information outward and started pulling inward. Deeper. Harder. More direct.

The senator’s network had only ever been a surface layer. She followed money instead of records. Shell companies gave way to holding accounts. Holding accounts gave way to private funds. Private funds led somewhere that did not exist on paper.

Encrypted nodes. Closed networks. Routing paths that changed depending on who was looking.

She mapped them anyway. It took time—more than most people would have had the patience for. But she had nothing but time, if you didn’t count the sword of Damocles hanging overhead.

The key opened a narrow path. She widened it.

The feed came online without warning.

No login screen. No interface. Just live video.

A room. Concrete walls. No windows. Three people inside—one tied to a chair, two standing. Weapons visible. Professionals. The kind who did not leave loose ends.

She tagged the feed, traced the signal origin, and built a map in parallel: power usage, cell tower density, infrastructure footprint, cross-referenced against city grids. Urban. Mid-density. Industrial zoning. Close enough.

She shifted to audio and adjusted the gain manually.

“...last chance,” one of them was saying.

The woman in the chair didn’t answer.

That was the first thing that made Kira stop.

Not a man.

A woman. Mid-thirties, maybe. One eye swollen nearly shut. Blood at the corner of her mouth. Hands zip-tied behind the chair with enough force to turn the fingers dark. A strip of silver tape had been torn away from her lips recently enough to leave skin raw.

She looked terrified. She also looked furious.

Bound to a chair and still refusing to disappear.

Good for you.

The outcome had already been decided.

Kira paused, caught by the terrible clarity of knowing exactly what came next.

Her cursor hovered for one final heartbeat.

Then she moved.

She went through the building’s systems the way she would have gone through a house if she’d had legs. Security cameras first—she walked every hallway, checked every corner, catalogued what watched and what didn’t. Alarms next: she learned the architecture of them, traced how they talked to each other, found where they’d go quiet if she asked. Internal communications last, opening like rooms she had not known were there.

It was the most free she ever felt.

There was something almost disorienting about it—a girl who could not cross the seven feet between her bed and the window, suddenly able to see through every wall in a building she had never visited, to be in every corridor at once.

She knew, distantly, that this was not the same thing as being there.

But her nervous system had been making do with substitutions for so long that the distinction had blurred, and she did not try very hard to restore it.

The speaker system came online with a faint click.

Both men turned immediately. Good. Fast reactions.

“Room acoustics are terrible,” her voice said through their speakers. “You might want to fix that.”

They froze, recalculating.

The one on the left moved first, scanning for a source that wasn’t there. “Who’s there?”

She didn’t answer directly.

Instead she pulled up their financial records—personal accounts, operational funds, layered reserves tied to their employer—and started moving money. Small transfers at first, feeling out the shape of things the way you press a bruise before you decide how bad it is. Then larger ones, routed through channels that would take real time to trace.

She pushed the changing totals to the room’s monitors.

Numbers began to shift. Rapidly.

The second man saw it first. His posture changed. “That’s not—”

“It is,” she said. “Check your accounts.”

They didn’t. Not yet.

They were still trying to find her, still scanning for a transmitter or a speaker or some physical thing they could put a hand on. That impulse—the need to locate the body behind the voice—was something she had thought about a great deal over the years. People could not help it. They reached for presence the way you reached for a light switch in a dark room.

She increased the transfer rate.

“Stop,” the first man said.

A command, not a request.

She ignored it.

“You’re going to have a problem,” she said instead.

The woman in the chair lifted her head slightly.

Good. At least one of you understands what’s happening.

“You’ve been assigned a new target,” Kira continued. “You’re about to eliminate her. Clean. Efficient. No witnesses.”

She let that hang for a moment.

“Walk away from it.”

Silence. Evaluation.

“Why?” the second man asked.

That was the right question.

She pulled up another feed. A residential building. She highlighted a single unit.

“Because she knows you’re coming,” Kira said.

This time both men reacted. Immediate. Sharp.

“Who are you?” the first one demanded.

She watched them for a moment, measuring the speed of their response, the set of their shoulders, the change in how they held themselves.

“Someone whose calendar just got very simple,” she said.

That landed in the practical part of the room.

She cut the feed before they could say anything else, shed the access points one at a time, and slipped back the way she had come.

Clean.

Two minutes later, an exterior camera caught the woman stumbling out through a side door. Hands free. Alive. Furious enough to stay that way, if Kira had to guess.

Good.

Then she settled back into the silence of her room.

No nurses on this floor right now. Their routines had shifted slightly this evening, start times nudged, rounds rescheduled. She confirmed it briefly by pulling up the hallway cameras.

Empty.

Wonder who did that.

Her heart rate had increased slightly. The monitor reflected it. She watched the numbers drift back down.

Three to four weeks.

That was enough.

She reopened the network.

And went looking for the next one.

***

They found her faster than she expected.

She felt it the way she had felt the earlier intrusion: a narrowing, a change in the temperature of things. The network was still open around her, but certain paths were quietly, methodically closing. Traffic cameras in her neighborhood swung to new angles. Private feeds in adjacent buildings came online for no civilian reason. The perimeter drew itself tighter with the slow patience of people who did not need to hurry because they already knew approximately where she was.

They were triangulating.

She did not disconnect. She made it easier.

The building’s security system opened for them before they touched it. Front entrance. Cameras looped. Elevator unlocked. She watched them come in on four simultaneous feeds, guided them through the lobby, and stayed ahead of them, adjusting the camera in her room just enough to catch the doorway while keeping the bed centered in the frame.

Her own body on a monitor. The stillness of it.

Let them see it like that first.

The elevator doors opened on her floor.

She triggered the speakers.

“You took your time.”

Footsteps stopped. A brief pause. Then continued.

The door to her room did not open slowly. It came off its hinges.

The first man through the frame cleared the room in less than a second, weapon sweeping across corners that did not matter. The second followed immediately. The third covered the hallway.

Clean entry. Textbook.

Then they saw her.

For a moment, nothing happened. No shots. No movement. Just recalibration.

The first man lowered his weapon slightly. “Wrong room.”

Her voice answered from everywhere.

“No. It isn’t.”

All three froze in recognition.

The first man stepped closer. Slowly this time.

She watched him through three separate feeds, tracking his breathing, his posture, the micro-adjustments in his grip. He was reading the room carefully: the machines, the lines, the ventilator. He was working through what he was seeing.

He was good. Not good enough.

“You’re not what I expected,” he said.

“I get that a lot,” she replied.

He stopped at the edge of the bed, close enough now to see everything. The lack of movement. The way her body lay where it had been placed rather than where it had chosen to be. The machines doing the work she could not. The monitors still showed the warehouse. The woman still in the chair.

“Where is he?” the second man asked.

She almost smiled. “You’re looking at her. Don’t be sexist.”

The silence that followed changed shape. Understanding, this time.

The first man raised his weapon again.

This time he did not hesitate.

He pressed the barrel to her forehead.

Cold. Solid. Real.

“Voice system,” he said. “Pre-recorded or live?”

“Wow. You’re quick. Live, Einstein.” She held his gaze through the camera feed, watching herself be watched. “Or should I say David Krazinski?”

He went very still.

He was watching her eyes, not her body.

Smart.

“You caused a problem,” he said.

“I noticed.”

“You moved money that doesn’t belong to you.”

“I moved money that doesn’t belong to you. Get it right.”

A flicker crossed his expression. Interest, not anger.

“You think this is a game.”

“No,” she said. “I think it’s the only thing I’ve ever been able to play.”

She shifted her attention. Not physically. Never physically. The monitors in the room flickered, then stabilized. Three account balances appeared side by side.

The second man swore under his breath.

“Watch,” she said.

The numbers began to change. Slowly at first. Then faster.

Funds moved out in clean, controlled streams. No chaos. No spite. Just the particular precision of someone who had spent years learning that in the absence of a body, accuracy was the only force available.

“Stop,” the first man said.

She did not.

“You’re going to want to pull the trigger,” she said instead. “You probably should.”

The barrel pressed harder into her skin.

“Give me a reason not to.”

She thought about it.

“Because this is the first time I’ve ever done anything that matters and will last longer than my chart.”

The balances on the screens fell to zero.

The room went very quiet.

“You just made yourself very hard to ignore,” the second man said.

“I know.”

These men were killers. She’d traced them across a dozen countries, mapped the wreckage that followed in their wake. Professionals who made decisions without flinching.

And yet, faced with a girl who could not move, they were hesitating.

Something in their training had not covered this exact configuration—the gun, the body that couldn’t use it, and the voice coming from everywhere and nowhere and clearly, inconveniently, knowing who they were.

It was almost touching.

The first man didn’t move. Didn’t speak.

“Anything else?” he asked at last.

She considered the question.

“Nope.”

She flicked her eyes to the screen, and “Another One Bites the Dust” started in full surround sound.

Thank you, Freddie.

The gun stayed where it was. Steady. Certain.

She looked at him. Really looked. Not at the weapon. Not at the situation. At him.

She had imagined this moment before. Not like this. But close enough.

Could not run. Could not fight. Could not even move.

Her whole life had been spent inside constraints she had never chosen—limits she could not break, experiences she could not reach, whole worlds she had only ever accessed through speakers and screens. She had made a kind of peace with it. Not the comfortable kind. The kind that holds because you have no alternative and because the alternative is a place you cannot afford to live.

She let out a slow breath.

“Go ahead,” she said.

The words came easily. Clean. Unforced.

“Do it.”

For a fraction of a second, everything stopped.

Not metaphorically.

Actually stopped.

The man didn’t blink. Did not breathe. Did not pull the trigger.

The room held perfectly still.

And then they were there.

A man and a woman dressed in sterile white and black armor, half-masks covering their mouths. Standing beside the bed. They had not entered. They had not arrived.

They were simply present.

Kira blinked—one of the few body parts left that still listened to her.

Nope. Still there.

The woman moved first. No hesitation. No introduction. She took Kira’s arm, found a vein on the first attempt, and slid in a needle.

Kira barely felt the puncture.

The woman drew a small amount of blood. Studied it with eyes that lit briefly with a white and gold depth. She spat on the tip of the needle, then pressed the blood back in through the same line.

Everything ignited.

Heat. Pressure. Light.

Her body—dead weight for years—registered something for the first time in longer than she could remember.

Pain.

Real. Immediate. Total.

Her vision flared white.

Through it, she heard the woman’s voice, clear and certain and thrilled.

“I’ll bet you anything we found the one.”

The man considered it briefly.

“No bet.”

The white expanded.

And then there was nothing.

  

    
        Chapter 2

    
    
    
    
  There was no sensation of falling, no tunnel, no gentle fade from one state to another. One moment there was pressure: the weight of an unresponsive body, the mechanical rhythm of assisted breath, a gun pressed to her forehead, music threading through the hospital room as if any of it still belonged to the world.

The next moment, all of that was simply gone.

Not darkness. Not unconsciousness. Something stranger and more abrupt. For one impossible instant, it felt as though something had reached into the center of her and drawn her through an opening too small to contain what she was. There was a stretching sensation that had nothing to do with muscles or skin, a brief dizzying compression, and then a release so complete it bordered on ecstasy.

After that, there was nothing she recognized.

No bed beneath her. No ventilator pushing air into her lungs. No ache in her chest or hot irritation in her joints or the constant low static of a body that had spent years failing in slow motion. No sense of lying down, because there was no down. No sense of breath, because there were no lungs. No pressure anywhere, because weight itself had gone missing.

For a strange suspended moment, Kira did not know whether she had survived or become a contradiction: gone, and still aware of it.

Then awareness gathered itself.

She did not come awake the way people did in bodies. There was no blink, no inhale, no sudden flood of sensation. It was more like coherence returning. Thought arranging itself around a center. A self with no edges realizing, slowly and with growing astonishment, that it still existed.

She tried to breathe out of habit.

Nothing happened.

She would have panicked once. Maybe anyone else still would have. But panic relied on the body too, on racing pulse and tightening lungs and chemical alarms. All of that was gone. In its place was a cool, widening clarity.

Carefully, almost suspiciously, she tested movement.

She thought of turning left.

Something in her shifted instantly.

No muscle. No limb. But movement happened all the same, cleanly and without resistance, as if intention alone had become enough. She stopped, then tried the other direction. Same result.

Forward. Back. Up. Down. The terms meant very little in a place with no visible reference points, but every impulse changed her position at once. There was no lag. No negotiation. No humiliating delay while her body ignored her and everyone pretended not to notice.

She moved faster.

Then faster still, wild disbelief deepening into delight the more she tested it. There was no pain waiting at the edge of motion. No seizure of dead nerves. No failure. She could turn. Stop. Spin. Cross some unknowable stretch of nowhere and reverse again just because she could.

A laugh escaped her before she meant to make one.

It did not come from a mouth. It did not echo in the emptiness around her. It simply existed, clear and immediate, the sound of her own reaction appearing without effort or machinery or the ugly flattening filter she had built into the hospital voice system.

That stopped her harder than the lack of body had.

She tried speaking.

“…okay.”

The word hung in whatever this place was, fully formed, natural, unprocessed.

Kira was silent for a few more seconds, if seconds meant anything here. Then she turned once in place, a smooth effortless drift through the featureless void, and said, with as much dignity as she could manage under the circumstances, “Yeah. This is already an improvement.”

The voice that answered did not come from in front of her, behind her, or anywhere else she could define. It was simply present, as though it had always been there and had chosen that moment to become audible.

“Welcome.”

Kira stopped moving on reflex.

The voice was calm and neutral, not warm enough to comfort and not cold enough to threaten. It carried an odd quality she could not immediately place. Not authority exactly. Not age. More like function. Like a thing designed for a purpose and too accustomed to that purpose to imagine being otherwise.

“That,” Kira said, “is new.”

There was a pause. It felt deliberate, though she had no way of knowing whether whatever was speaking to her needed the silence or simply wanted it. “You have been selected for induction into the System.”

The sentence arrived with such bureaucratic certainty that Kira almost laughed again.

“Selected,” she repeated. “That sounds official.”

“It is.”

“Well, good,” she said. “I would hate to think I died and ended up in something improvised.”

The voice did not react. No sigh, no tolerance, no effort to imitate humor it did not feel. Kira found that unexpectedly reassuring.

“A preliminary orientation will now be provided,” it said. “Upon completion, your soul, life history, and accrued deeds will be scanned and evaluated. Based on those findings, you will be presented with initial options.”

“Options for what?”

“For continued existence. For assignment. For form.”

Kira considered that. “You know, when people talk about life after death, they usually make it sound either much more spiritual or much less organized.”

The voice went on as though she had not spoken. “Your present condition is temporary. Following introduction and evaluation, you will receive a new body and begin a new life on a designated world under the authority and architecture of the System.”

That took a moment to settle.

Kira turned slowly through the nothing, savoring the useless miracle of motion.

“So let me make sure I’ve got this. I died.”

“Yes.”

“I got selected for…” She gestured automatically and then remembered she had nothing to gesture with. “Whatever this is.”

“Yes.”

“And after some sort of celestial intake process, I get relocated to a new world in a new body.”

“Yes.”

Kira was quiet for a beat. “That is either spectacularly lucky or the most suspicious sentence anyone has ever said to me.”

“There are constraints,” the voice said.

“Of course there are.”

Another pause followed. Then the voice added, “I apologize for the limitations of your current transitional state.”

Kira looked around, though she had no eyes. “Limitations,” she repeated. “I can move in every direction, I don’t hurt, and I can speak without a machine translating for me. I hadn’t needed my eyes to communicate for years by the end, so no, really, this is fine. Better than fine. This blob situation is fantastic.”

Silence answered her.

Not offended silence. Not impatient silence.

Taken-aback silence or at least that’s how she chose to view it.

That pleased her more than it should have.

“You are unusually accepting,” the voice said at last.

“I spent years in a body that treated basic function like an aspirational concept. This is the first time I’ve moved without thinking about what it’ll cost. So yes. Big fan so far.”

There was another pause, shorter than the last.

“Noted.”

“Take your time,” Kira said. “I’ve got a pretty open schedule.”

No answer.

Good. At least it was not pretending to laugh.

“Beginning scan,” the voice said.

The sensation that followed was so immediate and so total that for an instant she thought she had been seized. But it was not force, exactly. Not pressure. Not pain. It moved through her without surface contact, because there was no surface now, and yet it touched something more intimate than skin. It felt like being recognized at a depth she had never offered anyone. As if something immense had turned all of its attention toward her and found every locked room already standing open.

Her life did not replay.

It unfolded.

Not event by event, neatly arranged, but all at once—layered, interlocked, impossible to separate into a sequence. The hospital room was there, and the endless white ceiling, and the low hum of machines she had learned to hear the way other people heard weather. Drool on her chin. Needles in her skin. Nurses who had mastered the art of not staring. Her father writing checks large enough to buy hope for other families and getting, in return, specialists who wrapped futility in professional language and billed by the hour.

Years opened beneath that. Years of stillness. Years of watching. The worlds she entered through screens because no other world would have her. The systems she mapped. The secrets she stole. The people she helped for reasons that ranged from actual principle to curiosity to boredom to the simple fact that interfering was often more interesting than not.

None of it felt judged. That was the strangest part. It was seen, completely and without distortion, but not weighed on a scale she could perceive. No thunderclap of moral accounting. No divine disappointment. Just cataloging so thorough that excuses became meaningless.

Then the scan went deeper.

It moved through the architecture of her body as it had been, tracing every failed pathway and deteriorated system. It found the disease written into her genes, the long betrayal hidden in her own cells. It followed the incremental collapse of muscle and nerve, the slow theft of movement, the years in which each piece of her autonomy had been taken by fractions so small no one else understood what they added up to until there was almost nothing left.

And beyond the pain, it found the absences.

Not one by one, but as a pattern. The touch she had never known without procedure attached to it. The easy intimacy other people spent carelessly every day: a hand on a shoulder, a hug in passing, someone leaning against you because they could. Shared laughter in the same room. Friendship that involved presence instead of wires and screens and voice filters. Desire. Romance. Affection so ordinary it did not need naming.

Her life had not merely lacked those things. It had been shaped around their absence, grown into strange hard lines because there had been no other way to survive.

For the first time since arriving in this place, Kira did not immediately reach for a joke.

The scan continued.

Her mind rose through it like something separate from the wreckage it had been Adaptation under conditions so extreme they had stopped looking like adaptation and become a kind of genius. The scan settled there, not lingering exactly, but noting with unusual emphasis the ways she had sharpened herself against permanent constraint.

Then it faltered.

Only for a moment, but she heard it all the same: a tiny break in the perfect composure of the process around her.

Kira straightened on instinct, though she still had nothing to straighten with. “Well,” she said, dry by reflex, “that doesn’t sound promising.”

Silence followed. Not the neutral procedural silence from before, but something occupied. Attentive. Reassessing.

When the voice returned, it sounded exactly as it always had, and the effort of that exactness was suddenly obvious.

“You were at the point of terminal cessation at the time of selection,” it said.

“Yeah,” Kira replied. “I got that much.”

“You experienced prolonged physical agony, systemic degradation, and sustained neurological restriction across the majority of your lifespan.”

“That is a remarkably elegant way to say my body was a disaster.”

No response.

“You did not experience standard developmental thresholds associated with physical bonding, social integration, or emotional reinforcement.”

Kira winced. “That is somehow worse.”

“You demonstrate exceptional cognitive adaptability,” the voice continued. “High-order systems analysis, strategic behavior under constraint, and repeated intervention on behalf of others despite minimal expectation of personal reward.”

Kira turned slightly in the void. “That feels generous.”

“It is accurate.”

“Debatable.”

The voice continued. “You also demonstrate irregular interaction signatures with structures adjacent to temporal weave.”

Kira went still. “With what?”

“I am not authorized to elaborate.”

“That’s annoying.”

“Yes.”

That made her blink reflexively, even without eyelids. “Was that agreement?”

“It was a statement.”

“Mm.”

The pause that followed was different from the others. Longer. More precise. As if whatever was speaking to her had reached a section of the report it did not particularly enjoy.

“There is an additional anomaly,” it said at last. “You possess a plural soul.”

This time Kira did not have a joke ready.

“…a what?”

“I do not possess a complete classification.”

That was not better.

“Try again with more useful words.”

Another pause.

“Your soul registers as multiple.”

Kira let the sentence sit there between them. “Multiple how?”

“I do not know.”

“You don’t know.”

“I do not.”

That unsettled her more than a threat would have. The voice had carried certainty like native architecture, something built into this place rather than merely present inside it. Hearing uncertainty there, however restrained, changed the shape of the conversation.

“That seems like the sort of detail someone should lead with,” she said.

“It is without precedent in my experience.”

Kira laughed softly, though there was very little humor in it. “Great. I die once and instantly become an administrative anomaly.”

“Your evaluation is complete,” the voice said, in the distinct tone of something choosing to move on.

The nothing around her changed.

Light appeared, not as a flash, but as structure assembling itself in the void. Lines of pale radiance drew themselves into place, intersecting in geometric layers. Transparent panels unfurled in widening arcs, dense with symbols and text that skipped language and arrived as meaning. At the center of it all, a shape began to take form.

Humanoid.

Neutral.

Featureless.

It hung in front of her like a promise someone had not yet decided how to keep.

Kira drifted closer before she consciously meant to.

“Based on your life history, observed aptitude, accrued deeds, and anomalous attributes,” the voice said, “you are granted access to initial configuration.”

The body rotated slowly.

Not real yet. Not flesh. Not alive. But waiting.

Every instinct in her sharpened at once.

All her life, her body had been an argument she lost before she learned how to speak. Other people had measured it, managed it, handled it, pitied it, and apologized for failing to save it. No one had ever asked what she wanted from it. No one had ever offered her authorship.

Now an entire form hung before her, empty and possible.

Panels of information shifted and clarified around it.

INITIAL CONFIGURATION OPTIONS

Species / Race

Human-compatible baseline. Expanded options available.

Body Framework

HeightFrame width
Bone densityMuscle distribution
Fat distributionBalance profile
FlexibilityManual dexterity
Endurance bias
Recovery bias

External Appearance

Skin toneSkin texture
Facial structureJawline
Cheekbone prominenceNose shape
Lip shapeDental symmetry
Ear shape

Hair

ColorLength
TextureDensity
Curl pattern

Eyes

ColorShape
SizeLash density
Pupil variationSclera variation
Low-light adaptation options where applicable

Voice

PitchTimbre
ResonanceCadence
Accent architecture

Secondary Traits

Sex expressionSecondary sexual characteristics
Fertility settingsCosmetic asymmetry
Species-specific features where applicable

As each field was highlighted, the form changed in front of her. Taller. Smaller. Broader shoulders. Narrower hips. Hands that looked strong. Hands that looked delicate. Skin in shades she had only ever chosen for avatars. A hundred different faces glimmered into being and vanished again before she could fully process them.

Kira stared.

Then stared harder.

“…oh,” she said, and the sound came out stripped of irony.

Wonder was not a feeling she had much practice carrying openly. It sat oddly in her now, too large and too fragile and entirely sincere.

The voice continued, either unaware of the effect it was having or so accustomed to such reactions that hers no longer registered as exceptional. “Your available configuration latitude exceeds baseline allocation.”

Kira dragged her attention away from the half-formed body. “Why?”

“Supplementary allowances have been assigned.”

“Because of the plural soul?”

“In part.”

“That phrase is doing a lot of work.”

No answer.

The panels shifted again. New windows opened beside the construct, this time less anatomical and more abstract.

INITIAL BENEFITS AWARDED

Achievements Available at Induction


	Survivor of the Last Threshold• Mind Beyond Ruin
• Constraint-Born Adaptation• Unwitnessed Benefactor
• Pattern Hunter



Titles Available at Start


	The Unbroken Mind• Ghost in the Wires
• She Who Endured
• Edgewalker of Systems



Granted Boon


	To be assigned following final selection compatibility



Structural Deviation


	Two available Core Slots at initialization



Kira had no idea what a core slot was in practical terms. She knew with total certainty that having two instead of one mattered.

“…that one sounds important,” she said.

“It is.”

“How important?”

The voice was silent for a fraction of a second. “No inducted entity in recorded System history has begun with two core slots.”

There it was again: the careful, controlled version of surprise.

Kira turned back toward the waiting body. Toward the fields of choice and possibility. Toward the quiet violence of being offered a future after a life built entirely out of limitation.

“Let me ask a question,” she said.

“You may ask.”

“You said my life, my deeds, and my… potential got scanned.”

“Yes.”

“And based on that, I get options.”

“Yes.”

“So all of this is because of what I was.”

“It is a function of what you were,” the voice said. “And what you may become.”

The construct rotated in front of her, still blank, still waiting for a decision no one had ever trusted her to make before.

Kira drifted closer until the distance between her awareness and that unreal body felt almost intimate. If she focused, she could watch individual features shift as menus responded to the direction of her attention. A different jaw. Longer fingers. Clear skin. Straight posture. Legs that would hold. A spine that did not collapse under its own design. Lungs that would breathe because they belonged to her and because breathing was what lungs were for.

That was the moment it hit her hardest.

Not the miracle of survival. Not the impossible cosmic bureaucracy of death and systems and new worlds. Not even the strangeness of the void.

It was the sight of hands.

Normal hands. Strong hands. Delicate hands. Scarred hands. Graceful hands. Human hands and not-quite-human hands. Hands that could close around objects because they chose to. Hands that could touch and be touched in return.

Kira went very still.

The voice did not interrupt.

Good.

After a long moment, she said, more quietly than before, “I want to keep my mind.”

“You will.”

“I want all of it. I’m not trading intelligence for beauty or stability or whatever version of mercy this place thinks people usually ask for.”

“Cognitive architecture loss is not indicated.”

“That is not the same thing as reassurance.”

“You will retain continuity of self, memory, and cognitive capability.”

Better.

Kira let out a slow breath she did not need and wondered whether old habits would ever stop trying to attach themselves to a body she no longer had.

“Good,” she said. Then, with some of her usual bite returning, “Because if I finally get a functional spine only to become stupid, I’m going to be extremely difficult about it.”

“That appears likely regardless.”

She paused.

Then laughed—really laughed this time, surprised into it.

“Oh,” she said. “So you do have one.”

“I do not.”

“Sure.”

The body continued to turn in front of her, patient as a held note.

“All right,” Kira said, and now there was hunger in it, clean and unmistakable. “Let’s do this properly. Start from the top.”

“Select race,” the voice said.

Options flowered outward in rings of light.

Human. Near-human variants. Adapted lines with subtle physiological advantages. Species she had no names for yet, each accompanied by shifting anatomical previews and terse notes on environmental affinity, sensory profile, metabolic demands, and developmental complexity.

Kira felt the old part of herself rise at once: the analyst, the optimizer, the girl who had learned to survive by understanding systems faster than they understood her.

For the first time in her existence, the system in front of her was not a cage to exploit from the outside.

It was an invitation.

Her attention moved over the first field, and the construct changed with it.

The future opened.

And Kira smiled.

  

    
        Chapter 3

    
    
    
    
  Kira’s first mistake was assuming the options would narrow themselves.

Instead, the interface expanded.

The moment she focused on race selection, the clean central display broke apart into branching layers of subcategories, trait trees, compatibility notes, environmental modifiers, lineage variants, dormant evolutions, affinity warnings, and historical annotations. What had looked manageable from a distance became, on closer inspection, the kind of information architecture designed by something that had never once been forced to care whether a mortal mind found it usable.

Names unfolded in luminous columns around her. Some were familiar enough to be irritatingly obvious: human, elf, dwarf, beastkin, drake-blooded variants, adapted humans with minor mutations sold under more glamorous labels. Others were stranger. Hollowborn. Sunwoven. Glass-marrow lineages. Aquatic castes with pressure immunity and distributed sensory organs. A species whose auxiliary throat-to-wrist membrane shifted color in patterns that looked suspiciously like communication. Another whose advantages were substantial enough that she almost considered it until the anatomical preview unfolded and displayed four reverse-jointed limbs, a tail built for balance, and an external auditory crest that pulsed in response to emotion.

She dismissed it immediately.

The form vanished. Three more took its place.

Kira drifted back a little and stared at the riot of possibilities with a stillness that, on her, was less paralysis than concentration.

This was too much.

Not emotionally. Structurally.

There were so many options that the existence of choice was beginning to lose value. No mind, however clever, could evaluate every branch down to its end state without wasting months. Possibly years. She had always been good at navigating impossible systems, but that relied on pattern recognition, not blind consumption. The trick was never to read everything. The trick was to identify what mattered, cut what did not, and move faster than the system expected.

So she stopped looking at the whole.

She began building filters.

“All right,” she said. “We’re not doing this stupidly.”

The disembodied voice answered at once. “Clarify.”

“Too many options. I need reduction criteria.”

“Specify desired outcome.”

Kira almost laughed. Even dead, she had apparently found herself in conversation with an entity that thought like a hostile search engine.

“Fine,” she said. “Start simple. Eliminate anything with a body plan too far from standard human locomotion.”

There was a pause. “Define ‘too far.’”

“No quadrupeds. No slithering. No exoskeletons. No distributed nervous systems. No extra arms, no winged forms if the wings are structural instead of optional, no external sensory organs I have to learn to interpret from scratch, and absolutely nothing that requires me to renegotiate the concept of upright posture.”

A beat passed.

Then entire branches of the menu vanished.

It was one of the most satisfying things she had ever seen.

The void dimmed slightly as hundreds—possibly thousands—of options were removed from view. What remained reorganized itself with brisk, geometric obedience, and for the first time the menu looked less like a cosmic joke and more like something she might actually conquer.

“Better,” Kira said.

The voice paused long enough to imply consideration. “Your exclusions remove several high-advantage options.”

“I finally get a body,” Kira replied. “I am not spending my second life figuring out how to scratch my ear with a hind leg.”

“Noted.”

“Also,” she added, “female.”

That one was easy.

The relevant settings shifted and locked with minimal fuss. There was an odd, brief satisfaction at how uncomplicated the decision was. There were things worth agonizing over. That was not one of them. She had been a girl. She wanted to be a woman. For the first time, the transition between those states might include an actual body she could inhabit instead of endure.

The construct at the center of the interface adjusted subtly, resolving into a feminine baseline.

Kira looked at it for a second longer than necessary.

That, too, felt good.

The remaining options were still substantial, but now they had shape. Humanoid species. Near-humanoid species. A range of modifications broad enough to satisfy any deity with a weakness for customization but narrow enough to stop insulting her time.

She began sampling them in the obvious order, which lasted perhaps three minutes before she realized obvious was not going to get her where she wanted to go.

The first few races were predictable enough to be dull. Attractive, certainly. Viable. Strong in a competent, balanced, tutorial-friendly sort of way. Humans with System adaptations. Elves of several lineages, each offering a slightly different combination of lifespan, sensory acuity, mana affinity, and aesthetic arrogance. Dwarven-derived lines with enhanced density and resilience but body proportions she was less enthusiastic about. Beastkin variants she rejected on sight once they sprouted tails, furred ears, or digitigrade legs.

The interface supplied data readily enough. Context was another matter.

“What’s the comparative progression ceiling on this elven line?”

“Higher than baseline human. Lower than three advanced branches available to you.”

“Why are they available to me?”

“Compatibility.”

“Based on what?”

“Your scan.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the answer I am authorized to provide.”

After the fifth exchange like that, Kira stopped expecting useful detail from direct questioning and began treating the process the way she had treated every other locked system in her life: as a puzzle with incomplete data.

What would she have done at twelve, sitting in front of a screen and min-maxing some old JRPG no one else at school had taken seriously enough?

She smiled.

Badly behaved, overpowered nonsense. That was what.

Not blindly. Never blindly. But if she was going to break the universe, she should at least begin by asking the right question.

“New filter,” she said.

The interface paused.

“Which available races are the rarest?”

The voice did not answer immediately.

Kira sharpened her attention. “And before you pretend that rarity is irrelevant, I’d like the list sorted by actual scarcity, not by whatever you think is pedagogically appropriate.”

Another pause followed. Then, perhaps because the question was valid or perhaps because the System had rules about honesty in requested categories, a new set of windows opened.

RAREST COMPATIBLE RACIAL OPTIONS AVAILABLE


	Seraphine Ascendant Line• Voidtouched Aurelian
• Imperial Moonblood• Threnodic Luminant
• Ashborn Valkyrite• Eclipsed Nymara
• Sovereign Dryad-Human Convergence• Celestine Warform Scion
• Aethelwyrm Descendant
• Last Daughter Phenotype: House Vaelor



Kira stared at the list.

Then at the preview models blossoming one after another in translucent rotations around her.

“Oh,” she said softly.

Now these were interesting.

Each came with a compact notation field, though most of the entries were maddeningly brief.

Seraphine Ascendant Line

Extinct. High affinity. Advanced adaptability. Elevated aesthetic baseline. Restricted.

Voidtouched Aurelian

Near-extinct. Exceptional scaling variance. Perception risks. Restricted.

Imperial Moonblood

Extinct in stable form. High charisma, regenerative efficiency, nocturnal amplification. Legacy line.

Threnodic Luminant

Functionally extinct. High resonance potential. Unusual emotional architecture. Restricted.

Ashborn Valkyrite

Extinct. Martial bias. Exceptional physical ceiling. Reduced baseline fertility.

Eclipsed Nymara

Extinct. Beauty-linked influence traits. Dream affinity. Social hazard warning.

Sovereign Dryad-Human Convergence

Extinct hybrid lineage. Environmental synchronization. Growth anomalies. Root-state vulnerability.

Celestine Warform Scion

Suppressed bloodline. Extreme developmental divergence. Overcap potential. Restricted.

Aethelwyrm Descendant

Near-extinct. Draconic inheritance, humanoid dominant morphology. Scaled evolutions possible.

Last Daughter Phenotype: House Vaelor

Extinct. Singular heritage designation. Restricted beyond standard allocation.

Kira read the list twice.

Then a third time.

“This,” she said, “is more like it.”

“Rarity alone is not an optimal selection criterion,” the voice said.

“No, but it’s an excellent place to start.”

The previews shifted as she focused on them. Some were gorgeous in the abstract and unusable in practice. The Sovereign Dryad convergence developed elegant branchlike structures beneath the skin and a strange rooted stillness in repose that she found beautiful right up until the interface expanded the phrase root-state vulnerability and she realized it meant exactly what it sounded like.

The Aethelwyrm descendants were humanoid enough to tempt her, especially the higher-line previews with luminous eyes and subtle scale patterning at the collarbone, but several later branches grew horns, tail balance structures, and partial cranial ridges she was not eager to explain to herself in the mirror every morning.

Threnodic Luminant lasted longer, mostly because it was stunning. Tall, pale, soft-lit from within as if the body had made a private arrangement with moonlight. Then she hit unusual emotional architecture and asked for clarification.

“Clarify.”

“Members of this lineage experience amplified emotional resonance, reduced compartmentalization, and altered grief retention.”

She thought about that for half a second. “Absolutely not.”

The option vanished.

The voice remained silent.

“Don’t even start,” she said. “I spent my entire first life holding myself together with pattern recognition and spite. I am not picking a race that comes with built-in tragic poetry.”

Two more options went soon after. The Voidtouched Aurelian line looked almost offensively beautiful—dark iridescent hair, striking eyes, an elegance that bordered on predatory—but came bundled with perception risks severe enough that the restricted note felt less like exclusivity and more like a warning label.

The Celestine Warform Scion had the kind of raw combat promise she would have admired in a game character and hated in herself. The preview body was magnificent, but the developmental notes suggested periods of involuntary adaptation under stress, which sounded far too close to losing control for her taste.

She cut them.

The list shrank again.

Now she had something she could work with.

She circled back to the survivors more carefully: Seraphine Ascendant. Imperial Moonblood. Ashborn Valkyrite. Eclipsed Nymara. Last Daughter Phenotype: House Vaelor. Possibly Aethelwyrm Descendant, if she kept the evolution branches under tight control.

The common thread was obvious enough that she did not bother pretending not to notice it.

They were all strong. Rare. High-ceiling. The kind of options that let you begin with a knife hidden somewhere in the rules. But they were also beautiful—sometimes unnervingly so. Not merely attractive in the baseline healthy sense, but crafted, as if these bloodlines had once belonged to cultures that considered beauty both weapon and birthright.

Kira drifted closer to the central construct and watched the features ripple over it one lineage at a time. Imperial Moonblood gave the face an aristocratic elegance she could have mocked in anyone else and found deeply persuasive in herself. Ashborn Valkyrite shifted the body toward hard athletic grace, a warrior’s build with impossible posture and a physical density that made every movement look deliberate. Eclipsed Nymara was unfair in a different direction entirely: luminous skin, dark lashes, a mouth made for trouble, the kind of beauty that practically came with legal disclaimers.

She kept staring.

Then, because she was not an idiot, she said it out loud.

“Yes, I care.”

The voice, maddeningly, said nothing.

Kira folded what passed for her arms, remembered she still did not have any, and continued anyway.

“I was eighteen. Technically. In the least useful sense of the word. I never got to be pretty. I never got to be average. I never got to walk into a room and have people see me before they saw what was wrong. So yes. I care.”

The silence that followed was not empty. It felt like listening.

That made it worse.

She pushed on before she could regret the honesty. “I’m not throwing away practical advantages for vanity. But if one of these options lets me be powerful and gorgeous, I am not going to apologize for noticing.”

“An apology is unnecessary,” the voice said.

Kira waited.

Then frowned. “That sounded almost supportive.”

“It was informational.”

“Sure.”

A new panel opened before her.

SUPPLEMENTAL COMPATIBILITY DEVIATIONS

Due to prior life conditions, selected phenotypic parameters may exceed standard racial baselines.

Kira went still.

“Explain.”

“For the majority of available lineages, physical development remains within species-specific limits. In your case, those limits are partially relaxed.”

“Because of the plural soul?”

“In part.”

There it was again.

“And the rest?”

The voice answered with the same maddening calm. “Because your prior life included extreme physical constraint, chronic systemic impairment, and persistent social aversion responses tied to visible form.”

Kira stared at the panel.

Well. That was one way to say it.

The voice continued. “The System recognizes deprivation. In limited cases, compensatory latitude is granted. You may exceed normal racial expectations in physicality, resilience expression, aesthetic optimization, and developmental symmetry.”

She was quiet for several seconds.

“Aesthetic optimization,” she repeated.

“Yes.”

“That is the most insulting flattering phrase anyone has ever used about me.”

“It is descriptive.”

“It is vicious.”

“It is accurate.”

Kira laughed despite herself. “You know, you’re kind of awful.”

“I am precise.”

“Same difference.”

She looked back at the construct.

Now the possibilities were changing in more dramatic ways. The Ashborn Valkyrite baseline had already been striking, but with the expanded allowances it became extraordinary—longer lines, cleaner musculature, beauty fused seamlessly to power instead of traded against it. Imperial Moonblood sharpened into something almost mythic, all moonlit aristocracy and lethal grace. Eclipsed Nymara pushed farther still, flirting with the edge of absurdity: not just beautiful, but devastatingly so, the kind of face poets ruined themselves over and politicians started wars to possess.

A treacherous part of her loved it.

A smarter part of her asked the obvious question.

“What’s the catch?”

“There are always trade-offs.”

“List them.”

“Each lineage carries distinct burdens, developmental biases, social responses, and progression constraints. Exceptional starting conditions do not negate later complexity.”

“That,” Kira said, “is at least an honest warning.”

She began sorting again, but now the categories were different.

Rarity. Beauty. Power. Those still mattered, but they were not enough.

Practicality. Stability. Humanoid familiarity. Progression ceiling. Social survivability. How much of the race’s identity she could inhabit without immediately becoming either prey, worship object, or public incident. She had spent a lifetime learning how systems punished careless choices. A second life with better packaging would not change that.

Still, she could allow herself preferences.

She dismissed the remaining options with body plans that flirted too far with the inhuman. She removed one lineage whose beauty score was excellent but whose reproductive caste notes made her want to set the whole interface on fire. She eliminated another when its advanced branches required ritual pair-bonding to unlock full potential.

“No.”

“It is a significant advantage path.”

“It is a terrible first-week life plan.”

By the time she was done cutting, she had reduced the impossible field to a shortlist.

Seraphine Ascendant for adaptability and absurd baseline grace.

Imperial Moonblood for regeneration, charisma, and the kind of beauty that came with implied orchestral accompaniment.

Ashborn Valkyrite for raw physical ceiling and a body that looked like it had been designed by someone who believed strength should be beautiful.

Eclipsed Nymara for influence, dream affinity, and the most shamelessly unfair face in the menu.

Last Daughter Phenotype: House Vaelor, still largely unexplained and therefore either the best or worst option by default.

Kira looked at the five hovering choices, the old thrill returning—the one she got when the noise dropped away and the real decision finally emerged from underneath it.

This she could do.

This was not random anymore. It was strategy.

She drifted closer to the shortest, most mysterious entry and highlighted it.

“Let’s talk about House Vaelor.”

The interface brightened.

The voice paused.

And for the first time since she had arrived in the place between worlds, Kira got the distinct impression she had just selected something the System would have preferred she ignore.

  

    
        Chapter 4

    
    
    
    
  Kira did not select House Vaelor immediately.

Tempting as that was, she had spent too much of her first life surviving by refusing the obvious click. Rare did not always mean best. Mysterious usually meant expensive in ways the menu preferred not to explain until too late. If she had learned anything from systems, whether medical, digital, or political, it was that buried costs were never accidents.

So instead of choosing, she asked the question she actually wanted answered.

“What,” she said, fixing her attention on the glowing entry, “does any of that mean?”

The interface held steady. The name hovered before her in elegant silver script, more decorative than the blunt labels attached to lesser races.

Last Daughter Phenotype: House Vaelor

Kira narrowed her focus. “Start with the words. Last. Daughter. Phenotype. House. Vaelor. Explain each one.”

There was a pause.

She had started recognizing the kinds of pauses the voice used. This one was not confusion. It was more like recalibration, as if her tendency to dismantle terms into components was not the normal response from the recently dead.

“Last,” the voice said at length, “indicates terminal continuity of a lineage for which no stable reproductive succession presently exists.”

“So extinct.”

“Functionally.”

“And ‘Daughter’?”

“The phenotype is female-locked.”

That alone narrowed things in a way she found oddly satisfying.

“No male variant?”

“Not available under this designation.”

“Fine by me. Phenotype?”

“A specific expression of inherited line potential. Not all members of House Vaelor possessed identical capability sets or development ranges. This designation refers to a preserved high-line body pattern derived from final-era records.”

Kira smiled. “So not just the race. The premium version.”

“That is an imprecise simplification.”

“That’s not a no.”

Silence answered her.

“House,” she continued, “means noble line?”

“It indicates dynastic lineage structure, inherited authority patterning, and culturally reinforced trait consolidation.”

“So yes. Noble bloodline.”

“Yes.”

“And Vaelor?”

There was the faintest delay before the voice answered. “Proper lineage identifier. Translation imprecise. Closest equivalents include sovereign radiance, star-throne, and first inheritance.”

Kira stared at the entry.

“Well,” she said, “that’s either magnificently arrogant or a very bad sign.”

“It may be both.”

She actually laughed at that.

Good. The thing was still pretending not to have a sense of humor, but she was getting better at hearing one anyway.

“Now tell me why it’s extinct.”

The interface shifted. A new panel opened beneath the race name, and for the first time she got something that looked like historical summary instead of a locked teaser.

House Vaelor

Ancient high-line humanoid lineage.

Recorded as politically dominant across multiple connected territories during the Late Luminous Period.

Lineage collapse followed succession fragmentation, targeted eradication campaigns, internal selection instability, and unsustainable trait intensification.

Kira read the last line twice.

“Selection instability,” she repeated. “That sounds bad.”

“It was.”

“In what way?”

“The lineage possessed unusually high developmental variance. Successive generations pursued trait concentration through restricted inheritance practices. Desired outcomes intensified. Undesired outcomes increased. Viability declined. External conflict accelerated collapse.”

“So they bred themselves into instability, then got attacked while already falling apart.”

“That is a simplified but acceptable summary.”

“And this designation is stable?”

A pause.

“Stable enough for induction.”

Kira went very still.

“Those are not reassuring words.”

“They are the available words.”

She considered that. “Fair.”

The race preview brightened in front of her.

The construct altered at once. The body remained unmistakably humanoid, unmistakably female, but there was an immediate difference from the others she had sampled. The line of the figure was elegant without fragility, tall without awkwardness, built with a kind of terrifying aesthetic confidence. Grace sat in the bones. The face that emerged was not merely beautiful. It was dynastic. A face that looked designed to be painted, feared, married for treaties, and blamed for wars.

Kira stared at it for longer than she meant to.

Then she cleared her throat in a way that would have sounded composed if she’d still had one.

“All right,” she said. “Now stats.”

The interface responded instantly.

A second ring of panels unfolded around the body. These were cleaner, sharper, more familiar. Numbers. Categories. Growth curves. Modifiers.

That was better.

This, finally, was a language she trusted.

PRIMARY ATTRIBUTES


	Strength• Agility
• Endurance• Vitality
• Intelligence• Will
• Perception
• Presence



Kira’s attention sharpened so quickly that the central construct flickered in response.

“There we go,” she murmured. “Now we’re getting somewhere.”

“Primary attributes govern baseline capability, growth weighting, interaction thresholds, class compatibility, and developmental efficiency,” the voice said.

“Good. Keep going.”

“While all inducted entities are measured against a shared attribute framework, not all races begin with identical distributions. Some lineages possess skewed baselines, altered growth efficiency, or unique thresholds for specific derived functions. Certain races also interact with secondary systems in nonstandard ways.”

Something in her sat up straighter.

“So races do start differently.”

“Yes.”

“And some stats matter more to some races than others.”

“Yes.”

“And the same number can produce different outcomes depending on species.”

“Yes.”

Her smile widened into something sharp. “Excellent.”

The voice, perhaps sensing what it had just enabled, added, “Optimization without contextual judgment is not recommended.”

Kira ignored that.

“Show me House Vaelor.”

The panels shifted.

LAST DAUGHTER PHENOTYPE: HOUSE VAELOR

Strength: 11Agility: 15
Endurance: 10Vitality: 12
Intelligence: 14Will: 16
Perception: 15
Presence: 20

Kira went silent.

Then: “That Presence stat is obscene.”

“It is elevated.”

“That is not elevated. That is armed.”

No answer.

She read the rest again, mind already moving ahead of the information.

Higher Agility, higher Intelligence, higher Will, higher Perception. Moderate physical strength. Better than baseline Vitality without becoming a tank line. Presence so absurdly front-loaded it had to mean more than simple attractiveness.

“Define Presence.”

“Presence affects social impact, command weighting, charisma-linked interactions, intimidation expression, beauty-linked influence, leadership resonance, and selected skill scaling where applicable.”

Kira blinked.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “beauty-linked influence is a stat function?”

“Yes.”

“That is hilarious.”

“It is mechanically significant.”

“That makes it more hilarious.”

She drifted closer to the panels, mind racing now, all the old pleasure of analysis rising through her in a clean hot wave. This was what she had always loved: the moment rules stopped being abstract and began revealing pressure points.

“Do derived stats exist?”

“Yes.”

“Show them.”

A third layer unfolded.

DERIVED FUNCTIONS


	Health Pool scaling: Vitality + race factor• Stamina efficiency: Endurance + body profile
• Mana affinity: Intelligence + Will + lineage modifier• Resistance thresholds: Will + Vitality + species resistance table
• Social influence: Presence + Perception + title effects• Skill acquisition velocity: Intelligence + Perception + achievement modifiers
• Recovery rate: Vitality + racial regeneration profile
• Movement efficiency: Agility + skeletal balance + morphology



Kira was smiling now in earnest.

“Beautiful,” she whispered.

The construct continued its slow turn while the panels lit with responsive detail. She loved this already. Not just the power of it. The clarity. The visible architecture. For a girl who had spent half her life inside screens and the other half wishing life came with an interface she could interrogate, this was less an afterlife than a custom-built seduction.

“I get a HUD for the rest of my life?” she asked.

“Yes.”

Her laugh came quick and bright. “Oh, that’s dangerous.”

The voice did not answer. It did not need to.

Kira kept going. “Now compare the others on the shortlist.”

Panels rearranged themselves into a spread view.

IMPERIAL MOONBLOOD

Strength: 10Agility: 16
Endurance: 10Vitality: 14
Intelligence: 13Will: 14
Perception: 15
Presence: 19

ASHBORN VALKYRITE

Strength: 16Agility: 15
Endurance: 14Vitality: 15
Intelligence: 10Will: 13
Perception: 12
Presence: 15

LAST DAUGHTER PHENOTYPE: HOUSE VAELOR

Strength: 11Agility: 15
Endurance: 10Vitality: 12
Intelligence: 14Will: 16
Perception: 15
Presence: 20

Kira read through them all in silence, and silence on her was now a dangerous thing.

The Ashborn Valkyrite was exactly what it looked like: brutally strong and physically gifted, straightforward in a way she respected but did not entirely trust. Moonblood had the best all-round grace and durability profile. House Vaelor sat in a place she liked very much: balanced toward control, awareness, mental strength, and social dominance without dumping her into a helpless glass-ornament archetype.

“What are the racial traits?” she asked.

The list expanded beneath House Vaelor.

RACIAL TRAITS — HOUSE VAELOR


	Sovereign Bearing: Presence contributes to intimidation, negotiation leverage, and morale projection at improved efficiency.• Luminous Threading: Increased compatibility with mana refinement, light-aspected abilities, and harmonic spell structures.
• Dynasty Memory: Accelerated identification of social hierarchies, ritual patterns, and inherited power structures.• Graceform Body: Enhanced coordination, balance, and movement control beyond visible musculature.
• Final Inheritance: Increased developmental potential under adverse conditions.
• Singular Line: Cannot access standard lineage reproduction tree. Gains compensatory growth elasticity.



Kira stopped at the last one.

“Compensatory growth elasticity,” she said slowly. “That sounds like a euphemism for something abusable.”

“It is a statement of developmental flexibility.”

“That is not a denial.”

The voice did not respond.

Her grin widened.

That was interesting.

“Now titles,” she said.

The panels shifted again.

The title menu opened in a vertical sweep of gold-edged entries, each marked with rarity.

AVAILABLE SPAWN TITLES


	The Unbroken Mind — Epic• Ghost in the Wires — Rare
• She Who Endured — Epic• Edgewalker of Systems — Legendary
• Survivor of the Last Threshold — Rare• Constraint-Born Adaptation — Epic
• Unwitnessed Benefactor — Rare
• Mind Beyond Ruin — Legendary



Kira’s eyes—if she’d had them—would have widened.

“Those are all mine?”

“Yes.”

“At spawn?”

“Yes.”

“And that’s unusual.”

“Yes.”

“How unusual?”

“Spawn titles are uncommon. Multiple spawn titles are rare. Titles of Epic rarity or higher at induction are exceptionally rare. Legendary titles at induction are nearly unheard of.”

Kira let out a low appreciative sound. “Okay. Now we’re talking.”

“You may equip three titles simultaneously,” the voice said. “Equipped titles provide active modifications, growth effects, passive traits, or conditional enhancements depending on title structure. Unequipped titles remain recorded but inactive.”

“Only three?”

“Yes.”

“That’s rude.”

“One title among your available set modifies this limit.”

“Show me.”

The list highlighted one entry.

EDGEWALKER OF SYSTEMS — Legendary

Effects:


	Increases maximum equipped title slots by +2• Increases title scaling rate based on total rare-title ownership
• Improves System comprehension and hidden-rule detection• Minor increase to exploit discovery chance
• Additional synergy with analysis-oriented builds



Kira went very still.

Then she laughed with delighted disbelief.

“Minor increase to exploit discovery chance,” she repeated. “That is the sexiest sentence I’ve heard in either life.”

The voice did not comment.

“Does title rarity affect growth?”

“Yes. Common titles provide stable baseline modifications. Uncommon and Rare titles provide stronger effects and limited scaling. Epic titles provide advanced or multi-axis benefits with meaningful scaling potential. Legendary titles may alter rules interaction, slot economy, growth architecture, or unlock unique synergies.”

“So rarity means not just stronger now, but stronger later.”

“Yes.”

“And the titles interact with the race.”

“Yes.”

Kira’s smile became predatory.

“Good. That’s what I wanted to hear.”

The voice continued, “Achievements are always active. Unlike titles, they do not require equip slots. They form part of your permanent character sheet and contribute persistent modifiers, recognition flags, or unlock conditions.”

“Show me those too.”

The achievement panel opened beneath the titles.

INDUCTION ACHIEVEMENTS


	Survivor of the Last Threshold• Mind Beyond Ruin
• Constraint-Born Adaptation• Unwitnessed Benefactor
• Pattern Hunter



Kira leaned into the display.

“So if achievements are always on, titles are the build layer.”

“Yes.”

“And titles can either reinforce the race or patch weaknesses.”

“Yes.”

“And if I pick a race with high Will and Presence, then stack titles that reward mental resilience, System insight, scaling, and social influence…”

The voice answered before she finished. “You would create a synergistic profile weighted toward command presence, adaptive growth, analytical supremacy, and nonphysical dominance vectors.”

Kira let the sentence settle over her like a tailored coat.

“That,” she said, “sounds like me.”

“It is compatible with your demonstrated patterns.”

Now the fun began in earnest.

She fired questions quickly, the way she used to when a system was finally giving up its shape and the only real challenge was staying ahead of her own excitement.

“If I choose House Vaelor and equip Edgewalker of Systems, The Unbroken Mind, and She Who Endured, what happens?”

The interface flashed, processing.

PROJECTED SYNERGY — HOUSE VAELOR

Equipped Titles:


	Edgewalker of Systems• The Unbroken Mind
• She Who Endured



Projected Effects:


	Increased resistance to mental intrusion, fear, confusion, and identity destabilization• Improved growth scaling for analysis, control, and adaptive learning skills
• Expanded title slot maximum from 3 to 5• Strong secondary synergy with Dynasty Memory and Final Inheritance
• Increased probability of discovering hidden quest threads, uncommon interactions, and rule-edge opportunities• Significant improvement to recovery from disadvantage states
• Moderate increase to command-weighted social interactions



Kira inhaled reflexively, out of long habit.

“What if I swap She Who Endured for Mind Beyond Ruin?”

The projection changed.

PROJECTED SYNERGY — VARIANT

Equipped Titles:


	Edgewalker of Systems• The Unbroken Mind
• Mind Beyond Ruin



Projected Effects:


	Reduced raw endurance recovery bonus• Significantly improved cognitive scaling
• Enhanced mana-logic integration• Improved multi-thread thought stability
• Increased synergy with Luminous Threading
• Elevated compatibility with advanced spell architectures and hybrid mental disciplines



Kira’s delight was becoming difficult to conceal.

“Oh, this is disgusting,” she murmured. “I love it.”

“What if I take Moonblood instead?”

The projections shifted again, now showing different emphasis. Regeneration got stronger. Social influence tilted toward seduction and personal magnetism. Night-linked resource scaling appeared. House Vaelor, by contrast, kept pulling toward elegance, authority, analysis, magical refinement, and a form of social dominance that felt less like charm and more like inevitability.

That appealed to her enormously.

“Let me guess,” she said. “Nymara is broken if I want to manipulate people.”

“It is high-risk, high-impact.”

“Translation: yes.”

“Yes.”

She laughed.

For a while after that, the conversation became numbers, interactions, and possibility. Kira asked about stat gain on level, whether race altered level-up distributions, whether achievements affected attribute growth, whether title effects applied before or after species multipliers, whether growth elasticity stacked additively or multiplicatively with trait scaling, whether beauty-linked influence functioned on all species or only the socially compatible, and whether any of the lineages carried hidden reputation burdens at spawn.

Some answers the voice gave directly. Others it refused. A few it answered only in partials, which Kira hated and therefore found motivating.

Yes, races had different growth patterns.

Yes, some started with higher values and lower late scaling.

Yes, some appeared modest at spawn and became monstrous with investment.

Yes, title effects could compound.

No, she was not being shown every hidden interaction yet.

Yes, that was on purpose.

She should have been frustrated.

Instead, she was exhilarated.

The first life she had built through an interface had been the internet: screens, feeds, systems, hidden pathways, structures she could pry open with enough patience and nerve. Now the second was arriving wrapped in an actual character sheet, complete with visible stats, trait interactions, and a persistent HUD.

It was absurd.

It was perfect.

Finally, after what might have been minutes or hours—time had become decorative here—she slowed.

“Boon,” she said abruptly.

The voice paused. “Clarify.”

“You said I get one.”

“I said an introductory boon may be granted.”

“May?”

“Your evaluation qualifies you.”

“Then show me that too.”

This pause was different from the others.

Longer.

Heavier.

When the answer came, it arrived with less of the usual procedural smoothness, as though the System itself were routing something from somewhere else.

“A boon has been authorized,” the voice said. “Source designation unavailable.”

Kira’s attention sharpened instantly. “Unavailable to you or unavailable to me?”

“Yes.”

She snorted. “I hate when that answer works.”

The interface darkened at the edges. A new panel formed, distinct from all the others. The race panels were silver. The titles gold. The achievements blue-white. This was something else entirely—deep black veined through with shifting iridescence, as if it had been cut from a screen turned off in a dark room.

Text appeared slowly.

UNDEFINED BOON AUTHORIZED

Final form to be granted following selection completion.

Associated with personal continuity, cognitive environment, and preserved media architecture.

Manifestation deferred.

Kira stared at the words.

“…preserved media architecture?”

“I am not authorized to elaborate.”

“But you know what it means.”

“I possess only partial formatting access.”

“So that’s a yes.”

No answer.

Her mind leapt anyway. Media. Personal continuity. Cognitive environment. Servers. Libraries. Archives. Songs, films, shows, books, games, recordings—the entire scavenged digital life she had built and lived inside.

A wild hope flared, and she tamped it down immediately. Hope had a long history of making fools of people in systems like this.

Still.

Still.

“Deferred to after selection,” she said slowly.

“Yes.”

“So I don’t get details yet.”

“No.”

“That’s cruel.”

“It is procedural.”

“Same difference.”

The dark panel remained for a moment longer, then folded back into the wider interface.

Kira let it go reluctantly. That mystery could wait. She had enough in front of her already to build a small religion around.

She turned back to House Vaelor.

Back to the titles.

Back to the stat spread and the trait list and the obscene slot economy of a Legendary title that practically had her name engraved into it.

The min-maxer in her had fully awakened now. Not the petty kind that just wanted the biggest number, but the real one: the one that understood compounding systems, edge interactions, hidden ceilings, opportunity cost, and the joy of finding a build that felt less like optimization and more like destiny seen from the side.

“All right,” she said at last, voice quieting into focus.

The interface brightened.

“I’m not choosing blind. I want three final projected builds.”

“Specify.”

“House Vaelor, Imperial Moonblood, and Ashborn Valkyrite. Best-in-slot title packages for each, based on my known traits, achievements, and starting conditions.”

The response came immediately.

“Processing.”

Kira smiled.

There it was again—that perfect little thrill.

Not awe. Not gratitude. Not even rebirth.

A menu.

And every menu, given enough time, had a way in.

  

    
        Chapter 5

    
    
    
    
  Kira’s attention moved back and forth across the title and achievement panels until something snagged.

She narrowed her focus.

Then narrowed it again.

“Wait.”

The voice did not respond at once. She was beginning to suspect that, on some level, it disliked that word.

“You have an inquiry,” it said.

“I have a duplicate.”

“No.”

“Yes,” Kira said, already highlighting the entries. “Survivor of the Last Threshold is listed under achievements, and it’s also showing up in the title set. Same with Mind Beyond Ruin. So either your interface has a formatting problem, or this system enjoys making naming conventions intentionally hostile.”

A pause followed. Not a long one this time.

“Certain events, conditions, or accomplishments may generate both an achievement and a title.”

Kira went still in a very specific way: alert, interested, ready to pry.

“Why?”

“Because they serve different functions.”

“That is the overview. I want the mechanics.”

The panels shifted.

ACHIEVEMENTS

Persistent. Always active. Recorded as part of permanent character structure.

May provide passive effects, thresholds, modifiers, unlock conditions, and recognition flags.

Do not require equip slots.

TITLES

Selectable. Active only while equipped unless otherwise specified.

May provide passive bonuses, active modifications, scaling effects, thresholds, affinity shifts, or rule interactions.

Require title slots.

Kira read it twice.

Then a slow smile spread across her face.

“So the achievement is the permanent proof,” she said, “and the title is the active expression.”

“Yes.”

“And if I have both, they stack.”

“In many cases, yes.”

That got a full laugh out of her.

“Oh, that is filthy.”

The voice did not react.

Kira’s attention snapped back to the title list, to the shining entry she had already more or less adopted as law.

EDGEWALKER OF SYSTEMS — Legendary

Effects:


	Increases maximum equipped title slots by +2• Increases title scaling rate based on total rare-title ownership
• Improves System comprehension and hidden-rule detection• Minor increase to exploit discovery chance
• Additional synergy with analysis-oriented builds



She pointed at it out of habit, remembered yet again that she had no hand, and kept going anyway.

“This one is mandatory.”

“No title is mandatory.”

“This one is,” Kira said. “Functionally. It gives me two more title slots, improves scaling, improves comprehension, and helps me find exploits. There is no build where I don’t take it.”

“There may be builds where alternative specialization is preferable.”

“There may be terrible builds, yes.”

Silence.

Satisfied with herself, Kira continued. “So let’s stop pretending it’s optional. Assume Edgewalker of Systems is permanently equipped. All future projections should start there.”

A beat passed.

“Accepted.”

“Good.”

That alone simplified the field. Every build now started with five title slots instead of three. The economy of that was too obscene to ignore. In any game she had ever played, anything that increased active loadout space without a visible drawback was not just strong. It was build-defining. Possibly broken. Definitely hers.

She looked again at the overlap between titles and achievements, mind already running through combinations. If an achievement was always-on and the corresponding title amplified or specialized the same concept, then she could construct layered identities at spawn: endurance reinforced by endurance, cognition reinforced by cognition, survival transmuted into scaling.

That was the kind of system architecture she liked very much.

Then a new thought occurred to her.

“Classes.”

The voice was silent for half a second. “Clarify.”

“Oh, come on. Don’t make me work for the obvious ones. There are races, titles, achievements, stats, and mana architecture. There are classes.”

“Yes.”

Kira brightened instantly. “There we go.”

“Classes are not selected at induction.”

“Then when?”

“When a core is obtained.”

She paused. “A core.”

“Yes.”

“Define.”

The response came in the clipped, careful cadence she had come to recognize as System-safe explanation. “A core is a stabilized internal nexus through which self, power, growth, and identity architecture become formalized within the System. Class acquisition is not possible without one.”

Kira absorbed that.

“A soul organ,” she said.

“That is imprecise.”

“That is still basically what it is.”

No answer.

She smiled. “And for me?”

A longer pause.

“You have been granted two available core slots at initialization.”

“Because of the plural soul.”

“In part.”

“Still not tired of saying that, huh?”

No answer again. She let it go. For now.

“So once I get a core, I get a class.”

“Yes.”

“And because I have two core slots, eventually I can have two classes.”

“Yes.”

That landed with a satisfying kind of weight.

“Simultaneously.”

“Yes.”

“Oh, that is absurdly abusable.”

“Abuse is not the intended term.”

“It is the correct one.”

She slowed, recalibrating around the importance of it. Race mattered. Titles mattered. Achievements mattered. But classes were often where builds became real. If cores determined class access, and she could eventually have two of them, then her racial choice needed to support not one future path but potentially two. Synergy mattered even more than she had thought.

“What determines whether someone obtains a core?”

“Multiple factors.”

“List them.”

“Survival. Exploration. Adaptation. Contact with relevant forces. Threshold events. In some cases, deliberate cultivation.”

“So it’s possible, but not guaranteed.”

“Yes.”

Kira nodded to herself. That, at least, she respected. A system that required survival and discovery before handing out the real build architecture was the sort of thing she would have designed herself.

“Examples,” she said.

“I am not authorized to provide a complete class registry.”

“I didn’t ask for complete. I asked for examples.”

This pause was brief.

“Examples may be provided.”

Panels opened in a new configuration.

EXAMPLE CLASS FAMILIES


	Blade disciplines• Arcane disciplines
• Vital disciplines• Devotional disciplines
• Wild disciplines• Sovereign disciplines
• Shadow disciplines• Craft disciplines
• Song disciplines
• Binding disciplines



Kira’s interest sharpened.

“Song disciplines?”

“Class architecture associated with resonance, memory, influence, invocation, and structured harmonic effect.”

That was immediately interesting, though not yet actionable.

“Arcane disciplines are magic.”

“Yes.”

“Vital means healing?”

“In part. Healing, restoration, biological reinforcement, life-force manipulation, recovery, regeneration-linked cultivation.”

Kira’s focus tightened at once.

“Regeneration-linked,” she repeated.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

It came out too fast, too sharp. The word hung there for a moment, carrying more weight than the rest of the conversation had. For all the delighted analysis, for all the pleasure she took in numbers and systems and optimization, there was a plain brutal truth sitting underneath it.

She would never be helpless like that again.

Not if she could help it.

“Expand vital disciplines,” she said, voice flatter now.

The System offered a narrower set of examples.

VITAL DISCIPLINE EXAMPLES


	Woundweaver• Lifebinder
• Flesh Hymnist• Verdant Pulse Adept
• Restoration Saint• Bloodwright
• Renewal Walker



Kira read the list with open suspicion.

“These sound either extremely useful or deeply unsettling.”

“They may be both.”

“Which ones regenerate lost function?”

“Regeneration outcomes vary by class expression, skill development, biological compatibility, resource access, and class depth.”

“That is an evasive answer.”

“It is an accurate one.”

She let out a quiet breath she did not need.

“I don’t ever want to be crippled again.”

The words came before she could sand the edges off them. Blunt. Unadorned. Real.

For the first time in a while, the voice did not respond immediately.

Then: “That preference is strongly represented in your compatibility profile.”

Kira barked a short laugh. “Preference. That’s one word for it.”

She turned back to the race panels with new eyes. Regeneration. Recovery. Resistance to permanent damage. Biological resilience. These were no longer secondary concerns or nice-to-have perks. They were foundational. Beauty could stay. Power could stay. But anything fragile moved down the list.

“Now magic,” she said. “All of it. Or at least enough that I don’t walk into a new world functionally illiterate.”

“Clarify scope.”

“Mana. Casting. Internal systems my old world didn’t have. Anything I need to understand before I pick a body.”

The interface obliged.

SYSTEMIC ENERGIES


	Mana• Vital Essence
• Resonance• Devotion
• Aspect
• Core Affinity



Kira lit up again.

“There are multiple power systems.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

“Mana is the most widely utilized energy architecture across inducted worlds,” the voice said. “It supports direct spellcasting, reinforcement, perception, conversion, formation, and environmental interaction. Not all races interact with mana identically.”

Kira looked back at House Vaelor and its Luminous Threading trait.

“Meaning affinity matters.”

“Yes.”

“Meaning some races are simply better at magic from the start.”

“Yes.”

“Meaning if I choose badly, I can lock myself out of efficient development.”

“In some paths, yes.”

She smiled, slow and sharp. “Excellent. Stakes.”

The voice continued. “Vital Essence governs biological persistence, restoration, and life-linked capacities. Resonance governs pattern alignment, memory-linked power, song structures, and certain social or spiritual effects. Devotion relates to worship, covenant, and divine relational architecture. Aspect refers to aligned qualities impressed upon cores, classes, abilities, or entities.”

That was a lot.

Kira loved it.

“Hold on,” she said. “Back up. Divine relational architecture?”

“There are gods and goddesses recognized within System-governed reality.”

That got her full attention.

“So religion is real here.”

“Yes.”

“Objectively.”

“Yes.”

“Do they interfere?”

The pause that followed had a quality she had not heard before. Carefulness.

“They are active.”

Kira laughed softly. “That sounds like a yes from something that would prefer not to be quoted.”

“No answer is available in stronger form.”

“Then I’m taking that as a yes.”

She drifted closer to the newly opened devotional panel.

“You said some classes are devotional.”

“Yes. Certain classes emerge through worship compatibility, divine notice, covenant acceptance, shrine interaction, or aligned core development. In rare cases, direct sponsorship occurs.”

“Sponsorship.”

“Divine patronage.”

Kira stared at the panel.

“Do I get a choice in that?”

“In some cases.”

“In others?”

“The choice is less cleanly framed.”

“Well, that sounds ominous.”

“It is situational.”

She was quiet for a moment, thinking. Gods meant politics. Gods meant obligation. Gods meant power with strings, which she distrusted on principle. But they also meant access paths. Patronage systems. Hidden economies of favor and worship. She would need to understand them whether she liked them or not.

Then another phrase from earlier snagged her.

“Aspect,” she said. “Tell me more.”

The voice answered at once. “Cores may develop with aligned aspectation.”

Kira paused. “Aspectation.”

“Yes.”

“That is an aggressively ugly word.”

“It is standard.”

“Of course it is. Go on.”

“An aspected core is not merely a generic power nexus. It possesses defining qualities that shape class compatibility, skill expression, energy conversion, and developmental pathways. Aspect may emerge from race, environment, deeds, worship, elemental exposure, lineage, trauma, cultivation method, or external intervention.”

Kira stopped moving entirely.

“External intervention,” she repeated.

“Yes.”

“The gods can do that.”

“In rare cases.”

“Rare enough to matter.”

“Yes.”

She was smiling again, but it had become a more dangerous smile now.

“So if I understand correctly, race affects stats and affinities. Titles affect active scaling and interactions. Achievements are permanent modifiers. Classes happen later through cores. Cores themselves can be aspected. And gods can, very occasionally, interfere with that process.”

“Yes.”

“That is a beautiful amount of complexity.”

No answer.

It really was. More importantly, it meant her race choice had to do more work than she’d first assumed. She was no longer just selecting the best spawn chassis. She was selecting future class compatibility, magical ease, resilience profile, divine attractiveness or resistance, and the likelihood that later systems would unfold in ways she could exploit.

“Show me how the shortlisted races interact with magic, healing, and possible core aspect development.”

The interface processed.

Then opened a comparison spread.

SERAPHINE ASCENDANT LINE


	High mana affinity• Strong perceptual casting compatibility
• Moderate resonance interaction• Weak natural regeneration
• High compatibility with light, sky, harmony, and pure-cast aspects
• Elevated attraction profile for lawful or radiant divine attention



IMPERIAL MOONBLOOD


	High mana affinity• Moderate vital essence compatibility
• Strong regenerative expression• Strong nocturnal/astral adaptation
• Compatible aspects: moon, blood, shadow-light, sovereignty
• Elevated attraction profile for twilight, beauty, predation, and fate-linked divine attention



ASHBORN VALKYRITE


	Moderate mana affinity• High vital expression
• Strong physical reinforcement• Moderate regenerative development
• Compatible aspects: war, fire, endurance, steel, oath
• Elevated attraction profile for martial, judgment, or conquest divinities



ECLIPSED NYMARA


	High mana and resonance affinity• Moderate vital expression
• Weak direct regeneration• Strong social and dream-linked influence
• Compatible aspects: dream, charm, shadow, reflection, longing
• Elevated attraction profile for desire, night, beauty, and secret-keeping divine attention



LAST DAUGHTER PHENOTYPE: HOUSE VAELOR


	High mana affinity• Moderate vital expression
• Moderate regenerative potential• Exceptional class flexibility under aspected development
• Compatible aspects: light, sovereignty, memory, stars, lineage, command• Unusually high compatibility with rare or externally modified core development
• Divine attraction profile: unstable / variable



Kira read the final line twice.

Then a third time.

“Divine attraction profile unstable.”

“Yes.”

“That sounds like I could attract attention from the wrong thing.”

“Yes.”

“That also sounds like I could attract attention from the right thing.”

“Yes.”

“That is not comforting.”

“It is informative.”

Kira stared at House Vaelor again, at the way it kept surfacing in the exact center of her instincts. Beautiful without being fragile. Intelligent. High-Will. High-Presence. Good mana. Good Perception. Decent regeneration potential. Exceptional flexibility under aspected development. Dangerous in ways she could maybe steer.

Maybe.

Imperial Moonblood tempted her harder now that regeneration was on the table. Ashborn Valkyrite climbed too, because a strong, durable body with real physicality was no small thing to someone who had never had one. But House Vaelor was still sitting in that sweet, poisonous place systems often reserved for options that were either genius or catastrophic.

She respected that.

“What about classes for these races?” she asked. “Not exact classes. Tendencies.”

The answer came in a cleaner set of projections.

SERAPHINE ASCENDANT

Favored paths:


	Pure caster• Seer
• Harmonist• Light invoker
• Sky or perception specialist



IMPERIAL MOONBLOOD

Favored paths:


	Spellblade• Blood mage
• Regenerative duelist• Shadow-lit caster
• Noble predator archetypes



ASHBORN VALKYRITE

Favored paths:


	Vanguard• War adept
• Oathbound weapon master• Battle healer
• Defensive breaker



ECLIPSED NYMARA

Favored paths:


	Dreamcaller• Enchanter
• Song manipulator• Illusion sovereign
• Social infiltrator



HOUSE VAELOR

Favored paths:


	Sovereign caster• Command specialist
• Ritualist• Memory mage
• Hybrid analyst-control archetypes
• Variable secondary path depending on core aspect



Kira went very still again.

Hybrid analyst-control archetypes.

That was not just good. That was practically flirting.

“And with two classes,” she murmured, thinking aloud now, “I could take one line that solves survivability and one that solves dominance.”

“Yes.”

Her mind split the possibilities instantly.

House Vaelor into ritualist plus vital recovery line.

Moonblood into regenerative duelist plus blood-caster.

Ashborn into battle healer plus war specialist.

House Vaelor with a vital or devotional secondary if the first core came out weird.

Or House Vaelor with a resonance or song line if the boon later turned out to matter more than it should.

That last thought she set aside before it ran too far.

“Can classes be changed?”

“In limited ways. Core architecture resists contradiction.”

“So bad class choices are expensive.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

The word came out before she thought about it, but it was true. A system with permanence mattered more. It demanded respect.

She drifted through the web of panels, reading them from every angle, comparing what mattered and what mattered less. Beauty still mattered. She was not apologizing for that. If anything, the existence of Presence as a mechanically useful stat had vindicated her in advance. But now she was making peace with an even more complicated truth.

She was not building a body for the fantasy of finally being desirable.

She was building a future that would never again collapse around a broken spine and a failing nervous system.

That required more than a beautiful face.

It required resilience, flexibility, access to healing, and enough magical or systemic leverage to stop the world from reducing her to prey.

When she spoke again, her tone had shifted.

“New projections,” she said.

“Specify.”

“Assume Edgewalker of Systems is locked into every build. Show me three optimized title loadouts for House Vaelor: one weighted for survival and recovery, one weighted for magic and control, and one weighted for social dominance with anti-manipulation protection.”

The interface brightened instantly.

“Processing.”

Kira smiled.

Yes. That was better.

Not just a race.

A future.

And this one, for the first time in her life, was going to be designed on purpose.

  

    
        Chapter 6

    
    
    
    
  Kira did not make the selection.

Not yet.

The races still revolved before her in ordered displays of light and information, each one carrying a different promise: elegance, violence, influence, magic, endurance, danger. House Vaelor remained where she kept coming back to it, poised at the center of her attention like an answer she had not yet earned the right to trust. Imperial Moonblood still tempted her on the strength of its regenerative profile. Ashborn Valkyrite kept refusing to go away on the grounds that a body built for direct physical competence was not something she should dismiss lightly after a life like hers.

She could have chosen any of them then and there.

Instead, she hesitated as the decision widened beyond the body itself.

A body was one thing. A build was one thing. A world was another.

No matter what race she chose, no matter what titles she equipped or what future classes she hoped to grow into, she would eventually have to arrive somewhere real. A planet. A landscape. A society. Other people. The System had been generous enough—or dangerous enough—to give her astonishing options, but options meant exposure too. All the strength in the world did not help if she walked out into her new life glowing with visible advantage signs over her head.

So she asked the question that had been forming quietly in the back of her mind.

“What can other people see?”

The voice paused, then answered in its usual flat precision. “Clarify.”

“My information,” Kira said. “Race. Titles. Achievements. Anything unusual about me. If I meet someone on this new world, do they immediately know what I am?”

“Not by default.”

That was good enough to make her hold still.

“Not by default,” she repeated. “Meaning there are ways.”

“Yes.”

“Good. Start at the beginning.”

The interface shifted. A new panel opened, cleaner than most of the others, as though it dealt in procedural realities rather than aspirational promises.

INFORMATION ACCESS


	Surface observation• Behavioral inference
• Aura sensitivity• Class-based identification
• Skill-based appraisal• Divine or exceptional perception
• Consent-based sharing
• System-revealed disclosure in restricted contexts



Kira brightened at once. “There it is.”

The voice continued. “Some information may be inferred visually. Certain races possess recognizable traits. Other information is not openly visible without specific means of access.”

“Identify,” she said.

“Yes.”

“So that is a thing.”

“Yes.”

“How common?”

“Not common.”

Kira relaxed by a fraction. “Useful phrase. Narrow it.”

“Identify functions exist within some classes, skills, artifacts, divine blessings, and specialized perceptual abilities. Most common citizens do not possess advanced appraisal capacity.”

“Most,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Meaning some absolutely do.”

“Yes.”

That tracked. Of course it did. No world with classes and gods was going to overlook the weaponized value of information.

“What does Identify show?”

“That depends on the strength and structure of the identifying effect, the strength and structure of the target, the context of observation, and any concealment or interference factors in play.”

“Which means there are weak versions and strong versions.”

“Yes.”

“And there are ways to make reading me harder.”

“Yes.”

Kira’s smile returned, slower this time and much sharper.

“There’s the game. So information warfare is real.”

“Yes.”

“Beautiful.”

“Hostile identification environments are not generally considered desirable.”

“They are if you know they exist.”

The voice did not answer. It rarely did when she was obviously right.

She turned back toward House Vaelor’s profile and considered its traits again. Presence. Will. Perception. Dynasty Memory. Sovereign Bearing. Luminous Threading. Flexibility under unusual development. It was a race that looked made for command, magic, and hidden ceilings, but those same qualities could attract exactly the sort of attention she might want to avoid at spawn. If someone with a decent Identify effect got a full read on her too early, things could get unpleasant fast.

“What about race?” she asked. “Will people immediately know that?”

“Not necessarily.”

“That is not the same as no.”

“No.”

The voice continued, “Some races are visually obvious. Others are interpreted through culture, region, or partial traits. Some lineages may be mistaken for others without specialized knowledge. Highly unusual or extinct lineages are less likely to be correctly recognized by common observers, though they may attract attention.”

That was interesting.

“So I might be mistaken for something else.”

“Yes.”

“Or just read as exotic.”

“Yes.”

“That is probably safer than being immediately recognized as some extinct high-line nightmare the wrong person has opinions about.”

“It may be.”

She filed that away.

“What about titles?”

“Titles are not generally visible without relevant detection.”

“Generally.”

“Yes.”

She almost laughed. It was honestly impressive how the voice could make certainty sound grudging.

“But if someone can detect them?”

“They may perceive equipped titles, title pressure, rarity signatures, or partial identity effects depending on their method.”

“What about achievements?” she asked.

“Achievements are not openly visible under ordinary conditions.”

“Under unusual conditions?”

“They may be inferred, partially revealed, or directly detected by sufficiently strong effects.”

“And the titles I don’t equip?”

“Inactive titles are typically more difficult to detect than active ones.”

“Good.”

That made the slot economy even more interesting. Equipping titles was not just a power decision. It was a visibility decision. The stronger the active title profile, the more likely certain people or things might feel the shape of what she was. She would need to balance strength against presentation.

Another layer.

Another reason she was right not to choose too quickly.

“Can I hide my race entirely?”

“Not entirely by default.”

“Can I obscure it?”

“Yes.”

“With race traits? Skills? Later?”

“Yes.”

“Can I deliberately present as less significant than I am?”

“Yes.”

Kira smiled. That one had felt important the moment she’d thought to ask it.

Now she let herself run further ahead.

She imagined showing up beautiful but exhausted, reading as some uncommon but not impossible noble-born line. Or physically capable enough to move well, but not so obviously extraordinary that every predatory intelligence in the area started recalculating. She imagined a build with strong magic and stronger mobility, but also enough resilience to survive without a perfect opening hand.

She imagined not just power, but survivability in the way that mattered most: the ability to remain unowned.

That word sat heavily in her.

Owned.

Controlled. Handled. Interpreted by people with more access to her body than she had ever been allowed.

No.

Whatever else she built, whatever race she chose or classes she angled toward, she was not going to step into a second life only to become some elegant, fragile specialist who needed protecting while other people made the real decisions.

“I want mobility,” she said.

The words came out firm and level.

“Yes,” the voice said.

“I want magic. That’s not negotiable.”

“Yes.”

“I want to be physically capable. Actually capable. Not just someone who can stand there beautifully while reality bends around them. I want to run. Climb. Fight if I have to. Heal if I have to. Survive if everything goes wrong.”

For once, the voice did not wait through a pause first. “That preference is strongly aligned with your profile.”

Kira almost smiled. “I should hope so.”

She studied the three races still pressing hardest against her instincts.

Ashborn Valkyrite gave her the cleanest physical baseline. That was obvious. It was built like a promise to someone who had spent too long trapped inside weakness. Imperial Moonblood was more elegant but still came with meaningful regeneration and enough physical grace to avoid the glass-cannon problem. House Vaelor remained the most complicated—less physically blunt than Valkyrite, less naturally regenerative than Moonblood, but enormously flexible, rich in magical potential, difficult to classify, and dangerous in exactly the ways her mind tended to prefer.

If there had been one obviously correct answer, she might already have taken it.

There wasn’t.

That made it better.

“Am I overthinking this?” she asked.

The voice answered without hesitation. “No.”

That made her laugh.

“Wow. Didn’t even pretend to comfort me.”

“An ideal path may exist in theory,” the voice said, “but it is not the only viable path. Even common races and weak starts produce successful lives. Survival, adaptation, allies, timing, skill acquisition, and judgment all alter outcomes significantly.”

Kira listened more closely.

“No entity begins with the full set of advantages available to you,” it continued. “This increases your opportunity. It does not eliminate uncertainty.”

Now that, she liked. Reassurance was nice. Honesty was better.

“So even if I don’t pick the mathematically perfect race,” she said, giving the phrase the skepticism it deserved, “I’m not doomed.”

“No.”

“And if I do pick one with stronger long-term potential but a more complicated early game, that also doesn’t doom me.”

“No.”

“Good.”

That loosened something in her. Not enough to make the choice easy, but enough to stop the thought spiral from pretending the wrong answer would automatically destroy everything. She respected systems too much to assume perfection was possible. Good systems were too dynamic for that. The best you could do was recognize what kind of player you were and choose accordingly.

She had never been brute force.

She had never been simple.

She had never been safe.

But she had always been adaptive.

That mattered.

There was still one practical question she wanted answered before she went any further.

“These planets,” she said. “The people on them. Are they all like me?”

The voice paused.

“Clarify.”

“Transplants. Inducted. Brought in from somewhere else. Is that how the population works?”

“No.”

That answer came quickly enough to surprise her.

“The overwhelming majority of inhabitants on any inducted world are native-born.”

“How overwhelming?”

“Approximately 99.999%.”

Kira blinked reflexively, a habit she still had not fully abandoned. “That many.”

“Yes.”

“So people like me are statistically negligible.”

“Yes.”

That changed things.

In some ways, it made the situation easier. She would not be arriving in a world built primarily for isekai debris and tutorial exiles. There would be cultures already in motion, histories that did not care about Earth, power structures that had existed long before she arrived, and probably a thousand local assumptions she would need to learn fast if she wanted to survive.

In other ways, it made it harder.

She would be the outsider in a world where almost no one else was.

“Would they know?” she asked.

“If you disclose it, yes.”

“If I don’t?”

“They are unlikely to assume you are transplanted without specific reason.”

Kira thought about that.

Unless she announced herself, unless her behavior, language, abilities, or presentation made it obvious, most people would probably slot her into whatever local category best matched what they saw. Foreigner. Noble bastard. Shrine runaway. Strange but not impossible. Dangerous in some familiar local way, rather than impossible in an off-world one.

That was very useful.

“Are there accents?” she asked suddenly.

The voice paused. “Yes.”

“Will I sound wrong?”

“Linguistic accommodation is typically included in induction continuity.”

“Oh, thank God.”

“No gods are implicated in that process.”

Kira laughed despite herself. “You knew what I meant.”

No response. But she was getting better at hearing one even in the absence.

She drifted back from the panels and let the whole structure of the decision settle around her. Rare races. Hidden titles. Permanent achievements. Later classes gated behind cores. Aspected development. Magic systems. Healing systems. Gods. Natives. Information concealment. Social presentation. Survival.

It was a lot.

It was also, infuriatingly, exactly the kind of environment in which she tended to thrive.

She found herself caught between two competing impulses. One wanted more data. Always more data. Ask more questions. Build more models. Interrogate every missing piece until the System gave up something useful. The other part of her—newer, hungrier, less interested in total certainty than in finally moving—wanted to stop thinking and choose.

Wanted a body.

Wanted hands.

Wanted lungs.

Wanted to arrive somewhere real and see what happened.

She looked at House Vaelor again, then Moonblood, then Ashborn Valkyrite.

Then back to the build projections waiting patiently beneath them.

Finally she said, “One more thing.”

The voice, to its credit, did not sound even slightly surprised.

“If I arrive looking like an extinct miracle with five rare titles and enough hidden nonsense in my soul to make you uncomfortable,” Kira said, “how much trouble am I in on a scale of one to catastrophic?”

The pause was brief.

“That depends,” the voice said, “on how quickly you learn discretion.”

Kira smiled.

That, more than anything else it had said so far, sounded like advice.

  

    
        Chapter 7

    
    
    
    
  In the end, Kira stopped asking questions because she realized the answers were no longer changing the shape of the decision.

They were only refining it.

House Vaelor remained beautiful, dangerous, difficult to classify, and rich in the exact kinds of hidden interactions that made her instincts sharpen rather than recoil. It was not the safest option. It was not the most straightforward. Imperial Moonblood still offered cleaner regeneration and Ashborn Valkyrite still promised a body built from the ground up for physical supremacy. Either of them would have been easier to justify if she wanted certainty.

She did not.

She wanted flexibility. She wanted magic. She wanted a body that could move and a mind that could dominate and enough room in the architecture to become something the System had not quite intended. More than that, she wanted a future with shape to it. Not only strength, not only beauty, but possibility.

House Vaelor was the first option that had felt as though it expected too much from her.

That alone made it difficult to ignore.

“Final inquiry,” she said, attention fixed on the glowing racial designation. “If I select this line, does the name remain House Vaelor?”

The voice answered at once. “No.”

Kira frowned. “No?”

“House Vaelor is extinct. The designation applies to inherited phenotype, not active dynastic continuity. You may retain reference to origin lineage, but direct use of the name as living house claim is not advised.”

“Because it’s politically dangerous?”

“In part.”

That made sense. A dead dynasty was useful as myth. Less useful if you arrived in the world loudly announcing yourself as its reborn heir.

“What happens instead?”

“You may designate a house-name for present continuity.”

Kira went still.

The interface shifted. The old silver glow of House Vaelor remained in place, but beneath it another field opened, blank and waiting.

CURRENT HOUSE DESIGNATION: [UNASSIGNED]

She stared at it.

A house-name.

Not one inherited from a father who had spent fortunes trying to solve a problem he could not bear to look at directly. Not one attached to the long humiliations of hospitals and specialists and pity. Not one with history dragged behind it like a chain.

A name chosen.

A name she would enter the world carrying because she had decided it belonged to her.

The blank field pulsed softly.

“What are the restrictions?” she asked.

“Functional, pronounceable, non-duplicate within immediate induction registry.”

Kira almost smiled. “That last one is oddly practical.”

“It prevents administrative friction.”

“Of course it does.”

She thought about names she had loved once, names she had stolen for usernames and private servers and avatars and bad game characters. Names from stories. Names that sounded too soft, too cruel, too heavy, too obviously chosen by someone trying to sound like she had been born in a cathedral.

Then another surfaced.

Asher.

She did not know why that was the one.

Something about the shape of it, perhaps. Something strong and old in the sound, but not gaudy. Something that could pass as ordinary if it needed to and still carry weight when spoken properly. A name with enough edge to suit her and enough warmth to avoid becoming theatrical.

More importantly, it belonged to no one she wanted to leave behind.

“Kira,” she said softly, trying it first.

Then, after a moment: “Kira of House Asher.”

The field accepted it at once.

CURRENT HOUSE DESIGNATION: HOUSE ASHER

The letters flared once, then stabilized.

The construct before her changed subtly. It was not only visual. Something in the feel of the profile settled, as though possibility had just hardened into identity.

Kira watched the words for a long moment.

Kira Devereux had died in a hospital bed beneath failing lights and a collapsing body.

Kira of House Asher had not yet drawn breath.

But she would.

“Yes,” she said, and this time there was no irony in it at all. “That one.”

“Designation accepted,” the voice said. “Proceed with full selection?”

Kira took one last survey of the field. House Vaelor’s preserved phenotype. House Asher’s living continuity. Titles. Achievements. The strange glittering violence of possibility.

Then she said, “Proceed.”

The world of light around her changed immediately.

The House Vaelor construct brightened until it was nearly painful to look at, then split apart into layers—skeleton, musculature, vascular pathways, neural lattices, mana threading, developmental shell. Instead of one body waiting to be chosen, there was now a live, mutable architecture in front of her, every part of it responsive to intent.

SELECTION CONFIRMED

LINEAGE: Last Daughter Phenotype: House Vaelor

ACTIVE CONTINUITY: Kira of House Asher

Below that, another field appeared.

STARTING ATTRIBUTE POOL AVAILABLE

Her entire attention sharpened.

“Allocation. Finally.”

The voice continued in the calm cadence she had come to trust precisely because it never tried to sound impressed. “Your starting values exceed baseline induction thresholds. Due to induction irregularities, supplementary advancement latitude has been authorized.”

A second panel opened.

ANOMALOUS START CONDITION DETECTED

NEW ACHIEVEMENT AWARDED: Threshold-Breaker at Birth

Rarity: Legendary

Effect: Starting attributes that exceed standard gated limits unlock one pre-induction trait selection from the Exceptional Variance Catalogue.

Kira stared at the words.

Then she laughed.

Not politely. Not carefully. A bright burst of pure delight.

“Oh, that is disgusting,” she said. “I haven’t even spawned yet and I’ve already broken a rule.”

“You have exceeded multiple projected induction norms.”

“Even better.”

The achievement settled into her character sheet with a satisfying pulse of gold-white light. She could feel it there now, not as weight but as presence, another permanent piece of structure laid into her.

THRESHOLD-BREAKER AT BIRTH — Legendary Achievement

You entered the System beyond accepted starting thresholds.

Effects:


	All starting attributes may exceed ordinary soft caps during allocation• One Exceptional Variance Trait may be chosen at induction
• Minor increase to future compatibility with unique developmental events
• Recognition flag added to hidden System record



Kira narrowed her attention on the second line.

“Exceptional Variance Catalogue,” she said. “Show me.”

The response was immediate.

New windows unfurled in a radial burst around the body construct. Unlike the other traits she had seen, these were marked with darker gold, deeper crimson, and luminous white. Offensive. Defensive. Hybrid. Every one of them looked like the sort of thing someone very powerful would argue should not be given to beginners.

Perfect.

EXCEPTIONAL VARIANCE TRAITS


	Adamant Soulframe• Predator’s Grace
• Celestial Pulse• Mirrorblood Resilience
• Lethal Bloom• Unbroken Flesh Pattern
• Void Reflex• Sovereign Nerve
• Phoenix Sequence
• Crown of Intent



A thrill ran through her, impossible in a bodiless state and no less real for it.

“Details,” she said.

The first entry expanded.

ADAMANT SOULFRAME

Defensive.

Significantly improves resistance to body-shock, forced transformation, structural destabilization, and damage overflow between body and soul systems.

Moderate enhancement to long-term durability scaling.

Interesting. Very interesting.

PREDATOR’S GRACE

Offensive / Mobility.

Enhances acceleration, balance recovery, strike fluidity, and predatory movement patterning.

Minor increase to pursuit lethality.

She kept reading.

CELESTIAL PULSE

Hybrid.

Improves mana circulation, radiant affinity, vitality stabilization, and recovery under active energy flow.

MIRRORBLOOD RESILIENCE

Defensive / Adaptive.

Body learns from repeated harm more rapidly.

Improved resistance acquisition to previously survived damage patterns.

That one she lingered on.

LETHAL BLOOM

Offensive.

High beauty-linked pressure conversion.

Presence more effectively translates into distraction, destabilization, or hesitation in hostile targets.

Kira’s mouth would have fallen open if she’d still had one.

“That,” she said, “is outrageous.”

The voice did not disagree.

UNBROKEN FLESH PATTERN

Defensive / Regenerative.

Body strongly resists crippling injuries, malformed healing, and permanent physical degradation.

Increased probability of full restoration after nonfatal trauma.

Kira went absolutely still.

There it was.

Not glamour. Not optimization theater. Not the elegant promise of power.

Protection.

Insurance against the single fate she feared most.

She read it again. Then a third time, slower.

Strongly resists crippling injuries. Malformed healing. Permanent physical degradation.

Her voice, when it came, was quieter than before. “This one.”

There was no hesitation in her at all.

“Selection confirmed,” the voice said.

EXCEPTIONAL VARIANCE TRAIT ACQUIRED: Unbroken Flesh Pattern

Kira closed her attention around it like someone gripping something with both hands for the first time.

Good.

Now beauty could come. Magic could come. Social dominance, weird race traits, absurd title stacking, all of it could come. But this—this would sit underneath everything else. A promise, or as close to one as a system would ever give, that her body would not become a prison again without a fight.

Only then did she turn fully toward the visual construct.

“All right,” she said, and some lighter current returned to her tone. “Now the fun part.”

The construct rotated obediently.

Every field remained editable, but now the choices felt different. Less theoretical. The race had been chosen. The architecture beneath the surface was set. What remained was authorship.

For a moment, Kira simply looked.

Not clinically. Not strategically. Just looked.

At a feminine body with clean lines and impossible potential. At posture that held itself naturally. At shoulders that sat level because the skeleton beneath them had been designed to work. At legs that would bear weight because they belonged to a world where weight could be borne. At hands—again the hands, always the hands—that could close, reach, stroke, strike, build, hold.

The ache of it nearly surprised her.

Then she pushed it aside and got to work.

Height first.

She settled on five foot nine after only a little thought. Tall enough to command attention, long-limbed enough to make movement elegant, not so tall that she risked impracticality. The construct adjusted smoothly, its proportions reforming with almost predatory grace.

Build next.

She did not want fragile. She did not want waiflike and ornamental. If she was going to have a body at all, it was going to look like one that could live in the world instead of apologizing for taking up space.

She narrowed the waist, but not to absurdity. Built athletic tone through the abdomen and thighs. Expanded the hips into a shape that felt lush rather than merely delicate, gave herself an ass she might once have rolled her eyes at in a game editor and now selected with a degree of interest she refused to be embarrassed about.

The final line landed somewhere between dancer, predator, and impossible artwork—thin where she wanted elegance, toned where she wanted capability, soft enough in the right places to make the whole thing feel not engineered, but devastating.

“Well,” she murmured, watching the body turn, “if we’re committing, we may as well commit.”

The voice remained, as always, infuriatingly neutral.

Hair came next.

Black, but not flat black. She pushed it toward a rich midnight depth that caught light with blue undertones. Straight. Sleek. Long enough to be dramatic, not so long it became a liability. She tried several lengths and eventually settled just past the mid-back, where it made every version of the construct look expensive and faintly dangerous.

Eyes took longer.

She sampled darker colors first out of instinct, then dismissed them all the moment she saw the right shade. Electric blue—not soft, not muted, but bright enough to border on unnatural, the kind of eyes people remembered afterward whether they wanted to or not. Against the dark hair and luminous House Vaelor structure, they were almost offensively striking.

“Yes,” Kira said immediately. “Those.”

Now the racial distinctions.

House Vaelor did not lean into obvious inhumanity. That, in the end, was part of why she had chosen it. At a glance she would read as exotic, perhaps noble, perhaps dangerous, but not impossible. The differences emerged as detail.

The skin held a subtle inner luminescence, not enough to glow outright, but enough to catch light and hold it a fraction too long. Fine tracer-lines, almost invisible until she focused on them, ran beneath the collarbones and along the wrists like pale starlit veins: a visible expression of Luminous Threading. Her ears remained human in shape but tapered just slightly at the upper curve, enough to unsettle certainty without announcing anything. The eyes, once fully configured, developed a narrow starburst ring around the iris that caught brightness and fractured it inward.

Most striking of all was the way her posture altered when the final facial structure locked into place. House Vaelor’s beauty was not merely symmetry. It was authority made anatomical. The body looked born to be looked at and obeyed.

Kira stared at herself.

Then adjusted the mouth a fraction fuller.

The cheekbones a shade sharper.

The shoulders a little cleaner.

The expression baseline from open to coolly unreadable.

Now when the construct rotated, it did so like a warning.

“There,” she said softly.

The final face that looked back at her was almost impossible. Exotically beautiful without tipping into alien distortion, sensual without softness, severe enough to make the beauty dangerous. If someone had designed a fantasy of power and femininity around everything she had never been allowed to inhabit, it might have looked like this.

There was no guilt in any of it.

“Finalize external design?” the voice asked.

Kira took one last look.

At the long black hair. The electric eyes. The impossible figure. The starlit race-markings hidden in the skin. The body that looked like it would move beautifully, fight beautifully, cast beautifully, survive beautifully.

“Yes,” she said.

The construct flashed, then stabilized.

EXTERNAL DESIGN CONFIRMED

Immediately the attribute panel resurfaced.

“Allocation remains pending,” the voice said.

Of course it did.

Kira grinned.

“Show me the current spread.”

The numbers appeared, House Vaelor’s already elevated baselines gleaming in ordered columns. Beside them, the unassigned point pool waited.

She leaned over it mentally the way she once would have leaned over a game build at three in the morning, half feral with interest. This part mattered too. Beauty changed presentation. Traits changed architecture. But stats changed outcomes.

She wanted mobility. Magic. Perception. Will. Enough Vitality and Endurance to avoid fragility. Enough Strength to be physically real without wasting points trying to become something Ashborn Valkyrite would still do better.

So she built accordingly.

She pushed Agility higher first, because movement still felt sacred enough to deserve extravagance. Intelligence and Will followed, because she had not survived long enough to become herself only to stop being brilliant on purpose. Perception rose with them; if she was going into a new world full of magic, monsters, gods, and unknown systems, she wanted to see what was happening before it reached her throat. Presence she touched almost reluctantly, because it was already outrageous, but in the end she gave it a little more anyway. There was no reason to pretend she did not understand the value of overwhelming first impressions.

Vitality and Endurance received measured investment. Not enough to turn her into a front-line bruiser, but enough that a strong body would not remain a decorative concept. Strength came last. She raised it just enough to feel honest. Enough to climb, strike, carry, pull, and trust her own frame. She did not need to win contests against war-born lines. She needed to inhabit a body that answered when asked.

When she was done, the result looked less like excess and more like intent.

“Confirm allocation?” the voice asked.

“Show me derived changes first.”

It did.

The adjustments cascaded beautifully. Movement efficiency jumped. Spell architecture compatibility improved. Resistance thresholds stabilized. Social pressure expanded from impressive to frankly unfair. Recovery projections improved, particularly under the influence of Unbroken Flesh Pattern.

Kira drank it in.

Then, with deep satisfaction, said, “Confirm.”

The numbers locked.

Light moved through the construct in rippling bands, setting each attribute into place. It no longer looked like a mannequin now. It looked like a body waiting one breath away from life.

Then everything dimmed.

Kira turned toward the voice. “That should be everything.”

“Not everything.”

A new presence entered the interface.

Not the voice itself. Not exactly. More like a pressure moving through the System from elsewhere, one the existing architecture did not quite know how to contain. The colors changed first. The silver and gold of the regular interface withdrew to the edges, and something darker unfolded in the center—black glass threaded with soft shifting iridescence, like a screen seen in a dark room before it wakes.

Her attention sharpened.

The boon.

The panel opened word by word.

UNDEFINED BOON — AUTHORIZATION COMPLETE

SOURCE: Veiled

COMPATIBILITY: Confirmed

FUNCTION: Personal continuity archive, cognitive interface extension, preserved media environment

Kira went very still.

No joke rose this time. No deflection. Just a sudden, dangerous hope.

“Explain,” she said.

“I am now authorized to provide final form,” the voice replied.

The black-glass panel brightened. Symbols rearranged themselves. Folders. Screens. Menus. Categories.

Then names began to appear.

Music libraries. Film archives. Television catalogs. Books. Games. Recordings. Personal server partitions. Search functions. Playlist architecture. Watch queues. Saved media paths. Everything she had collected and built and lived through across years of screens and sleeplessness and stolen bandwidth.

Kira stared.

No.

Not stared.

Gaped, if she had still had the mechanics for it.

“It came with me,” she whispered.

“Selected components of your preserved cognitive-media archive have been integrated into a custom overlay environment,” the voice said. “The boon will permit access through a personal visual interface.”

Her thoughts scattered so completely it took effort to gather them again. Songs. Movies. Shows. Her shows. Her music. The private universe of stolen and saved and curated culture that had filled the dead spaces of her first life when nothing else could reach her.

That world had mattered.

It had not just entertained her. It had accompanied her. Held her attention together. Given her something to inhabit when the room and machines and body were too small.

And now it would come with her.

She laughed, and it broke halfway into something much closer to crying.

“That is unbelievable.”

The panel expanded one last time to show a demonstration overlay: a clear visual screen she could call up at will, full detail when focused, with the option to dismiss it down to a nearly transparent pane tucked into the corner of her vision. Persistent, unobtrusive, responsive. A ghost of the interface life she had always loved, now folded into reality itself.

“It can stay active in reduced-transparency peripheral mode,” the voice said. “Primary sight obstruction is optional.”

Kira laughed again, openly this time. “A corner-screen HUD.”

“Yes.”

“Do you understand how much I love this?”

“I do not measure affection states directly.”

“Tragic.”

But she was still smiling.

Still staring at the archive.

Still feeling that impossible, intimate gratitude toward whatever unnamed force had seen her clearly enough to know this mattered.

Not a weapon.

Not a stat package.

A kindness.

Or the closest thing a system like this knew how to give.

The dark panel folded gently into the rest of her interface, not vanishing, but becoming part of her. A menu she would be able to call. A library waiting just offstage.

Kira looked once more at the body she had made and the identity now attached to it.

Kira of House Asher.

Chosen race. Chosen traits. Chosen stats. Chosen face. Chosen future.

And now, impossibly, chosen continuity too.

For the first time since dying, the next step stopped feeling abstract.

It became immediate.

Real.

She turned toward the voice, all of her sharpened into anticipation.

“So,” she said, “when do I get to wake up?”

  

    
        Chapter 8

    
    
    
    
  Kira woke with air in her lungs.

For one impossible, suspended second, that was the whole world.

Not light. Not sound. Not memory. Just the clean, effortless motion of a breath drawn deep into a body that accepted it without complaint. No machine pushed it in. No pressure chased it down. No tightness caught halfway through and turned the simple act of living into labor. The air entered her, cool and sweet and edged with the scent of sun-warmed grass, and her chest rose to meet it as though breathing had always been this easy.

She broke on the second inhale.

A sound escaped her, half laugh, half sob, and tears spilled hot and immediate from the corners of her closed eyes. More breath followed, then another and another, greedier now, almost disbelieving. Each one came clean. Each one hurt because she could not remember when breathing had last been this easy, and some part of her still waited for pain to arrive and take it back.

She lay still and breathed.

Somewhere nearby, music was playing.

Not loudly. Not from a room speaker or a hidden corner of some sterile white chamber, but from the familiar translucent edge of the media overlay resting in the far corner of her vision. A song had begun without her consciously choosing it, something bright and opening and embarrassingly perfect for the moment. Synth, drums, a rising line that sounded like the beginning of an 80s movie and a life at the same time.

She almost laughed again when she recognized it.

Heaven Is a Place on Earth.

Ridiculous.

Perfect.

Sunlight rested warm across her skin. Real sunlight, not the filtered strip that had once crept past hospital blinds to die on the floor before it reached her bed. This warmth touched everything. Her face. Her shoulders. Her bare stomach. Her thighs. The tops of her feet. Grass pressed against her back and hips in a thousand tiny points—some soft, some sharp, some almost irritating—and none of it felt like suffering. Even the poking stems beneath her ass only made her more aware that she had one now: real, warm, solid, and presently naked in a meadow under an open sky.

She kept her eyes closed. For once in her life, the world could wait its turn.

Birdsong drifted around her, layered and bright. Something insect-like buzzed in the middle distance with a pitch just a little stranger than any bee she remembered. A breeze moved over her skin, cool where the sun had been warm, and every inch of her registered it. She let one hand move, then the other, and the motion was so immediate, so obedient, that the tears came harder.

Her fingers opened.

Closed.

Opened again.

She could feel the tendons shift. The knuckles bend. The pads of her fingertips brush against her palms. She spread them wide just to watch the muscles answer, then curled them into fists and opened them again, as if some part of her still expected the motion to fail halfway through.

It did not fail.

Nothing failed.

A smile pulled at her mouth, and that was new enough to make her pause too. Not the idea of smiling. The physicality of it. Lips curving easily. Cheeks lifting. Teeth showing without fragility or pain. Her tongue moved across them automatically, and the sensation was so ordinary that it nearly undid her.

Teeth.

Whole teeth. Firm where they should be firm, seated in gums that did not ache, did not bleed, did not threaten to give up another piece of her to slow biological collapse. She laughed through her tears and tasted salt and clean air and life, and the combination was almost too much.

She drew in another breath and let her hands wander, cautious at first, then with growing disbelief.

Her throat. Her collarbones. Shoulders smooth and even beneath skin that felt nothing like the body she had left behind. Her chest—breasts, full enough to be undeniably there, soft and heavy in a way that startled her so much she actually stopped and blinked with her eyes still closed. Her waist, narrower beneath her hand than she had ever had the right to expect. Her stomach, toned without being hard. Her hips, lush and real and flaring outward into curves that felt almost indecently generous after a life spent being looked at with pity, discomfort, or strategic avoidance.

She made a helpless sound somewhere between shock and joy.

“Oh my God,” she whispered.

The phrase vanished into the meadow air.

Her hand drifted lower, over the sweep of one thigh, the smoothness of skin, the living weight of muscle beneath it. She flexed her leg experimentally and felt the whole chain of movement answer—hip, thigh, knee, calf, foot—like a line of lights turning on in sequence. She could have cried all over again just for that.

Instead, she did cry again.

There was no dignity in it. No performance. Tears slid freely from beneath her lashes and vanished into her hairline while the song played on and the birds kept singing and the sun continued warming the body she had chosen with impossible greed and no regret at all.

The prison was gone.

That body—broken, wasted, humiliated, managed, medicated, cleaned, turned, monitored, and gradually abandoned by its own flesh—was gone.

For a moment Kira lay with her hands folded loosely over her stomach and let herself think of it without flinching. The hospital bed. The drool on her chin. The machine breathing for her. The dead weight of limbs that had stopped even pretending to belong to her. The long white years of being present but not physically permitted to exist.

She should have hated it.

Parts of her had hated it. Often.

But lying there in the grass, with real lungs and working hands and the sun on her bare skin, she found that what rose in her first was not hatred. Not exactly. It was something stranger and sadder and more merciful.

That ruined body had carried her this far.

It had been a cage, yes. A betrayal. A slow catastrophe written in nerve and blood. But it had also contained her mind long enough to get her here. It had held together, impossibly and miserably, long enough for her to become herself inside it. Long enough to learn systems, learn anger, learn hunger, learn the shape of her own will. Long enough to die at the right moment and not a day too early.

Kira swallowed against the thickness in her throat.

“Goodbye,” she said softly to the body she had left behind, to the girl trapped inside it, to the cocoon and coffin and terrible, necessary first form of herself. “You were awful.”

Her voice cracked.

“Thank you.”

That did it.

For a few seconds she simply cried, shoulders shaking under open sky, naked in a meadow on a world that had not existed for her a day ago and feeling, for the first time since childhood and perhaps for the first time ever, entirely alive.

Eventually the tears eased.

The song faded into the next track without her paying attention to what it was. Her breathing slowed. Her body remained. That last part still felt like a miracle each time she noticed it.

At length, she opened her eyes.

And immediately discovered the voice had been holding back.

Sunlight struck her vision in a burst of layered brilliance so complex it took her a second to understand what had gone wrong. The meadow did not merely glow. It separated. Light fractured into bands and veils and shimmering overlays she had no words for, some bright enough to make her squint, others so fine and strange they felt more like information than sight. The blue above her was not only blue. The flowers were not only flowers. The air itself seemed threaded with faint moving structures, impossible colors humming at the edges of perception.

Kira jerked in surprise, and instinctively some part of her new eyes responded.

The world dimmed.

Not darker, exactly. Filtered. Narrowed. The painful brilliance of the sun eased, the visible field contracted toward something more recognizably human, and she let out a startled laugh.

“Oh,” she said. “That is useful.”

Then curiosity, because she was still herself, got the better of her.

She pushed again.

The filter slid the other way.

For one very educational half-second, the world exploded into a spectrum that absolutely did not belong in full daylight. Hard lines of radiant white lanced through the meadow. Heat signatures flared where they should not. The sky became an act of aggression. Kira yelped, clapped both hands over her eyes, and rolled onto her side in the grass.

“Bad,” she gasped into the clover. “Okay. Bad option. Noted.”

It took another moment before she dared crack her eyes open again, this time carefully, coaxing the visual field back toward manageable daylight. Gradually the meadow returned to something sane, though sane here still included a subtle richness no human vision had ever offered her. The world remained brighter, cleaner, more layered, but no longer actively trying to blind her for her own curiosity.

Live and learn.

Still half laughing, she rolled onto her back again and turned her head to the left.

A weathered leather backpack sat in the grass not far from her shoulder. Beside it rested a pair of boots, dark and sturdy, with clothing folded neatly beneath them as if some invisible quartermaster had decided that dropping her naked into a field was fine as long as her belongings looked organized about it.

Beyond that, the meadow spread in every direction.

It was absurdly beautiful.

Tall grass moved in broad green-gold currents beneath the wind. Wildflowers nodded in thick bands of color—violet, red, pale yellow, and shades her old eyes would probably never have parsed correctly at all. Bees—or things that resembled bees enough to count from a distance—moved lazily from bloom to bloom on translucent wings that flashed with brief metallic color when they turned. Farther off, the meadow rolled toward a line of trees whose leaves shimmered silver-green in the light. Above them, the sky opened vast and blue and free of ceilings.

Kira stared.

Then, because lying there forever was probably not a real strategy, she braced her hands against the ground and tried to sit up.

She overdid it instantly, rolled sideways, and ended up tangled in her own limbs.

For a moment, she stayed there on one hip, blinking at the grass in affronted silence.

Apparently possessing a body and knowing how to operate one were not the same skill tree.

“Right,” she muttered. “New hardware.”

More carefully this time, she pushed herself upright. Even that felt astonishing. Weight shifted through her shoulders and spine. Her abdominal muscles tightened to stabilize her. Her balance wobbled but held. Her breasts moved with the motion, enough to distract her for one startled instant before she remembered she had other problems.

She was sitting.

Actually sitting.

No bed controls. No elevation mechanics. No nurse to reposition her. Just her.

Kira planted both hands in the grass again, drew one knee up, then the other, and got as far as a crouch before the entire concept of upright balance betrayed her. She stood too fast, the world tilted, and she came right back down in a graceless heap.

Grass slapped her thigh. One boot tipped over.

She laughed so hard it almost turned into crying again.

“Okay,” she said to nobody. “Maybe not the city center. Good call.”

By the third attempt, she managed to stand for almost two full seconds.

By the fifth, she took something that technically qualified as a step before momentum and optimism conspired to put her on the ground again.

A newborn deer, she thought, would be embarrassed for her, but only a little. At least the deer had four points of failure to work with. She had two and a lifetime of absolutely no practice.

So she adapted.

For the next half hour—or what felt like half an hour—Kira crawled, crouched, pushed herself upright, wobbled, fell, swore, corrected, and tried again. The body itself was not the problem. It was strong. More than strong. Responsive, balanced, eager. But her brain’s internal map for locomotion was laughably out of date. She had memories of moving, yes, from very early childhood and from endless observed reference, but those memories were not the same as active neuromuscular competence. She had to teach herself the relation between intent and motion all over again.

Gradually, humiliatingly, joyfully, it improved.

Her feet learned the ground. Her knees stopped trying to overcompensate. Her hips discovered rhythm. She learned how much of walking was falling in a controlled sequence and catching yourself before it became disaster. By the time she could take five slow steps without pitching sideways, she felt like she had conquered a kingdom.

Then, because the universe apparently enjoyed layering surprises, she looked down and discovered another thing.

Her body was entirely smooth.

She blinked, checked more carefully, and filed the discovery away. House Vaelor, or House Asher now, apparently approached anatomy with a strong editorial hand.

“Huh,” she said.

It was not a complaint. Just data.

She flexed her toes experimentally in the grass, then spread her fingers again for no reason except pleasure.

Ten toes. Ten fingers. Everything exactly where it ought to be. Human enough to reassure, different enough to keep things interesting.

All right.

Now dress yourself.

That thought carried a different kind of absurdity with it. Kira stared at the folded clothes and then at her own body with a dawning, almost comic disbelief.

She had not dressed herself since she was six.

Not properly. Not in the ordinary standing, balancing, deciding which hole each limb belonged in kind of way. Not as an act no one else had to facilitate. The knowledge existed in memory somewhere, but memory and muscle were again proving themselves separate categories.

She crouched by the backpack, managing not to fall this time, and opened it.

Inside she found trousers of soft dark fabric, a pale sleeveless tunic, simple underthings that made her pause for reasons both practical and ridiculous, and a short fitted jacket in muted gray-blue. Useful clothes. Good clothes, actually. Sturdy enough for travel, plain enough not to draw immediate attention, cut with just enough quality that she might pass for something better than helpless.

“Nice,” she murmured.

The boots looked even better.

Dressing, however, was a process.

The underthings took longer than she wanted to admit, mostly because she got distracted midway through by the physical novelty of having breasts and hips and the sort of lower-body geometry that made every movement feel informative. The trousers went on eventually, though not without one near-fall and a brief wrestling match conducted from a seated position in the grass. When she finally stood and tugged them into place over her hips, she paused.

This body had all the right parts.

All of them.

A thought occurred to her with such practical force that she actually laughed out loud.

“Do I have to pee now?”

The meadow, unhelpfully, did not answer.

It was an absurd question and a completely serious one. This body had all the human holes. Presumably they existed for reasons. She should have asked. She had asked about stat scaling, title visibility, gods, core aspectation, information warfare, and whether beauty-linked influence was as exploitable as it sounded and still had never once paused to ask about basic plumbing.

“Not peeing into a bag,” she said, sliding the trousers the rest of the way up, “is going to be a whole adjustment.”

The tune playing faintly at the edge of her vision shifted again, upbeat and shameless and somehow making the whole thing funnier. She pulled on the tunic, then the jacket, then sat down to wrestle with the boots. By the time she was done, she looked less like a divine accident in a meadow and more like a very beautiful traveler who had perhaps suffered a recent and confusing concussion.

That would do for now.

She stood once more, more carefully this time, and managed to remain upright.

The backpack waited at her feet.

The meadow stretched away in all directions.

The sun was warm. Her lungs worked. Her hands obeyed. Somewhere nearby, impossible bees moved between impossible flowers beneath a sky she had never expected to see with her own eyes.

Kira Asher took one more deep, painless breath and felt it settle all the way into her.

Then she smiled.

“Okay,” she said softly to the world.

And this time, when she took her next step, it held.

  

    
        Chapter 9

    
    
    
    
  Kira had absolutely no idea where she was.

That became clearer with every step.

The meadow sloped gently in three different directions, all of them equally unhelpful.

The sun hung high enough to promise daylight for a while yet, but she had no sense of whether this world’s days matched Earth’s, or if sunset here would come in an hour, six hours, or not until she had starved to death trying to walk in a straight line. Somewhere beyond the tall grass and flower bands, the land folded into low rises and tree lines and distances she could not yet read with any confidence.

Beautiful, yes.

Helpful, no.

She adjusted the backpack straps on her shoulders and tried to keep moving.

Walking was still not automatic. That was the first deeply humbling truth of her new life. The second was that uneven ground was an enemy of terrifying creativity. Flat meadow turf she could now manage with concentration. Anything more complicated required actual thought. She had to place each step with intent, feel the transfer of balance, correct for slope, and keep her upper body from overcompensating like an over-engineered tower in a crosswind. It was exhausting in a way that had nothing to do with stamina and everything to do with software learning new hardware.

One step.

Then the next.

Do not look too far ahead or you will trip.

She looked too far ahead and tripped.

Her right foot caught in a shallow dip she had not even seen, and she windmilled gracelessly before catching herself on a patch of low flowers with just enough dignity left over to be annoyed.

“Rude,” she informed the landscape.

The landscape remained smug and picturesque.

She straightened, brushed pollen from her trousers, and kept going toward the outer edge of the meadow where the grass thickened into shrubs and then into the first dark line of trees. The forest beyond looked deep. Not ominous, exactly, but old enough to become ominous with very little encouragement. Trunks rose in close-grown ranks beneath a layered canopy that caught the light differently from the meadow, green-gold at the outer branches and shadow-rich below.

Kira paused at the edge of that shade and looked up into it.

If she had to guess, darkness would matter eventually.

And if the race profile had not been lying about her senses, she was not human enough anymore for that to be the problem it once would have been.

She stepped under the trees.

The light changed at once. Warm meadow brilliance collapsed into cool dim green, mottled and shifting. Her eyes adjusted almost before she consciously asked them to, widening the darker gradients, sharpening contrast, drawing structure out of shadow until the undergrowth and roots and bark texture became startlingly clear. She pushed the effect a little further, deliberately now, and the forest floor resolved in layers: damp soil, fern clusters, insect movement, faint heat traces fading from stone.

“Oh, that is very good.”

This was not true darkness, not even close, but it was enough to confirm the mechanism. If night came, she was probably not going blind with it. That alone relieved a tension she had not fully admitted to carrying.

She walked a little farther beneath the trees, trying to learn the rhythm of roots and leaf mold, and nearly went down again when her boot clipped a branch no thicker than her thumb. She caught herself this time, though only just.

“Still humiliating,” she muttered.

A rustle off to her left froze her in place.

Her body went still before her mind caught up, balance tightening, breath locking in her chest. Something long and low moved through the leaves—a flick of scaled motion, sinuous and deliberate.

Snake.

Or close enough.

Kira did not move at all.

The creature slid half into view between two exposed roots. It was longer than any ordinary garden snake, narrow-bodied and dark with a faint green sheen that blended too well with the forest floor. Its head was triangular in a way that made her immediately suspicious, and its tongue flicked twice into the air as if taking a vote on whether she counted as edible.

They considered one another.

Then it continued on its way, apparently deciding she was not worth the paperwork.

Kira exhaled slowly.

“Fantastic,” she whispered. “The planet has opinions.”

She shrugged off the backpack and crouched beside it with deliberate care. If she was going to keep wandering through an unfamiliar world full of roots, snakes, possible gods, and whatever else lived under these trees, she needed to know what she had.

The bag was old leather, but good old leather: worn rather than rotten, supple where it mattered, stitched with a kind of practical craftsmanship she respected immediately. Inside, beneath the extra clothes and a wrapped packet of dried food she had not examined yet, she found a narrow sheath.

Kira drew the knife free.

It was simple, short enough to be practical, long enough to matter, with a plain wooden grip and a blade that caught the filtered light in a hard clean line. Not decorative. Not ceremonial. Just sharp.

That was reassuring in a very specific way.

“Well,” she said, testing the weight carefully. “Hello there.”

She slid it back into the sheath and kept looking. The next thing she found was a small cloth pouch tied shut with braided cord. When she loosened it and poured the contents into her palm, several coins slid out in flashes of copper, silver, and two of a duller gold tone that made her eyebrows rise.

They were heavier than she expected. Stamped. Worn. Real.

Kira sat back on her heels and counted them twice.

Twelve copper-colored pieces. Eight silver. Two gold.

That was enough to be something, though whether it was enough to buy dinner or a horse or one stale apple and a look of pity remained completely unknown.

“I am going to need context,” she said to the coins.

One side bore symbols she did not recognize. The lettering on the other side, however, made her stop.

She squinted.

Then frowned.

Then turned one coin over again.

Everything was readable.

Not just guessable—readable. As in English readable, or at least whatever process was sitting in her head was making it feel that way so perfectly she could no longer tell the difference.

Kira slowly tucked the coins back into the pouch and tied it off.

“That,” she said, “raises questions.”

The bag went back onto her shoulders. The knife stayed accessible. Then, because the thought had already rooted itself and she knew better than to ignore that sort of thing, she said, “Character sheet.”

The world responded immediately.

A translucent interface unfolded before her in clean layered panes so elegantly designed she actually stopped in the middle of the forest and admired it for a second on sheer aesthetic principle. The typography was crisp without being sterile. The panes were faintly iridescent at the edges, easy to read without obscuring the world behind them. Color coding was restrained, intelligent, and—most importantly—pretty.

“Oh,” Kira said softly. “That is a sexy character sheet.”

She meant it.

There was a main summary panel, a tabbed structure branching from it, and a top-line status display that sat just below the edge of her vision when minimized. She scanned the first page with the greed of someone who had spent years longing for exactly this kind of information architecture to exist in real life.

Kira Asher

Lineage: Last Daughter Phenotype — House Vaelor

House: Asher

Status: Alive

Level: 1

Below that came the bars.

Hit Points

Mana

Stamina

All full.

Below those, more fields stretched downward into categories that were either blank, locked, or waiting for future values to exist.

No spells.

No skills yet.

No active abilities beyond her racial traits and the passive architecture of titles, achievements, and body.

That was fair.

She flipped to the attributes tab and admired it like a connoisseur. Then traits. Then titles. Then achievements. Everything was there, nested and responsive, with subtle explanatory overlays she could call up by focusing on a term. There, tucked into one of the System tabs, she found what she had half expected.

Induction Linguistic Accommodation

Your cognitive-language interface has been harmonized to local dominant trade and common scripts. Functional comprehension active. Accent stabilization active.

Kira grinned.

“There it is.”

So no, everything was not magically in English. Her brain was simply translating reality through the System so elegantly that it felt seamless. Useful. Also slightly unsettling if she thought about it too long, which she chose not to do.

She checked her bars again.

Hit Points full. Good.

Mana full, though currently as useless as having a full tank on a spaceship without a key.

Stamina full too, and that one interested her most right now. Her muscles should have been protesting by now, if only from the repeated near-falls, the constant concentration, and the humiliating deer-on-ice phase of locomotion. A human body would have felt some edge of fatigue creeping in.

She did not.

Not yet.

That was promising.

The titles tab remained her favorite, partly because the rarity colors were intoxicating and partly because she knew, with total certainty, that she had been handed something monstrously unfair. Five active title slots eventually. Scaling interaction. Achievements always on. Her stats. Her race. Her trait selection.

No one should be trusted with this much future.

Kira was in the middle of opening the build comparison tab again when the familiar voice spoke.

“An additional minor gift has been issued.”

She straightened at once and spun too quickly, forcing herself to catch balance before she made a fool of herself in front of whatever watching entities might be involved.

“Excuse me?”

The voice remained all around and nowhere, as before. Calm. Neutral. Mildly infuriating.

“Your difficulty with locomotor adaptation has been observed.”

Kira stared into the trees.

“I’m being observed.”

“Yes.”

“All the time?”

There was a short pause. “Observation thresholds vary.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the available answer.”

Before she could decide whether that was more alarming or merely annoying, something rolled out of the underbrush and bumped lightly against her boot.

Kira looked down.

It was a soccer ball.

A real one.

White panels, black geometry, slightly scuffed, completely absurd.

She crouched carefully and picked it up with both hands, turning it over in the filtered forest light. Printed near one seam, clear as day, was the unmistakable FIFA branding.

For a moment, she simply stared.

Then she looked up at the empty forest with the expression of someone whose category for possible had just been physically assaulted.

“Can you just…” She turned the ball in her hands. “Can you just snatch things from Earth?”

The voice did not answer.

Kira looked back at the ball.

“That’s a yes,” she decided. “Or at least a strategically dramatic non-denial.”

Still nothing.

“In that case,” she said, “I’d really love to know what Coca-Cola tastes like.”

The silence that followed was so blank it bordered on smug.

Kira laughed and dropped the ball to the ground.

Whatever cosmic being, System process, divine voyeur, or administrative irritant had gifted her a soccer ball after noticing she walked like a newborn conspiracy, the message was obvious enough.

Improve. Adapt. Learn your body.

Also possibly: we are absolutely watching you embarrass yourself.

Fine.

She set the backpack down again, drew a slow breath, and nudged the ball forward with the inside of her boot.

It rolled neatly over the leaf litter.

Kira stepped after it.

The second touch was worse. Too hard, too high, and off the side of her foot. The ball clipped a root, bounced into a fern, and nearly took her with it.

She caught herself.

Barely.

Then she retrieved the ball and tried again.

Step. Tap. Walk. Adjust. Tap.

A game. A drill. A moving target for balance and control. Suddenly the whole thing made irritatingly good sense. Her body needed practice. Her feet needed familiarity. Her hips and knees and center of gravity all needed to stop behaving like strangers sharing an elevator.

So she walked through the trees with a soccer ball.

At first it was chaos. She kicked too far, too short, too sideways. The ball wedged itself under roots, bounced off stones, and once rebounded cleanly into her ankle hard enough to make her swear with feeling. But it worked. It forced precision. It made her track the line of her own movement. It punished sloppy weight transfer instantly and rewarded smooth control in a way even her delightfully vain new body could not misunderstand.

Within ten minutes, she was still bad, but usefully bad.

Within twenty, she was beginning to feel the pattern.

Tap with the inside of the foot. Let the leg relax. Keep the torso centered. Don’t overthink the next step so hard you forget the one you are currently taking.

The forest grew denser while she learned.

Light shifted between the trunks in long slanting columns. Insects hummed. Once, far off, something called in a voice too low and resonant to be any bird she knew. Kira kept walking, kicking the ball lightly ahead of her, glancing between the world, the pathless ground, and the minimized corner of her HUD where her bars stayed brilliantly full.

Wherever she was, however far she had to go before finding people, shelter, danger, answers, food, or the first local who would take one look at her and decide something unfortunate, she was here now.

Alive.

Watched, apparently.

Equipped with a knife, a handful of coins, an absurdly well-designed character sheet, impossible eyes, and a FIFA soccer ball courtesy of some entity with either a sense of humor or a worrying amount of access.

Kira tapped the ball over a root, almost fell, saved it, and laughed out loud beneath the trees.

“Okay,” she said to the forest, to the watchers, to the hidden gods she did not yet know by name. “I’m learning.”

And for the first time in her life, the ground kept answering back.

  

    
        Chapter 10

    
    
    
    
  By the time the light began to fail in earnest, Kira had learned three things.

First: forests changed temperament at dusk.

Second: she still had no idea where she was going.

And third: walking for hours with a soccer ball at your feet was, apparently, an excellent way to become just competent enough to be humbled by roots in new and exciting ways.

The day had stretched longer than she expected, though that meant almost nothing without knowing how long a day was here to begin with. The golden slope of afternoon had given way to deeper amber, then to blue-violet dusk threading between the trees rather than settling over them. Shadows lengthened. The warmth bled slowly from the air. Birds changed their songs or fell silent altogether, and the undergrowth began answering them with different sounds.

Small things moved now.

Quick things. Rustling things. Soft feet in leaf litter. Wings that passed overhead almost soundlessly. Once, something shrieked in the distance with a voice too sharp and wild to belong to anything she wanted to meet before breakfast.

Kira paused beneath a broad-limbed tree, one hand braced against the bark while she listened.

The soccer ball rested against her boot.

“Great,” she muttered under her breath. “Night shift.”

She had not stopped moving because stopping felt worse. The meadow had vanished behind her hours ago, giving way first to the deep edge of the forest and then to something more layered—patches of open undergrowth, pockets of old trees, narrow game trails that might have become roads if any civilization had loved them enough. She had seen no buildings. No smoke. No fence lines. No cleared fields. No shrine, no road marker, no farmhouse, no convenient tutorial villager carrying a lantern and a terrible side quest.

Just trees.

Trees, roots, strange insects, and the increasing suspicion that whoever had dropped her here had either a very poetic idea of rebirth or a mean sense of humor.

“Who drops someone in the middle of nowhere?” she whispered, setting the ball rolling forward with a gentle tap. “What is the plan there? Good luck, congratulations on the body, try not to die before you find pants?”

She considered that. “Although, to be fair, I was walking like a drunk zombie and I did arrive naked, so maybe town would have been worse.”

She nudged the ball ahead and followed it carefully.

The practice had helped. She was still not graceful, exactly, but she had stopped moving like a conspiracy in progress. The ball forced precision. It kept her weight centered. It punished sloppy steps. By now she could guide it through scattered roots and dips with a concentration that was starting to feel less desperate and more useful. The rhythm of it had become almost meditative.

Tap. Step. Adjust. Tap.

The forest dimmed further.

Kira let her eyes shift.

The change happened so naturally now that she barely noticed the moment it began. Darkness did not disappear so much as surrender. Where a human eye might have lost the trail altogether, hers gathered the available light, deepened contrast, and built the forest back out of shadow. Roots gleamed faintly against soil. Trunks separated cleanly from one another. Low branches and leaf masses took on shape and depth. It was not daylight—not really—but it was more than enough.

Out of curiosity, she blinked the effect off.

The world vanished.

Not entirely, but enough to make her stop moving at once. Under ordinary vision, the forest was nearly pitch black beneath the canopy, reduced to vague masses and ink-dark gaps between them. Kira stood still for half a second, registered the absolute foolishness of disabling her supernatural night vision in unfamiliar woods, and switched it right back on.

The world returned in layered silver-green clarity.

“Yeah,” she said softly. “No reason to be a purist about this.”

A movement to her right made her freeze.

Something larger than a rabbit slipped between the trees, too low and too deliberate to be harmless. Kira crouched by instinct, snatched the soccer ball up under one arm, and drew the knife with her other hand.

The blade felt very small very quickly.

She stayed still and listened.

There it was again.

A careful tread over leaves. A pause. Another. The sort of movement that assumed it belonged here.

She could feel it now: heart striking faster, breath sharpening, every muscle going alert. This was fear doing its actual job. Useful. Inconvenient, but useful.

“Quiet,” she whispered to herself, though there was no sound to suppress except her own nerves. “Quiet, quiet, quiet.”

She moved backward one step at a time, slower than she had thought herself capable of, until a dense tangle of brush and low branches gave her something like cover. Then she eased down behind it, clutching the soccer ball against her ribs like the stupidest artifact in any world and keeping the knife angled low.

The thing emerged moments later.

It was wolf-like in the broad sketch of it—four-legged, lean, low, with a long muzzle and a coat that read dark under her night-adapted vision—but only if wolves on this world were made by someone who had once seen the idea of a wolf and then improved it for menace. It moved with too much silence. Its shoulders rolled a little too smoothly beneath the skin. The head was narrower than a normal wolf’s, the ears sharper, and when it lifted its nose to test the air she caught the pale shine of eyes that reflected no light she understood.

Kira did not move.

The creature stopped ten yards away.

Sniffed.

Turned its head.

Its body aligned with her hiding place so precisely that every muscle in her own body went cold.

Oh, no.

The beast took two slow steps forward, nose working, and Kira discovered that the instinct to become smaller was very real and only partly under conscious control. She pressed into the shrubs, willing every trait and title and ridiculous cosmic bonus to matter for once before she had even figured out how to pee in this body.

The knife in her hand felt absurdly insufficient.

The soccer ball felt deeply stupid.

The creature sniffed again.

Then something shifted.

It did not bolt. It did not pounce. It simply hesitated, head tilting slightly as if the scent had become harder to follow. Kira held perfectly still, trying not to even blink.

A translucent flicker crossed the corner of her vision.

Skill Acquired: Stealth — Rank 1 — Common

Kira stared at the words in offended disbelief.

Now?

The sheet, apparently, had decided this was the ideal moment to become rewarding.

The wolf-thing took one last uncertain step, nostrils flaring, then turned away. Not far. Just enough. It circled once, failed to commit, and eventually drifted off between the trees with the same unnatural quiet it had arrived in.

Kira waited.

And waited.

And waited some more.

Only when she could no longer hear the faint padding of its movement did she lower the knife and let out the breath she had been rationing in pieces.

The skill notification still hovered politely at the edge of her vision.

She looked at it.

Then looked in the direction the predator had gone.

Then back at the notification.

“Stealth?” she whispered. “That feels generous. I walk like someone tied my shoelaces together and kicked me downhill.”

The notification did not revise itself.

Kira almost laughed, but the sound came out thin and shaky. Adrenaline was new enough that she could not quite decide whether she liked it. Her hands were trembling. Her heart was hammering. And beneath both of those things sat a strange small bloom of pride.

She had hidden.

Badly, probably. Clumsily. But successfully enough that the System had noticed.

The damn character sheet updated again while she was watching it.

A second line unfolded beneath the first.

Stealth — Level 1

You have begun to understand concealment, cautious movement, and reduced presence in hostile terrain.

Kira read it twice.

“That is so invasive,” she murmured, almost impressed despite herself. “Helpful, but invasive.”

The skill settled into the sheet as she opened it, this time quickly and with the familiarity of someone already becoming addicted to the feedback loop. Sure enough, under the skills tab, there it was: new, clean, and very pleased with itself.

One skill.

Level 1.

No mastery. No false swagger.

Just proof that the world was teaching her while she survived it.

That, more than anything else, steadied her.

Because it meant this wasn’t static. She didn’t have to arrive already competent. She could become competent. The body, the sheet, the System, the world—all of it would record adaptation as it happened.

Which meant bumble first, improve second was not only possible. It might actually be the intended curriculum.

“Wild,” she said softly.

She crouched there a little longer, listening to the dark forest breathe around her. Somewhere far off, another animal called. Smaller things moved through the undergrowth with the confidence of creatures who belonged to the night. Kira shifted the soccer ball to the ground beside her and flexed the fingers of her knife hand until the lingering tremor eased.

She should probably keep moving.

She absolutely did not want to keep moving.

Those were, unfortunately, both true.

Staying put in an unfamiliar forest with no fire, no shelter, no food beyond whatever was in the bag, and no guarantee that the wolf-like thing was alone felt like a terrible plan. Moving blindly through the woods at night felt like a different terrible plan. She weighed them against one another and chose the kind that at least gave her a chance of finding something useful before dawn.

“A town,” she whispered to herself as she rose into a half-crouch. “A road. A farm. A ruin. A shrine. Literally any sign that this planet contains people and I was not personally delivered to a decorative death maze.”

The forest did not offer immediate corrections.

Kira picked up the ball again. For a moment she considered abandoning it. Then she imagined some watching cosmic intelligence taking offense at that, and besides, it was useful. Ridiculous, but useful.

She tucked it under one arm and began moving more carefully than before.

Now every step was deliberate. She tested the ground before committing weight. She worked with her enhanced vision instead of taking it for granted. She paused often, listened often, and chose her path between roots and brush with the concentration of someone trying not to insult gravity. The knife remained in her right hand, low and ready in the mostly symbolic way of people who had never stabbed anything but still found comfort in the option.

The dark settled fully around her.

And Kira kept going.

At one point she came across what might once have been a trail, little more than a slightly more open run between the trees, and followed it until it dissolved into ferns and rock. At another she thought she saw a glow ahead, only to realize it was a cluster of pale fungi threaded along the base of a rotting log, their caps dimly luminescent in a way that would have been beautiful if she were less tired and less interested in civilization.

Her stamina bar remained full or near enough to it that the difference was insulting.

That was another thing she checked more often than she wanted to admit. After the wolf thing, after the skill, after the realization that the sheet updated in real time, she had become slightly obsessed with watching herself exist through data. Every so often she would flick the minimized HUD open just to confirm it.

“Well,” she whispered once, stepping over a fallen branch, “at least one part of this build is holding.”

The hours—or what she thought were hours—passed strangely in the dark. Time loosened when there was nothing to measure it by but the body and the bars and the slow cooling of the air. Kira did not sleep. She had no intention of sleeping. Not here, not yet, not until exhaustion made the choice for her.

So she wandered.

Quietly yelling at herself in the privacy of her own head. Rehearsing future complaints to whoever had arranged her spawn point. Mentally composing the speech she would give if she ever found out which god, system clerk, or cosmic comedian had looked at her file and decided the best opening move was middle of nowhere, but with a soccer ball.

The answer, she suspected, would be unsatisfying.

Still, not all the wandering was pointless. She learned things.

She learned that her night vision handled movement best when she trusted it instead of second-guessing the shadows. She learned that the knife sat better in a reverse grip than a forward one if she wanted her wrist not to hate her. She learned that fear came in waves and passed more quickly when she had something practical to do with it.

And she learned, to her surprise, that there was pleasure in surviving without witnesses.

No nurses. No monitors. No pity. No one measuring decline.

Just a girl in a forest at night, carrying a knife and a soccer ball, becoming slightly less terrible at existing one cautious step at a time.

Eventually the trees thinned enough that she could see a patch of sky overhead, dark and thick with stars. Real stars. More of them than she had ever seen through windows or screens. For a moment, she stopped and just looked.

Then the sheet flickered again.

Not a skill this time. Just a small live adjustment to the summary tab, a new line recording the stealth gain and a slight uptick in something related to terrain familiarity she had not noticed before. Kira watched it happen in real time.

The damn thing was still updating.

Based on her.

Based on what she did, what she learned, what nearly ate her.

She laughed under her breath, low and incredulous.

“Okay,” she said to the night. “That’s wild.”

Then she adjusted the backpack, tightened her grip on the knife, shifted the soccer ball under her arm, and kept walking toward whatever came next.

She still had no idea where she was.

But now she had proof that surviving here counted for something.

And for Kira Asher, that was a beginning.

  

    
        Chapter 11

    
    
    
    
  Kira’s body waited.

That, more than anything else, surprised her.

She had crouched at the edge of cold running water and drunk until her stomach felt pleasantly full, until her body settled around the relief. After that, she had expected immediate consequences. Some urgent and embarrassing biological demand. Some sharp reminder that this miraculous new body was not only beautiful and efficient, but insistently animal in all the ways her old life had long since abstracted into tubes, bags, and nursing schedules.

Instead, nothing happened.

At first.

She kept moving through the dark forest, then through the thinning trees, and eventually the insistence arrived not as a crisis but as a steadily mounting fact. A pressure low in her abdomen. Mild at first, then more noticeable, then impossible to ignore once she tried to ignore it.

Kira stopped in the pre-dawn dim and stood very still.

“Oh,” she said aloud.

There it was.

A bladder.

An actual working bladder.

And unless this world had invented a more glamorous solution to the problem than biology generally allowed, she was about to have to figure out how to pee in a body she had inhabited for less than a day.

For a moment, she simply stood there, hand pressed over her mouth, half laughing and half horrified by how completely serious the issue was.

Then she looked upward through the branches as if one of the unseen observers might care to offer technical guidance.

“Are people going to watch this?” she demanded softly. “Because if so, that is deeply freaky, and I need you to know I will absolutely flip you off while doing it.”

The forest remained diplomatically silent.

Kira set the soccer ball down, glanced around for cover, and found a screen of brush and young trees far enough off the open animal trail to satisfy both modesty and paranoia. The actual mechanics took more concentration than she wanted to admit. Balancing, squatting, clothing management, and not falling backward into a bush in the half-dark turned out to be a more complex choreography than civilization had ever given proper credit for.

But she managed it.

And then—

Relief.

Immediate, physical, impossible relief.

Kira closed her eyes and almost groaned.

“That,” she whispered into the indifferent dawn-bound world, “is a ridiculous improvement.”

Not elegant. Not spiritual. Not profound.

Still true.

By the time she finished, reassembled herself, and stood again, she felt absurdly pleased, like she had passed some quiet private test of embodiment. Her old life had reduced so many ordinary things to medical logistics and assistance and shame softened by professionalism. This was none of that. This was awkward and solitary and human.

No bag.

No tube.

No witness but trees, if that.

As promised, she flipped off the dark forest on general principle anyway.

Then she picked up the soccer ball and resumed walking.

Dawn found her in another field of wildflowers.

At this point, Kira was developing theories about the planet. The leading one was that some cosmic design committee had looked at the world map, selected maximum scenic abundance, and then scattered her through a region apparently built entirely out of meadows, creeks, and morally aggressive floral diversity.

She stepped out of the last fringe of forest into a broad rolling sea of blooms and laughed under her breath.

“Congratulations,” she muttered to herself, tapping the soccer ball forward with her boot. “You have landed on Wildflower World. Do you accept your class: Tender of the Flowers?”

The imaginary interface in her head offered:

YES

NO

“Hard no,” Kira said.

A breeze moved through the field and sent waves through yellow and white and violet blossoms that would have been breathtaking if she had not already used up most of her capacity for awe on breathing, crying, walking, peeing, and nearly being eaten. As it was, the beauty still landed. It just landed alongside sore calves, growing confidence, and the practical understanding that if there were this many flowers, there were probably bees, pollen, and eventually honey if civilization had done anything sensible with the local ecology.

That thought stayed with her as she continued in what she hoped was roughly a straight line.

The problem with roughly was that geography had opinions. Twice the land forced her to arc around dense wet patches where the grasses grew too high and the ground sucked at her boots. Later the open field narrowed toward a much wider creek than the one she had found during the night. This one ran clear and cold over a bed of rounded stone, broad enough that she would have had to swim to cross and sensible enough to know she should not.

So she followed it instead.

The water was beautiful. Sunlight struck the current and broke across it in shards of light her altered vision kept trying to render in extra layers. Beneath the surface she could see fish holding against the flow in deeper pockets, flashes of silver and green. Closer to the reeds, squat frog-like creatures lurked on mud-dark stones with bulging eyes and skin patterned in mottled blues and browns. One of them made a noise like a damp hinge and threw itself into the creek the moment she got too close.

Kira crouched at the edge and drank again.

The water was delicious. Not metaphorically. Actually delicious. Cold enough to sting her teeth a little, clean enough to make her whole body seem to brighten around it.

She sat back on her heels afterward and looked at the spread of stones along the bank.

Then she looked again.

A thought arrived.

Skipping stones.

She had always wanted to try it.

It was one of those tiny stupid things that had belonged to the category of Other People’s Lives. She had watched videos. Seen fathers teaching sons, friends showing off, couples by lakes, random internet clips of flat stones dancing over impossible stretches of water. It had looked fun in the casual, throwaway way ordinary pleasures often did—fun enough to hurt a little if you had never been allowed to do them.

Well.

Now she could.

Kira selected a smooth flat stone and stood, weighing it experimentally in her hand.

“How hard can it be?” she said.

The answer, it turned out, was: surprisingly.

Her first attempt went straight into the water with a plunk so immediate it was almost insulting.

Her second bounced once, at an angle that suggested the stone itself resented being involved, and vanished beneath the surface.

The third flew off to the side and landed in reeds hard enough to make one of the frog-things fling itself away in offended alarm.

Kira stared at the creek.

Then at the stone in her hand.

Then back at the creek.

“Okay,” she said. “So there’s a technique.”

She tried again.

And again.

And again.

By the tenth rock, she had figured out that spin mattered more than force. By the fifteenth, she had learned that the angle of release was cruelly specific. By the twentieth, she had developed a respect for anyone who had ever made it look effortless.

She kept going.

Because she could.

Because the rocks were there.

Because each throw taught her something new about wrist snap, finger release, shoulder alignment, and the beautiful infuriating chain of motion that started in the body and ended in the world. Her altered build helped once she learned to work with it: balance through the hips, cleaner shoulder mechanics, finer wrist control. The body wanted to be precise. Her brain just had to catch up.

At some point, the optimizer in her woke up and sat bolt upright.

“Wait,” she murmured.

She pulled open the sheet.

Titles.

Of course.

If she was practicing a repeated physical action with a probable System component, it would be stupid not to test whether her active configuration mattered. She scanned the list, then equipped Edgewalker of Systems first on principle, because there was no world in which she did not. Ghost in the Wires was tempting but not obviously relevant. She passed on it. The Unbroken Mind went on next for focus, and then Constraint-Born Adaptation because the title practically screamed learn better from repeated failure.

The sheet accepted the changes.

“Let’s see if you’re all as broken as I hope you are,” Kira said.

She tried again.

The next stone skipped once.

Then twice.

Her eyes widened.

“That could be coincidence.”

It was not.

Not exactly. She was still bad. Wildly inconsistent. But the repetition felt cleaner, the feedback faster. She started seeing the errors sooner: too much shoulder, wrong wrist angle, release late, release flat, release high, wrong stone entirely. She corrected. Threw again. Missed again. Adjusted faster.

Immediate gratification, she discovered, was awesome.

Dozens of stones later, a notification flashed at the edge of her vision.

Skill Acquired: Thrown Weapon — Level 1

Kira straightened so fast she nearly dropped the next rock.

“No way.”

She opened the sheet at once.

Sure enough, there it was beneath skills.

Thrown Weapon — Level 1

You have begun to understand basic release, spin control, range judgment, and kinetic projection with hand-thrown objects.

Kira laughed aloud at the creek.

“This system is dangerously responsive.”

Which, naturally, only made her want more.

She kept going.

Now every throw mattered twice: once as practice and once as progression. She tried heavier stones, smaller stones, flatter ones, ugly asymmetrical ones just to test the edges of the mechanic. She played with spin. Power. Stance. Arm motion. Side release. Lower release. Faster snap. Smoother follow-through.

The frogs moved progressively farther away from her.

The fish retreated into deeper water.

A growing number of what had once been excellent stones now lay irretrievable at the bottom of the creek where her ambition had sent them.

Her skill ticked upward with absurdly satisfying speed.

Thrown Weapon — Level 2

Later:

Thrown Weapon — Level 3

By the time it happened, Kira was grinning like someone unwell.

“This is the most addictive thing I have ever experienced,” she said, and given her prior life, that was not an empty statement.

Eventually practicality intervened. The best skipping stones were gone, the nearby amphibian population had relocated in what she could only interpret as reasonable self-defense, and she still needed actual civilization more than she needed to become a creek-bank throwing legend.

Reluctantly, she brushed her hands off, drank once more, and followed the water upstream.

People built near water. That much she knew. If there were farms, mills, roads, villages, or anything resembling sense in this region, there was a decent chance the creek would lead her toward them eventually. The terrain rose and fell gently beside the bank, forcing her around thick reed beds and the occasional low stand of brush, but it was manageable. Easier than the night forest. Easier than blind wandering.

An hour later, cresting a low rise where the creek bent away from a wide patch of open land, she saw it.

A farm.

Not a hallucination. Not a promising arrangement of rocks. Not another flower field with delusions of usefulness.

A real farm.

The house sat in the distance on slightly higher ground, broad-roofed and sturdy with outbuildings nearby and fenced pasture spreading out below it. Smoke lifted thin and pale from one chimney. The fence line ran roughly parallel to the creek for a stretch, following the land down a long slope. Within the enclosed field, broad-bodied grazing animals moved slowly through the grass—cattle, more or less, though with heavier shoulders and a faint ridge along the spine that suggested local edits.

Kira stopped dead.

Then smiled so hard it hurt.

“Oh, thank God,” she whispered. After a beat she added, “Generic expression. Please do not let this summon anyone.”

Movement near the fence caught her eye.

Three figures.

Human, or close enough that at this distance her heart had already decided it counted.

They were working near a break in the fence line where one of the ridge-backed cattle had apparently decided boundaries were suggestions. One boy—older, maybe her age or a little over—was guiding the animal back with a long switch and a steady patience that suggested practice. The other two, unmistakably younger and so similar they had to be twins, were trying to repair or reinforce the damaged section while also shouting contradictory advice at the cow.

Kira stood there a moment with the soccer ball tucked under one arm, knife safely put away, backpack on her shoulders, and felt something she had not had time for yet.

Nerves.

People.

Actual people.

She started down the slope.

She was not trying to hide, so it only took a little while before one of the twins looked up. He froze mid-gesture and smacked the other on the arm hard enough to redirect his attention too. The older boy turned next.

All three of them stared.

Kira nearly stopped on instinct.

Then remembered what she looked like.

Ah.

Right.

That.

Her Presence stat was probably not helping.

She kept walking, trying for calm and landing somewhere around cautiously nonthreatening. Which, on a body like hers, in a field full of wildflowers, carrying a soccer ball for reasons she could not begin to explain, may have been an impossible ask.

The oldest boy recovered first. He straightened slowly, lowered the switch, and called out. She understood him perfectly through the linguistic accommodation, though the accent had its own rolling local texture.

“You lost?”

Kira almost laughed from sheer relief.

“Yes,” she called back. “Extremely.”

One of the twins made a sound that was either a snort or an attempt not to be elbowed again.

By the time she reached the fence, all three boys were still looking at her with a concentration she was trying very hard not to interpret too specifically. The older one had broad shoulders, sun-browned skin, and the wary competence of someone already working as much as a grown man. The twins were a little younger and a lot less composed. Old enough, unfortunately for them, to know exactly how pretty she was. Young enough not to have perfected pretending otherwise.

Kira stopped a polite distance from the fence.

“Hi,” she said.

All three of them stared for one more second.

Then the older boy cleared his throat. “Hi.”

“I’m Kira,” she said, choosing the simple version automatically now. “I’m… new to the area.”

That was one way to put it.

One twin looked as though he wanted to ask a hundred questions immediately. The other seemed trapped between awe and suspicion. The oldest just kept studying her with a kind of cautious decency that made her relax a little.

“You out here alone?” he asked.

“Yes.”

That landed exactly as she expected it would.

The twins looked scandalized. The older boy looked instantly practical.

“You from upriver?”

Kira considered the impossibility of answering that honestly. “Something like that.”

He glanced at the ball under her arm, then at the backpack, then at her boots, which despite everything now looked convincingly road-worn. Whatever conclusion he reached, it was apparently not dangerous lying lunatic, which she appreciated.

“You should come up to the house,” he said. “Ma’ll know what to do.”

One of the twins nodded too eagerly. The other tried and failed to look casual about agreeing.

Kira’s suspicion rose on principle. So did her relief.

“Are you all always this trusting,” she asked, “or am I having a statistically unusual morning?”

That finally got a grin out of the oldest. “You look like you need breakfast more than robbing.”

Fair.

The twins were still staring. Kira wondered whether they even knew they were doing it.

Presence stat, she thought.

Or maybe I’m just awesome.

The possibility that both were true pleased her more than it should have.

“All right,” she said. “Breakfast sounds incredible.”

The boys led her uphill toward the house, talking more once movement solved some of the awkwardness. The older one introduced himself as Toman. The twins were Rell and Renn, which explained why she kept almost collapsing them into one person in her head. They asked where she had come from, whether she had family nearby, whether she was hurt, whether that was some kind of city-ball under her arm, and whether her eyes were naturally that color.

Kira answered selectively.

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Not anymore.”

“Kind of.”

“Yes.”

By the time they reached the farmhouse yard, she had learned that the cattle were called ridgebacks, the creek flooded badly in spring, and Renn had once broken his wrist trying to jump from the roof of the barn because Rell dared him to. Apparently this was a betrayal still under active review.

The house itself wore its usefulness beautifully: broad porch, thick walls, flower boxes under the windows, tools leaned where they belonged instead of where they had been dropped. Chickens—or chicken-adjacent creatures—moved around the packed earth yard in muttering little clusters.

The front door opened before they reached it.

A woman stepped out first, wiping her hands on an apron, followed by a girl around Kira’s age carrying a basket of laundry. Both stopped short when they saw the extra person coming up the path with the boys.

For one sharp second, Kira braced herself. Their faces held no cruelty, only curiosity, but her body had not yet learned the difference between being noticed and being threatened.

The woman was the first to recover, and what came into her expression was not suspicion but rapid, competent assessment. Travel-worn but not injured. Young. Alone. Fed badly, perhaps. Pretty enough to complicate things. Carrying strange ball. Not actively threatening.

“Who’s this?” she asked.

“Kira,” said Toman. “Found her out by the fence. She’s alone.”

The woman’s eyes returned to Kira, steady and unsentimental. “Are you now?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Hungry?”

The question hit harder than it should have.

Kira swallowed. “Very.”

“Then come inside before these idiots ask you another ten questions in the yard.”

That earned protests from at least two of the three boys, which told Kira a great deal about the household in one exchange.

The girl with the laundry basket stepped forward then, smiling in a quieter, more curious way than her brothers had managed. She was lovely, sun-browned and open-faced, with the sort of easy physical confidence Kira was only now beginning to understand from the inside.

“I’m Sela,” she said. “You can sit by me, if you want.”

Kira blinked.

“Thank you,” she said, and meant it more deeply than Sela could possibly know.

Inside the house it smelled like bread, herbs, warm wood, and something roasting that nearly made Kira lightheaded. She became aware, all at once, of how long she had been operating on adrenaline, stream water, and the pure narcotic novelty of being alive.

The family was kind.

Not performatively kind. Not the careful clinical kindness of professionals and paid caregivers. Not the strained politeness reserved for the daughter of a rich man whose money softened discomfort into tolerance. Just ordinary human kindness offered because she was there and needed something.

It disoriented her more than the character sheet had.

The boys tried not to hover and failed. Sela asked sensible questions and seemed perfectly willing to let silence exist between them. Their mother, Mara, put food in front of Kira with the efficiency of someone who considered feeding people a form of governance. No one asked for money. No one looked for a catch. No one flinched.

People wanted to look at her, yes. That was new enough on its own.

People treating her kindly without calculating value first was newer still.

Kira took a piece of bread with hands that only trembled a little and thought, not for the first time, that her Presence stat might be cheating.

Then Sela smiled at her over the table, warm and unforced, and Mara told Rell to stop staring and pass the butter like he had any upbringing at all, and Toman asked if she knew how to mend because they could use another pair of hands while the fence was down, and Kira realized with a strange, fragile shock that maybe this part had nothing to do with stats.

Maybe some people were just good.

That thought was nearly enough to break her all over again.

Instead, she took a breath, tasted fresh bread on a living tongue, and let herself stay.

  

    
        Chapter 12

    
    
    
    
  The family of the house, Kira discovered over breakfast, was exactly the sort of good that made her suspicious for at least ten full minutes.

Not suspicious in the sense that she thought they meant her harm. Suspicious in the sense that her life had not trained her to accept ordinary kindness without checking for the angle behind it. But if there was an angle here, it was being very well hidden beneath fresh bread, eggs, a thick stew of beans and root vegetables left warming from dawn, and the sort of bustling household energy that did not leave much room for brooding.

The father was absent. Mara explained that with the clipped efficiency of someone who had already explained it once that morning to her sons and had no interest in doing it twice with more patience.

“He’s out in the deep fields,” she said, setting another plate down without asking whether Kira wanted more. She had already decided that Kira did. “Rotation waitin’ for no one. Wants the next ground turned and cleared before the weather thinks up a reason to be difficult.”

“He left us to do everything,” one of the twins said, as though reporting a terrible injustice.Mara didn’t even look at him. “He left Toman to do everything. You two were included as scenery.”
That got a grin out of Kira before she could stop it.

The twin who had spoken—Renn, she thought—looked faintly vindicated by the fact that the pretty stranger found his suffering amusing. His brother Rell immediately tried to look more useful.

The table ran on the familiar chaos of people who had spent years interrupting one another without losing the thread. Questions overlapped. Complaints were half performance. Sela rolled her eyes without malice. Toman ate quickly, the way someone did when there was work waiting and food was fuel first, pleasure second. Mara governed the whole thing from the center with the ease of long practice.

Kira sat in the middle of it, warm for the first time in what felt like forever, and tried not to look too obviously overwhelmed.

The questions started almost immediately.

“Where are you from?”

“Far enough away that I got lost.”

“Do you travel alone often?”

“Never before, actually. Not a glowing recommendation.”

“What kind of name is Kira?”

“The kind that answers to Kira.”

Renn laughed at that. Toman gave him a look that suggested encouragement of chaos was not helpful. Rell, undeterred, leaned further across the table.

“What’s with the ball?”

Kira, who had set it near the door and felt all of their curiosity orbiting it like moths around a lamp, took a bite of bread first so she would not laugh while chewing. “That,” she said after swallowing, “is part of a game.”

“What game?”

“Sela,” Mara said mildly, without looking up from cutting preserved fruit, “save her if you mean to. Otherwise your brothers are going to pry this girl open like a fence post knot.”

Sela, who had been watching the whole exchange with barely disguised amusement, leaned one elbow on the table and said, “Maybe let her eat before you all decide she’s a traveling mystery.”

“Thank you,” Kira said.

Sela smiled, easy and bright. “You’re welcome.”

It was a small thing. A normal thing. Yet it landed with absurd force.

Mara noticed everything, Kira was beginning to suspect, but had the grace not to comment on it.

So the conversation eased. Curiosity stayed, but the family shifted from interrogating her to making room for her. Kira learned their names properly. Mara. Toman, the eldest. Rell and Renn, twins in the deeply unfair way that made every irritation look coordinated. Sela, the only daughter, and the calmest person at the table apart from Mara herself.

Farm life apparently made piety practical, so the household gods entered the conversation without ceremony.

When Mara mentioned hoping for clearer skies over the next week so the lower fields wouldn’t drown, she did it with the sort of matter-of-fact tone someone on Earth might have used for checking a weather report.

“If the rain sits on us too long, I’ll be lighting another candle to Ariana before sunset,” she said. “No point lettin’ good shoots rot for want of a little light.”

“And Keleria for the stock,” Toman added around a mouthful of bread. “If the calf’s still favoring that leg by evening.”

Renn, not to be outdone by usefulness, pointed a spoon vaguely toward the window. “And Da thanked Zurran when he broke the new field open last month.”

“Because he likes his tools not to shatter and his back not to,” Mara said.

That, more than any lecture could have, told Kira what she needed to know. The gods were not abstract here. They lived in weather, soil, animals, labor, luck—the daily mechanics of survival. People did not need to sermonize because the world itself appeared to answer often enough to keep the relationships practical.

Kira filed it away carefully.

Sela must have seen the attention sharpen in her, because once the twins had started arguing about whether last winter’s sledding injuries counted as preventable, she leaned slightly closer and lowered her voice.

“It’s not always so… all of them at once,” she said. “It’s just farm life. You ask Keleria when something’s sick. Ariana when you need light. Zurran when the ground is stubborn. Nobody thinks much on it unless they’re temple folk.”

“That makes sense,” Kira said.

It did. More than sense. It felt right.

Across the table, Renn was insisting that sliding down the north hill during the first hard freeze had been worth getting half buried in a drift, while Rell swore he had been the one smart enough not to go first.

“You screamed.”

“I did not.”

“You absolutely did.”

“You screamed too.”

“That was because you landed on me.”

Kira smiled into her tea and let the noise wash over her. Harsh winters, then. Useful information. Sledding. Hills. Seasons mattered enough to structure social life around them. The world was assembling itself one domestic detail at a time.

It was Sela who brought up the testing festival.

Not abruptly. It came after Mara mentioned that the next trip into town would need to happen soon, and Toman groaned about wagon ruts, and one of the twins tried to argue that he should be allowed to go along this time.

“I’m going,” Sela said, with a composure that suggested this was both obvious and important. “In two days.”

Mara nodded once. “At first light.”

Kira looked up. “What’s in two days?”

The whole table went oddly still for half a beat.

Not alarmed. Just surprised.

Sela blinked at her. “The testing festival.”

Kira kept her face neutral and her tone interested rather than confused. “What are you being tested for?”

Now Sela looked genuinely stunned.

Even the twins stopped bickering.

“You really don’t know,” Sela said.

Kira spread one hand slightly. “I’m getting that a lot.”

Sela glanced at Mara, who only shrugged in that way adults did when they had decided a mystery would reveal itself eventually or not at all.

“It’s for core-seed emergence,” Sela said at last. “When you come of age.”

Kira held very still.

Core-seed.

Not a core itself, then. The beginning of one. Or the potential for one.

“Humans usually test at eighteen or nineteen,” Sela went on. “Depends on the family and the local custom, but most go when they’re first eligible and hope not to embarrass themselves.”

Renn snorted.

Rell kicked him under the table.

Sela lowered her voice a little and leaned closer. “It isn’t guaranteed.”

That landed.

She flicked her eyes briefly toward Toman and then back to Kira, subtle enough that if you weren’t already watching for it you might have missed it.

“My brother didn’t get one,” she said quietly. “So don’t say anything stupid.”

Good to know.

Not guaranteed.

Kira took a sip of tea to cover the speed of her thoughts.

So for humans, coming of age meant the possibility of developing a seed slot. Not certainty. A possibility shaped perhaps by gods, or fate, or the System’s own criteria. Which meant many people lived full ordinary lives without ever touching class architecture at all. Which also meant Kira, sitting there with two slots quietly waiting in her sheet, was so far outside the normal curve it was almost violent.

Anomalous didn't quite cover it.

She made herself ask the obvious question as calmly as possible. “And if you get one?”

“Then the testers confirm it,” Sela said. “They’ll tell you if it’s stable, if it’s dormant, if it’s leaning toward any aspect, if there’s anything strange about it. Then you either start training, or get yourself apprenticed somewhere useful, or make bad decisions with new confidence.”

That last line sounded borrowed from Mara.

Mara did not deny it.

“And the festival’s every six months?” Kira asked.

“Every six,” Sela said. “But we’ve got thirteen months in the year, so it drifts. Sometimes it lands closer to planting, sometimes harvest, sometimes deep cold when everyone’s miserable and trying to be ceremonial anyway.”

Kira nodded. Thirteen months. Of course the planet couldn’t settle for behaving normally.

The breakfast whirlwind continued. She sidestepped questions about her family, blurred details about where she had come from, and answered enough to be polite without saying anything that would turn her into either a liar too obvious to trust or a truth-teller too strange to keep fed. Sela rescued her more than once. Mara noticed and allowed it. Toman seemed content so long as Kira did not look like a danger to the house. The twins, meanwhile, had settled on the firm conclusion that she was the most interesting thing to happen to the farm in weeks.

Eventually the ball became impossible to ignore any longer.

Rell pointed at it with the directness of the terminally curious. “So what is it?”

Kira wiped her fingers, leaned back a little, and looked at the object in question as if considering how much civilization could handle at once.

“It’s for a game called soccer.”

“Soccer,” Renn repeated, delighted by the oddness of the word.

“What do you do with it?” Sela asked.

“You kick it,” Kira said.

The twins lit up instantly.

“That’s it?”

“There are more rules than that,” Kira said dryly. “Technically.”

By the time breakfast ended, the entire household under the age of Mara had decided they needed a demonstration. Toman resisted for approximately twenty seconds before declaring the fence was not going to mend itself and abandoning them to the yard. The rest followed Kira outside, including Mara at a distance under the perfectly reasonable pretense of carrying feed to the chickens while very obviously remaining in sight of the stranger with the impossible eyes and stranger ball.

Kira set the soccer ball on the packed ground and looked at her audience.

Rell and Renn were vibrating with anticipation. Sela had crossed her arms and taken up a position slightly behind them, interested without wanting to look overeager. Mara lingered near the porch rail where she could intervene if necessary and enjoy herself if not.

“All right,” Kira said. “Basic idea. You move the ball with your feet, mostly. You can pass, kick, block, control it, keep it off the ground if you’re very good. Some people can do ridiculous things with it.”

Renn’s eyes widened. “Can you?”

Kira looked at the ball.

Then at her audience.

Then back at the ball.

“No,” she said. “I’m still learning.”

This, for some reason, made them like her more.

She demonstrated the simplest touches first: gentle taps with the inside of the foot, pushing the ball ahead, guiding it side to side. Then a rough explanation of keeping it close, controlling bounce, and using knees to juggle if you had enough coordination and not too much self-respect.

“Watch,” she said, and bounced the ball once off one knee, transferred it awkwardly to the other, and then lost control immediately when it shot off toward a chicken.

Rell laughed so hard he had to brace on the fence post.

Kira retrieved the ball with as much dignity as possible. “As I was saying, some people are amazing at it.”

That broke whatever reserve had been left. Sela laughed too, quiet but genuine, and even Mara smiled from the porch.

Then everyone wanted a turn.

The next while dissolved into chaos.

Renn tried to kick the ball as hard as possible on his first attempt and fell backward into the yard. Rell proved more coordinated but less strategic and kept forgetting the goal was control, not violence. Sela was better than either of them within minutes, which she accepted with the composed satisfaction of someone already used to being underestimated by brothers.

Kira found herself coaching almost despite herself.

“Softer touch.”

“Don’t stare at your feet, you’ll miss where you’re going.”

“No, the inside—yes, that. That’s better.”

“Renn, if you kick it into the chickens again, they’re within their rights to kill you.”

At one point she showed them how to pop the ball lightly from one foot to the knee and back down again. She could not do it consistently herself, but now and then the movement worked and the immediate delight on the twins’ faces was so pure it nearly hurt.

Toman left them after a few minutes, shaking his head with a smile he was trying not to show, and went back to the broken fence line.

Kira understood the choice. She was only slightly offended by his superior maturity.

By the time the sun had fully climbed, they were all flushed and laughing and dusty with yard dirt. Kira had almost stopped feeling like an intruder.

When the others broke off for water, she drifted toward Sela, who had the easiest company of any of them. The girl stood in the shade of the porch and pushed stray hair from her face, watching her brothers continue to argue over whether intentional shoulder-checking was a legal part of soccer now that they had invented it.

“What are you being tested for exactly?” Kira asked again, quieter this time.

Sela glanced at her, then caught the real question beneath the words.

“For whether I’ve been gifted a core seed,” she said. “By the gods. Or the System through them, or however the temple likes to phrase it this season.”

Kira kept her expression very carefully neutral.

“And if you have?”

“Then I start becoming useful in more interesting ways.”

That made Kira smile.

Sela smiled back, then lowered her voice. “It’s not as grand as the stories make it sound. Plenty of people never get one. Plenty do and never make much of it. It just… changes what’s possible.”

Possible.

There was that word again.

“Does everyone hope for it?” Kira asked.

Sela’s gaze flicked across the yard toward Toman, bent over the fence line in the distance. “Most do,” she said. “Not everyone gets to.”

Kira nodded slowly.

Two seed slots.

A human girl here might wait until eighteen or nineteen and still never develop one. Might spend months wondering, hoping, dreading the test. Might watch brothers pass the age and get nothing. Might pray to the right god and still come away unchanged.

And Kira had two.

No wonder the System kept feeling the need to remind her she was anomalous.

Sela mistook her silence for something else and added, gently, “You really don’t know much about any of this, do you?”

Kira let out a breath and looked toward the yard, where Renn had just kicked the soccer ball into a water trough and was trying to blame physics.

“No,” she said. “But I’m learning fast.”

Sela’s smile softened. “Good. You’ll need to.”

There was no threat in it. Just truth.

Kira appreciated that.

They stood there for a moment in companionable quiet while the farm moved around them: the twins shouting, Mara calling for one of them to stop climbing something that was not meant to be climbed, chickens muttering in the dust, the wind moving through the fields beyond.

A world.

Not abstract anymore. Not a sheet. Not a theory.

A farm that prayed to Keleria when stock fell ill. To Ariana when crops needed sun. To Zurran when new earth was turned. A girl about to test for a seed slot. Boys who thought soccer was a revelation and pretty strangers were worth staring at. A mother who fed first and interrogated second. A father somewhere in the deep fields, working tomorrow into the soil.

Kira looked down at the ball resting against her boot.

Then back at Sela.

“Presence stat,” she said, half to herself. “Or am I actually this charming?”

Sela frowned. “What?”

Kira smiled, light and easy enough to pass as a joke. “Nothing.”

But privately, as Renn demanded a rematch and Rell insisted the rules had been explained unfairly, Kira let herself hold the possibility that maybe not every kindness here had to be system-assisted.

Maybe some people were simply built for warmth.

That thought was almost as strange as the world itself.

  

    
        Chapter 13

    
    
    
    
  The rest of the day became good by degrees, and Kira did not notice until she was already inside it.

Kira helped where she could. At first that meant little things, then gradually more: carrying water, gathering tools, handing nails to Toman while he finished the fence, sorting kindling beside the porch under Mara’s watchful eye, learning where not to stand when the ridgebacks were being moved from one section of pasture to another. Nothing dramatic. Nothing grand. Just useful work, and the strange satisfying pleasure of being allowed to do it.

She was not particularly good at any of it.

Yet.

But she listened. She learned fast. She did not complain. She did not act precious. And if she dropped something once, she generally did not drop it twice. Farm people, she was learning, respected effort before polish. By midday she had stopped feeling like a guest someone needed to manage and started feeling more like a temporary inconvenience who had chosen the right side of the inconvenience ledger.

Which, honestly, was progress.

The younger boys spent most of the afternoon in varying stages of obsession.

Soccer had taken root in their minds and was not letting go. By noon, Rell and Renn had already begun arguing over the rules, the shape of the field, the proper number of players, and whether shoulder-checking counted as strategy or cowardice. Toman ignored this as long as he could and then gave up when both twins tried to recruit him as an authority on a sport invented that morning.

Kira should have known better than to get careless with terminology.

She was halfway through explaining something about ball control when she said, without thinking, “In some places it’s called football—”

The effect was immediate.

Renn stopped dead. “Foot-ball?”

“It uses feet,” Kira said, realizing too late what she had done.

Rell looked scandalized. “Then what do you call ball games that use hands?”

Kira opened her mouth.

Closed it.

Then made the fatal error of trying to answer honestly.

“Well, there’s also a sport called football that mostly uses hands, and people argue about that a lot.”

The twins stared at her in silent disbelief.

Sela, standing by the porch rail with her arms folded, laughed outright.

Mara looked up from sorting vegetables and said, “You brought an argument into the world with that ball, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Kira admitted. “Apparently I did.”

From then on, the twins divided themselves into immediate ideological factions with a speed that should have been illegal. Renn insisted that if the feet did most of the work, then obviously that deserved the name football. Rell, purely out of spite and the joy of disagreement, took the opposite stance and argued that if a sport was important enough, it could keep whatever name it pleased and reality could adjust around it.

“You don’t even believe that,” Renn accused.

“I do if it annoys you.”

“See?” Kira said to Sela. “This is exactly how it starts.”

Sela grinned. “Congratulations. You invented a pointless rivalry.”

Kira bowed slightly. “It’s one of my gifts.”

The real damage, however, came when she explained the goalie.

They had already grasped the basic idea of opposing teams trying to move the ball into a target area without using their hands. That alone had been enough to make the twins start pacing out a possible field in the yard with lengths of twine, two buckets, and a level of confidence unsupported by either planning or geometry.

Then Kira said, “There’s usually one person who can use their hands.”

The boys froze.

“One?” said Renn.

“For the whole game?” said Rell.

“In the goal area,” Kira clarified.

“What does he do?” Renn demanded.

“He keeps the other team from scoring.”

The silence that followed was religious in quality.

Then both twins started talking at once.

“You mean he guards the goal?”

“He gets to throw himself at people?”

“He can catch the ball?”

“So he’s a defender but special?”

“He gets hands privileges?”

Kira laughed. “Something like that, yes.”

That was the point at which the yard stopped being a yard and became a construction site.

Farm children, she learned, did not hear interesting new game and think abstractly. They heard field dimensions and began hauling things. Stakes appeared. Twine appeared. Spare boards appeared from some corner of the barn that had apparently been waiting for exactly this kind of nonsense to justify their existence.

“How big should the goal be?” Toman asked at one point, giving in enough to help hammer a support beam into place while pretending it was just because the twins would otherwise maim themselves.

Kira considered the scale of the yard, the age of the participants, and the fact that she was absolutely not about to explain international regulation sizes to people who had only just learned the concept.

“It depends on the age bracket,” she said.

This landed like prophecy.

“Age bracket,” Rell repeated, reverent.

“We should have different sizes,” Renn said immediately.

“For fairness,” Toman said dryly.

“Yes,” said both twins.

By late afternoon, they were speaking with absolute conviction about how the game would spread once people saw it properly played. They had no reason to doubt this. In their minds, the only thing keeping the sport from sweeping the countryside was the tragic fact that no one had invented it here yet.

“It’ll come through town first,” Renn predicted.

“Or the river traders,” said Rell.

“Or wherever Kira’s from,” Sela said, watching Kira over the rim of a cup.

The question came around again, as it had all day.

“So where are you from?” Renn asked.

Kira, who was holding the ball under one arm while trying not to laugh at Toman’s increasingly doomed attempts to pretend he was above this, tilted her head and said, “Far enough that I don’t expect you’ve heard of it.”

“That’s not an answer,” Rell said.

“It is the answer you’re getting.”

The twins groaned in unison.

Toman, to Kira’s surprise, huffed something very close to a laugh and went back to tightening the new goal frame.

By the time the father returned from the deep fields, the place looked as though a minor sport-related uprising had occurred.

He came up the path with a long-handled tool over one shoulder and the particular silence of a man who had spent the day doing hard labor on purpose. Broad through the chest, sun-browned, weather-cut, and carrying fatigue the way some people carried authority, he stopped at the sight of the altered yard, the half-finished goal frame, and the very striking stranger standing in the middle of it all with his children orbiting her like newly captured moons.

Kira straightened automatically.

This, she recognized at once, was the stoic in the family.

Not cold. Not unkind. Just practical enough that warmth had to pass through usefulness before it showed.

“That,” he said after a long beat, looking at the structure in the yard, “had better have a reason.”

“It’s a goal,” Renn announced.

“For football,” Rell added.

“For soccer,” Renn snapped.

“For a game,” Sela corrected, before civil war broke out.

The man looked from one child to the next, then finally to Mara, who had come out onto the porch wiping her hands.

Mara took in his expression and said, with perfect calm, “Joren, the girl’s called Kira. She was lost, hungry, alone, and polite. I fed her. The boys have since built a religion around her ball.”

The father absorbed that without visible distress.

Then he looked at Kira properly.

She braced herself, just a little. Joren’s face held no cruelty, but being looked at in this body still felt like standing inside an unanswered question. Men saw her differently. Boys saw her differently. Women saw her differently. The Presence stat might have been doing some of the work, but at this point she had stopped trying to separate stat from body from simple fact. She had chosen this. Here it was.

He did not leer. Did not soften. Did not perform suspicion for effect.

Instead he gave her the same look he might have given a strange dog near the stock pens: assessing, careful, willing to trust his wife’s judgment unless proven foolish for doing so.

“Kira,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“You trouble?”

There were about fourteen possible answers to that.

Kira chose the simplest. “Not intentionally.”

That earned the smallest shift at one corner of his mouth. Not a smile. Not yet. But the possibility of one, perhaps.

“Good,” he said. He set down the tool and looked once at the field, once at the children, and once more at her. “Then you can stay through the festival and go in with us when we take Sela.”

Kira blinked.

Something in her chest tightened around the words.

Stay through the festival.

Go in with us.

As if that were the sort of thing people could simply offer.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

He nodded once, as if gratitude were expected and therefore already accounted for.

Then, because the universe apparently preferred to let one emotional blow follow another without much pause between them, he asked, “Your parents meeting you there?”

The whole yard went quiet around the question.

Kira had enough warning to choose stillness before expression betrayed her. Mara went quiet on the porch. Sela looked suddenly uncertain. Even the twins, for all their cheerful nosiness, stopped short of the boundary.

Kira looked at the father. At the man’s direct, practical face. At the concern behind the question, simple and unornamented.

Then she said, because there was no point in building a lie she would only have to carry further, “I don’t have parents anymore.”

Silence followed.

Not dramatic silence. Not shocked. Just a brief human hush in which everyone adjusted themselves around a new fact.

“I’m on my own,” Kira added.

The father inhaled once through his nose and absorbed that better than she had expected anyone to absorb anything. He did not pry. Did not ask how. Did not force pity across the gap like a burden she had to catch.

Instead his jaw tightened in a way that suggested he had already built a story for the loss and would live with it unless corrected.

“Bandits,” he said, disgust thick in the word. “May Mirelia find the bastards before anyone else does.”

Then, low and practical as if he were speaking to the weather or the field or any other real force in the world, he added a brief prayer under his breath. Not theatrical. Not formal. Just sharp and clean and meant.

A prayer to vengeance on behalf of a girl he had known less than a day.

Kira did not know what to do with that.

So she nodded.

“Thank you,” she said again.

He seemed satisfied by that too.

No one asked further.

That, somehow, was the kindest thing of all.

The next two days moved with a speed that made them feel both longer and shorter than they were.

Kira helped where she could. She learned chores by doing and asking few enough foolish questions that her lack of practical experience could pass for sheltered strangeness instead of impossible ignorance. She carried feed, helped mend tools, learned how to move around ridgebacks without getting stepped on, and stood with Sela in the evenings while the girl pointed out distant hills, weather signs, and the rough geography of the nearest roads.

The twins refined soccer into a doctrine.

Somewhere along the way Kira said “football” again and nearly caused a second split in their emerging civilization. By sunset of the first day, they had invented house rules, penalty disputes, and a primitive ranking system in which Renn was both the greatest goalie in history and the victim of systematic injustice.

Mara learned how to roll her eyes in silence and keep kneading dough.

Toman remained the sane center of the younger set, though Kira caught him practicing controlled passes alone once, thinking no one was watching.

Sela, meanwhile, became easy company in a way Kira had not expected to trust so quickly. They talked while working, while carrying water, while sitting on the porch steps after supper. Not about everything. Not about the truth. But enough. Sela talked about the coming test, trying very hard to sound only curious and not frightened. Kira listened and stored every detail.

Core-seed emergence. Temple oversight. Festival crowds. The possibility that nothing would happen and that everyone would pretend that was normal if it did not.

Humans came of age. Some received a seed slot. Some did not.

And Kira had two.

The knowledge sat inside her like a hot coin she could not spend.

By the morning they left for town, she had almost managed to forget how badly the test might go if someone looked at her too closely.

Almost.

The dawn was cold and clear when the household stirred. Mara packed food before the sky had fully brightened. Toman checked harness buckles with the steady competence of someone who trusted wood and leather more than luck. The twins were up far too early and somehow still loud about it. Sela moved through the morning with a composed silence that fooled absolutely no one.

Kira stood near the wagon adjusting the strap of her borrowed pack and trying not to look as nervous as she was.

The father—Joren, she had finally learned to think of him as, though never aloud without the proper respect in front of the others—came around the wagon with a coil of rope over one shoulder and stopped beside her.

“You’ll be tested too.”

It was not phrased as a question.

Kira looked up sharply. “What?”

“You’ve not been through it.” His tone remained practical. “That much was plain the moment you asked Sela what the festival was for.”

Kira’s stomach dropped.

She had, in fact, very much asked that.

Out loud.

Around witnesses.

Oh no.

Joren went on, unaware that he had just kicked a nest of invisible complications directly into her lap. “No sense going all that way and not stepping before the testers if you’re of age.”

Kira opened her mouth.

Then closed it again, because what exactly was she supposed to say?

No thank you, I already secretly possess an extinct high-line body, two seed slots, a stack of rare titles, a boon from a veiled source, and possibly enough divine weirdness to start a small religion?

Probably not.

Around them, the wagon creaked softly as Toman loaded the last of the supplies. The twins were arguing over who had to sit where. Sela glanced over, caught Kira’s expression, and gave her a look of sympathy meant for ordinary nerves, not existential profile-management disaster.

“It’ll be fine,” Sela said, not sounding convinced enough to help.

Kira stared at the wagon.

At the road beyond.

At the fact that she was now apparently heading into a public testing festival she understood only partially, carrying secrets so large they might as well have had their own seat.

Of course she was.

  

    
        Chapter 14

    
    
    
    
  By the time the wagon rolled out at first light, Kira had learned three things she intended to remain grateful for until death or godhood, whichever came first.

First: indoor bathrooms existed.

Second: hot water existed.

And third: both of those things could be found on this planet in the same place without requiring a hospital bracelet, a nurse, an apology, or a machine humming beside the wall.

She had discovered the bathroom on the first night in the house with an astonishment so complete that she had simply stood there for several stunned seconds staring at the basin, the plumbing, and the entirely civilized arrangement of it all. Then came the second revelation: sitting down indoors like a person instead of crouching behind a bush bargaining with dignity and gravity at the same time.

The hot bath had come the next day, and that memory alone was enough to make her close her eyes briefly as the wagon jostled over the road.

Glorious did not begin to cover it.

Hot water. Real soap. Steam rising around a body that could feel everything. Dirt loosening from her skin. Her hair heavy and black and slick beneath her hands. The simple private luxury of washing because she wanted to, not because someone else had decided she needed cleaning. She had nearly cried again then too, hand braced on the basin, just because she could.

And yes, by then she had also discovered that this body came with the full maintenance package.

That discovery had been less transcendent, but still preferable to a bag.

So no, all things considered, Kira was in favor of civilization.

Even bumpy wagon civilization.

She adjusted on the bench and tucked one boot more securely beneath her as the cart hit another rut. Across from her, the twins were in the middle of a low-grade war over seating rights that had started before dawn and never truly resolved.

“I was here first,” Renn said for perhaps the twelfth time.

“You were here loudest,” Rell corrected. “Different thing.”

“You had your turn yesterday.”

“We were not riding in a wagon yesterday.”

“That’s not the point.”

“It is if you have any respect for justice.”

“Neither of you know what justice is,” Toman said without looking back from the driver’s seat beside his father.

This was true. It did not slow them down.

The argument, Kira knew perfectly well, was not actually about space. It was about proximity. Both younger boys wanted to sit beside her, not for any complicated or especially subtle reason, but because they were young enough to think their interest was mostly invisible and old enough to become absolutely unbearable when embarrassed about it.

Kira, for her part, had surrendered to the Presence stat doing whatever it was going to do. She had chosen it. She had made herself look like this. The System had then looked at her choices and apparently decided to reward her with a face and body so aggressively unfair that ordinary human eye contact had become a civic challenge.

So, here ya go.

In the end, Mara solved the problem with practical tyranny.

“The ball gets that space,” she said, and placed it between Kira and Sela with such authority that even the twins accepted it as final.

The soccer ball—still absurd, still beloved, still somehow the strangest item anyone in this wagon had ever seen—occupied the prime seat like visiting nobility. Rell looked betrayed. Renn looked as though he was considering whether he could challenge a ball to a duel and win.

Kira rested a hand on it fondly. “VIP treatment.”

“It’s because it causes less trouble than you lot,” Mara said.

That earned a laugh from Sela and a muffled grunt from Toman.

Joren, seated up front with the reins, said nothing, but Kira had learned enough over the last two days to read what he did not say. He acted as though the game was an indulgence, something harmless and faintly ridiculous that had distracted the boys from useful work.

He also stood at the edge of the yard every evening and watched them play with the expression of a man trying very hard not to enjoy himself openly.

Kira had caught him once, arms folded, eyes following a clumsy pass from Renn to Rell, the corner of his mouth almost admitting to pride before he noticed he had an audience. The memory pleased her now as the wagon rolled on.

They had left before the sun fully rose, but the world brightened quickly. Fields unfolded on either side of the road, some freshly turned, dark and rich in long furrows that still held the shape of recent labor, others green and growing. Low stone boundaries and wooden fences divided properties with the sort of practical confidence that only came from generations of shared understanding. Here and there, smoke climbed from chimneys. Men and women were already in the fields, or walking toward them, or driving animals between pasture and pen.

More farmhouses appeared the farther they traveled.

More wagons.

More roads branching off from the main track.

The whole region was waking into itself.

Kira sat with her hands folded over the soccer ball and watched it pass, trying not to let wonder show too plainly. Every house was a piece of confirmation. Every worked field another proof that the world did not merely contain people, but contained ordinary life. Families. Labor. Routine. Trade. Dirt under fingernails. Arguments about weather and feed and next season’s yield.

Real enough to smell.

Real enough to join, if you knew how.

The wagon had not been on the road long before the conversation turned, as Kira had suspected it might, toward money.

Not her money directly. Cattle.

One of the ridgeback calves had to be sold this season, apparently, depending on feed and whether the neighboring Halver family managed to get their breeding pair through another winter. Rell claimed old man Halver overvalued everything with four legs and a tail. Toman said old man Halver overvalued everything, period. Mara thought beef prices in town would rise before frost. Joren thought they would not. Sela, to Kira’s delight, had strong opinions on breeding stock and no interest in pretending otherwise.

Kira listened.

Quietly.

Carefully.

By the time the conversation looped around the price of young cattle versus cured leather and wagon parts, she had enough context to estimate that the coins in her pouch were not meaningless. More than that—they were enough to live on for a while if she was careful.

That loosened something in her.

Not forever. Not enough to make her foolish. But enough that the future shifted from cliff edge to narrow bridge.

I can live for a bit, she thought.

Not long, maybe. But enough to not be instantly desperate.

That mattered.

Beside her, Sela had been quiet for a while, watching the road unwind ahead of them.

Kira glanced over. “You all right?”

Sela exhaled through her nose, then tucked a strand of hair behind one ear. “I might be,” she said. “Or I might throw up in the wagon before we get there. Not sure yet.”

“That encouraging?”

“Very.”

Kira smiled.

They rode in companionable silence for a little while after that, until Sela spoke again, lower this time, careful that her parents were too occupied with the road and the twins were too busy arguing about whether a proper goal required a crossbar.

“If I’m seeded,” she said, “I want to go to the Church of Ariana.”

Kira turned her head.

Sela kept her eyes on the road. “I haven’t said it out loud much.”

“Why not?”

Sela’s mouth twitched. “Because then it becomes real. And if it becomes real, then maybe I’ve jinxed it.”

That, Kira understood immediately.

The dangerous intimacy of naming a hope.

“Ariana,” she said softly. “Hope and light.”

Sela glanced at her, surprised. “You know that one.”

“Keleria too. Zurran. I do listen when your family talks.”

Sela’s face warmed at that, more deeply than Kira expected. The names themselves were small. The listening behind them was not.

“The Church of Ariana trains Luminants,” she said. “Sometimes healers. Sometimes field-blessers. Sometimes… other things. Depends on the seed, I suppose. But the training is expensive, and I don’t know if I’d even be accepted, and I definitely don’t want to talk about it in front of Da because he’ll start thinking in numbers and Ma will start pretending she isn’t.”

Kira smiled faintly. “So you told me instead.”

Sela risked a look at her, embarrassed now that the words were out. “I did.”

“I’m honored.”

That earned her a laugh, quiet and a little shaky.

The wagon rolled on.

It passed other families traveling the same road, some with children dressed more neatly than usual, others with goods loaded for market alongside hopeful young people trying to look as though they had not been awake all night imagining every possible outcome of the test. Kira counted at least three other girls and four boys around Sela’s age or a little younger, all headed in the same direction with versions of the same tension held differently in their faces.

The testing festival.

Right.

That.

Every time she let herself forget about it for more than five minutes, reality leaned over and tapped her on the shoulder.

At one point a neighboring wagon slowed alongside theirs. The driver, a red-faced man with forearms like carved wood and a daughter perched beside him in festival clothes, called out some greeting to Joren about weather and ruts and whether the lower road was still washing out by the old stone bridge.

They knew each other, of course they did.

This entire countryside, Kira was beginning to understand, ran on overlapping familiarity. Families knew families. Fields knew fields. Names traveled faster than carts. Good for community. Potentially catastrophic for mysterious girls with impossible eyes and very few lies prepared beyond I’m from far away.

When the other wagon drew level enough for introductions, Joren handled it with alarming efficiency.

“This is Kira,” he said, with just enough in his tone to suggest that was all anyone needed.

The red-faced man opened his mouth, saw whatever was in Joren’s expression, and closed it again with admirable speed.

“Friend of the family?” he asked instead.

“Yes,” Joren said.

That was the end of that.

Kira filed the tactic away with deep appreciation. He did not explain her. He did not invite scrutiny. He just placed her within the family’s social perimeter and let that do the work.

More than a few nosey people they met over the next hour looked as though they had questions. Very reasonable questions. Who was she? Where had she come from? Why did she look like that? Why were Joren’s sons orbiting her like fascinated livestock around a new gate? Was that a ball? Why was the ball in the wagon like a person?

But a look from Joren, or Mara, or occasionally both, shut most of it down before the words fully formed.

Most of it.

The one question that made Kira nearly choke came from a woman with two baskets of apples and an apparently fatal commitment to speed over discretion.

The woman had stopped beside the wagon to exchange festival news, looked from Toman to Kira to the family to Kira again, and then blurted, “Oh! Are they engaged?”

Silence detonated.

Toman made a sound like his own lungs had betrayed him.

Rell doubled over instantly. Renn slapped both hands over his mouth and failed to contain a shriek of laughter. Sela nearly fell off the bench. Mara, to Kira’s horror, looked not offended but briefly thoughtful, as if the notion had not occurred to her until this exact moment and she was now involuntarily testing it for structural integrity.

Joren’s expression did not change at all, which somehow made it worse.

Heat rose all the way up her face.

Toman, still dying quietly, managed, “No.”

The woman blinked. “Oh.”

Then, fatally: “You’d make handsome children.”

That finished Sela completely. She bent over laughing against Kira’s shoulder while the twins made noises usually associated with demonic possession. Toman looked as though he would rather be trampled by ridgebacks in public than remain in the wagon one second longer.

Kira sat very straight, eyes fixed on the road ahead, and thought with grim clarity that Presence might not solve murder charges if she committed one on festival day.

Mara finally took pity on everyone.

“She’s traveling with us,” she said firmly, in the tone of a woman drawing a line under nonsense. “That’s all.”

The apple woman, to her credit, realized she had overshot the social moment by several fences and retreated with embarrassed goodwill. The wagon moved on. The laughter did not stop for some time.

Toman rode half a shade darker in the face for the next mile.

Kira, once she could trust herself to speak, leaned slightly toward Sela and murmured, “I’m so sorry.”

Sela wiped tears from her eyes. “No, don’t be. That was the funniest thing that’s happened all month.”

Across from them, Renn choked out, “Handsome children,” and set Rell off again.

Toman made a low sound of warning that had no effect whatsoever.

Kira bit the inside of her cheek to keep from joining them.

“Your family,” she said softly to Sela once the worst of it had passed, “is terrible.”

Sela smiled, still glowing from laughter. “Yes. They’re wonderful.”

That, Kira thought, was probably the same thing here.

The road climbed a low ridge sometime later, and from the top of it Kira finally caught her first real glimpse of the town.

It spread wider than she had expected, clustered around a central rise with a pale stone structure near the middle that was either a temple or something close enough to make no difference at this distance. Rooflines gathered around it in layered bands. Smoke. Fields. Roads converging. People moving in small bright threads toward the festival grounds.

Her pulse kicked.

The twins spotted it at the same moment and erupted into fresh noise. Sela went suddenly quiet again. Mara sat straighter. Joren only clicked to the horse and guided the wagon onward with the same practical calm he had used all morning, as though towns and tests and futures were simply another road to take in proper order.

Kira looked at the place waiting below and felt a familiar split open inside her.

Curiosity.

Fear.

Excitement.

She rested both hands on the soccer ball as if it might steady her.

It did not.

But it helped.

“All right,” she murmured under her breath.

Sela glanced over. “What?”

Kira kept her eyes on the town.

“Nothing,” she said. “Just trying not to look like I’m about to be arrested by destiny.”

Sela laughed, not nearly alarmed enough by how accurate that might prove.

And the wagon rolled on toward the festival.

  

    
        Chapter 15

    
    
    
    
  The town was called Brindlewatch.

Kira learned that only after they had crested the ridge and started down toward it, when Renn pointed at the clustered rooftops below with the authority of someone introducing the center of civilization itself.

“There,” he said. “Brindlewatch.”

The name suited it.

From above, the village looked halfway between a working farm settlement and a place trying very hard to become more than one. It sat where the tributary road broadened, with the river curling along one edge and storehouses, pens, and workshops thickening around that advantage. The oldest part of Brindlewatch seemed built low and practical, all timber, stone, and weathered roofs. The newer growth pushed outward from it in straighter lines and cleaner fronts, with painted signs, broader porches, and a few buildings trying for urban respectability.

It was a farm village with ambition.

The festival had already been underway for a day, and the roads feeding into Brindlewatch were thick with traffic. Wagons came in heavy with produce, livestock, hopeful families, and overexcited adolescents trying not to visibly panic about whether the System had plans for them. Traders had set up along the outer lanes. Temporary stalls crowded the approach roads with ribbons, fried food, devotional candles, polished charms, dyed cloth, sweet cakes, and every other thing people suddenly discovered they needed once a festival gave them permission to spend.

As they drew closer, Kira began to pick out the layers beneath the festival brightness. Outer farm families arriving in serviceable clothes and good boots, their wagons practical rather than decorative. Local people in cleaner coats and finer fabric, standing in doorways or near stalls and watching the incoming traffic with expressions that felt just a little too evaluative. Men with spears posted at the main approach road, and another pair farther in wearing better-fitted gear and carrying themselves with a degree of ease that made them look more professional, whatever that meant here.

“Big for a village,” Kira said.

“It thinks it’s a town,” Sela said dryly.

Mara, who had heard that, snorted under her breath. “Depends who you ask.”

That told Kira more than the words themselves.

As the wagon rolled into the slower crush of people, one of the guards near the approach raised a hand and called, “Vale!”

Joren lifted two fingers from the reins in acknowledgment without slowing much.

The guard came a few steps closer, squinting first at Joren, then Mara, then the children, and finally at Kira. “Festival finally dragged you in, did it?”

“Dragged the boys,” Mara said. “We came along to keep the damage contained.”

That got a laugh out of the guard. His gaze went back to Kira, curious but not rude.

“And who’s this?”

“Kira,” Joren said.

The guard waited a beat, maybe expecting more.

Joren did not provide it.

After a moment, the man nodded as if that, apparently, was enough. “Well. Good luck to your girl, then.”

“Sela’s the one testing,” Mara said.

The guard looked faintly embarrassed. “Right. Her, then.”

Sela took that in stride. Kira kept her face politely neutral and learned two useful things at once: the Vales were known here, and Joren had a gift for shutting down questions before they grew legs.

As they moved deeper into Brindlewatch, people looked.

At the family, yes. At the ball, certainly—that got more than one double take. But mostly at Kira.

Heads turned. Eyes lingered. People recalculated.

Not all of it was sexual, though some of it definitely was. The more openly lecherous men noticed her with the unsubtle focus of people who mistook appetite for charm. Women looked too, though their attention more often carried assessment, curiosity, comparison, or guarded interest. A few people seemed unable to decide what she was supposed to be. She wasn’t dressed like a noble. She wasn’t dressed like a laborer either. And though she lacked the obvious gear of a hardened adventurer, something about her still resisted being filed neatly into any local category.

Or maybe Presence was simply in there stirring the soup.

Whatever it was, it didn’t stop with her.

Kira noticed the pattern after the third or fourth interaction: whatever effect she was having on people, it was spilling onto the family too. Shopkeepers smiled faster. A cart moved aside without needing to be asked twice. One woman who looked ready to make a pointed remark about the outer farms instead ended up offering Mara a better place to tie the wagon nearer the square.

Mara noticed it. She noticed everything.

But she said nothing.

The boys, meanwhile, were too busy parading the ball.

Brindlewatch’s festival square turned out to be larger than it had looked from the road. Festivals did that to villages, stretching them with stalls, music, cloth, and people until they felt briefly grander than themselves. Stalls ringed the open center in bright bands of cloth and painted wood. Ribbons shifted from poles overhead. A fiddler and a hand-drummer had claimed one corner of the square, and a woman with a strong voice was singing something lively enough that people kept pausing near her whether they meant to or not.

The testing ground stood on the higher side of the square, roped off from the market press and marked by simple banners and a white-posted awning where names were being recorded. Beyond that, a raised platform waited in the sort of orderly stillness that practically announced ceremony. People gave it the careful distance reserved for shrines, officials, and other things that might change a life if approached wrong.

But for the moment, the square belonged to reunion.

The Vales had barely made it in before familiar faces began peeling away from the crowd toward them. Sela saw people first—girls her age, boys from neighboring farms, older women calling greetings to Mara, a man who clapped Joren on the shoulder and immediately started talking about feed prices and road washouts like no time had passed since yesterday.

The boys vanished almost at once, soccer ball and all.

Not rudely. Just with the unstoppable force of young males spotting other young males and deciding the laws of proximity no longer applied. Within moments, Rell and Renn were twenty yards away in a knot of village boys, holding the ball aloft, talking all over one another, and very obviously claiming total expertise on a sport they had known for approximately forty-eight hours.

Toman looked after them and sighed with the resignation of an elder brother who had accepted long ago that fate enjoyed humiliating him personally.

Sela touched Kira’s sleeve lightly. “Come on. I’ll introduce you before they decide you’re some kind of mystery spirit.”

Kira let herself be led.

That, too, still felt new.

The girls Sela brought her to were exactly what Kira had expected and nothing like what old reflexes had prepared her for. They were farm girls. Field girls. Strong-handed, weather-touched, neatly dressed for festival day but not transformed by it. Their hair had been braided or pinned with care, their boots cleaned, their best dresses or skirts brought out of trunks and hooks for the occasion. They looked at Kira with immediate interest, yes—how could they not—but it was not the sharp social dissection she might have expected from some polished town circle.

It was curiosity.

Open, direct, and fundamentally kind.

“This is Kira,” Sela said. “She’s staying with us.”

That was apparently enough of a credential to start with.

A dark-haired girl with wide brown eyes smiled first. “I’m Lenna.”

“Pera,” said another, red-cheeked and freckled, with hands that looked more suited to lifting feed sacks than ribbon work.

The third girl, taller and quieter, nodded once. “Neris.”

Kira returned their names and braced quietly for the next question. Where are you from? Who are your people? Why do you look like that? What are your chances at the testing? Are your eyes natural? Why is every boy in the square pretending not to stare at you?

Some of those questions did come. Just not all at once, and not unkindly.

Lenna asked first whether Kira had come in from farther upriver, because she didn’t remember seeing her last festival. Pera wanted to know if Kira had really brought the strange ball game with her. Neris asked whether the road through the east fields was still muddy, which Kira had no answer for at all and admitted so.

Sela, to her credit, smoothed over the gaps with practiced ease.

“She’s from far enough off that you won’t know it,” she said when Lenna circled too close to origin again. “And yes, the boys are already making fools of themselves with the ball.”

“That’s not new,” Neris observed.

This earned general agreement.

The talk shifted naturally after that, because the festival had provided everyone with its own immediate subject.

Two of the girls had tested at the previous festival.

“No luck,” Pera said with a shrug that was too casual to be entirely real. “Nothing sparked. Nothing settled. The woman doing it said I had a healthy structure and a good stable soul pattern, which was very kind of her and meant absolutely nothing useful.”

Lenna snorted. “She told me I had admirable calm under observation. Which I only did because I was too scared to breathe.”

Sela laughed softly.

Kira watched them all more carefully after that. None of it was melodramatic. No bitterness. No ritual sorrow over chances lost. Just the practical absorption of a world where possibility was precious precisely because it was not guaranteed.

“What about Miri?” Sela asked.

That changed the atmosphere at once—not badly, but with the bright complication of a shared story everyone had been waiting to update.

“Miri got one,” Lenna said, eyes widening all over again at the memory of it. “Sure enough. Proper seed confirmation and all.”

“She went back with the testers,” Pera added.

Kira sharpened at that. “Back where?”

“To train,” Neris said. “Or be examined. Or be recruited. Depending whose aunt tells it.”

None of them sounded especially certain.

“She hasn’t written?” Sela asked.

Lenna shook her head. “It’s only been six months.”

That was apparently answer enough, which told Kira something too. Communication with the capital—or wherever Miri had gone—was not instant, reliable, or expected to be.

“What do you think she’ll do?” Sela asked.

This, it turned out, was an invitation to baseless theory.

“Oh, she’ll end up in some great temple school,” Pera said immediately. “Writing letters with gold edging and pretending she’s forgotten all of us.”

“She’ll marry a noble who likes mysterious girls with rare gifts,” Lenna countered.

Neris snorted. “More likely she’ll wash out in three weeks and come back with better posture and opinions.”

Kira laughed.

The girls grinned at her as if she had passed a quiet test of her own.

What she liked most, though, was the lack of malice in it. They speculated because Miri’s absence had become a story to fill, not because they wanted her cut down to size. There was affection inside the nonsense.

The boys, predictably, returned before long.

Not alone.

Rell and Renn reappeared with a flock of local boys orbiting them, all flushed from exertion and argument, all pretending technical clarification had brought them over while their eyes kept losing the case.

The conflict was visible in real time.

On one side: the strange wonderful ball game.

On the other: Kira.

The ball won.

Barely.

“Question,” Renn said, as if no one had spent the last several minutes running in circles after a leather sphere under his leadership.

“That’s not a question,” Sela said.

“It is the beginning of one.”

Kira folded her arms. “Go on, then.”

“If the goalie uses hands,” Renn said, “can he also kick?”

“Yes.”

“Then why would anyone else want the position?” one of the local boys blurted.

“Because he stands in front of the goal,” Rell said as if revealing military doctrine. “And protects everyone.”

“He doesn’t protect everyone,” said another boy. “He protects the score.”

“That’s still everyone,” Renn argued.

The local boys were instantly smitten with both the game and Kira’s role as its reluctant high priestess. They asked questions in a rush. How many players? How big was the field? Could you hit the ball with your head on purpose? Was tripping allowed? Could the goalie throw the ball at people? Was there a captain? Could there be two goalies if both teams agreed? What if a cow wandered through?

That last one came from a boy who looked deeply sincere.

“It would be a bad sport for cows,” Kira said.

This was accepted as wisdom.

When the boys finally ran off again, dragging their new converts with them, the girls watched them go with identical expressions of resigned amusement.

“They’ll be insufferable for weeks,” Neris said.

“For life,” Sela corrected.

Pera tilted her head toward Kira. “You’re good with them.”

Kira glanced after the boys and then back. “They’re funny.”

“That’s one word,” Lenna said.

“Very loud,” Neris offered.

“Sticky,” Sela said.

“That too.”

The girls laughed.

Around them, the square kept swelling as noon approached. More families arrived. More names were written down beneath the white awning. The music shifted from open-market ease toward something more structured, as though even the performers knew the festival’s center of gravity was changing. Acolytes passed through the crowd with ribbons, stamped papers, and little clay cups of blessed water. Young people of testing age tried to look calm and failed in an astonishing variety of ways.

Alone, she would have stood out. With Sela and her friends, she was at least a stranger with company.

Then Joren came over.

He had already spoken to one of the officials handling the sign-in ledger and now carried that air men got when they had completed one practical task and were already moving mentally to the next.

“Sela’s entered,” he said. Then he looked at Kira. “Need your name.”

Kira’s pulse stumbled.

Joren held the writing tablet out and frowned slightly. “I don’t know your family name.”

For the smallest fragment of a second, Kira considered giving him Devereux. The old name. The dead name. The one attached to money and hospitals and a father who loved badly but expensively.

Then she heard herself say, “Asher.”

The word left her mouth before she'd decided to use it. It sounded right anyway.

Joren nodded once and passed that along to the official at the ledger.

Kira Asher.

Set down in ink.

Real enough now to be called out in public.

She felt that one in her bones.

“What letter’s that put you under?” Renn called from somewhere in the cluster of boys and game arguments.

“V,” said Sela at once.

“A,” said Kira, at the exact same moment.

They both turned.

Then Sela groaned and covered her face with both hands.

Kira, after half a beat, understood.

Alphabetical.

Of course it was alphabetical.

“Oh, no,” Sela said, muffled behind her fingers. “That is so much worse.”

Kira looked toward the testing platform.

Toward the awning. Toward the officials from the capital. Toward the neat ledger with her borrowed, chosen, newly real surname now fixed into the order of things.

The unknown expanded in her all at once.

Not fear of being hurt, exactly. Fear of being seen.

Properly. Officially. By people whose job it was to look at what others carried hidden.

Sela was nervous too, Kira could tell, but hers had a shape Kira understood. Hope. Fear of disappointment. Fear of nothing happening. Fear of being ordinary in a world that had taught people to long for signs.

Kira’s fear was different.

Kira’s problem was that something would happen.

Something very much was already there.

She stared at the platform for a long moment, feeling her thoughts begin to narrow into strategy.

Could she refuse?

Could she step up there, smile politely, say no thank you, I’m actually fine, and walk away before anyone went digging around in her soul architecture with sacred instruments and official concern?

The more she thought about it, the more the idea appealed to her.

Yes.

That was good.

That was sane.

That was control.

She would step forward, be courteous, and decline.

No thank you. I’m good.

The plan settled over her with immediate relief.

It was, perhaps, not a very robust plan. But it was a plan.

She looked up toward the two officials who had come down from the capital to oversee Brindlewatch’s testing.

Even at a distance, they stood apart from the local crowd.

The woman first.

Tall. Finely built. Human-shaped, but too composed to ever quite read as ordinary. Her skin carried a faint luminous undertone that caught the noonward light without glowing. Silver-gray eyes surveyed the square with the patience of someone who had learned long ago that significance did not announce itself in the same way panic did. Her road vestments were layered brown with silver fittings and narrow red trim, clean beneath the travel dust. One symbol repeated in small disciplined marks across sash, book clasp, and staff-ring: an open book beneath a watchful eye.

Not a battlefield figure.

Not a healer.

A witness.

The kind of woman who might write a truth down so neatly it became harder to escape.

The man beside her was a contrast in almost every visible way. Lean, sharper, dressed in weather-softened white and blue rather than formal robes, with a fitted travel coat and the absent-minded air of someone who had once lived among good magical theory and now allowed the road to fray it at the hems. His ears marked him half-elven. His dark hair had been tied back carelessly enough to suggest priorities that did not include impressing anyone in the square. At his belt hung objects that looked arcane first and practical second: rings, chalk tubes, a small brass astrolabe, other things Kira could not name from here.

Where the woman seemed ceremonial and exact, the man looked like trouble made academically respectable.

Neither of them looked especially easy to fool.

Bad.

Very bad.

Sela followed Kira’s gaze and lowered her voice. “That’s them.”

Kira did not take her eyes off the raised platform. “Encouraging.”

Sela laughed a little, because she still thought Kira’s nerves belonged to the same category as everyone else’s.

Lucky girl.

The bells began a few minutes later.

Not church bells exactly. Festival bells. Measured and carrying. The crowd shifted in response, people tightening toward the testing green, arranging themselves by family, by age group, by the invisible lines that had always existed in small places and only became more obvious when everyone gathered at once.

The girls around Kira straightened.

The boys came running back one last time, flushed and excited and smelling faintly of grass.

Renn skidded to a stop. “It’s starting.”

“Yes,” said Sela, with the expression of someone contemplating either destiny or a very public fainting spell.

Rell looked at Kira. “You’ll be fine.”

That was kind enough to hurt a little.

Kira smiled at him. “I’m planning to avoid the whole thing.”

This was meant as a joke.

Unfortunately, she was the only one who knew that.

  

    
        Chapter 16

    
    
    
    
  Kira took stock of the crowd while pretending not to.

The crowd was mostly human.

Here and there she caught signs otherwise: ears a little too long, eyes reflecting light oddly, skin with undertones she doubted existed back on Earth, someone near the square’s edge with a jawline that read almost elven if you knew what to look for. But if Brindlewatch reflected the region, humans dominated it.

And yet race apparently mattered less here than it would have on Earth.

That was harder to define, but she kept noticing it. People looked. People assessed. People sorted one another by clothing, bearing, wealth, family, usefulness, confidence. They noticed difference, certainly. But no one had yet reacted to her ears as if she needed explanation. Her eyes drew comment, yes, because they were striking enough to demand it, and she had caught more than one glance at the faint glowing tracer-lines threading around her collarbones and wrists. But the glances stopped there. No whispered alarm. No pointed questions. No ugly little social jerks of revulsion or exoticizing panic.

Sela had not even asked in private.

That, more than anything else, Kira found interesting.

It might have been politeness. It might have been local custom. It might have been that House Vaelor’s deviations, while unusual, still fell well within the broad and generous category of things people had apparently seen before. Or it might have been that this world, in at least this part of it, had other hierarchies it cared more about than the exact angle of someone’s ears.

Whatever the reason, Kira appreciated it.

The festival square tightened gradually toward noon. Families drew closer to the testing green. Children were gathered up or abandoned according to temperament. Nervous young adults of testing age drifted toward one another with the sheepish gravity of people trying not to compare fear too openly. The boys returned from their soccer evangelism flushed and triumphant and had to be threatened with immediate consequences before they stopped trying to teach footwork to two local boys already queued with their families.

Then the bells rang.

Conversation thinned.

The white-posted awning near the testing area became the center of everything. The two officials from the capital stepped forward onto the low platform beside it, and the murmuring square settled almost at once.

Kira studied them more closely now that they were no longer just distant figures framed by festival movement.

The woman—Sister Maelis Veyr, if Kira had heard the name correctly from one of the earlier introductions—stood with a kind of practiced stillness that made motion around her seem less organized by comparison. Tall, composed, road-worn but immaculate where it counted, she carried herself like someone who had spent her life among records, rites, and careful declarations. Her skin held that same faint inner luminosity Kira had noticed before, not warm like Ariana’s imagined light might be, but steady, restrained, and uncanny. Her silver-gray eyes swept the square once, not dramatically, just thoroughly enough that Kira got the distinct impression little escaped them.

The man beside her was easier to read and, for that reason, perhaps more dangerous in a different way.

Lean, sharp-faced, and almost annoyingly handsome in the effortless style of men who did not care enough to fully manage it, he stood with one hand resting near the odd assortment of tools and arcane objects at his belt. Half-elven, definitely. Dark hair tied back badly enough to suggest either haste or a personal philosophy. He wore white and faded blue rather than temple formality, and the expression he turned on the crowd was open enough to invite confidence while withholding just enough to remain interesting.

Kira distrusted him instantly.

Not deeply. Just on principle.

Maelis spoke.

She was not long-winded, which improved Kira’s opinion of her at once.

“Brindlewatch,” she said, and somehow the name of the village sounded more official in her voice than it ever had coming out of Renn, “by authority of sacred witness and the traveling compact of the capital churches, we begin this cycle’s Testing Festival.”

Her voice carried easily, not raised, simply clear enough that it arranged itself into the square and expected to be heard.

“Those of age who have not yet been tested will be called in proper order. Those whose names were entered this morning will be seen in turn. We have fifty-eight to test before day’s end. Some tests take ten minutes. Some take longer. In the interest of everyone present, we will begin immediately.”

She turned slightly, one hand indicating the man beside her.

“Would you like to add anything, Master Vorell?”

Teren Vorell smiled at the crowd with lazy, practiced charm and lifted a hand in a brief wave. “No need,” he said. “She already sounds more official than I do.”

A ripple of polite laughter moved through the square.

Kira watched his gaze wander as the sound died. Not across the whole crowd. Across a few of the more attractive young women standing near their families. The look lingered long enough for Kira to clock it and briefly enough for everyone else to let it pass. Appreciative, not predatory. Still longer than it needed to be. A man noticing beauty because he liked beauty and had perhaps not always learned exactly where to stop looking.

Interesting.

Noted.

Maelis did not react in the slightest, which suggested either tolerance born of long acquaintance or the internalized patience of a very serious woman who had traveled with a man like that for too many roads.

She gestured toward the large tent set just beyond the testing platform.

It was plain, sturdy, and old with care: folded, stored, unpacked, cleaned, repaired, and raised again so many times it had become more ritual than object. The canvas had been patched carefully over the years, its supports worn smooth in the places hands always touched them. Someone had cleaned it thoroughly for the occasion. Someone had likely done so every six months for a very long time.

“Testing will be conducted privately,” Maelis said. “Only the subject and the officials will enter. Results remain the property of the one tested, unless freely offered otherwise.”

That last line mattered.

Kira felt it in her spine.

Then the calling began.

A local acolyte stepped to the ledger and started reading names.

Alphabetical.

Of course.

Kira did not need to hear more than the first three before the dread she had carefully wrapped in sarcasm all morning became a bodily fact.

Sela, beside her, had gone quiet enough to vanish into herself.

Kira, by contrast, was very suddenly all edges.

She had a plan, such as it was. She was going to walk into the tent, be polite, say she appreciated their time, and decline the process before anyone started invoking truths, peering into soul architecture, or discovering anything that could turn her from interesting stranger into administrative event.

A terrible plan, perhaps.

But a plan.

The names moved closer.

Then:

“Kira Asher.”

That was it.

Her chosen name landed with enough weight to make the whole square feel briefly off-balance.

Renn made an encouraging noise. Rell whispered, “You’ll be fine,” as if confidence could be transferred by optimism alone. Mara gave her a steady look. Joren only nodded once. Sela’s face held sympathy, nerves, and a very different category of hope.

Kira stood.

“All right,” she said, mostly to herself.

Courage, apparently, was panic with forward momentum.

She crossed the square under more eyes than she would have liked. Festival air, sunlight, market smells, the knowledge of the crowd all watching the first name go in—then the flap of the testing tent opened and she ducked inside.

The change in sound was immediate.

The outside world softened to canvas-muted noise. Light filtered through the fabric in warm dull gold. The interior was spare but not improvised: a table, three stools, a rolled carpet over packed ground, a set of instruments arranged with priestly neatness, and in the center a low metal stand holding a palm-sized crystal disc that gleamed faintly with inactive potential.

Maelis turned toward her.

Teren did too.

Kira had planned her opening line. Something dry, courteous, and uncommitted. Something like Thank you for your time, but I’m actually fine and would prefer not to proceed.

She never got the chance.

The moment she stepped fully inside, both officials changed.

Not dramatically. Just enough.

Maelis’ gaze sharpened first, silver eyes narrowing by the smallest degree as if a note in the room had shifted pitch without warning. Teren’s attention, which had worn a kind of idle road-trained ease outside, snapped properly into place.

For one second, the tent held a very particular silence.

The sort that followed recognition before anyone knew what exactly they had recognized.

Kira stopped three paces in and resisted the urge to back right back out again.

“Well,” she said, because the silence clearly needed puncturing, “this feels promising.”

Teren recovered first.

His expression shifted into interest. Not the wandering interest he'd worn in the square. A sharper one. The kind a scholar found when something on his desk turned out to be older than the desk.

"Promising's one word," he said. "I'd have gone with unprecedented, personally."

Kira stared at him.

Maelis closed her eyes for one controlled beat.

“Teren.”

“What?” he said, still looking at Kira. “I can observe and be polite at the same time.”

“You are managing only one of those.”

That almost got a laugh out of Kira, which annoyed her because she was trying to remain suspicious.

Teren, to his credit, had the decency to look mildly chastened. Not embarrassed, exactly. Just corrected by someone whose corrections he had clearly survived many times before.

Maelis turned her full attention back to Kira. “You intended to refuse.”

It was not a question.

Kira blinked. “Was it that obvious?”

“Yes.”

“Good. I was trying for clarity.”

Maelis studied her for one long second, then nodded once as if something had just been confirmed in a ledger only she could see.

“You may still refuse,” she said. “No testing in this tent is compulsory.”

Kira relaxed by a hair.

Then Maelis added, “But you do not want simply to refuse. You want assurance.”

Kira held her gaze.

“Yes,” she said.

“Of what?”

“That nothing I say in here leaves this tent without my permission.”

Teren, to his credit, stopped smiling.

The shift in the room was immediate and subtle all at once. Whatever private charm-work or amused improvisation he had been prepared to offer, he let it fall away. This was no longer banter. This was jurisdiction.

Maelis inclined her head. “Reasonable.”

Then she did something Kira had not yet seen any mortal do.

The invoker lifted one hand and spoke a name—not loudly, but with the exactness of someone who knew how to place a word into power instead of merely through air.

“Jaheira, witness.”

The tent changed.

Not violently. Not with thunder or blinding radiance. It changed the way a room changes when a judge enters and everyone remembers truth has weight.

Maelis’ feet lifted from the ground by perhaps an inch, no more. Her eyes filled with a steady silver-white light, and the air around her clarified into thin hovering lines of script that formed and vanished too quickly for Kira to read. Her voice, when she spoke again, carried a resonance that made the words feel less like sound and more like structure settling into place.

“Before the memory-keeping gaze of Jaheira, I swear this: what is learned of Kira Asher within this tent shall not be spoken, copied, conveyed, implied, or surrendered to any soul without her own express permission.”

The words struck the air and stayed there.

Not literally, perhaps, but close enough that Kira felt them settle into the space like latticework. The script-lines around Maelis tightened, then dissolved into a brief ring of pale notation that passed through the tent walls and vanished.

Kira stared.

That was her first divine invocation.

No chanting circle. No smoke. No thunderclap.

Just power answering precision like it had been waiting for the right shape of request.

Teren looked faintly affronted, which was interesting all by itself.

“Was that necessary?” he asked.

Maelis turned her glowing gaze on him.

“Yes.”

He sighed like a man who knew resistance was pointless but disliked the principle. Then he straightened a little and rolled one shoulder as if adjusting to a formality he had hoped to avoid.

“Fine,” he muttered. “Archus witness.”

His magic came differently.

Where Maelis’ invocation had felt sacred and judicial, Teren’s unfolded in clean arcs of white-blue light, threadlike sigils spiraling outward from his forearms in neat equations that flared and aligned before sinking back beneath the skin. When he spoke, his voice remained recognizably his, but sharpened—clearer, firmer, less able to hide behind charm.

“By ordered thought and witnessed structure, I swear the same. What is learned here of Kira Asher leaves this tent only by her consent.”

The white-blue sigils closed around him in a narrow band, then snapped out with a pulse Kira felt more than saw.

When it was done, the pressure holding the tent tight finally let go.

Maelis settled lightly back onto the ground. The script-light in her eyes faded. Teren looked annoyed enough to suggest the oath had cost him some convenience, if not actual effort.

Kira looked from one to the other.

If they were lying, it was the most impressive lie she had ever seen.

And she knew something about systems.

More importantly, they had not argued her concern. They had not tried to reassure her with smiles and institution and trust us, little girl. They had taken the problem seriously enough to bind themselves before powers she did not understand.

That mattered.

Kira realized, with only mild resentment, that she was now far more curious than she had been a minute ago.

She knew next to nothing about Jaheira or Archus. Very little about what churches did with people who mattered. Less than that about what either of these two would make of her if allowed to actually look.

But maybe they could help.

Or at the very least, maybe they could tell her what kind of explosion she was currently trying to avoid.

“All right,” she said at last.

Maelis did not move. “All right?”

Kira drew a breath and let it out slowly. “All right. I’ll do the test.”

Teren’s interest sharpened all over again.

Maelis only nodded, as though that, too, had been a possibility already entered in her records somewhere.

“Then sit,” she said. “And begin at the beginning, if you can.”

Kira looked at the stool.

Then at the crystal disc waiting on its stand.

Then back at the two sworn officials from the capital who had just bound themselves to silence for her sake before she had given either of them anything at all.

This was either the smartest decision she had made since dying—or the exact opposite.

Likely, she thought as she sat, both.

The stool was plain, the crystal disc on its stand looked unimpressive enough to be almost insulting, and for one brief irrational second she found herself wanting the whole thing to be ridiculous. A cheap local ritual. A lot of atmosphere and very little substance. Something she could smile through, apologize for, and walk away from without consequence.

Then Maelis placed one hand lightly over the crystal and the disc came alive.

Not with brightness alone, though there was light. It bloomed from within in thin concentric layers, pale silver shot through with motes of red-gold and deeper lines of script so fine Kira could not quite follow them. The air inside the tent sharpened. Not colder, not warmer. Just more exact, as though edges had been redrawn.

Teren moved to the side of the table, all earlier looseness gone. He no longer looked like a distractedly handsome road sorcerer with a habit of letting his eyes linger too long. He looked what he had probably always been beneath that easier surface: an extremely capable man prepared to witness something dangerous.

Maelis regarded Kira for one last steady moment.

“This should not hurt,” she said. “But it is intimate. If you wish it stopped, say so.”

Kira nodded. “Good to know.”

“Your hand.”

Kira placed her hand on the crystal.

The effect was immediate.

The first sensation was recognition, not pain. The crystal lay cool beneath her palm while something inside it moved upward through skin and nerve and deeper than either, searching until it found the hidden architecture of her being and settled there.

Kira held still.

Across from her, Maelis changed.

The invoker did not speak at first. Her silver-gray eyes widened by the barest degree, then sharpened inward, attention turning so fully toward what the crystal offered that for a few seconds she ceased to look like a woman in a tent and became instead the office she bore. Sacred witness. Gatherer of truths. Chosen instrument of a goddess who kept memory like other powers kept armies.

Teren’s expression shifted almost at once too, though his role seemed secondary in the mechanism. He was not receiving the same flood, not directly, but he could feel enough of the current to know its shape had gone wrong in spectacular ways.

Maelis drew in a single measured breath.

“What is it?” Teren asked quietly.

She did not answer him.

Her eyes remained fixed on Kira, though Kira had the distinct impression she was no longer seeing the girl on the stool at all. She was seeing the architecture beneath her. The impossible arrangement of race, traits, titles, achievements, latent futures, and divine interference layered into one barely begun existence.

Then Maelis whispered, more to herself than either of them, “By the Witnessing Eye…”

Teren straightened. “Maelis.”

She blinked once, slowly, as if returning from a great distance.

“She is days old,” Maelis said.

The words fell into the tent with absurd calm.

The crystal hummed once and went still.

Kira stared.

Teren stared harder.

“What?” he said.

Maelis finally turned her gaze toward him, and whatever he saw in her face stripped the skepticism from him in an instant.

“She is days old,” Maelis repeated. “Not figuratively. Not spiritually. By every measure that matters to induction and worldly continuity, this life is days old.”

A chill passed down Kira’s spine.

To hear it said aloud by someone else was different. She knew it, of course she knew it, but the knowledge had always sat inside her own strangeness. Externalized like this, witnessed and named by an official instrument of the world, it became something else. Something harder.

Teren looked from Maelis to Kira and back again, his mind visibly running ahead of his words.

“That’s not possible,” he said.

Maelis’ gaze hardened. “Do not insult me with convenience.”

He lifted both hands slightly. “I wasn’t. I was reacting.”

“React with discipline.”

That shut him up.

Kira, who under other circumstances might have enjoyed the exchange more, found herself too busy studying Maelis. There was no revulsion there. No fear, not exactly. Awe, yes. Astonishment certainly. But braided through both was something Kira had so little experience receiving that it took her a moment to recognize it.

Concern.

Not abstract concern. Personal concern. Immediate, shaping, almost protective.

Maelis looked back to the crystal.

“There is more,” she said softly.

Teren made a low sound. “Of course there is.”

The invoker’s hand remained steady on the disc, but now a subtle tension had entered the line of her shoulders. Kira could almost feel the next question forming before it was spoken.

Maelis looked up at her. “There is a before.”

Not a question either.

Kira did not answer.

The tent held very still around her.

Maelis did not press immediately. That, more than anything else, was what made Kira trust her another fraction. She waited. Let the silence exist. Let Kira understand what was being asked and what it would mean.

"She is layered," Maelis said at last, more quietly.

She paused on the word, as if trying to find a better one and not succeeding.

"The present life is new. The self is not."

Teren was staring at Kira now with naked fascination. Not rude, not exactly. Simply unable to help himself. “Can you see it?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

Maelis did not answer him.

Instead she addressed Kira directly. “I can go no deeper without your consent.”

That landed harder than the oath had.

Because now it was not only secrecy on offer. It was choice.

Kira looked down at her hand against the crystal. Looked at the faint glow threading around her wrist, reflected in the polished surface. Looked at the life she had built here already in days—Kira Asher, House Asher, this body, this face, this possibility.

And below it, behind it, waiting like a sealed room, was the old body.

The hospital bed.

The drool.

The dead muscles.

The long humiliating ruin of flesh that had imprisoned her and made her.

She did not want that look.

That was the first clear thought.

She did not want to see it transferred into new eyes—the pity, the shock, the involuntary recoil, the horrible rearrangement people did when confronted with suffering too complete to ignore. She had seen that look often enough in her first life. She had no interest in resurrecting it here.

And yet—

Maelis did not feel like those people.

It was not only the oath. It was not only the composure, the authority, the way power answered her like an old promise. It was something older and stranger than that.

She felt, absurdly and painfully, like a mother.

Not her mother. Kira had no useful template for that.

The shape of one, maybe.
The possibility.

A woman whose first instinct on seeing a terrible truth might be to gather rather than recoil.

Kira hated how much that mattered.

Teren, to his credit, said nothing. He had gone very still, perhaps finally understanding that he was standing near the edge of a wound and not merely an anomaly.

Maelis’ voice softened without losing any of its exactness. “I will not take what you do not give.”

Kira closed her eyes for one brief second.

Then opened them and said, “Yes.”

The word came out rougher than she intended.

“You may see.”

Maelis bowed her head once. Not deeply. Just enough to mark the consent for what it was.

Then she looked back into the crystal.

This time the change in her was immediate and devastating.

Kira could not see what she saw. But she saw the effect.

Maelis’ breath caught.

Not dramatically. Worse than that. Quietly. In the involuntary way of someone who had just stepped into pain so absolute it bypassed performance.

The invoker’s eyes filled not with divine light now, but with tears.

Teren stared at her in alarm. “Maelis?”

No answer.

Her expression changed in increments too small and too terrible to be theatrical: comprehension, disbelief, grief, rage held under oath, and beneath all of it a tenderness so fierce Kira nearly looked away from it.

Whatever the crystal was giving her, it was enough.

The present thinned.

Maelis was seeing the hospital room now. Kira knew it with the certainty of instinct. The wasted body. The gown. The lines in the skin. The machine-breathing. The years. Not an image. A life. The weight of constraint layered over intelligence so sharp it had cut its own channels through isolation. A girl who had never been held properly. Never touched except by necessity. Never allowed to become ordinary before being asked to endure the unbearable.

Teren stepped forward before thought reached his face.

“Share,” he said, quietly now. No charm. No easy grin. “Please.”

Maelis hesitated only a second, then lifted her free hand and touched two fingers to the center of his brow.

The transfer was much smaller.

Kira felt that too.

Not the whole life. Not the whole archive of pain. A portion. Enough.

Teren went rigid.

His eyes unfocused. His mouth opened slightly as if in protest or denial. Then all expression left him for a heartbeat and returned altered.

“Oh,” he whispered.

It was the sound of a man whose world had just acquired a moral obligation he had not agreed to carry and would never be able to set down cleanly again.

He looked at Kira.

Really looked.

And there it was at last—not pity, not exactly, but horror at what had been done to her by existence itself. Horror, yes. And awe. And something like protective anger arriving far too fast to be convenient.

Kira kept her face still.

Stoic, she told herself. Hold the line.

She had done that before.

Only Maelis broke it.

The invoker came around the table with none of the usual formal distance of office, the warm residual energy of her invocation still clinging to her in faint script-light and the soft after-radiance of divine authority. She stopped close enough that Kira could feel the heat of her presence and then, with visible effort, did not simply gather the girl into her arms.

Kira saw that effort.

It shook her more than tears would have.

But she was not merely a woman with instinct. She was an Invoker of Jaheira.

And somewhere in that office, behind the grief and fury and impossible tenderness, lived obedience to a goddess who had arranged this whole meeting six months before Kira had even been born into this world.

Maelis’ voice, when it came, was low and unsteady in a way Kira would not have believed possible ten minutes earlier.

“My poor girl.”

The words landed like a blow.

Kira held still so hard it almost hurt.

No one had ever said anything to her in that tone before. Not as if the sorrow belonged partly to them the moment they understood it.

  

    
        Chapter 17

    
    
    
    
  Teren turned away briefly, one hand covering his mouth, then lowered it and did what clever men always did when emotion became too large: he reached for structure.

“Those titles,” he said, voice rough. “Those achievements. Her starting attributes.”

It was not dismissal. It was reverence translated into language he could survive.

“She has no class,” he went on, staring at the edge of the crystal now as if the numbers alone might steady him, “no core awakened, no training, and she’s already—” He stopped, perhaps because there was no clean word large enough.

Potential hung in the room anyway.

Maelis did not look away from Kira. “Yes.”

Teren exhaled. “If anyone in the capital sees this unguarded—”

“They will do what power always does,” Maelis said.

The grief in her voice cooled into something harder. Not less emotional. More dangerous.

“They will decide she is too dangerous to remain free,” she continued, “or too valuable to remain unclaimed.”

Kira listened very carefully.

That, at least, she understood instinctively.

Maelis finally stepped back half a pace, enough to recover some of the formality of her office without losing the humanity that had broken through it.

“My goddess moved me here,” she said, more to herself than to either of them. “Six months of road and delay and villages not worth the dust on the hem. I asked no question. She gave no reason.”

Her eyes sharpened again.

“Now I know.”

Kira said nothing.

She did not yet know what to do with the fact that she had apparently been worth divine logistics.

Maelis looked at her like one might look at a sealed library dropped out of the sky into a world that had no idea what to do with books.

Not just power. Not just anomaly.

Knowledge.

Branches of knowledge no one here had ever touched. Lives, systems, stories, media, technologies, ways of thinking, ways of categorizing, games, histories, art forms, patterns of civilization, failures of civilization. A whole buried continent of thought standing in one girl with electric eyes and a fresh body and no safe faction.

Jaheira’s interest, suddenly, made a terrible kind of sense.

Teren straightened slowly, some of the earlier charm burned clean away by what he had seen. “The capital is impossible,” he said. “You know that.”

“Yes.”

“They will smile and sort and classify and lock every door around her while insisting it’s for her own protection.”

“Yes.”

“They’ll test her until they can’t think of new ways to ask the same questions.”

“Yes.”

Teren met Kira’s gaze. “And if the wrong people hear even half of this, some will want to own you and others will want to erase the possibility of anyone else owning you first.”

That was blunt enough to be useful.

Kira appreciated blunt when the subject was danger.

“So,” she said, because someone had to, “not the capital.”

Maelis’ expression shifted. Not into relief. Into decision.

“Not the capital,” she said.

The certainty of it entered the room like another oath.

Teren frowned. “Then where?”

“Somewhere hidden enough to preserve her,” Maelis said, “and difficult enough to harden her.”

Kira’s brows rose slightly.

That, too, was useful.

Maelis turned fully toward her now, all the sacred office and all the woman beneath it aligned into one impossible thing: authority in service to protection, protection in service to purpose.

“You need mentorship,” she said. “In secret. You need time. You need control over your own disclosure. You need training enough that when the world finally does come for you—and it will—you are not a wonder to be fought over but a force capable of defending itself.”

Kira sat very still.

Every word was frightening.

Every word was also true.

Maelis’ gaze flicked once toward the crystal, toward the impossible stack of titles and achievements and trait architecture written into Kira’s sheet.

“With what you carry already,” the invoker said, “you can become very difficult to kill.”

Teren gave a short, almost disbelieving laugh that held no humor in it. “Very difficult? Maelis, with proper development she could become a catastrophe.”

Kira tilted her head. “That sounds promising.”

To his credit, Teren almost smiled.

“Only if you’re on the correct side of it.”

That was fair.

The tent fell quiet for a moment after that. Outside, the festival still existed. Bells. Voices. Movement. Young people waiting their turn without knowing that the first subject called had turned the private process inside out.

Kira looked from Maelis to Teren and back again.

Two strangers. Two officials. Two sworn witnesses. One already acting on instincts Kira had no defense against because she had never developed any for maternal tenderness. The other dazzled by potential but smart enough to fear what attention did to rare things.

Maybe they could help.

Maybe they were the beginning of a worse problem.

Probably, she thought, both.

“What happens now?” she asked.

Maelis answered immediately.

“Now,” she said, “we decide how much of this world is allowed to know you exist.”

Teren was the first one to say it.

Not elegantly. Not with any of the charm he had been wearing earlier. It came out half under his breath, like a man realizing the bridge he was standing on was not a bridge at all but a theorem with teeth.

“Two.”

Kira looked at him.

Maelis did not. Which meant she had already gotten there.

Teren slapped one hand lightly against his own chest as if trying to knock the thought into a shape he could survive. “Two core slots.”

No one answered.

They did not need to.

The silence itself confirmed it.

And then the implications hit him properly.

Kira watched the process happen in real time.

Teren’s gaze unfocused slightly, not with confusion but with acceleration. He stopped seeing the tent and started seeing systems—class structures, soul architecture, magical layering, divine pathways, martial alterations, cursed states, growth patterns, evolutions, class interactions, everything that could stack and fail and transform and break and synergize.

“Oh no,” he said softly.

Maelis closed her eyes for a second. “Yes.”

His head snapped toward her. “You’ve already worked it out.”

“Yes.”

“That’s not enough alarm.”

“That is because I retained mine long enough to remain useful.”

He ignored that.

“No, listen—” He turned back to Kira, then caught himself and rerouted toward Maelis, words coming faster now. “A class isn’t just a set of abilities. It’s structural. It rewrites capacity. It alters the soul’s pathways to support outcomes the body alone could never produce.”

“Yes, Teren.”

“Dragoons can leap into the upper air and come down like a falling star and survive the landing. Shadow Blades can run vertical surfaces and pass through darkness like it’s a road. A class changes what a being is allowed to be. It imposes a structure.”

Kira sat very still and listened.

This, she wanted.

Not comfort. Not awe.

Mechanics.

“Legendary classes are rare enough,” Teren went on, now fully consumed by the problem. “Unique classes even worse. They alter things so fundamentally that whole growth paths become exclusive. But two—” He stopped, inhaled sharply, and then laughed once in pure disbelief. “Two perfectly viable core slots in one being. Two class architectures. Two layers of soul alteration.”

“Plural soul,” Maelis said quietly.

“Yes, but not abstractly, Maelis. Functionally.”

He started pacing.

The tent was not large enough to deserve pacing, which did not stop him.

“If the classes cooperate, the effects could compound. If one class alters pathways that improve control, does the second inherit that refinement? If one class establishes divine channels and the other martial reinforcement, do they cross-bolster? Do they compete? Do they stabilize? Can one class absorb strain the other would normally fail under?”

He stopped and looked directly at Kira.

“Do you understand what you are?”

Kira tilted her head. “Currently? Alarmed.”

Teren made a helpless gesture. “Fair.”

Then he was off again.

“What if one core is divine and the other martial? A divine architecture feeding a body-alteration class. A sovereign caster with a warform beneath it. A healing line braided into a control line. A curse-state imposed on one layer while the other remains intact—”

That one made him stop dead.

His eyes widened.

“Oh.”

Maelis looked at him sharply. “What?”

“A curse,” he said. “A true one. Something structural. Vampirism. Lycanthropy. Deep possession states. Soul-bitten transformations. If the curse imprints one class-bearing core, does it touch the second? Or only the outer layer? If one core is forever altered, does the other remain clean? Do they infect each other? Resist each other? Does the second become a shield, or a catalyst?”

He reached for the tablet-case at his belt with sudden desperation, pulled free a small notebook, and began writing so fast the pen nearly tore the page.

“Two divine cores under different gods,” he muttered. “Would they harmonize? Contest? Split authority? A cursed martial line with a sanctified secondary. A death-aspected core paired with restoration. A blood-rite line nested against a purity oath. If she finds compatible architectures, if the pathways don’t cannibalize, if the soul-geometry—”

The notebook burst into flame.

Not exploded. Not catastrophically. It simply caught, every page lighting at once with neat white fire that raced across the ink and reduced a day’s worth of speculation to curling black ruin in less than two seconds.

Teren yelped and dropped it.

Kira flinched.

The burned remnants hit the packed ground and vanished into gray flakes.

The tent smelled briefly of ash and chastened wizard.

Teren stared down at the empty air where the notebook had been. Then he looked upward with the expression of a man who knew exactly why this had happened and was offended anyway.

“Right,” he said. “The oath.”

Maelis crossed her arms.

Teren bowed his head with all the sincerity of someone only partly humbled. “My apologies to Archus,” he said. “To you. And to Kira.”

Kira raised an eyebrow. “Do your gods often set your research on fire?”

“Only when I deserve it.”

“That seems inconvenient.”

“It is deeply inconvenient.”

Maelis’ voice cut through before he could recover his momentum. “Get hold of yourself.”

Teren inhaled once, let it out, and obeyed.

“Knowledge without discipline is worthless,” she said.

He looked at the gray ash on the ground and muttered, “Yes, Maelis.”

Kira, despite everything, almost smiled.

Maelis turned back to her.

The Invoker had regained the full stillness of office now. Maelis had not gone cold. She had disciplined the feeling into usefulness.

“You cannot leave this tent changed in the wrong direction,” she said.

Kira frowned slightly. “Meaning?”

“Meaning if you come out looking shaken, frightened, or secretive, people will notice. If we delay too long, people will notice. If we emerge with the shape of grave concern around us, people will notice.”

Kira considered that. “Fair.”

Maelis’ gaze sharpened. “So we proceed logically.”

That was a phrase Kira liked.

“We have two more villages to test after Brindlewatch before we turn back toward the capital,” Maelis said. “Anyone confirmed with a core seed will travel on under our authority. That is the expectation. That is the visible pattern. It gives us cover.”

Teren nodded slowly, back under control now. “And it gives us time.”

Maelis inclined her head once.

Then she addressed Kira directly.

“When you leave this tent, you will look pleased. Overwhelmed, if you can manage it. Relieved. Startled. Thrilled. Anything consistent with good fortune.”

Kira looked from one to the other. “What exactly am I supposed to have good fortune about?”

“A core seed,” Maelis said.

Kira stilled.

Not a core slot.

A seed.

The distinction mattered immediately, even before the explanation came.

Maelis saw that and continued. “Among humans, the most common favorable result is the emergence of a core seed.”

Teren took over this part, calmer now, grateful perhaps for information with boundaries.

“A seed is a pre-aspected core in formation,” he said. “It develops where the core slot would be and matures according to its own pattern. If you have one, you will get a core. Eventually. The shape is already determined in broad terms.”

Kira narrowed her focus. “So it’s guaranteed.”

“Yes,” Teren said. “That’s the good.”

“And the bad?”

“You get what you get.”

That was beautifully blunt.

Maelis elaborated. “A core seed is a promise. But also a narrowing. The path is already bending toward a nature before the bearer has much say in it.”

Kira understood at once why that might not always be preferable.

“And a slot?”

Teren folded his hands behind his back, visibly pleased to explain a system that was not on fire. “A core slot is emptier and therefore more dangerous. It means the architecture exists for a core to be installed, cultivated, or claimed later—but nothing is guaranteed. If you find the right core, if you survive the process, if you choose well, the outcome may be superior.”

“And if you don’t?”

“Then you remain unfulfilled,” Maelis said. “Potential without realization.”

Kira nodded slowly.

“So for humans,” she said, “a seed is common.”

“Common enough to be known,” said Teren. “Roughly one in twenty-five to one in thirty may manifest a seed, depending on region, bloodline distribution, and how the local priests prefer to count.”

“And a slot?”

He gave her a look that managed to convey both gravity and fascination.

“One in several hundred, in most populations. Less common. Less understood. Often more desirable to ambitious people. Also more disappointing to those who never find what fits.”

Kira absorbed that.

So the cover story made sense. It was respectable, impressive, believable, and not rare enough to trigger immediate crisis. A girl discovering she had a seed would be congratulated. Maybe envied. Maybe recruited. But not immediately recategorized as a singular problem.

A girl with two core slots—

No.

Absolutely not.

“I’m with the Vale family,” Kira said. “If I come out of here with a seed, I’ll still be around them.”

Maelis blinked once. “The Vales.”

Kira nodded.

Neither of them knew the name. Why would they?

“They’re the family I came in with,” Kira said. “Sela Vale is testing too.”

“Good,” Maelis said at once. “That gives us an explanation for your proximity and continued movement.”

Teren picked up the thread. “You go back to them. You are pleased. Confused in the normal way. We announce nothing beyond the seed. If anyone asks more than they should, we become very official and very boring.”

“That part I can help with,” Maelis said.

Kira believed her.

“What about after Brindlewatch?” she asked.

A brief silence followed.

Then Maelis said, “After Brindlewatch, we continue as planned. Outwardly.”

The word mattered.

Teren’s eyes flicked toward the crystal and then back. “Inwardly, we start preparing how not to lose you.”

Kira let that sit for a second.

Then, because humor was still the best crowbar she owned for prying open unbearable moments, she said, “Comforting.”

“It was not meant to be.”

“No. I got that.”

Maelis stepped closer once more, though this time the impulse to gather Kira in her arms remained visibly mastered.

“When you leave this tent,” she said, “they will cheer for you. Let them. It is safer than questions.”

Kira thought of Sela. Of the Vales. Of the whole square outside, waiting on outcomes ordinary enough to fit within expectation. She thought of the farm girls hoping. The boys with the ball. Mara’s practical kindness. Joren’s steady protection. Sela’s dream of Ariana and the careful way she had said it, as if speaking it too loudly might break it.

A cover story would ripple through all of that.

It would matter to them.

That sat uneasily, but not enough to stop her.

“Understood,” she said.

Maelis nodded once.

Then, with a kind of professional gentleness Kira suspected would have been invisible to anyone not desperate enough to notice it, the invoker adjusted the line of Kira’s jacket at the shoulder and smoothed a nonexistent crease from the fabric, as though preparing her to return to the world not as a discovered catastrophe but as a girl with good news.

“Go on,” Maelis said softly.

Kira stood.

Her legs felt steady enough. Good. Her face—she had no idea. Thrilled, Maelis had said. Relieved. Overwhelmed. She could do some version of that. Probably. Surely.

Teren moved to the tent flap, then paused and looked back at her.

“For what it’s worth,” he said, and for the first time there was no flirtation in him at all, only something like reverence sharpened by fear, “I have never seen anything like you.”

Kira met his gaze.

“I’m beginning to hear that a lot.”

A ghost of a smile touched his mouth. “Get used to lying about why.”

Then he opened the flap.

Daylight rushed in.

Festival noise followed with it—bells, voices, movement, life proceeding exactly as though the last half hour had not rewritten the political geometry of the world inside a dusty old testing tent.

Kira stepped out.

And because Maelis had been right, her face told them all before anyone spoke.

The square erupted.

Not wildly, not with riotous noise, but with that sharp bright surge of communal celebration small places gave when one of their own—or near enough—got lucky in public. People clapped. A few cheered outright. Someone shouted a blessing. The sound rolled outward in waves as those farther back realized what had happened.

The Vale family reacted first.

Renn yelled.

Rell jumped hard enough to nearly take another boy with him.

Sela’s hands flew to her mouth, eyes huge with shock and delight and something more complicated underneath it all. Mara smiled with real warmth, relief plain as daylight on her face. Even Joren, stoic Joren, let satisfaction show openly for one clean second before habit reclaimed him.

And beyond them, random strangers cheered too.

For the seed they thought she had.

For the future they thought had just opened in the ordinary, comprehensible way futures opened.

Kira stood in the middle of it, feeling the lie settle around her like a cloak she had no real choice but to wear.

Then Sela was there, grabbing both her hands.

“You did?”

Kira smiled because she had to, because it was safer, because Sela’s joy was too earnest to meet with anything else.

“Looks like it,” she said.

The crowd swelled around the news.

And behind her, inside the tent, two sworn officials from the capital prepared to decide how long that lie could hold.

  

    
        Chapter 18

    
    
    
    
  Kira did not like lying to the Vale family.

That was the first clean truth she admitted to herself once the cheering eased and the square settled back into the long rhythm of waiting.

In one sense, she should have been better at deception than this. Her old life had given her plenty of practice with distance: usernames, avatars, disposable identities, all the little ways a person could imply, omit, redirect, and become someone else on a screen.

Face to face was different.

Face to face, she had rarely needed lies at all.

What would have been the point? Her old life had given her almost no ordinary social agency. No lovers to deceive, no reputation to curate, no body language to weaponize, no freedom broad enough to require masks. Prisoners had more practical autonomy than she had. They could stand, refuse food, walk away, pace, choose silence.

Food had gone into Kira through tubes.

Enough, she told herself. Old life. Finished life. New lease. Use it.

And she was enjoying it. In absurd, constant, physical little ways. Breathing. Sitting. Standing. Eating sweets because they existed and she could. Feeling sunlight on skin that was wholly hers. Taking a bath because she wanted one, with no one else deciding what her body needed.

Still, the lie sat badly.

Because the Vales had been kind.

Because Mara had fed her. Because Joren had put her under the family’s protection without demanding answers she could not safely give. Because Sela had made space for her in a world that had already existed before Kira fell into it. Because the twins had built a religion around soccer. Because even Toman, who would rather bite through his own tongue than say anything sentimental aloud, had stopped treating her like a temporary inconvenience sometime around the second fence repair.

And now she was standing among them under a false public future.

But the alternative was worse. Far worse. The truth would not only have endangered her. It would have endangered anyone who stood too close once people started asking the wrong questions for the right reasons.

So she went with it.

Sela waited beside her near the edge of the testing green, trying to look calm and failing in a way Kira found increasingly endearing. The line moved steadily. Names were called. Young people went in and came out changed or disappointed or carefully unreadable. Festival life continued all around the test, because most of the square had no choice but to go on eating, buying, greeting, and existing while futures got sorted in a canvas tent a little way off.

Kira watched Sela’s nerves tighten by degrees and finally said, “We’re going to be standing here for hours.”

Sela let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Helpful.”

“I’m trying to lower the emotional pressure.”

“You’re doing a terrible job.”

Kira looked toward the vendor rows and made a decision. “Stay here.”

Sela blinked. “Why?”

“Because if I don’t move for five minutes, I’m going to start building probability models for failure and then one of us is going to vomit.”

That got a real smile.

Kira went into the market lane with one hand on the coin pouch beneath her jacket and discovered two things at once.

First: festival sweets were absurdly cheap.

Second: this world, in all its gods and cores and soul architecture and looming catastrophe, had still somehow managed to invent fried dough covered in honey sugar.

She bought two paper twists and came back to Sela with the expression of someone carrying sacrament.

Sela stared at the offering. “What’s that?”

“Nerve management.”

“You bought sweets.”

“I bought us sweets,” Kira said. “Important distinction.”

Sela bit into one and closed her eyes for half a second. “Oh.”

“Exactly.”

Of course the twins saw.

They always saw.

Rell noticed first, hissed Renn over like a conspirator, and a moment later both were standing in front of Kira with expressions that would have been more dignified if they had not been transparently hopeful.

Kira looked at them.

Then at the sweets.

Then at the nearest stall.

Then sighed in the manner of a woman accepting her fate.

Five minutes later, she had bought enough for the whole family.

No one had expected it. That was part of why the moment landed the way it did. Mara protested mildly on principle, which meant she approved but believed in rules. Joren looked as though he might object, performed some internal arithmetic involving money, hospitality, and the impossibility of controlling the twins at sugar-range, and let the objection die. Toman accepted his with the formal restraint of a man pretending not to be touched by anything in public. Sela looked at Kira over honey sugar and asked, quietly, “You didn’t have to do that.”

“I know,” Kira said.

That was the point.

A gift. Not repayment. Not balancing an account. Just kindness with hands behind it, because now she had hands.

The emotional problem arrived soon after.

It was Renn who said it first, because Renn was constitutionally incapable of not saying the thing everyone else had just realized.

“If you’ve got a seed,” he said, half around the last of his sweet, “you’ll leave with them.”

The family quieted by fractions.

Rell looked stricken a second later. Sela’s hand paused in midair. Toman’s expression closed slightly. Mara’s face changed least, which on her meant more. Joren went very still.

And then there was the ball.

The soccer ball sat against Kira’s boot like a second loss no one had yet named aloud.

Of course.

They were not only losing Kira—a strange, beautiful, interesting girl who had somehow become part of their days. They were also losing the single greatest sporting artifact ever to enter Brindlewatch.

Kira bent and picked it up.

She held it in both hands with enough ceremonial seriousness that even Renn stopped moving.

“I would like to make a formal declaration,” she said.

That got everyone’s full attention.

“In recognition of your tireless service to the advancement of soccer—also called football, if your arguments require fuel—I am officially gifting this ball to Rell and Renn Vale.”

The twins went still as prayer.

Kira continued, because ceremony demanded terms. “You will share it in equal rights, in perpetuity, and are expected to avoid murder over possession whenever reasonably possible.”

For one second there was no sound at all.

Then both boys lost their minds.

Renn made a noise usually associated with revelation. Rell looked like he’d been handed a crown. Kira solved the problem of first contact by placing the ball into both their hands at once.

They clutched it like a sacred object.

“You mean it?” Renn asked.

“Yes.”

“For real?”

“For very real.”

Rell swallowed hard. “We’ll take care of it.”

Kira smiled. “I know.”

The family’s response mattered almost more. Sela laughed with one hand over her mouth. Toman looked away and shook his head, all the accidental embarrassment of a man caught feeling something in public. Mara’s smile went soft and dangerous, tenderness with teeth. Even Joren’s reserve warmed by a visible degree.

The moment settled something in Kira.

Not permanence. Not fantasy. Just the sharp, inconvenient truth that she had started to care what happened to these people.

Inside the testing tent, between candidates, Teren was a nervous wreck.

Maelis, by contrast, was calm and perfectly by the book. Her calm was not ignorance. It was architecture. She had her office to stand in, the old structures of invocation and discipline, and the certainty that her goddess had moved her here for a reason long before the reason had become visible. Teren had no such shelter. He had his training, his intelligence, his instincts, and a mind currently running so far ahead of the room it was nearly tripping over itself.

He was talking because talking was how he worked through fear.

Maelis knew that. She had traveled enough roads with him to know when he was thinking out loud and when he was trying not to panic in a civilized fashion. Usually it was manageable. Sometimes useful. Occasionally exhausting.

She had never seen him this nervous.

Not in twelve years of road work. Not once.

At least the tent flaps concealed the worst of it from the square.

“She’ll go with the seeded candidates as planned,” Teren said, not for the first time.

“Yes.”

“No one will question it. It looks exactly like what it is supposed to look like.”

“Yes, Teren.”

He paced once, checked himself, and came back to the table. “Good.”

Maelis continued writing in the field ledger, her hand steady and exact.

He exhaled, then started again, because of course he did. “She leaves this square publicly as one of the lucky ones. Nothing more. No elaboration. No correction. No special handling anyone can see.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Maelis allowed him the repetition because it was plainly the only thing keeping him from igniting something unnecessary.

Standard procedure would protect them here. Newly confirmed seed-bearers left with the testers when the village circuit moved on. They slept in the church travelers’ tent. They stayed under official oversight. Parents accepted it because that was how it had always worked. Villages expected it. Markets expected it. No one thought twice about it.

That was the beauty of routine. It hid exceptional things inside ordinary motions.

Teren finally stopped moving and stared at the books stacked near the corner of the table.

“She needs context.”

“She needs caution.”

“She can have both.”

Maelis looked up at that.

“If she asks the wrong question in the wrong place,” he said, “or speaks too freely in front of someone who knows how to listen, we create problems that did not need creating.”

That was true.

“Discreetly,” Maelis said.

“Of course.”

He chose two books from the stack. One was broad and practical, written for village youths who had suddenly discovered their lives would continue somewhere larger than home: roads, customs, money, temple etiquette, common law, and the basic mechanics of not humiliating yourself in towns that expected more of you than your village ever had.

The other was narrower and more dangerous in its usefulness: a plain introduction to the major gods, their symbols, domains, churches, favored servants, and the more common ways the uninstructed managed to offend divine institutions by ignorance alone.

The titles were painfully utilitarian.

The Plain Guide to Common Life and Civil Order.

Gods for the Newly Called.

Teren disliked both on aesthetic grounds and accepted them on practical ones.

“She’ll read them.”

“Yes.”

He glanced toward the tent flap, then stopped himself before he could even suggest leaving.

Maelis saw the thought and cut it off before it formed.

“You will wait,” she said.

Teren looked mildly stung. “I was not about to go out there.”

“You were absolutely about to go out there.”

He hesitated. “I was considering it.”

“No.”

He sighed. “Fine.”

“You leaving the tent between candidates would be remarked upon.”

“Yes.”

“It would invite curiosity.”

“Yes.”

“And today, curiosity is an enemy.”

He rubbed one hand over his face and nodded. “Yes.”

That settled, at least for the moment.

Maelis closed the ledger and rested both hands lightly on the table. “When testing ends, you will give her the books. You will tell her where she is to sleep. You will do both as part of standard instruction.”

Teren nodded.

Then, because she knew him, Maelis added, “And you will not flirt with her.”

He looked offended. “I am capable of professionalism.”

“Intermittently.”

“That is slander.”

“No,” Maelis said. “It is pattern recognition.”

That almost got a laugh out of him.

Almost.

“Compose yourself,” she said.

After a beat, because she had never seen him so tightly wound and because even road sorcerers deserved mercy in measured doses, she added, “You are doing fine.”

He stared at her, visibly thrown by the reassurance. “That is a deeply unsettling thing to hear from you.”

“Good.”

Then the next name was called outside, and both of them turned back into officials.



The afternoon stretched until the light took on that late gold weight it carried just before evening. The square had changed shape several times by then. Market crowds thinned at the edges and thickened again near the food stalls. Families that had arrived in tight, hopeful knots now sat or stood in looser clusters, softened by waiting. Children had become progressively dirtier. The music on the far side of the square turned looser too, as if even the fiddler understood that half his audience was only pretending to listen.

Kira waited with the Vales.

The twins made periodic appearances with the soccer ball, now held in shared custody like a sacred and legally contested object. Toman had the look of a man trying not to care too much and failing in all the quiet ways. Mara watched everything. Joren conserved his energy the way practical men did, giving the day only as much outward feeling as was necessary to keep it moving.

Sela got quieter as her turn approached.

Not more frightened exactly. More concentrated. As if all the extra parts of her had begun folding inward around one central fact.

When her name was finally called, she stood so fast the bench behind her rocked.

“Sela Vale.”

For a second she just stared at the tent.

Then she inhaled.

Kira caught her wrist before she could step away.

Sela looked down.

“You’ve got this,” Kira said.

Sela laughed once, thin and breathless. “That would be much more comforting if I believed you had any way of knowing.”

“Fair,” Kira said. “Then let me amend it. Whatever happens, you survive the next fifteen minutes.”

That got a real smile out of her.

“It’s not the speech I would have chosen.”

“It’s the one you got.”

Sela squeezed her hand once, then let go and walked toward the tent.

The family watched her go in different ways. Renn leaned so far forward he nearly tipped off his own feet. Rell folded his arms as if that could hold his insides in. Toman’s jaw tightened. Mara went still. Joren did not move at all.

Kira watched the flap close behind Sela and realized, unpleasantly, that this wait felt longer than her own had.

Because her own outcome had been impossible from the beginning. Because Sela wanted something normal and bright and legible. Because hope was harder to bear in other people than danger was in herself.

Time stretched.

The tent stood ordinary and closed and gave nothing away.

Kira found herself counting the seconds, then the intervals between sounds, then the number of people who crossed in front of the entrance before she forced herself to stop. The family did not speak much. The twins whispered once and were quieted by Mara without her even turning her head.

At roughly fifteen minutes, the flap opened.

Sela stepped out with tears already on her face.

Kira’s stomach dropped.

Then Sela smiled.

Not a composed smile. Not a brave one. A broken-open, disbelieving, overwhelmed smile that turned the tears into something else entirely.

The square reacted before thought could.

Cheers broke first from the Vales, then from people nearby who had been waiting close enough to catch the shape of the result. Not everybody, not all at once, but enough that the joy spread fast. That was how these places worked. One family’s fortune became everyone’s business.

Renn shouted loud enough to startle a nearby child. Rell nearly collided with him trying to get there first. Toman moved with much less visible excitement and somehow reached her just as fast. Mara went to her daughter with both hands open. Joren followed a step behind, pride visible for one unguarded instant before habit reclaimed him.

Around them, the square interpreted it in the obvious way.

Sela had a core seed.

The word moved quickly, bright and simple and easy for everyone to understand. Core seed. No one nearby needed more than that.

Sela turned in the middle of the family’s embrace and found Kira with wet, bright eyes.

“You too,” she said, as if the day had made them kin for reasons neither of them could safely name.

Kira smiled and let herself be pulled into the edge of the celebration.

For a few moments, with Sela’s arms around her, the lie was easier to carry.

  

    
        Chapter 19

    
    
    
    
  By the time the final names had been called and the last of the day’s testing was done, Brindlewatch had given itself fully over to evening.

The square no longer held the taut shape of anticipation. That had passed. What remained was the release afterward: market chatter swelling back into the spaces between official business, the smell of roasting meat and sweet pastries thickening in the cooling air, music carrying more cleanly now that the day’s central tension had broken. Families with good news moved differently. Not dramatically. Just lighter. Families without it drew more closely together and turned their attention to food, company, and the social agreement that disappointment could be handled later and more privately.

The newly confirmed candidates were gathered near the testing green and processed with practiced efficiency.

Teren handled the distribution of bags.

He wore boredom with visible effort. Seasoned indifference, probably. The road-worn official who had done this too many times to be impressed by one more village full of hopeful youths and shaky parents. It almost worked. Almost. But she had seen him inside the tent, and now the performance read exactly like what it was—a man affecting routine because routine was the only stable structure available to him.

Each candidate was given a plain cloth bag marked with the church seal and tied neatly shut. Teren repeated the same explanation each time, dry enough to sound memorized.

“Standard travel issue,” he told one dazed farm boy whose expression suggested he was still waiting for reality to reassemble. “Read the books before you embarrass yourself in public.”

The boy nodded as if he had just been entrusted with the legal foundation of civilization.

Teren moved to the next.

Same tone. Same gestures. Same controlled lack of enthusiasm.

When he reached Kira, he handed her the bag exactly as he had the others.

“Standard issue,” he said. “Read them before you embarrass yourself in public.”

Kira took it.

The bag itself told her nothing. Plain cloth. Church knot. Ordinary enough to vanish among the others.

Their eyes met for the briefest extra beat before he let go.

That was all.

No visible signal. No whisper. No special instruction.

But the beat was there.

Kira said, “I’ll do my best to preserve the dignity of your profession.”

“That would be a first,” he said, and moved on.

She tucked the bag under her arm without opening it.

That could wait.

Around her, the square kept shifting. Families gathered in tighter circles around the newly called. The twins had already vanished again with the ball, dragging half a dozen local boys into yet another argument about football, soccer, goals, hands, fairness, and whether guardianship of a net should count as a form of holy office. Toman looked as though he intended not to get involved and was clearly losing that battle. Mara and Joren were speaking quietly with Sela, whose face still held the aftermath of tears and joy in a way that made Kira want to look away out of courtesy.

The day had become too full.

Too many thresholds crossed in too little time.

By the time the family made its way to the inn, the village had turned festive in earnest. Lamps glowed in the windows and under the eaves. The streets around the square were crowded with people carrying food, cups, parcels, and stories. A quartet of bards had taken over the common room by the time the Vales found a table, and the inn filled with the particular genius of rural celebration: noise enough to bury silence, warmth enough to keep company easy.

It was not Kira’s kind of music.

That was the first thing she thought, sitting down among them while fiddle, drum, pipe, and voice tangled together in some high local song everyone else carried in their bones. Too bright for her. Too communal. Too full of refrains built for participation. But then again, she had her own music folded invisibly into the corner of her vision, and there was no law that said local joy had to sound like personal taste.

She liked the company more than she liked the music.

That was enough.

The Vales, even with tomorrow already casting its shape over them, were in celebration mode. The twins were unbearable about the ball and nearly as unbearable about Sela. Toman had loosened enough to contribute actual sentences at intervals instead of only grunts and corrections. Mara smiled more than usual. Joren spoke least, but the day had altered him too. Pride, worry, fatigue, gratitude—all of it sat on him with the awkward dignity of a practical man being forced into emotion by events.

Kira sat among them and let herself enjoy it.

This felt stolen too. A meal at a rough wooden table. Human noise. Bad local music and good company. A family she had known only a handful of days making room for her as if that were the simplest thing in the world.

At some point between the second course and the bards launching into something the twins insisted everyone was supposed to clap along to, Kira glanced toward the cloth bag at her feet and wondered what, exactly, Teren had thought he was doing with that extra beat of eye contact.

Then she let the thought go again.

Later.

When the family finally rose to part for the night, the mood shifted without anyone naming it.

The inn was lively enough that people could pretend departure was only temporary. That helped. Mara hugged Sela first, firmly and without spectacle. The twins nearly strangled her between them. Toman managed a brief, forceful embrace and then retreated into brotherly restraint before anyone could make a thing of it. Kira got quieter gratitude—Mara’s hand on her shoulder, Toman’s nod, one twin squeezing her arm while the other tried not to look emotional and failed completely.

Then Joren walked the girls to the church tent.

No one suggested otherwise.

The road between the inn and the testing camp had gone calmer by then. Festival noise still carried from the square, but softened by distance and the later hour. The tents stood in ordered rows beyond the testing ground, practical and plain in the lamplight.

Joren said very little on the walk.

Kira did not interrupt the silence. Some men’s quiet was thought rather than emptiness, and Joren had always struck her as one of those.

At the tent flap he stopped.

For the first time all day, the truth found him without ceremony. Not that Sela was lost to them forever. Not even that she would be gone before morning. But that the line had been crossed. His daughter had gone into a testing tent and come out marked for a larger road. Whatever happened next, it would not belong entirely to the farm anymore.

He looked at Sela first.

Then at Kira.

Something in that look measured her. Not suspiciously. More deeply than that. Kira could not tell exactly what he saw, only that whatever it was had convinced him she was someone who understood danger better than most.

“Look out for each other,” he said.

Kira heard what he meant.

Please look out for Sela.

He trusted Sela. That was obvious. This was something else: a father reaching the edge of the road he was allowed to walk and asking the nearest solid thing to continue past it.

Kira nodded once. “I will.”

Sela laughed softly, wiping at her eyes. “Da, don’t do that. I’ll see you in the morning before you all head back.”

He made a low sound that might have been agreement if one was generous.

Then he pulled her into a hug.

Not brief. Not careful. The whole thing. Love, fear, pride, grief, all of it compressed into one strong, quiet embrace that said more than Joren likely had in the last month.

Kira looked away and gave them the privacy of not being watched too closely.

When he let her go, he nodded once to Kira, once to Sela, and turned back toward the inn without looking behind him.

The girls went in.

The travelers’ tent was larger than it had looked from outside, arranged with institutional practicality. Several cots stood in neat rows. Folded blankets sat at their feet. A changing screen gave one corner a little privacy. A wash basin and pitcher rested on a side table. A single lamp burned low, enough to make the place feel sheltered without keeping it fully awake.

Sleeping clothes had been laid out for the newly called.

Church clothes, Kira thought, and then corrected herself—they were simply sensible. Loose shirt, drawstring trousers, soft enough to be comfortable, plain enough to suit any number of village girls suddenly carried onto larger roads.

Sela looked at hers and said, “Apparently sacred bureaucracy can sew.”

Kira snorted. “Comforting.”

They changed behind the screen.

Even that still held a low astonishment for Kira. Dressing and undressing by herself had not yet stopped feeling faintly miraculous. Shirt over head. Trousers tied. Hair loosened. No one assisting. No one monitoring. No machine hum under the moment.

By the time they emerged, Maelis had entered quietly enough that Kira almost missed it.

Of course she was sleeping in the tent too.

That made sense. More than sense. But it still startled Kira in some small way to see the invoker in a setting so plainly domestic—cloak removed, outer layers loosened, office still present but not fully formalized.

Maelis nodded once to both girls.

“You may read until the lamp is lowered,” she said. “Then sleep. Tomorrow begins early.”

Sela, wrecked by relief and emotional fatigue, nodded with great seriousness and then nearly yawned in the same breath.

Kira sat on her cot and finally untied the cord on her bag.

Inside were the two standard books she had expected.

And one more.

She stopped.

Carefully, she drew them all out.

The Plain Guide to Common Life and Civil Order.

Gods for the Newly Called.

And beneath them, slimmer, better bound, more serious in tone:

The Ordered Weave: An Introductory Survey of Magical Schools, Methods, and the Archonic Tradition

Kira stared at the third book for a moment.

Then laughed silently under her breath.

Of course he had.

Teren, apparently, was trying to put his thumb on the scales of fate in favor of Archus and structured magical thought. Archus could hardly blame him for that. Indeed, a sufficiently inventive argument might frame the whole thing as a pious act.

She read until the lamp went out.

Sela lasted only a few pages before sleep took her. Kira did better. Much better.

When darkness settled, she let her eyes shift. The tent reopened itself in layers of usable shadow. She noticed almost at once that reading openly in the dark made her silhouette strange enough to matter, so she pulled the blanket over her head and made herself a private cave of fabric and blackness.

Then she discovered something else.

Her new brain was absurd.

She had always read quickly. In her old life, absorbing information had been one of the few territories still wholly hers. But this was different. Faster. Cleaner. Her attention touched the page, and comprehension assembled almost at once: clean, complete, too fast to feel earned.

She slowed herself on purpose.

Read a page word by word, line by line, the old way.

Then closed the book.

And found she could nearly recite the page from memory.

Kira opened it again to check.

No.

She could recite it.

She tested herself three more times before accepting that the effect was real. Her old self, formidable as she had been, would have looked at this new version of cognition and called herself a lethargic sloth.

Beneath the blanket, in darkness no human eye should have been able to work through, Kira read on.

Gods. Symbols. Domains. Etiquette. Schools of magic. Structures of thought. The world assembling itself not only as information, but as system.

Eventually even she had to admit exhaustion existed.

She placed all three books carefully back into the bag and slept.

In the morning there were four.

The new one lay neatly on top of the others as if it had always belonged there.

Kira picked it up and read the title.

Association Football: Rules, Positioning, Defenses, and Exemplary Team Strategies

She barked a laugh before she could stop herself.

Whoever had left it there—and she knew—had understood exactly what they were doing. Not just the twins. Not just the ball. The whole ridiculous little cultural infection she had started in a farmyard and then dragged into Brindlewatch.

She took the book with her to breakfast.

The Vales were already gathered, carrying all the strained brightness of a family trying not to let parting happen too quickly. Sela was embraced again. The twins had the ball. Toman looked as though he had slept badly and would never admit it. Mara had somehow already become practical about the whole thing. Joren was Joren—steady, tired, hurting, and trying not to let it show where it would trouble the children.

Kira waited for a pause.

Then she crossed to Joren and held out the book.

He looked down at it, then up at her.

“For the boys,” she said. “Or for whoever ends up pretending he doesn’t care while reading it first.”

Joren took the book.

His eyes moved once over the title. Something in his face eased—just a little, but enough.

“They’ll wear it out.”

“I figured they deserved proper doctrine.”

That nearly got him.

Nearly.

He nodded once instead, and in a man like Joren the nod carried the full weight of thanks.

The twins saw the book a moment later and descended on it like hungry wolves.

Kira stepped back just in time.

Yes, she thought, watching chaos begin. That was about right.

  

    
        Chapter 20

    
    
    
    
  There were five of them in the travelers’ line when Brindlewatch finally fell behind.

Two girls. Three boys.

Kira counted them twice on the road out, partly because she liked knowing the shape of things and partly because numbers made the whole arrangement feel more manageable. Herself. Sela. A lanky farm boy from the east end of Brindlewatch’s territory who still looked startled whenever anyone addressed him directly. Another younger boy from a hamlet Kira had not caught the name of, all elbows and nerves and determined attempts not to cry in public. And a dark-haired boy with a serious face, maybe a year older than the others, who had barely spoken three full sentences since leaving the square.

Five newly called from one village circuit stop.

That, even Kira understood, was probably high.

She had learned enough from overheard talk and Maelis’ plain explanations to know the numbers did not usually cluster like this. One seed in a village testing was fortune. Two was the sort of thing people remembered. Five across the larger route would be lucky enough. Five this early in the circuit made the whole thing feel weighted.

Teren, who apparently could not go a full morning without doing visible arithmetic at the horizon, said as much by midday.

“It’s front-loaded,” he muttered, mostly to Maelis but loud enough that Kira caught it while pretending not to listen. “Two girls and three boys from the first major stop. Statistically ugly.”

Maelis did not even look at him from her place at the head of the little procession. “Meaning?”

“Meaning if a betting man were foolish enough to wager on divine distribution, he’d put his money on very few finds in the next two villages.”

“You are not a betting man.”

“No,” Teren said. “I’m a man with pattern anxiety.”

“That has never been in doubt.”

Kira, walking beside Sela, hid a smile.

The road itself was easier than the tension of leaving had been. They had a wagon for supplies, the younger boy and the quieter girl rode in it in shifts when nerves or distance got the better of them, and the officials kept a pace somewhere between practical and merciful. Brindlewatch’s outskirts gave way slowly to open country. Fences stretched farther apart. The land flattened in long productive swells. Farmsteads sat at broader intervals. The roads were better maintained than Kira might have expected and busier than she had imagined possible before arriving in this world.

The five newly called, Teren had pointed out dryly that morning, would now get to experience two more testing festivals from beginning to end whether they wanted to or not.

Kira had noticed immediately that Sela did not want to.

Or rather, not in the clean exciting way she had wanted Brindlewatch.

Sela’s core-seed joy had not vanished. But it had been joined overnight by something heavier and more human: the ache of distance made real. The first morning away from home had hit her harder than the testing itself. Every bend in the road made Sela look back, as though some impossible arrangement of field and hedge might still offer one last glimpse of home.

Homesickness, then.

Sharp and immediate.

By the second hour of the road, Sela had gone mostly quiet.

So Kira nudged her shoulder lightly with her own and said, “On the bright side, you now get to experience two more testing festivals without the personal terror of waiting your own turn.”

Sela gave her a flat look. “That is your idea of comfort.”

“It’s not my best work,” Kira admitted. “But it is technically a benefit.”

That earned the smallest laugh.

“You really think that helps.”

“I think being miserable with additional context is better than being miserable without it.”

Sela looked away toward the road, but Kira caught the smile before it faded. “You’re strange.”

“I’ve been told.”

That was enough for the moment.

By afternoon the younger boys had started talking to one another in the broken, cautious way strangers of the same age did when trapped by circumstance long enough that silence became more awkward than trying. The quieter older girl still kept mostly to herself. Teren drifted in and out of inattentive conversation with all of them while visibly tracking six other lines of thought.

Maelis remained what the road made useful: calm, exact, and impossible to hurry.

It was sometime after the midday halt, when the newly called were eating from wrapped packets and the officials stood a little apart near the wagon, that Kira saw Maelis draw Teren aside.

Not dramatically. Not secretly enough to draw suspicion. Just far enough that they would not be overheard by accident.

Kira did not move closer.

She did not need to. Her hearing and attention were more than adequate from where she sat with Sela on a roadside stone, pretending to care deeply about the stitching on her borrowed travel bag.

Maelis spoke first.

“I’ve sent word.”

Teren went still at once. “To whom?”

“To the Church of Ariana.”

That got his full attention.

Not playful. Not academic. Full.

“For what?”

“A favor.”

Teren stared at her for a second, then let out a slow breath. “Maelis.”

“She cannot go to the capital.”

“No,” he said immediately. “Obviously not.”

“Nor can the Vale girl, if I can prevent it.”

That made Kira sharpen.

Sela, who had not heard, was tearing her bread into tiny pieces she did not seem to realize she was making.

Teren rubbed one hand over his face. “What exactly did you ask for?”

“Assistance training two girls.”

He blinked. “That’s all?”

“That is all I could safely commit to a message carried by road.”

“And you chose Ariana.”

“I chose a church that does not crumble when handed danger and does not confuse gentleness with weakness.”

Teren huffed out something close to laughter, though there was no humor in it. “That describes more than one.”

“Not more than one I trust in this case.”

Now he looked properly troubled.

There were many expressions Teren wore easily. Amusement, curiosity, mild irritation, charm, intelligence too sharp to comfortably sheathe. This was not one of them.

“You’re sending them to the Blades.”

“The church that trains them,” Maelis corrected.

“That is not a meaningful distinction.”

“It is when one intends to survive the outcome.”

Teren looked toward the road, toward the five newly called, toward Kira without letting it become obvious. “You think it’s that bad.”

“I think it will become worse.”

He was quiet for a long moment.

Then: “Running?”

Maelis folded her hands loosely before her, priestly calm laid over hard practical choice. “Between the next two villages, yes. Homesickness is common. Even for those with seeds. Some decide the road is not for them. Some leave in the night. Some vanish at the first crossroads and reappear in their mothers’ kitchens by dawn.”

“That does happen,” Teren admitted.

“We will permit it to happen.”

That was the first line that made him truly flinch.

Agreement hit him harder than disagreement could have. It made him complicit in a thing with edges sharp enough to cut doctrine.

“And the others?” he asked.

“They continue with us.”

“Do you trust them not to notice?”

“I trust the road to divide attention. I trust fatigue. I trust adolescent self-involvement. I trust that a story no one wants examined too closely is often safest when it resembles a story everyone has seen before.”

Teren exhaled slowly through his nose.

Then, because he was Teren and his mind always eventually moved back into mechanism, he said, “Seventy miles?”

Maelis nodded once. “From the next town.”

That made him wince outright. “You’re sure?”

“No,” Maelis said. “I am certain only that the capital is impossible.”

That ended the debate before it truly began.

Teren looked at the ground for a while after that. When he finally looked up, the argument had drained out of him, leaving only reluctant acceptance and the residual static of a man who knew exactly how ugly the alternatives were.

“The Church of Ariana,” he said quietly. “Not just any branch.”

“No.”

“The Blades.”

“Yes.”

Kira had read enough by then to know Blades was not the church’s word for soft hands and patient tutoring.

He barked a short laugh without joy. “Well. If one must hide two dangerous girls in plain righteousness, I suppose there are worse places.”

“Very few.”

That, Kira thought, was not reassuring in the least.

But it was useful.

She now knew three things.

First, Maelis was planning around her with the kind of long vision that belonged to women who served gods for a living.

Second, Sela had somehow been folded into that protection.

And third, whatever waited seventy miles beyond the next town was not a school in the ordinary sense.

It was a forge.

Sela looked up then, perhaps finally noticing Kira had gone still beside her. “What?”

Kira glanced at the half-shredded bread in Sela’s lap and decided, for the moment, that not every truth needed immediate company.

“Nothing,” she said. Then, because she still meant to be kind: “You’re destroying that bread like it insulted your family.”

Sela looked down and groaned softly. “I didn’t even notice.”

“See? Progress. You’ve moved from generalized sorrow to targeted destruction.”

That got another reluctant smile.

Good enough.



The next town rose out of the grainlands like something built by patience and wagons.

Kira saw it first as a change in the land itself. Not in architecture, not at first. In scale.

Fields spread wider here than around Brindlewatch, broader and more disciplined in their geometry. The crop—some local wheat-equivalent, tall and pale-gold and moving in great rippling sheets under the wind—covered enormous swathes of ground, broken only by roads, drainage cuts, wind fences, and the occasional farmhouse or milling structure. It was the kind of landscape that made a kingdom’s bread possible.

When the town itself finally came into view, it sat low and broad among the fields rather than above them.

“Gleanrest,” Teren said, mostly for the benefit of those who had never been here before.

Sela, beside Kira, went almost perfectly silent.

Of course she had never seen another town.

That realization hit Kira strangely hard. Sela had known Brindlewatch and the Vale farm and the shape of roads in stories. Now here was a whole second center of human life, bigger than the first, different in its smells and geometry and movement, and Sela was seeing it for the first time while already no longer belonging entirely to her old world.

Kira understood that kind of threshold.

Gleanrest looked larger than Brindlewatch, though not by so much that the comparison felt impossible. It was a farming town grown fat and practical off grain rather than mixed stock and river traffic. The roads feeding into it were wider from constant wagon use. The outbuildings were bigger. The storehouses were taller. The mills—there were at least two visible from the approach—gave the place a structural confidence Brindlewatch had not possessed.

Families had clearly arrived early to meet the testers.

Many of them came from farther out than the Vales ever had to travel. That showed in the wagons clustered near the town edge, in the cookfires already gone to coals by the roadside, in the worn patience of people who had made a day or more of reaching this place and intended to wring every drop of usefulness from the trip.

The families also looked larger.

More children. More cousins. More aunts. More older siblings drafted into carrying baskets, watching little ones, or pretending not to care about the outcome while caring desperately.

Sela stared openly.

Kira nudged her. “You all right?”

Sela nodded too quickly. “It’s just…”

She looked again at the town, the grain fields, the long lines of waiting wagons, the milling crowds.

“It’s real,” she said.

Kira followed her gaze.

Brindlewatch had been one world.

Gleanrest proved there were many.

By the time Gleanrest had fully absorbed the arrival of the officials, the newly called, the wagons, the families, and the work of setting up another testing circuit, Kira had come to understand something else about the route:

nothing happened quickly, but everything happened with purpose.

The first day in a new town was not for spectacle. It was for order.

Maelis and Teren greeted the local authorities, then the temple stewards, then the families who had arrived early enough to be useful, and then the ones who had arrived early enough only to be worried. Farmhands helped pitch the travelers’ tents and testing canvas in the same practical spirit Kira was beginning to suspect governed half the kingdom. Men who had not been officially asked to help helped anyway because that was what men with carts and spare hands did when a thing needed doing. Women redirected children, settled bundles, traded information, and somehow kept the whole business from becoming complete chaos. The town adjusted around the incoming ritual like a body making room for a familiar strain.

Kira and Sela, for the first time since Brindlewatch, were mostly left to themselves.

That alone felt strange.

Not unwelcome. Just strange.

They walked the town the next morning after breakfast, officially because there was nothing else for them to do while testing preparations dragged on and unofficially because both of them needed movement. Sela was still carrying the deep ache of homesickness, though it had softened from raw pain into something more wearable. She still went quiet at odd moments. Still watched families too long when parents cuffed sons on the shoulder or sisters braided one another’s hair in doorways. But Gleanrest was new enough, and big enough, that even sorrow had to keep making room for curiosity.

They got looks.

Of course they did.

Plainly out-of-towners. Plainly newly confirmed. Kira suspected most people in Gleanrest had enough experience with the testing circuit to identify the signs in half a glance: church-issued travel clothes, the odd in-between posture of village youths already slightly separated from their homes, the look of people who had not yet learned what to do with their new category.

Kira got the extra looks.

That part no longer surprised her. Men looked. Women looked. Older people assessed. Younger people stared and then tried to conceal it. Her eyes drew attention most immediately. The bright electric blue alone would have done it. The faint tracer-lines around her collarbones and wrists, visible in the right light, did the rest. Still, as before, nobody made much of her ears. A few glances touched the slight upper taper. None lingered there long enough to become a question.

Interesting.

Maybe it really was a social rule. Or maybe the world was simply broader here in what it was willing to accept at a glance.

Either way, Kira appreciated it.

Gleanrest gave her her first clear view of the other races she had only read about and half-remembered from the dizzying catalogue she had skimmed while choosing a body. A squat, broad-handed merchant near a grain stall looked distinctly dwarven: compact, dense, and visibly unwilling to let height have the final word. Kira kept that assessment firmly to herself. Two children darted between wagons with quick-footed ease and hand-to-face proportions that suggested halfling, especially when one of them turned and shouted something bold at a human woman twice his height without the least concern for hierarchy. Later, near the mill road, she saw someone small and fine-boned, with alert eyes and a clever face that suggested gnome—or something adjacent enough that asking would only reveal ignorance.

So she did not ask.

Not yet.

She observed instead.

Humans were clearly dominant here, but the others existed in numbers large enough that no one treated them as spectacle. Difference registered, then made room for more practical concerns: work, family, money, bearing, who had grain to sell and who looked like they might overcharge for it.

Nice.

She had spent the previous night, and much of the road before it, reading.

All three books had been finished.

Not just finished. Absorbed.

That still startled her every time she tested it. Her new mind did not merely read quickly. It took in information with a ruthless efficiency that bordered on predatory. If she let herself move at full speed, comprehension snapped together with unnerving completeness. She had gone back several times just to make sure she was not tricking herself. Each time the results had been the same. Slow-read a page, close the book, and the page remained in her with unsettling fidelity.

The book on Archus she had read more than once.

That one she kept private. No one had forbidden daylight reading, but selective gifts from road sorcerers attached to capital churches did not need advertising. It had not been part of the standard issue. Teren had wanted her to have it specifically, and while she doubted anyone in the travelers’ tent was counting covers before sleep, she still preferred discretion. So she read it at night. Re-read it, actually. Schools of magic. Ordered casting structures. Arcane traditions associated with Archus and those that merely tolerated his clergy as useful obsessives. She had questions. Several good ones. But she was never alone with Teren, and asking them in front of Maelis or the other newly called felt like stepping too far too soon.

So she stored the questions for later.

That morning, another book had appeared in her bag beside the standard texts and Teren’s Archonic temptation: a plain history of Ariana’s church. Like the football manual, it arrived unexplained and entirely understood.

She had spent several hours devouring it before sleep finally got her. The result was that she rose more refreshed than she should have, with a head full of doctrine, legend, mortal biography, holy office, and enough information about Ariana’s church structure to understand why Maelis’ hidden plan felt both terrifying and exact.

Ariana as mortal. Ariana ascending. Ariana’s deeds. Ariana’s favored servants. The faith classes associated with her church, from the gentle and publicly beloved to the more severe and sanctified edges. Avenging Blades among them, written in history with the sort of careful reverence reserved for people too righteous to be entirely comfortable.

A quick word from Maelis as the girls had dressed that morning had confirmed the source without actually naming it.

“When you’re done with that,” the invoker had said, not looking up from the notes she was reviewing, “share it.”

That was all.

Kira had waited until Sela was still asleep, then slipped the Ariana volume into Sela’s bag before they left the tent.

It felt right.

Now, as they wandered Gleanrest’s streets, she watched Sela take in the town and thought about when to mention it.

Not yet.

Later, when the mood improved by a fraction.

Gleanrest itself was worth seeing. Brindlewatch had felt like a farming village trying to become a town. Gleanrest was a town by sheer agricultural force. Grain dominated everything. The roads were wider for wagons. Storehouses stood taller and more numerous. Mill structures hummed with industry. Great wagons laden with bundled stalks and sacks passed regularly enough that pedestrians had learned to flatten themselves against fences and walls without breaking conversation. Dust lay differently here too—paler, finer, threaded with chaff.

The town smelled of bread before there was bread.

They passed market rows heavy with grain-meal cakes, seed breads, fried dough, honey, woven straw goods, oil, and tools made for harvest work. Children ran in packs larger than Brindlewatch’s. The families did seem bigger here, whether because of local custom, better yields, or simply the fact that the outlying farms had farther to travel and therefore brought more of their own with them when they came into town for testing.

Sela took it in with a kind of careful awe.

“This is all one town,” she said at one point, as if testing the idea aloud.

Kira followed her gaze across the mill road, the wagons, the clustered houses, the broad fields beyond. “Apparently.”

“I thought…” Sela hesitated, then laughed softly at herself. “No. Never mind.”

“What?”

“I thought towns would feel more… polished.”

Kira smiled. “This one feels like Brindlewatch’s older cousin who sells bread in bulk and judges everybody’s boots.”

That got a real laugh out of her.

Good.

Sela still was not in much of a mood to talk, though. Not consistently. So Kira let silence do its work where it needed to and, for herself, let the music run.

Her playlist sat just inside the corner of her awareness, a private current under the noise of the town.

New Order first. “Blue Monday.” Then Kate Bush, Depeche Mode, Eurythmics, Tears for Fears, A-ha.

Later, “Personal Jesus” made her snort to herself in the middle of a grain market and decline to explain why when Sela glanced over.

Nothing chosen for Sela’s mood. Nothing selected to soundtrack homesickness. Just Kira’s own strange little pulse of cool, sharp, self-contained music under a town full of bread and festival dust and human noise.

It helped.

By afternoon, word had spread among the local youths that the newly called from Brindlewatch were about and that one of the girls among them looked like trouble in a very symmetrical way. Boys watched from corners and across streets with all the bravery of creatures hoping not to be noticed while very badly wanting to be. A few more daring—or, more likely, more thoroughly dared—worked up the courage to cross the space.

“Are you going to the dance tonight?” one of them asked Sela first, then failed not to look at Kira for the second half of the question.

“What dance?” Kira asked.

The boy blinked as if the existence of dance required no explanation in a civilized world. “The bonfire. By the east green. Young folk get the first hour before all the old ones come tramping in and ruin it.”

“Do they ruin it?” Kira asked.

He considered. “In principle.”

There were others too. Not many. Just enough to establish the shape of local youth culture. A bonfire. Dancing. Young people given a ceremonial first claim on the night before adults turned it into broader village festivity.

Sela, still drifting at the edge of moping whenever wonder wasn’t actively occupying her, looked as if she might decline on reflex.

Kira saw that and intervened before the homesickness could win by default.

“We’re going,” she said.

Sela turned to her. “We are?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t dance.”

“That is not required. Standing near a bonfire while other people embarrass themselves also counts as participation.”

One of the boys, emboldened by this answer, said, “You should dance.”

Kira looked at him with enough calm to make him regret several of his life decisions. “I should do many things. The question is whether tonight is the night for them.”

He went pink and retreated with as much dignity as he could salvage.

Sela laughed again.

“There,” Kira said. “That’s settled. We’re going.”

Sela shook her head, smiling now despite herself. “You decide things like royalty.”

“It’s one of my gifts.”

And because the day had given them no better plan, because the town was large and new and alive around them, and because homesickness was easier to carry when not faced directly for every waking hour, the girls kept walking through Gleanrest while Kira’s private playlist ran and the world slowly widened.



Kira did not trust her feet.

That was the problem.

Not entirely, anyway.

Technically, she had once had about ten years of walking experience in her old body before the disease took more and more of the mechanics away from her and turned movement into theory. That was the charitable version. The less charitable version was that the six years after that had been spent lying very still, occasionally moving, and learning to think of locomotion as something other people did without having to negotiate for it first.

Dancing?

Please.

Forget about it.

Did she want to dance?

Very much.

With a boy?

Also very much, inconveniently.

The point was yes. Obviously yes.

She was eighteen. Or had been. Or was again in whatever way counted now. She had a body that moved, hips that actually existed, music in her blood even when the local version of music sounded like it had escaped from a country fair and put on ceremonial ribbons. Of course she wanted to dance. The fact that she distrusted her own knees on uneven ground and still occasionally thought too consciously about where each foot was supposed to go did not reduce the desire.

It only complicated it.

The reports of the evening did not help.

Apparently Gleanrest’s bonfire dance was one of the social highlights of the testing week, at least for anyone under thirty and hormonally vulnerable. The young people got the first hour to themselves before parents, uncles, aunts, and the alarming confidence of older generations took over the green and turned it into more of a communal event. The music, if local boys were to be believed, would be excellent.

Kira was willing to bet money it would be flute and string-plucking nonsense.

Prom at a ren fair.

Memorable? Sure.

Weird? Abso-freaking-lutely.

A private part of her considered whether she could put on some Wu-Tang or Whitney Houston through the media overlay, keep the volume tucked to herself, and dance to something with actual pulse while Sela and the local boys spun around to bird music and no one would be any wiser.

Tempting.

Very tempting.

A few hours before the dance, she and Sela returned to the church tent to wash up, change, and generally pretend they had any idea what to do with themselves now that the day’s wandering had turned into evening possibility.

The testing for Gleanrest had finished for the day. Two full days, Teren had said that morning, because the grain town drew from a wider hinterland and more families came in early. The first day had yielded three new candidates: one girl, two boys. That brought the road total higher still and, if Teren’s muttered mathematics were to be trusted, made the next village statistically less likely to deliver many at all.

The tent was quieter than the square.

The new girl—the one from Gleanrest—had not yet joined them, whether from family supper or tears or simply the chaos of being newly called. Sela sat on her cot, half talking and half staring at the shirt she had laid out for the dance, as if deciding whether to wear it or declare war on the concept of public festivity altogether.

Kira sat opposite her and tried to project more certainty than she had.

“I’m telling you now,” she said, “if this turns out to be three hours of flutes and courtship stomping, I reserve the right to become extremely judgmental.”

Sela laughed despite herself. “Courtship stomping?”

“You know exactly what I mean.”

“I don’t, actually.”

“You will.”

That got another smile. Good. More of that.

The tent flap stirred, and Maelis stepped inside.

She had the look of a woman who had completed a full day of official labor without once permitting exhaustion to become visible. Cloak still on. Road dust still at the hem. Order still gathered around her like a second form of clothing.

Her gaze moved first to Sela, then to Kira.

“The new girl will be along shortly,” she said.

Sela nodded, suddenly looking as though she had just remembered she was sharing sleeping space with increasingly more strangers.

Maelis’ attention returned to Kira.

“If you have a moment,” she said, “I would like to speak with you.”

Kira stood at once.

Sela looked between them with the sort of curiosity friendship did not always manage to suppress. Kira gave her a look that translated loosely to I will report back if the gods announce war, and followed Maelis out.

  

    
        Chapter 21

    
    
    
    
  The testing tent had a different feel in evening.

Without the line of waiting candidates outside and the public machinery of the festival moving around it, it felt less like a procedural chamber and more like a private room that happened to hold dangerous truths. The low lamp inside cast the old canvas in warm gold. The table remained. The crystal disc had been covered now with a dark cloth. The stools sat where they always had, but the tension of formal process had gone out of them.

For the first time since she had met the invoker, Kira found herself alone with her.

Maelis gestured to one of the stools.

Kira sat.

Maelis remained standing for a moment longer, studying her with that calm grave attention that made Kira feel at once deeply seen and not, somehow, under threat. Then the invoker smiled.

It changed her face more than Kira expected.

Not dramatically. Just enough to remind Kira that beneath all the authority and witness and terrifying competence, there was still a woman there. A woman who had been moved by her. A woman trying not to let that movement become a danger in itself.

“You must have a million questions,” Maelis said.

Kira blinked once.

That was not where she had expected this to begin.

Maelis crossed the small space to the opposite stool and sat down at last, folding her hands in her lap with patient exactness.

“So ask them,” she said. “What do you know? What do you need to know?”

For one brief, strange second, Kira almost laughed.

Because yes.

Yes, she did.

She had been walking around inside a world built out of gods, classes, cores, faith politics, divine offices, arcane schools, hidden dangers, church structures, race variance, and enough unknowns to occupy her mind for the next five years without running out of material. She had finished three books, half a fourth in fragments, and still felt like she had only learned enough to understand the scale of her ignorance.

Maelis waited without rushing her.

That, Kira noticed, was one of the woman’s gifts. Not merely patience. Something more deliberate than patience. Space. She could make room for a mind to unfold without crowding it.

Kira leaned forward a little, forearms on her knees.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s start simple.”

“Simple is often wise.”

“What is a level?”

Maelis’ mouth curved slightly. “That is not simple.”

“Promising.”

The invoker folded her hands in her lap. “A level is a measure of realized growth within the System. Not of worth. Not of virtue. Not always even of wisdom. It is a structured acknowledgment that a being has passed through enough danger, effort, practice, or transformation to become measurably more capable than before.”

Kira considered that.

“So it’s not just numbers.”

“No. The numbers are the visible shorthand. A level is what the System says when it agrees that change has taken root.”

Kira liked that answer more than she expected to.

“How do you level?”

Maelis did not answer immediately, which told Kira this one mattered.

“There are several paths,” she said at last. “But the fastest, most common, and most dangerous is this: you go where the world is trying to kill you, and you survive long enough to become harder to kill.”

That sat there between them with admirable bluntness.

Kira’s mouth twitched. “I do appreciate a clean explanation.”

Maelis inclined her head slightly. “Most of the world is untamed. Dangerous. What you have seen so far, roads, farms, villages, cultivated fields, temple circuits, grain towns, that is the exception, not the rule.”

Kira went still.

Maelis saw it and continued.

“If you could see this continent from the void,” she said, and Kira felt a tiny internal jolt at the word, “it would appear dark across most of its breadth. More than ninety percent dark, by some counts. Civilizations are points of light in that darkness. Roads connect them. Forts defend them. Churches guard them when they can. But the dark remains larger.”

Kira stared at her.

“You call it the void too.”

“It is the most common term among the educated.” Maelis’ gaze sharpened with mild amusement. “Do you know the world is round?”

Kira gave her a look.

Maelis’ expression did not change. “You would be surprised how many do not.”

“That seems impossible.”

“No. Merely unimportant to many. In the capital and larger cities children learn more formal cosmology if their station permits it. In the deep country, less so. A farmer rarely needs the shape of the world to know when to turn soil.”

Fair.

“So leveling,” Kira said, dragging them back to the part she could weaponize, “means leaving the safe places.”

“In most cases, yes.”

“How?”

“By venturing into danger,” Maelis said. “By surviving hostile ground, hostile creatures, hostile structures. By killing, or nearly being killed, or both. The darkness at the edges of civilization does not push itself back. Someone must go into it.”

“And those people are adventurers.”

“If they are not attached to a church, yes. And even some who are attached to one still call themselves adventurers, because it is a respected calling.”

Kira looked down for a second, picturing it.

Points of light in the dark. Roads like threads between them. The wilderness not as background but as active pressure. Safety carved out of hostility rather than assumed.

“Death waits around every bend,” Maelis said, not dramatically, just truthfully. “Those who survive the early levels earn respect because the world is trying very hard not to let them.”

Kira nodded slowly. “All right. That makes sense.”

“It should.”

“You said several paths.”

“Yes.”

“Meaning there are safer ways.”

“Slightly safer,” Maelis corrected. “Slower, certainly.”

She shifted one hand, counting them off without looking at her fingers. “Dungeons are one. The System recognizes and structures them. They vary by level and complexity. Most remain stable over long periods, though some change in ways no one has fully explained. They are, in essence, structured testing grounds.”

Kira’s interest sharpened instantly. “Like controlled danger.”

Maelis gave her a look that suggested the word controlled was doing too much work.

“They contain puzzles, enemies, traps, environmental hazards, and reward structures. You enter. You survive, if you can. If you solve what they place before you, the System rewards you.”

“With what?”

“Experience,” Maelis said. “Sometimes items. Sometimes materials. Sometimes something rarer.”

Kira smiled slowly. “So dungeon delving is a real profession.”

“Yes.”

“That is deeply convenient.”

Maelis almost smiled back. “Convenient is not the word most use.”

“And the slower way?”

“Skill advancement. Certain skills, Uncommon rank and above, generally, can contribute to growth when advanced far enough. It is slower. Safer. More limited in some cases, but real. That is how crafters, scholars, artificers, healers, and other city-bound professions can rise in rank without spending their lives in monster-haunted ruins.”

Kira blinked. “So a blacksmith can level by becoming a terrifyingly good blacksmith.”

“In broad terms, yes.”

“I love that.”

“It is slower.”

“I still love it.”

Maelis nodded, apparently accepting this as a stable fact of Kira’s personality.

“Do you need a class first for any of this?” Kira asked.

“For true leveling, yes. A class gives structure to advancement. It tells the System what sort of change your soul and body are agreeing to undergo.”

That brought them neatly to the next question.

“Which means classes,” Kira said, “are worse than job descriptions.”

“Much worse.”

Kira smiled. “Excellent.”

Maelis’ gaze rested on her for a beat, then moved on.

“What happens if someone has a core seed?”

“The seed matures. In time, and under the right conditions, it becomes the core it is already inclined to become.”

“And if someone has a core slot?”

“That is emptier. More flexible. More dangerous. A slot permits selection, cultivation, installation, or acquisition of a core later, but nothing is guaranteed. It offers freedom in exchange for uncertainty.”

Kira sat back slightly. “So a seed is security and limitation. A slot is possibility and risk.”

“Yes.”

“And I’m guessing ambitious people like slots.”

“They do.”

“Do wise people?”

“Sometimes.”

That was a very Maelis answer.

Kira let that settle, then asked, “How much can the gods interfere in ordinary lives?”

Maelis did not answer immediately.

That alone was an answer.

“Less directly than people imagine,” she said at last. “More than the cynical prefer. Gods do not usually reach down and reorder the day simply because they are worshipped. They work through their churches. Their classes. Their chosen. Their omens. Their pressure on events. Their notice.”

“And sometimes,” Kira said carefully, “through loopholes.”

Maelis looked at her.

Neither of them mentioned the boon.

“Sometimes,” she said, “through means not often discussed in public.”

Kira filed that away with satisfaction.

“What exactly is an Invoker?”

That question changed the room a little. Maelis gathered herself around the word, and Kira understood at once that this was office, oath, and identity all at once.

“Priests pray,” she said. “Paladins bear divine authority in defense and judgment. Avengers hunt where justice has gone feral and not returned. Other faith classes differ by church, but those three structures repeat in many forms. Invokers are something else.”

She folded her hands more tightly, not out of discomfort but precision.

“We invoke the name of our god or goddess with authority. In political matters when doctrine permits it. In sacred law. In witness. In binding speech. In power words, at times. It is not a calling one wears lightly, or briefly. It is a role for life.”

“And beyond?” Kira asked.

Maelis’ face did not change. “So the church teaches.”

Kira believed she believed that.

“What do you plan to do with me and Sela?”

That one landed squarely.

Maelis met her eyes and did not evade.

“I plan,” she said, “to keep the capital from seeing too much of you too soon.”

Kira nodded once. “Good plan.”

“I also plan,” Maelis continued, “to give you enough time, instruction, and structure that when others do eventually see you, they are meeting someone who can survive being seen.”

That was more than Kira had expected and somehow still not enough.

“What about Sela?”

Maelis’ answer came faster. “Sela is young, intelligent, devoutly inclined, and currently too homesick to think clearly about what road she would choose if left alone with three wrong kinds of persuasion. I would prefer she not be handled as cargo.”

Kira stared at her a moment.

Then: “I like you.”

Maelis’ mouth twitched. “That is unfortunate for us both.”

Kira laughed.

Then leaned forward again, because there was more.

“How many people live in this kingdom?”

Maelis gave her a slightly different look now, the look of someone revising a file in real time.

“You do not ask small questions.”

“No,” Kira said. “I ask useful ones.”

“Current count, or current believable count?”

Kira blinked. “That’s an alarming distinction.”

“Censuses are politics wearing arithmetic.” A pause. “Enough to fill several large cities, many towns, many more villages, and a wide spread of rural holds besides. Not enough to make the kingdom secure against the dark without constant effort.”

That was not a number, and Kira let her know it.

Maelis almost smiled. “If you require a true estimate, ask me again when I can show you a map and a tax record.”

“Fair.”

“Why haven’t you asked about my character sheet?” Kira said then, because this one had been bothering her for a while. “I can read it whenever I want. I don’t even know what most of it means. Titles, achievements, derived things, half the categories are just there being ominous. And nobody has made that the first topic.”

Maelis folded her hands again.

“Because that would have been the wrong question first.”

Kira was quiet.

That was annoyingly correct.

Maelis continued. “Also, I already know enough of it to be concerned.”

“Comforting.”

“It was not meant to be.”

“Still. Why not ask now?”

“Because you will show me when and if you wish.”

That was not the worst answer.

Kira tilted her head. “I have a Variance Trait.”

“I know.”

“It says Exceptional.”

“Yes.”

“What does that even mean?”

Now Maelis’ expression turned more serious than before.

“It means the trait was not part of your baseline race package and was not drawn from ordinary starting variance. It means you crossed a threshold at induction that allowed access to a better class of option than most ever see.”

“So it really is exceptional.”

“Yes.”

“How exceptional?”

Maelis considered. “Rare enough that most people will never meet someone with one. Valuable enough that many would kill for the chance to secure one in themselves or their bloodline. Dangerous enough that if the wrong person learns which one you possess, they will understand more about you than I would prefer.”

Kira let that sit.

“Good,” she said.

Maelis’ brows lifted. “Good?”

“If it’s going to be terrifying, I’d prefer it be worth the trouble.”

That almost made the invoker laugh.

“Then yes,” she said. “It is worth the trouble.”

Kira shifted slightly on the stool, mind already moving to the next thing.

“I read both of those books you gave me plus the one Teren slipped into my bag in under an hour total.”

Maelis did not react to the admission that she had caught the origin of the third book.

Interesting.

Kira continued, “And his is dense. Schools of magic, mana channels, pattern recognition in the weave, folding the weave with intent, shaping flow through alignment structures. Half of it reads like useful nonsense until suddenly it doesn’t.”

Maelis’ eyes sharpened. “You read all three in under an hour.”

“Yes.”

“You understood them?”

“Enough to know where the gaps are.”

That answer pleased the invoker more than false confidence would have.

“And if I ask you about a page?”

Kira shrugged lightly. “Ask.”

Maelis did.

A line from the Archus text. A note on faith class distinctions from the Ariana volume. A paragraph on local temple etiquette from the civil order guide.

Kira answered each one.

Not perfectly. Not with recitation for vanity’s sake. Just clearly enough that Maelis grew quieter and quieter with each response.

Finally the Invoker sat back.

“That,” she said after a moment, “is not normal.”

Kira smiled slightly. “I had gathered.”

“Do you remember what you read in full?”

“Close enough to matter.”

Maelis regarded her with a long, unreadable look. “And you say this as if discussing a minor complication.”

Kira spread one hand. “It’s my complication.”

Maelis laughed outright.

It changed the whole room.

Not much. Just enough.

Then her expression sobered again.

“You need instruction quickly,” she said.

“On magic?”

“On everything.”

Kira could not argue that.

Outside, somewhere beyond the old tent walls, Gleanrest kept moving toward evening. Testing would resume tomorrow. The road beyond it waited. The dark beyond the road waited longer.

Inside, Kira Asher finally had something close to what she had wanted since Maelis sat down across from her.

Not certainty.

Answers enough to sharpen the next questions.

  

    
        Chapter 22

    
    
    
    
  The bonfire was already visible by the time they reached the east green.

It rose above the heads of the crowd in a column of sparks and orange light, fed from a careful stack of split wood taller than Kira and ringed with enough open ground to serve as both dance space and future disaster. The young people had taken possession of it first, just as promised. Older townsfolk lingered farther back with food and cups and the sort of indulgent patience that suggested they had all once behaved this stupidly in the same place and were merely waiting for their turn to reclaim the evening.

Gleanrest’s version of dressed up was not finery in any metropolitan sense. Kira doubted most people here had seen true finery outside church paintings and gossip, but the town girls had still done everything available to them with determined seriousness. Better fabrics brought out from trunks. Ribbon. Clean shoes. Hair braided, pinned, or coaxed into shapes that had plainly taken effort. Dresses saved for festival nights, weddings, and any event where being looked at was part of the point.

Kira had none of that.

She had church-issued clothes, impossible eyes, and a face people kept staring at.

It turned out that was enough.

The looks started almost immediately.

Not subtle. Not hostile. Just the collective attention of unattached boys and a few attached ones doing a poor job of pretending otherwise. It came in waves as she and Sela came down toward the fire: heads turning, shoulders straightening, badly executed attempts at casual. Sela got some of it too, more now than in Brindlewatch, because Gleanrest had a larger pool of local boys and because newly seeded girls apparently came with their own gravitational field.

But Kira got most of it.

Sela saw it too and gave her a look halfway between amusement and disbelief.

“I hate you a little.”

“That feels unfair.”

“You aren’t even trying.”

Kira looked down at her perfectly ordinary clothes. “That is exactly my point.”

The music started.

It was, to no one’s surprise except perhaps the tragically optimistic, exactly what Kira had feared: flute, fiddle, hand drum, and some plucked thing that wanted badly to be taken seriously. The melody was lively enough, built for circles and turns and communal enthusiasm rather than anything one could honestly call a beat.

Kira listened for about five seconds.

Then sighed.

“Prom at a harvest festival,” she muttered.

“What?” Sela asked.

“Nothing.”

Inside the media overlay, because she was not dead and therefore entitled to standards, Kira put on her own music low enough that she could still carry on a conversation and kind of make out the band’s song so she could try to match when it inevitably shifted.

Whitney Houston.

“I Wanna Dance with Somebody.”

Perfect.

The local musicians sawed and piped through whatever Gleanrest considered irresistible, and inside Kira’s head Whitney took over like a corrective act of mercy.

That helped.

A lot.

The boy who engineered his meeting with her had clearly planned it in stages.

Kira noticed him first at the edge of the dancing crowd: broad shoulders, clean shirt, local-good looking, with the uncertain confidence of a farm-town boy whose body had grown up faster than his charm. His eyes were the part she noticed second. Clear and warm and just uncertain enough to make him appealing rather than polished. He did not approach immediately. Smart boy. He let himself be seen, circled once through the edge of the dance with friends, then found the moment when Sela had been captured into conversation by two Gleanrest girls and Kira stood just slightly apart.

That was when he stepped in.

“You came.”

Kira looked at him. “I’m getting the sense that was in doubt.”

He smiled. Good smile. Nervous underneath it, but game.

“A bit.”

“Then let this be your lesson in underestimating strangers.”

He laughed, which improved him.

“I’m Darien,” he said. “And before you decide not to be impressed, yes, I did spend the last half hour trying to work out a way to talk to you that didn’t sound stupid.”

Kira considered him. “How’s that going?”

“Poorly, but I’m committed.”

That got a laugh out of her.

Good recovery.

He held out a hand. “Dance with me?”

Kira looked at the hand.

Then at the fire.

Then at Sela, who had just begun laughing at something for real and had not yet noticed Kira was being offered one of the things she’d wanted from the moment she heard the dance existed.

Sure, Kira thought. Why not die of awkwardness in public after all this?

She put her hand in his.

“All right.”

The first thirty seconds were catastrophic.

Not visibly catastrophic, perhaps. Darien was good enough not to react when Kira nearly mistimed the first turn and clipped his wrist instead of following the line of the movement. But she felt it. The tiny lag in her own steps. The overthinking. The maddening habit of consciously instructing each foot rather than trusting the body to understand motion as a chain instead of a checklist.

Whitney, in contrast, was doing her best.

Kira let the inner music swell a little.

And then something loosened.

Not skill, exactly.

Permission.

Who cared if her feet moved like a drunkard’s? Who cared if her hips kept finding the beat one half second late and then overcorrecting as if they’d just remembered they existed? She was dancing. She was upright in a crowd under open sky with a boy’s hand on hers and another at her waist and the whole ridiculous world turning around a bonfire.

She started laughing.

Darien, perhaps wisely, took that as encouragement.

“There,” he said. “You’ve got it.”

“I absolutely do not.”

“You look like you’re having fun.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“It counts.”

Maybe it did.

Sela had found her way into the dance too, less with a boy than with the whole loose shape of the group, laughing now and turning with two other girls in the ring. Homesickness had not vanished, but for the first time since Brindlewatch it had been shoved back hard enough by youth and noise and firelight that Kira could see who Sela might have been in a world that gave girls like her a little more room before choosing their roads.

That alone made the night worth it.

Kira let herself lean into the movement, bad as she was. She let Whitney carry the internal version while the local players sawed and piped through something she would later remember only as “the one with too much flute.” Darien spun her badly, or she spun herself badly, and both of them laughed. Her steps were uncertain. Her hips had not been issued the local rhythm package, but she just couldn’t bring herself to care.

She could dance.

That was enough.

Darien’s eyes widened suddenly.

At first Kira thought he was reacting to her. To the fact that she had nearly managed one full turn without stepping on him. To beauty, perhaps, or chaos, or whatever men saw when they were already a little gone on a girl.

Then she saw the expression more clearly.

Not admiration.

Alarm.

But she was having too much fun to understand it fast enough.

She turned at the tap on her shoulder.

And got hit in the face.

The fist landed clean across her nose with the flat, shocking finality of a door slammed in a storm.

Kira went down so fast it felt like the ground had simply elected to remove her from the conversation.

Not graceful. Not dramatic. One second upright in firelight, the next dumped sideways into the packed earth like a dropped sack of grain.

Pain burst bright and immediate through her face. Her eyes watered. Sound warped. The bonfire, the music, the crowd, all of it tilted strangely around the hot rush of blood.

Then someone screamed.

Not Kira. Someone else.

The world lurched back into focus in fragments.

Darien shouting.

A girl standing over her, chest heaving, face twisted with the particular fury of someone who had spent too long watching a boyfriend’s attention go where it should not. Pretty in the ordinary local way. Furious in the universal way. Friends clustered just behind her looking shocked, vindicated, appalled, and, on two of them, barely able to contain the laughter that came when social disaster detonated too perfectly in front of them.

Kira touched her face.

Her fingers came away bloody.

“Oh, you absolute—”

She stood.

That was when she discovered exactly how exceptional her Variance Trait really was.

The pain was already changing.

Not vanishing. Reorganizing.

Under her fingers, her nose shifted with a nauseating, almost audible little sequence of clicks and wet internal corrections. The gush of blood slowed. The swelling under one eye had bloomed with astonishing speed. Now it paused, tightened, and began to pull itself back into her face. Her face felt hot, furious, alive with repair.

Kira stopped dead in the middle of standing.

“…what.”

It was not a dignified response.

It was, however, accurate.

Across from her, the jealous girl’s expression changed from triumph to confusion. Around them, the dance had shattered into noise.

Sela arrived like divine retaliation.

She did not pause to assess. Did not ask for context. Did not perform social mediation. She launched herself at the other girl with both hands, grabbed a fistful of hair, and hauled.

Then it was chaos.

Real chaos.

Girls shrieking. Boys trying and failing to separate people. Someone losing a shoe. Darien getting elbowed in the ribs while attempting the impossible task of explaining that this was not what it looked like when nothing in the world ever looked like anything good once a public fistfight started. One of the jealous girl’s friends finally giving in and laughing hard enough to be useless. The local musicians stopping mid-phrase with the collective air of men who had seen exactly this sort of thing before and knew enough to protect their instruments first.

The old folk entered with the terrible authority of people who had ended this exact nonsense before.

Adults surged toward the break in the circle with all the weary speed of people who had spent a lifetime interrupting youthful stupidity in open spaces. The first chorus of blame started almost immediately, because of course it did. New girls. Outsiders. Seeded girls from another town. Pretty stranger. Trouble.

Kira, still touching her rapidly un-ruining face, was too busy being offended by biology to mount a defense.

Maelis did it for her.

The invoker’s voice did not need to rise much.

It simply cut.

“That is enough.”

The words cracked across the mess with formal authority behind them, not invoked in full divine force, but near enough that people obeyed before deciding whether they meant to. The older townsfolk fell still first. Then the younger. Even Sela released the other girl’s hair with a final furious yank and stepped back breathing hard.

Maelis crossed the last few feet into the broken circle like judgment with better posture.

Her gaze took in Kira’s bloody face. The jealous girl. Darien. The half-collapsed shape of the dance around them. She asked no one else what had happened.

She looked directly at the girl who had thrown the punch.

“You struck a church-protected traveler without provocation.”

The girl opened her mouth. “She was dancing with—”

Maelis did not raise her voice.

The girl shut up anyway.

“The matter is finished,” the invoker said. “Kira Asher will return with me. If further complaints remain, they may be made formally tomorrow in daylight, when people have recovered their judgment.”

That ended it.

Because Maelis was an official. Because she carried the route, the testing, the authority of a capital church, and the kind of composure village crowds instinctively understood they should not test while already on thin social ground.

The bonfire did not recover.

Not for Kira. Not for Sela.

By the time they were walking back toward the tent, the fun had gone out of the night entirely. Sela was still furious. Kira was furious too, though part of it kept getting interrupted by fascinated disbelief every time she touched her face and found the damage reducing under her fingers.

“That girl was insane,” Sela snapped.

“That girl,” Kira said carefully, because her nose still felt like a badly managed carpentry project, “had terrible timing.”

Sela looked at her and then, despite herself, laughed.

Good. At least the night had not taken everything.

When they reached the travelers’ tent, the third girl from Gleanrest was finally there.

She looked up from her cot as they entered, took in the blood, the temper, and the generally ruined elegance of the evening, and said, with admirable restraint, “I’m Elira.”

Kira stared at her for half a second.

Then said, “Kira. This is Sela. We had plans.”

Elira nodded once, as if that explained enough. “Apparently.”

The tent settled slowly.

Sela washed dirt from her hands and muttered darkly about local girls with ownership issues. Kira sat on her cot and checked her reflection in the wash basin’s wavering surface, only to discover that by now the swelling was down to something almost cosmetic and the break in her nose had become a memory her face was actively refusing to preserve.

Good to know her face had opinions about staying broken.

At her feet, the cloth bag waited.

Kira untied it and found two new books resting on top of the others.

One was on dungeons.

Not adventure-story dungeons, but actual System-recognized structures: classifications, risk scales, known variations, standard preparation, common failure points, and the deeply useful reminder that people died in them all the time.

The second was denser.

On Cores, Aspect, and Soul Binding: Introductory Theories and Accepted Disputes

Kira stared at that one longer.

There was also a folded note.

She opened it.

The handwriting was neat and disciplined and did not need a signature.

Tomorrow night, when the others sleep, you and Sela are to leave the tent quietly and take the north road. Do not bring a lamp. Walk until you see a man waiting with a white-cloth binding on his left forearm. His name is Caelan Vorr. He will speak Ariana’s fifth mercy before asking your names. Go with him. Tell no one. Burn this note after reading.

Kira read it twice.

Then a third time.

Caelan Vorr.

Avenger of Ariana.

The name made the room feel suddenly full of sharp edges.

Good, she thought. Excellent. Absolutely nothing about that sounds like the beginning of a completely unmanageable life.

She folded the note again.

Across from her, Sela had not yet noticed anything beyond the books.

That would change soon enough.

Kira touched her face one more time and found, to her lingering annoyance, that the evidence of the punch was already retreating from her.

Her nose still hurt, though in a way that felt more offended than damaged. The swelling around one eye had gone from dramatic to decorative in less time than it should have taken to walk back from the bonfire. The split inside her lip had already sealed itself into something she would not have believed possible in any sane biology.

Exceptional Variance Trait, apparently, had been underselling itself with criminal restraint.

Maelis, standing near the center of the tent with the kind of calm authority that made most rooms correct themselves around her, listened to Sela’s furious recap of the fight without interrupting. When the story reached the punch, her mouth tightened almost invisibly.

Kira raised one hand. “To be fair, I got sucker punched. I was absolutely about to lay down a beating.”

Sela made a strangled sound that was either agreement or laughter.

Maelis looked at Kira.

Kira looked back with all the dignity available to a girl who had just gone down face-first at a bonfire dance and then discovered her face was apparently made of ambitious regeneration.

“I was not,” she admitted. “Not really.”

“No,” Maelis said mildly. “You were not.”

Kira sighed. “I liked the idea of it.”

“I imagine so.”

Some treacherous part of her still did. One brutal, elegant turn. A fast strike. The jealous girl sprawling into the dust while the crowd gasped and learned something about consequences.

Unfortunately, that would have required skills.

Actual skills.

One look at Kira dancing and any honest observer would have known those were not currently in evidence. The body had great stats, yes. Lovely numbers. Exceptional ones, even. But it was still being piloted by someone who had only recently remembered knees were part of the arrangement.

Tragic.

Maelis either guessed enough of that from her expression or simply knew where girls her age went when embarrassed and bruised at once.

“You may both go wash up at the inn,” she said. “But quietly. No further spectacle.”

Sela straightened. “What if the local girls start something?”

Maelis’ gaze moved to her. “Do not cause trouble.”

Then, after a beat, because she was not dishonest even in admonishment: “But if someone else puts their hands on you first, defend yourselves. The gods do not reward bullies.”

Kira waited.

Maelis’ eyes sharpened slightly. “Nor do they look kindly on cowards.”

That sat there with satisfying weight.

Kira nodded once. “Useful doctrine.”

“It often is.”



The inn’s bathroom was warmer than the street and smelled of soap, damp linen, lamp oil, and too many girls having recently decided that public humiliation required immediate repair. Sela and Kira washed in mostly companionable annoyance while the last of Gleanrest’s festival daughters drifted out one by one, still buzzing with gossip about the fight, the dance, the local boy, the outsider girl with the impossible eyes, and the punch that had clearly failed to improve anyone’s evening.

Kira kept her face neutral through all of it.

Sela did not.

She stared people down with such open hostility that one girl very nearly backed into a washstand rather than cross her path too closely.

Ride or die, Kira thought. Good to know.

When the last girl not named Sela finally left, Kira crossed the room, slid the bolt into place, and turned back.

Sela blinked. “What are you doing?”

Kira drew the folded note from inside her shirt.

Sela went very still.

“What’s that?”

“Something I think you should read before your face tells the entire world you’re incapable of secrecy.”

That was unfair.

Also accurate.

Sela took the note. Read the first lines. Read them again. Her expression traveled through confusion at impressive speed.

“What?”

“Yes,” Kira said.

“Why would just we be leaving?”

“Excellent question.”

“This makes no sense.”

“Less excellent, because I can’t answer it fully.”

Sela looked up sharply. “Do you know more than I do?”

Kira considered lying, rejected it, and went with partial honesty. “Enough more to know this is real.”

Sela read the note a third time, lips moving silently over the words. Tomorrow night. North road. No lamp. Caelan Vorr. Avenger of Ariana.

Her eyes widened.

Then widened again.

Then did something Kira found genuinely impressive and went in three emotional directions at once.

“Why Ariana?”

“I have a theory.”

“What theory?”

“That Maelis is trying very hard not to let us be turned into other people’s problems.”

Sela stared at her. “She told you this?”

“Not in so many words.”

That was enough to settle one piece of it, apparently. Sela looked back at the note. Her mouth parted slightly.

“She said…” Sela began, then stopped. Tried again. “She said, when I tested, that if I walked the right road I might find my place in service.”

Kira let that sit.

Sela read the name again.

“Caelan Vorr,” she whispered, as if saying it too loudly might summon him through the washroom door.

Kira leaned back against the wall and folded her arms. “That’s the plan.”

Sela blinked up at her.

Then, to Kira’s quiet delight and alarm, the confusion finally yielded to the most important truth of all.

They were going to sneak out.

At night.

On a road.

To meet a mysterious church killer in the dark.

Sela inhaled sharply.

“Oh.”

Kira raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“That is—”

Sela broke off, visibly trying to hold three separate reactions at once. Overjoyed. Terrified. Homesick. Thrilled. Guilty about being thrilled. Then thrilled about being guilty and thrilled at the same time.

“Oh,” she said again, this time with feeling.

Kira laughed.

Sela looked down at the note, then up again. “We’re really doing this?”

“Apparently.”

“In the dark?”

“Yes.”

“How will we see him?”

Kira smiled slightly. “I’ll manage.”

That was not, technically, an answer.

It was good enough.

Sela pressed the note to her chest for a second, then handed it back.

“You trust this?”

“Yes.”

“You trust Maelis?”

Kira thought about that.

“Yes,” she said at last. “Enough.”

Sela nodded slowly, as though that answer alone carried more weight than any argument Kira might have given her.

Then, because she was eighteen and newly seeded and had been offered a path directly toward Ariana’s church, her face changed all at once.

What replaced the confusion was dangerous.

Excitement.

“Oh gods,” she whispered. “What if this is real?”

Kira stared at her. “It is real. We are holding the note.”

“No, I mean—” Sela lowered her voice even though they were alone behind a bolted door. “What if this is real real? Ariana’s church. Training. A chance. An actual chance.”

Kira folded the note again. “That would seem to be the implication.”

Sela made a noise that no human language had yet evolved to categorize properly.

Then she grabbed Kira’s wrist.

“We are sneaking out.”

“Yes.”

“How exciting.”

“Yes.”

“How dangerous.”

“Also yes.”

Sela laughed, then clapped a hand over her mouth.

Kira looked at her and thought, with some relief, there she is.

They went back to the tent with their faces clean, their nerves wrecked, and the note hidden safely away.



Kira read until her eyes ached.

Which, thanks to her new body, turned out to take quite a while.

She finished the dungeon book first. That one was practical in the useful way. Less romance, more warnings. Level structures. Common delving mistakes. Environmental hazards. The difference between arrogance and readiness. The statistical likelihood of death if one entered a dungeon with confidence unsupported by competence.

Comforting.

The second book was denser and much more to her taste.

Cores. Aspect. Rarity. Soul interaction. Accepted theories and publicly unresolved disputes. It was exactly the sort of thing that lit up every predatory little corner of her mind. Cores were not simple containers. They were not just power batteries or magical organs or soul-gems. They were structure. Identity. Alignment. Capacity given shape. Some aspected naturally. Some by faith. Some by bloodline, element, deed, trauma, cultivation, contact, or accident. Some rare enough to destabilize lives just by existing in rumor.

She read all of it.

Not quickly, not in the skimming sense. Efficiently. Thoroughly. The page touched her mind and stayed there. She had discovered the previous night that her new memory and comprehension bordered on absurd. Tonight only confirmed it. She could glance, absorb, test herself, verify, and move on with a speed that would have seemed arrogant if she were not alone under blankets with no one to accuse her of showing off.

When at last she set the books down, she pulled up her character sheet and let the translucent panes unfurl before her in the darkness.

Then, because the local world had apparently demanded flutes and bird music for social ritual, she queued up sleeping music of her own.

You want flutes?

Fine.

Have some classical music.

Soft strings first. Piano after. Something ordered enough to let her think.

She scanned her sheet again.

Racial Traits. Titles. Achievements. All of it waiting and glittering and half-explained.

Singular Line.

Final Inheritance.

Graceform Body.

That last one felt like mockery tonight.

Graceform Body.

Yes, thank you, System. I’m aware the body is lovely. Shame the operator remains underqualified.

But the others. Those she kept returning to.

Singular Line. Final Inheritance. What did they actually line up against? What kind of future paths did they imply? What race package had she really chosen, beneath all the beauty and power and obvious seduction?

She was still half-thinking about that when sleep finally took her.



The next day passed in a blur.

Sela, having spent so much of the last few days subdued, mournful, or quietly overwhelmed, had now apparently decided to become a bundle of concentrated nervous energy.

It was exhausting.

It was also adorable, though Kira would have died before saying so aloud.

“What if the note wasn’t from Maelis?” Sela asked over breakfast.

“It was from Maelis.”

“But how do you know?”

“Because no one else in this camp writes like someone who could sentence a kingdom to kneel and then apologize for the inconvenience.”

Sela looked impressed despite herself.

An hour later: “Do you think Teren knows?”

“Yes.”

“You’re sure?”

“No. But yes.”

Later still, while they were nominally helping fold spare linens near the travelers’ tent: “Can I see the note again?”

Kira handed it over.

Sela read it as if it might have changed since dawn.

“I once snuck out at home,” she confided in a fierce whisper.

Kira looked over. “Did you.”

“To watch Da help one of the ridgebacks give birth.”

Kira stared.

“The boys got to go, so I was going too.”

“That is not where I thought that sentence was headed.”

“I got caught.”

“That part I did expect.”

Sela smiled. “He let me stay and watch anyway.”

“Well. That worked out.”

Sela folded the note carefully and handed it back. “I hope this works out too.”

Kira tucked it away again. “It will.”

“Ariana willing, I’ll be a priestess or something soon.”

“‘Or something’ is doing a lot of work there.”

Sela ignored that.

Then, with growing horror and delight: “What if we both join the church?”

Kira looked at her.

Sela clasped her hands under her chin. “Holy sisters.”

“No.”

“Wouldn’t that be divine?”

“That pun should be punishable.”

Sela laughed so hard she had to lean against the tent pole.

Kira looked skyward as if asking any god currently responsible whether this level of energy was truly necessary.

Apparently it was.

She couldn’t shut Sela up now.

First the girl had barely spoken through homesickness. Now she chattered like a spring set loose, bouncing between nerves, faith, fear, logistics, fantasy, and the occasional abrupt return to panic.

The day kept moving around them.

Testing continued. Two more girls were confirmed by afternoon. One cried almost without stopping. The other looked as though she had been personally insulted by the world and had not yet decided whether to endure that quietly or sharpen it into a future.

She also kept staring at Kira.

Not admiringly.

Kira noticed on the third or fourth pass of it and finally looked back directly enough to make the girl flush and turn away.

Sela, however, had already seen it and had fewer inhibitions.

“Tell her,” Sela muttered under her breath.

“What?”

“That if she keeps looking at you like that, she can keep her eyes to herself unless she wants some of what her friend got.”

Kira turned to stare at her.

Sela’s face remained perfectly composed.

Kira felt a ridiculous rush of affection so sudden it nearly destabilized her.

Loyal. Violent when provoked. Excellent taste in enemies.

Magnificent.

Dinner came and went. Teren seemed quieter than usual, not grim exactly, but unsure in a way Kira suspected had nothing to do with the route and everything to do with what they were about to do that night. He did not say anything. Neither did Maelis. The officials were too disciplined for last-minute visible irregularities.

Which was why, when Kira lay on her cot later pretending to drift toward sleep while listening for everyone else’s breathing to settle, the touch of a hand near her shoulder still startled her.

She opened her eyes.

Maelis stood beside the cot in near-darkness.

One finger rose lightly to the invoker’s lips.

Kira kept still.

Sela lay on the neighboring cot, eyes closed, breathing slow. Whether she was truly asleep or only doing her best approximation, Kira could not tell.

Maelis bent slightly, close enough that her whisper barely needed air.

“I will see you when I can.”

The words struck Kira harder than expected.

Then the invoker laid two fingers gently against Kira’s brow.

The blessing that followed was not figurative.

Kira felt it.

A soft descending pressure, warm and clean and impossibly quiet, settling over her like a veil made of memory and watchfulness. No thunder. No drama. Just divinity reduced to intimate scale and placed with exact intent. The feeling moved through her skin, through thought, through whatever in her responded to sacred architecture, and left behind a sense of being lightly marked by something that remembered her already.

Maelis moved then to Sela’s cot and cast the same blessing over her.

Sela’s breathing hitched once, barely.

Awake after all.

Good.

When Maelis straightened, she said nothing further. She simply looked at Kira one last time, and in that look was instruction enough.

When the time is right.

Go.

Then she withdrew into the dimness of the tent, and Kira lay still listening to the breathing of strangers and the blood in her own ears, waiting for the right moment to become a moving thing in the dark.

  

    
        Chapter 23

    
    
    
    
  The right moment came the way most dangerous moments did: quietly, and without fanfare.

Kira opened her eyes before she moved.

The tent was dark to anyone human. To her it was all low silver and softened color, the cots arranged in neat rows beneath the muted rise and fall of sleeping blankets. The thick rugs laid over the packed ground showed their woven pattern clearly enough in her sight. She could see where someone had left one boot half under a cot, where another girl’s sleeve trailed off the edge of her blanket, where Sela’s bag sat exactly where she had set it before lying down.

No rush. No heroic urgency. Just precision.

Kira folded back her blanket, found her boots at once, slipped them on, lifted her bag, and checked by sight that the books inside sat where she had left them. The note was already read, memorized, and burned.

Across from her, Sela was fully visible and plainly almost blind by comparison.

She moved by memory rather than confidence, fingertips finding the edge of her cot first, then the rug, then the shape of her boots where she had set them earlier. One hand kept touching things as if to reassure herself they were still where the world ought to be. She found her bag on the second try, froze when the buckle gave a soft sound, then glanced toward the dark where she could not possibly have seen whether anyone stirred.

Kira lifted a hand.

Sela stopped moving at once.

After a beat, Kira reached out, crossed the narrow space between them, and touched two fingers lightly to Sela’s wrist. The girl relaxed by a fraction.

Together they threaded their way between the cots.

Kira stepped around every hazard before it became one: the corner of a folded blanket, the half-turned foot of a sleeping girl, a rolled extra cushion, the dark shape of someone’s dropped shawl. Behind her, Sela followed by touch, one hand brushing the bedframes and rug seams to keep her orientation while the other clutched her bag close.

At the tent flap, Kira looked back.

Maelis was awake.

She had not moved. Had not even lifted her head. But her eyes were open in the dark, fixed on Kira with that same grave stillness she brought to everything that mattered. No signal. No blessing. No visible permission.

Only witness.

Kira held her gaze for a heartbeat.

Then slipped outside.

The air was cool enough to raise the hair at the back of her neck. It smelled of canvas, grain dust, old ash, and the sleeping edges of town. The dark outside was broader than the dark inside the tent, but it posed no more challenge to her than the inside had. The green opened before her in soft muted clarity, the tent rows pale shapes under the night sky.

Behind her, Sela emerged and immediately bumped Kira’s shoulder.

“Oh gods,” she whispered. “I can’t see anything.”

Kira caught her sleeve before the panic could spread.

“You don’t need to,” she murmured. “Stay with me.”

Across the green, a figure detached itself from the dark near the shadow of a supply wagon.

Teren.

Kira saw him clearly enough to read what Sela could not: the tightness at the mouth, the strain in his shoulders, the way he kept checking the road and making himself stop. Nervous, yes. Waiting, definitely. Angry, no.

Sela’s fingers closed on Kira’s arm.

“We’re caught.”

“No.”

“How do you know?”

Kira kept her eyes on Teren as he lifted one hand. “Because he’s waiting for us.”

That was apparently enough to move Sela from fear into obedience.

They crossed the green.

Teren did not come toward them. He only pointed once, past the edge of town, toward a darker stretch where the north road slipped between grain sheds, a broken stone marker, and a line of scrub trees.

“There,” he said quietly. “Once you clear the last cottages, stay to the road. Don’t cut the fields.”

Kira nodded.

Sela turned her head toward his voice, trying to find him in a dark that gave her almost nothing back.

Teren looked at Kira for one strained beat, then pulled a ring from his finger and held it out.

It caught a faint line of light even in the dark, silver and narrow and more expensive than it wanted to look.

Kira took it.

“What is it?”

“A ruinously expensive enchanted ring,” Teren said. “It will let you see in the dark and give you a respectable amount of protection if something on the road takes offense to your continued existence. I expect it back the next time we meet.”

Kira slipped it onto her finger.

Then she deliberately let her own eyes fall back to ordinary human limits.

The dark brightened at once. The road beyond the town emerged in silver-gray outline. Fence lines sharpened. Depth returned. Enough to travel by comfortably.

Not bad.

Not even close to what her own sight could do, but very good by mortal standards.

She looked up at him. “It works.”

His expression tightened faintly, as if he had hoped for either more gratitude or less evaluation. “Yes.”

Kira glanced toward Sela, who was still staring into darkness and pretending very badly not to be frightened. Then back to Teren.

“Do you have anything for her?”

He stared at her.

Kira stared back.

Sela, unable to see either face, turned slightly toward the silence like someone listening for danger in a field. “What?”

“You can’t give one girl a present in front of her friend and call that good manners,” Kira said softly.

Teren exhaled through his nose.

Then he reached under his shirt and pulled free a necklace that had been hidden there.

He stepped toward Sela, and she instinctively went still.

“What—?”

“This,” he said, “should protect you if, for some strange and entirely unforeseeable reason, anyone were ever to shoot arrows at you.”

Sela made a small sound. “That is a horrifyingly specific sentence.”

“Yes,” Teren said. “Try not to make it relevant.”

He fastened the chain around her neck. In the dark, Sela’s fingers rose at once to touch the pendant, tracing its shape without seeing it.

“Thank you,” she said, still startled.

Teren stepped back.

For a moment the three of them stood in the open dark with the town sleeping behind them and the road ahead.

Then he said, quieter now, “Go.”

Sela swallowed.

Kira adjusted the strap of her bag.

“We’ll see you again,” Teren added.

Kira touched the ring. “Likely because you want your property back.”

That almost got a real expression out of him. “Among other reasons.”

They turned and headed north.

Once Gleanrest had fallen far enough behind that Teren was only another shape swallowed by night, Kira pulled the ring from her finger and held it out to Sela.

Sela blinked at the pale glint in Kira’s hand. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t need it. You do.”

Sela hesitated, then took it and slipped it on.

A breath later her whole posture changed.

She looked up.

Then around.

Then out at the road.

“Oh,” she said.

The word came out with real feeling.

Kira watched her eyes widen as the night stopped being a wall and became a place again.

Sela turned to her sharply. “You can see in the dark, can’t you?”

Kira said nothing.

“I thought I saw you reading the other night. I knew I wasn’t imagining that.”

Still nothing.

Sela made a triumphant little noise. “I knew it.”

Kira adjusted her bag and started walking again. “Enjoy your revelation quietly.”

Sela followed, now much less likely to walk directly into a ditch.

The north road ran pale between sleeping fields. Wind moved the grain in long, low waves. Without the town around them the darkness should have felt complete.

It didn’t.

Not to Kira.

She saw the man ahead before Sela did.

He stood where the road widened near a shallow hollow and a stand of low trees, motionless enough that the dark shaped itself around him rather than over him. Tall, severe, pale in the muted spectrum of her sight, with a long weapon resting upright at his side.

“There,” she said.

Sela peered ahead.

Then, with the ring aiding her, she found him too and caught her breath. “I see him.”

As they drew closer, details resolved.

He was tall, long-framed and made broader by the severe line of cloak and war harness. His face had the sharp noble bones of something old and not human, but age had hardened it into judgment rather than beauty. Pale skin touched by a warm cast. White-blond hair half-bound back. At his throat, Ariana’s rising-sun clasp. Beneath the white cloak lined in muted crimson, fitted leather and lacquered temple gear. In one hand, a long two-handed blade with worn red leather wraps and a guard shaped like an exploding sun.

He did not look like a man who arrived to negotiate.

He inclined his head once when they were near enough.

“Fifth Mercy,” he said, voice low and even, “belongs first to the lost, then to the hunted.”

Kira remembered the note.

Good enough.

“I’m Kira,” she said. “This is Sela.”

The man nodded once.

“Caelan Vorr.”

Close up, he felt even less like a person people wanted to see coming and more like the answer that arrived after every gentler question had failed.

Sela found her voice first. “Are we going far?”

“Yes.”

“How far?”

“Far enough.”

That appeared to be the full conversational allotment.

He turned and led them off the road into the hollow, where two animals waited under the trees.

Kira squinted at them once, because Baer had already taught her not to assume familiar shapes meant familiar rules. Then one shifted, snorted softly, and tossed its head with perfect equine irritation.

Horses, then. Or something offensively close.

Caelan took their bags without asking and secured them with brisk, wordless efficiency. He lifted Sela up first. She clung with more determination than grace. Kira followed more easily, settling into the saddle with the strange thrill of recognizing the shape of the thing from books, films, games, and other people’s lives and now finally occupying it herself.

Caelan gathered the reins of the lead horse.

“We ride north,” he said.

No one argued.

And with that, Gleanrest—bonfire, bruises, flutes, tents, lies, books, and all—fell behind them.

The horses drank hard when Caelan finally drew them off the road.

Dawn had come up pale and cold through a stand of leaning trees, and the grove would have been ordinary if not for the little shrine at its edge. A low stone niche. A weather roof. An iron rod for prayer-cloths. The sort of thing travelers passed without thinking until they needed luck badly enough to stop.

Caelan saw the problem before either girl did.

He went still, and that was enough to make Kira look twice.

The offering bowl lay in the dirt. One of the cloths had been half cut through and left hanging. Mud had been worked over the sun-glyph on the face of the stone. At the base of it, dark against pale rock, a thin streak of blood had dried where someone had left it.

Sela came up beside Kira and stopped. “What happened here?”

Caelan crouched, touched the blood once, then the cut edge of the cloth.

“It was left for eyes,” he said.

Kira looked at the shrine again and felt her spine tighten. Somebody had expected the right person to pass this way.

“For yours?” she asked.

He rose. “For any that would understand it.”

That was worse.

Caelan took a small sun-marked token from inside his cloak and set it in the niche. Then he wiped the blood from the stone with his glove and turned back to the horses.

“Mount.”

Sela looked from him to the animals. “I thought they needed rest.”

“They’ll get less.”

That was the end of it.

They rode out at once, and whatever margin Caelan had meant to give the horses, he spent it now.

Kira felt the change almost immediately. He chose sharper turns. Shorter halts. He watched the tree line more often. The road no longer felt like a route through country. It felt like a thing being used before someone else reached for it.

By midday he pulled them down by a creek in a patch of wind-bent trees and gave the horses water.

Kira slid from the saddle and landed hard enough to remind herself that horseback riding was a conspiracy against the lower body. Sela came down more carefully and stood with both hands on the horse for a second, eyes closed, as if renegotiating her relationship with her legs.

Caelan walked into the trees, cut three lengths of fallen branch, stripped them clean, and tossed one to each girl.

Kira caught hers badly.

Sela nearly dropped hers, then recovered.

Kira looked at the stick. “No.”

“Yes,” Caelan said.

“We’ve been riding all night.”

“Yes.”

“We may be being followed.”

“Yes.”

He took his place in the open patch between the trees and lifted his own stick.

“Guard.”

Sela tried first.

Kira did not. She held the branch, shifted her grip once, and realized with some irritation that she had no useful instinct for what he meant beyond the general idea of pointing wood at danger.

Caelan watched her for a beat.

Then another.

“Have you suffered head trauma?” he asked.

Kira stared at him.

Sela made a choking sound and turned it into a cough too late.

Caelan’s face did not change. “You move like the thought and the body have not met.”

Kira hated that he was right.

“I had a difficult youth,” she said.

“Clearly.”

He showed them once.

That was enough to make the rest of the lesson brutal.

Speed would have been easier to understand. Caelan’s real advantage was agreement: feet, hands, weight, distance, timing, every part of him moving with every other part. The stick stopped being a branch in his grip. It became reach, timing, and consequence.

Then he let them try.

Sela was better.

That was the first insult.

She had no training, but she had lived in a body that had always belonged to her. Her feet made sense under her. Her balance corrected itself. She understood without being told that movement started lower than the shoulders.

Kira had better numbers and worse habits.

Her body was fine. More than fine. Almost offensively capable. The operator remained the problem.

She stepped too wide. Turned too late. Locked up when she should have flowed and loosened when she should have braced. Once she nearly crossed her own feet. Twice she gave Caelan an opening large enough to ride a cart through.

The third time he knocked her stick aside, stepped in, and laid his own across her throat before she even understood where the exchange had gone.

He lowered it again.

“The body is capable,” he said. “The habits are not.”

Kira breathed out through her nose. “I’m getting that.”

Sela got clipped across the thigh a moment later for overcommitting and made a sound so offended it nearly improved Kira’s mood.

“Again,” Caelan said.

So they did it again.

And again.

By the time he stopped them, both girls were sweaty, irritated, and uncomfortably aware of how little chance they would have against anyone who knew what they were doing. Kira’s wrist hurt. Sela had a welt coming up on one leg. Caelan looked no more tired than when he had started.

He sent them to the creek without praise.

Sela limped over beside Kira and muttered, “I think he hates us.”

Kira knelt to splash cold water over her face. “No. I think this is him trying.”

That got a breathless laugh out of Sela.

Across the little clearing, Caelan stood with the horses and watched the road through the trees.

He was not teaching them because he believed in patient instruction.

He was teaching them because they were too easy to kill.

Kira understood that clearly enough.

They rode again not long after.

The sun shifted. The light lengthened. The country roughened. The road kept pulling north, and with every mile Kira felt the last of the easy world thinning behind them.


Many miles north of Gleanrest, above an empty shepherd road that had not seen sheep in a generation, three riders watched a woman they could barely see.

Maelis was a pale mark in the distance.

A moving stitch of gray and white against the long road, visible only when the wind shifted the orchard rows and opened a clean line through the hills. She had chosen the main road because Jaheira’s servants liked roads. Roads had witnesses. Roads had records. Roads had old stones at their edges carved with dates, names, distances, treaties, flood years, plague years, and little lies everyone agreed to keep.

Vorun Thale approved of roads for the same reason.

They remembered.

Anything that remembered could be made to suffer.

He stood in the shell of an abandoned signal tower with one gloved hand resting on the narrow bone stave at his side. The tower had been burned out years ago, then abandoned badly. Char marked the inner stones. Swallows nested in the broken upper arch. Someone had scratched a harvest prayer to Keleria into the wall and crossed it out later with a knife.

Nyra had found that amusing.

Sevren had licked the scratch and said the prayer still tasted afraid.

Vorun had considered leaving him there.

“You’re certain it’s her?” Nyra asked.

She crouched on the tower’s broken lip as if the drop beyond it were a chair. Her charcoal cloak snapped in the wind. Grave-powder dulled the shine of her obsidian skin, and her white braid had been wrapped in dirty linen until it looked like a field binding. The disguise would pass at twenty paces.

At ten, most men would notice the way she never wasted motion.

At five, they would already be dead.

“Certain enough,” Vorun said.

Nyra watched the distant road. “Certain enough is what apprentices say before they leave witnesses.”

“Apprentices lack the discipline to revise.”

“That wasn’t an answer.”

“It was the only answer that matters.”

She gave him a flat look.

Vorun did not bother returning it. Nyra preferred answers with blood still warm on them. She trusted bodies. Bodies told the truth when opened properly. Vorun valued that about her. He also valued knives, locks, maps, winter grain ledgers, and the silence after bells stopped ringing. None of those things needed affection.

The Hunt had no use for affection.

It had purpose.

Ariana, Jaheira, Archus. Light, record, law-bound reason. Three public powers moving around the same concealed point, with smaller hands and lesser shrines twitching in answer across half the kingdom. The bright churches called it vigilance when they conspired. They called it providence when they hid pieces from the board.

Manassus called it a wound waiting to rot.

Malakhar called it a door.

Vorun had been given simpler instruction.

Find what they are protecting.

Take it if it can be taken. Turn it if it can be turned. Bury it if it can be buried.

If none of those held, kill it.

Killing had never slowed Manassus’s faithful for long. Dead things could be made useful. Sacred death could be spoiled. Eschara could rage in her grave-roads and guide all the little souls she liked. A soul denied its passage still had work in it.

Beside the broken stair, Sevren Glassmouth began to hum.

Nyra’s hand dropped to the hooked blade beneath her cloak.

“Don’t,” she said.

Sevren looked up with borrowed innocence. His face had been a narrow-cheeked merchant’s face an hour ago. Now it was younger, softer around the mouth, and wrong in the eyes. One pupil followed Nyra. The other stayed fixed on the road.

“I haven’t done anything.”

“You were thinking about doing something.”

“I do that.”

“Do it quieter.”

His smile pulled too far to one side. “That isn’t how thinking works.”

“For you, maybe.”

Vorun let them scrape at each other. A small amount of friction kept the edge honest. Too much would spill into murder, and then he would have to decide which tool he preferred to keep.

At present, the answer was inconveniently both.

Nyra could cross a market square full of armed men and leave only the necessary bodies cooling behind her. She had killed shrine guards, record-keepers, couriers, confessors, junior priests, oathbound messengers, and one Arianan duelist three levels above her by putting a needle through the woman’s eye during the second half of a blink. She was a field correction made flesh.

Sevren was filthier work.

He found bends in things. Not tracks. Not signs. Pressure. Dread. A servant’s sudden hatred for the master she had loved yesterday. A husband’s hand closing around a knife at the grave of his wife. A child repeating a sentence no child had heard. The little fractures where meaning leaked through pain.

Vorun distrusted him with a purity that almost felt devotional.

Malakhar’s prophets were all doors with teeth.

“The book-woman is irritated,” Sevren said.

Nyra looked back to the road. “She’s too far for you.”

“Irritation travels beautifully.”

“You said that yesterday about grief.”

“Grief walks. Irritation flies.”

Nyra’s expression did not change. “I hate him.”

“I know,” Vorun said.

“No. I mean in a way that deserves record.”

“That would please him.”

Sevren laughed, soft and delighted.

The black mirror shards sewn beneath his wrappings clicked as he unfolded himself and came to stand between them. He did not crowd Vorun. He knew better. He did crowd Nyra by half an inch, because he enjoyed consequences and had survived too many.

Nyra let him have the half inch.

That concerned Vorun more than the knife would have.

“She’s following something,” Sevren said.

Vorun watched Maelis’s distant shape through the hollow of the tower arch. “She has been following something since Gleanrest.”

“No. Before, she was searching for the shape of a missing word. Now she has the first letter.”

Nyra said, “Speak plainly or choke on your own teeth.”

Sevren turned that smile on her. “Two sparks. Covered. Carried north.”

Vorun stilled.

The wind moved through the burned tower. Dust whispered over old stone.

“Two?” he asked.

“Two.” Sevren’s lips worked silently for a moment afterward, as if he were tasting the number again. “Young, maybe. Bright, maybe. Important enough for Maelis to put her clever little hands around the lamp and pretend no light is leaking between her fingers.”

Nyra’s eyes narrowed. “Names?”

Sevren tapped the side of his head. “If I had names, I’d be screaming.”

“That can be arranged.”

“I’d enjoy it too much.”

Vorun said, “No names. No faces. No direct trail.”

“Only the ache.”

“That isn’t enough.”

“It is for me.”

“It is not enough for the Hunt.”

The words settled him.

Sevren’s grin twitched and went smaller. He looked, for a moment, almost offended. Good. The mad responded poorly to command unless the command wore the correct mask. Sevren did not obey Vorun. He obeyed convergence. He obeyed his god’s appetite for the instant before the mind broke and called the breaking revelation.

But the Hunt had its own gravity.

For now.

Nyra rose from her crouch. “If Maelis has two protected pieces, we take them.”

“No,” Vorun said.

She turned her head slowly. “No?”

“Maelis is an Invoker of Jaheira operating inside friendly borders while Ariana’s roads are awake and Archus has already put disciplined hands somewhere behind this. If we strike cleanly and fail, we lose the thread. If we strike loudly and succeed, we inherit pursuit.”

Nyra’s mouth curved. “Let them pursue.”

“You can kill a town,” Vorun said. “So can I. So can he, though his version would be vulgar.”

Sevren placed a hand over his heart. “Wounding.”

Vorun continued, “Then the kingdom sends people who kill town-killers. Not wardens. Not clerks with badges. Not lantern boys with scripture. They send the kind of faithful who don’t need courage because violence is already their native language. We would spend our strength proving what we are and fail the duty that brought us here.”

Nyra looked down toward the road.

She disliked restraint. She practiced it anyway. That was why she still lived.

“How far behind her?” she asked.

“Farther after dusk,” Vorun said. “She will expect caution at ten miles. At fifteen, she will expect confidence. At twenty, she may begin to doubt whether we are there at all.”

“And if she turns?”

“We leave her a reason to keep moving.”

Sevren made a pleased sound.

Nyra glanced at him. “You’ve already chosen one.”

“I’ve found a man who wants to matter.”

“Every village has twelve.”

“This one has blood under his nails and a skull full of doors.” Sevren lifted the silk-wrapped mirror shard from inside his vest. The wrapping had soaked through in one place, red-black and wet. “Harl Venn. He used to think himself brave. Then life corrected him. Now he’s hungry enough to mistake pain for instruction.”

Nyra looked to Vorun. “Bandit?”

“Worse,” Sevren said. “Disappointed.”

Vorun considered the name. It meant nothing. That recommended it.

“What does he have?”

“Six men. Poor horses. Worse judgment. A camp that smells like old meat, wet leather, and the kind of shame men keep feeding because it’s cheaper than ambition.”

Nyra folded her arms. “That won’t touch Maelis.”

“No,” Sevren said, delighted. “It’ll touch what she’s guarding.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know where the ache leans.”

“You know how to bleed into a mirror and call the stain prophecy.”

“And yet you keep bringing me to mirrors.”

Her smile went cold. “I keep hoping one cuts deep enough.”

Sevren’s face changed again.

Older now. Hollow at the cheeks. Too much mouth.

“When it does, Nyra Morn, I’ll tell your god what shape your fear made.”

The tower’s silence sharpened.

Nyra moved.

Vorun’s stave struck the stone once.

No flash. No shouted spell. No theatrical surge of power.

The burned harvest prayer on the wall turned black from end to end, and every swallow in the tower died at the same instant.

They fell around the three hunters in soft, abrupt thumps.

Nyra stopped with her blade half drawn.

Sevren’s smile trembled.

Vorun looked between them. “After the duty, if either of you still requires satisfaction, I will arrange privacy.”

Nyra slid the blade away first.

Sevren bowed with terrible grace.

“Of course,” he said. “We are beloved companions.”

“We are useful,” Vorun said. “Do not reach above your station.”

The madman laughed under his breath, but he stepped back.

Vorun turned to the north again. Maelis had vanished beyond a line of trees. The road remained. The road always remained.

“Send Venn,” he said.

Nyra’s brow tightened. “You’re allowing this?”

“I am using it.”

“It’s crude.”

“It is disposable.”

“It may expose us.”

“Only if Sevren is clumsy.”

They both looked at him.

Sevren placed one hand against his chest again, wounded twice now and enjoying the second cut more. “I can be delicate.”

Nyra snorted. “You can be quiet. Try that instead.”

Vorun said, “No doctrine. No names. No mark of the Hunt. Give him direction, appetite, and enough certainty to ride before he thinks. Let him believe greed found him.”

“And if he survives?” Nyra asked.

Sevren’s eyes brightened. “Then we ask what he saw.”

“If he talks before we ask?”

“I’ll leave him with a story he thinks is his.”

Vorun studied the wrapped shard in Sevren’s hand. He had heard pieces of what the Glassmouth could do with pain sent through reflection. Reports, mostly. Aftermath. Men who woke with commands rooted behind their eyes. Women who betrayed lovers and wept afterward because they could not remember choosing the knife. A priest who walked three days with a dead man’s voice in his throat and drowned himself in a basin rather than speak again.

Useful work.

Disgusting work.

“Do it from here,” Vorun said.

Nyra frowned. “From here?”

“We are too close already.”

“We’re miles away.”

“From an Invoker of Jaheira, miles are manners. Not safety.”

That earned him the smallest flicker of approval from her.

Sevren knelt among the dead swallows. He chose one with a broken neck and set the mirror shard across its breast. His fingers moved with sudden care, all the twitching delight stripped away. That was when he was most dangerous. When the madness stopped performing and began working.

He cut his palm.

Blood fell this time.

One drop struck the mirror.

The tower smelled briefly of iron, roses left too long in a closed room, and a child crying behind a locked door.

Nyra stepped back.

Vorun did not.

Sevren whispered into the shard.

“Harl Venn,” he said. “Poor Harl. Hard-used Harl. Brave when no one pays you, cruel when no one praises you, hungry in the old places.”

The mirror gave no reflection.

Sevren smiled down at it.

“There’s a road north. There are horses on it. Steel. Church-weight. A hard man in white. Two young lights someone wants hidden.”

Vorun’s attention sharpened at the phrase.

Two young lights.

Sevren had said it again. The same shape, reached by a different wound.

“Don’t tell him too much,” Vorun said.

“I’m telling him less than pain will.”

The shard clicked.

Once.

Far away, something answered.

Sevren inhaled like a man smelling bread.

“There,” he whispered. “Found the crack.”

Nyra watched him with naked loathing. “You enjoy this too much.”

“I enjoy being correct.”

“You don’t know that you are.”

“No.” Sevren’s mouth bent. “That’s what makes it holy.”

The dead swallow under the mirror jerked.

Its wings beat once against the stone, frantic and useless. Then it lay still.

Sevren leaned lower, lips almost touching the black glass.

“Go north, Harl. Take the boys. Take the knives. Take the wanting. There’s silver in it, if you need silver. Glory, if you need a prettier lie. Blood, if you’re honest.”

The mirror cracked down the center.

Sevren’s nose began to bleed.

He laughed through it.

“Run at the covered lamp and make the keeper show her hands.”

The crack widened.

Somewhere far south, a man screamed.

Vorun felt the working pass through the air like a hook dragged under skin. No light marked it. No thunder announced it. The gods of hidden places did not waste power on spectacle when infection would do.

Sevren sat back on his heels, breathing hard.

For a moment, his face became no face at all. Blank skin. Wet eyes. A mouth like a wound waiting for permission.

Then the merchant’s face returned, badly fitted.

“It’s done,” he said.

Nyra wiped a fleck of swallow blood from her boot. “And now?”

“Now Harl Venn has a thought sharp enough to cut himself on.”

Vorun looked north, where Maelis had disappeared.

“Good.”

Nyra moved to the stair. “I’ll set the false trail east.”

“West,” Vorun said.

She paused.

“East is what she’ll expect if she finds the edge of us. West suggests fear of the marsh roads.”

Nyra considered that, then nodded once. “West, then.”

Sevren gathered the cracked mirror shard and tucked it close to his heart. “We should name the little lights.”

“No,” Vorun said.

“But names make everything more tender.”

“Names create attachment.”

“Names create handles.”

“Then earn one.”

Sevren’s smile returned, thin and bright and wrong. “I will.”

Vorun stepped over the dead birds and out into the wind.

Below the tower, their horses waited without stamping, biting, or calling to one another. Nyra had chosen them for that. Expensive animals with ugly coats and trained silence. Each carried enough warding, poison, coin, sacrament, and murder to end a household before breakfast.

A town, if pressed.

A district, if Vorun opened the reliquary.

He rested his hand briefly on the case strapped beneath his saddle. The seals held. Void-green script crawled under bone clasps, slow as rot beneath clean skin.

The Black Refrain slept.

For now, the work required smaller instruments.

A bandit with a headache.

A road with two hidden sparks on it.

An Invoker who would have to show what mattered when blood reached for it.

Nyra mounted first. “If the bandit kills them, we learn less.”

“If the bandit kills them,” Vorun said, “then whatever they were could die to a bandit.”

Sevren swung into his saddle with boneless ease. “That would be disappointing.”

“Most things are,” Nyra said.

Vorun took one last look at the road.

Their gods had moved them here. Not gently. Not cleanly. The bright churches loved to pretend divine guidance belonged to banners, hymns, sunlit fountains, and clean hands raised in public prayer.

Dark gods guided too.

They guided through hunger. Through rot. Through the knife-thought. Through the sudden certainty that a man’s worst impulse had been wisdom all along.

Vorun turned his horse west.

“Distance,” he said. “Twenty miles by moonrise. No fires. No kills unless necessary.”

Nyra’s smile was almost affectionate in its contempt. “You do know how to ruin an evening.”

Sevren looked back toward Gleanrest, eyes shining. “Oh, I think the evening’s just beginning.”

They rode from the tower one at a time, leaving the dead swallows, the burned prayer, and the cracked silence behind them.

Far ahead, Maelis followed a secret north.

Far behind, Harl Venn opened his bleeding eyes and mistook another man’s purpose for his own.

  

    
        Chapter 24

    
    
    
    
  Harl Venn was chewing tough salt beef and wondering whether the two stolen horses were worth the extra feed when the pain hit.

One moment he was crouched by the coals, working a shred of meat loose from his teeth with a dirty thumbnail, half listening to Brigg curse his wet boots and Corren mutter that they ought to move camp before anyone rode across the bodies out beyond the trees. The next, something drove through his skull and put him in the dirt.

He caught himself on one hand hard enough to split the skin across his palm.

The pain went everywhere at once—behind the eyes, down the neck, into the teeth—as if someone had buried a shard of glass inside his head and twisted. He heard himself make a sound he would have mocked in any other man. Blood hit the ground under his nose almost immediately. More followed, hot in his mouth and running into his beard.

Around the fire, somebody stood too fast. Somebody else swore. One of the men laughed once, thin and ugly, then stopped when Harl did not get back up.

The world broke into pieces.

Horse sweat.

Road dust.

Sun-worked metal.

A hard man in white.

Two girls.

Young.

Important.

The impressions came with the force of certainty. Harl gagged and spat red into the dirt. Warmth ran from his right ear. He could hear one of the lads asking what was wrong and another saying to leave him if he was fitting.

The pain eased by inches. Something had reached into him, turned him toward the north, and let go only after it was satisfied.

Harl stayed where he was until his arms stopped shaking.

When he finally sat back on his heels, no one had come closer.

That was sensible of them.

“What the fuck was that?” Brigg asked.

Harl wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist and looked at the blood there.

Too much for a simple nosebleed. Not enough to kill him. Pity.

He knew better than to tell the truth, even the piece of it he had. Men like these did not improve when frightened by the right things. They got jumpy, pious, or stupid, and none of that filled a purse.

So he pushed himself upright, took the rag hanging from a saddle tree, and cleaned his face enough to look mostly human again.

“Luck,” he said.

Nobody believed him.

Good.

Belief was not required. Tone was.

The thing inside his head had left him with direction. He had not been given a trail to follow, but this was better. He could have pointed north with the same certainty he could have pointed to his own hand. Somewhere ahead, on a road he had not seen, were horses, church gear, a hard man, and two girls.

That was enough.

He looked around the camp.

Six men. Two spare horses. Poor firewood. Worse tempers. Blankets that smelled of mildew and old sweat. One man with his boots off, digging at a blister until it bled. Another watching Harl too carefully. Behind the trees, the bodies from the week before still lay where they had dropped because none of them had liked the dead enough to work for them and none had feared them enough to bother. The crows had started in that morning. Something bigger would come by dusk.

This was the shape of what he had.

It would do.

“We move,” he said.

That got him complaints first, then silence.

Brigg spat into the fire. “For what?”

Harl pointed the rag toward the horses.

“For a haul worth the ride.”

Now he had them.

Not all the way. Men like these never gave themselves all the way to anything except appetite. But heads came up. Eyes sharpened. Corren stopped pretending not to listen. Den, who had half a face ruined by an old knife wound and wanted money mainly so he could waste it fast in places that didn’t ask questions, got to his feet.

“What kind of haul?” Corren asked.

“Church road,” Harl said. “Small company. Good animals. Better gear than farmers carry.”

That wasn’t enough yet. He could feel it.

So he gave them what mattered.

“Enough silver on the right bodies to buy us breathing room,” he said. “Enough to grease a clerk if we reach a city before we ruin it. Enough to head east or south and not sleep hungry the first week.”

That landed.

A new life was too large a thing for men like these to believe in. One more month bought badly was not. Men like these lived in units of the next meal, the next purse, the next place where nobody knew their names.

Brigg asked, “How do you know?”

Harl smiled with blood still drying in one corner of his beard.

“I know.”

He let that stand.

Then he kicked dirt over the edge of the fire and started for the horses.

The others moved because greed was moving and no one there had enough of anything good in him to let it go by.

Behind the camp, the dead waited for flies, crows, and whatever else came to feed.

Harl didn’t look back.

Something in the dark had pointed north.

That was enough.



Caelan Vorr had gone years without having to think about where novices washed.

That, more than he cared to admit, was what finally convinced him that Maelis had placed him in a very particular kind of difficulty.

He could move a cell through contested ground. He could ride three nights on broken sleep and still kill cleanly at dawn. He could hold an oath in his chest until it burned everything else away and leave only judgment behind. He knew how to assess terrain, pace horses, hide tracks, ration water, watch tree lines, listen for bad silence, and tell the difference between fear that sharpened a person and fear that made them dead weight.

He had not, until now, been forced to consider the private hygiene requirements of two half-trained girls who had been in the saddle for days and had begun looking mutinous in a way entirely unrelated to doctrine.

The farm girl had approached first.

Of course she had.

Sela had a way of gathering courage in handfuls and spending it all at once, which made her easier to read than the other one. She came to him while he was checking a horse’s foreleg for heat and stood with all the solemnity of someone about to request a burial rite.

“Caelan,” she said.

He looked up.

She hesitated. “We need to wash.”

He straightened slowly.

It had occurred to him, vaguely, that they were beginning to smell like road, sweat, horse, old leather, and poor decisions. That was ordinary enough. Everyone on the road smelled of something after enough days. He smelled of horse, steel oil, old prayer cloth, and the long habit of duty. It was not a thing worth naming.

Apparently, in this case, it was.

“There is a creek,” he said.

Sela went pink.

Not embarrassed exactly. More burdened.

“Yes, but…” She glanced over one shoulder toward Kira, who sat on a log nearby with her boots off, rubbing one aching thigh and pretending not to listen while obviously listening with predatory interest. “We need to wash properly.”

Caelan waited.

He had learned over a long life that silence often improved weak explanations.

It did not improve this one.

Sela lowered her voice. “Or we’ll have problems.”

“What problems?”

That was when Kira looked up and decided the mercy of vagueness was dead.

“The kind of problems men usually pretend become less real if no one names them,” she said.

Caelan stood very still.

He had faced oath-breakers, grave cults, void things, and men whose final expressions he could still remember ten years later if he let himself. He had never once, in all that time, wanted to stop hearing a sentence as badly as he did now.

Sela closed her eyes.

Kira, the wretched creature, saw exactly what landed and lit up with malicious delight.

“Yes,” she said, now fully committed. “Those.”

Caelan looked from one to the other.

The farm girl looked apologetic.
Kira looked like she had discovered a lever and intended to pull it.

That one, Kira, was trouble in the most inconvenient way. Reckless people could be redirected. Defiant people could be confronted. Kira simply noticed discomfort and followed the scent.

He cleared his throat once. “I see.”

“No, I don’t think you do,” Kira said. “But that’s all right. We do.”

Sela made a soft sound of horror.

Caelan chose not to respond to that.

He had trained novices before. Not recently, but before. Boys and girls both. Newly classed, newly devoted, raw-boned and overzealous and sharp enough to survive the first cuts of instruction. They had come to him already belonging to the church, already shaped in part by prayer, discipline, and the first hard changes of class. Their bodies had not yet been polished, but they had not been soft. They had arrived with edges.

These two had arrived with spirit.

It was not the same thing.

He looked at them more carefully then.

Sela, who had grown steadier with animals every day and learned the road in the practical way farm girls learned everything—by doing and adjusting until it worked. Kira, who was all impossible face and staggering ineptitude, a body built for grace inhabited by someone who moved as if she had first been issued limbs last week and still distrusted the arrangement. The second girl remained one of the strangest contradictions he had ever been asked to escort. Beautiful enough to draw trouble by existing. Intelligent enough to notice ten things at once. Competent nowhere physical except in recovery, persistence, and a handful of ugly improvisations that had already kept her alive once.

She also healed too quickly.

He had seen the bruises vanish by morning. Watched strain leave her body overnight in ways it should not have. Not enough to make him question Maelis’ urgency—he had long since given up questioning her urgency. Enough to confirm it.

Maelis had put them in his hands.

More importantly, Ariana had not objected.

That mattered.

It mattered more than he liked.

There had been no direct sign, no voice, no command dropped into sacred dream or dawn prayer. He was not that kind of servant. But for two days now he had felt the same pressure gathering at the back of his neck, the old warning hum that came when something in the dark had turned its attention in the wrong direction. Ariana did not always show him the enemy. Sometimes she only sharpened the instinct that one existed.

The darkness had noticed the girls.

Or one of them.

Or the shape they made together with the churches already moving around them.

He did not know.

He disliked not knowing.

That, perhaps more than the washing conversation, was what had unsettled him.

He was not used to carrying unanswered questions for this long.

“Very well,” he said.

Sela’s shoulders dropped with immediate relief.

Kira raised one brow. “Very well, as in you’ll stop pretending we’re a pair of durable sacks?”

“Very well,” Caelan repeated, “as in I will choose a place that can be secured while you wash.”

Kira smiled. “There. See? Growth.”

He let that pass.

It was easier now, in small ways, to let them speak. He had stopped expecting silence and started measuring the use of noise. They bantered like girls who had never had sisters and had abruptly discovered the shape of sibling argument by accident. Sela carried nerves in the open. Kira carried them under teeth and humor. Between them the road had become less quiet than he preferred and less grim than it might otherwise have been.

He did not encourage it.

He had begun, despite himself, to account for it.

That was different.

He turned back to the horses and resumed checking straps and hooves while the girls exchanged a glance of victory behind him.

He did not need to see it to know it had happened.

The smell of them had changed over the last few days too—not just sweat, though there was enough of that, but the specific stale edge of people unused to long road discipline and too embarrassed to ask practical questions until necessity overran pride. It was a lapse in his own preparation. He should have anticipated it. He had spent too many years working with hardened devotees and too few remembering what raw civilians required before they even became proper novices.

Maelis would notice.

Maelis always noticed.

He disliked that too.

The horses were in decent shape. Better than the girls.

Sela had adapted to the saddle faster. Of course she had. She knew labor, animals, weather, routine. Her body accepted work and recalibrated around it with only ordinary complaints. Kira fought the horse every hour she was on it without quite meaning to. Her thighs clenched. Her lower back took insult where it should have yielded. She sat as if expecting the animal to betray her, which guaranteed discomfort even when the horse behaved exactly as trained.

And yet, each morning she rose looking almost offensively restored.

That had not stopped bothering him.

Classless. Soft. Unformed. Physically behind in ways that should have made the road crueler to her than it had. Still she recovered overnight with a speed he could neither explain nor ignore.

Maelis had thought enough to spend a favor.

Enough to place two unready girls into the hands of an Avenger and trust he would move them where they needed to go.

Enough that Ariana had raised no hand against the arrangement.

That last part held him.

It would have to.

Sela came to help him with the tack after that, because of the two of them she understood the simple dignity of making herself useful after winning a concession. Good. He approved of that. She knew how to work around an animal without making it worse. Hands where they should be. Voice quiet. Movements honest. Kira drifted over a minute later and stood on the wrong side of the horse until he told her to move.

She did.

Then asked, “Do I truly look that unnatural around them?”

“Yes.”

She absorbed that with more grace than he expected. “Good to know.”

“You move like someone expecting collapse,” he said.

Kira looked at him for a second.

That was long enough for him to know he had touched something true.

Then she said, lightly, “A charming thing to say to a woman.”

“It was not meant to charm.”

“I had gathered.”

Sela, tightening a strap, looked back and forth between them. “Is that what it is?”

Caelan did not answer.

Kira did, more quietly than usual. “Probably.”

That answer interested him more than he let show.

He had been trying, without prying, to understand what kind of life produced a girl like her. Not merely clever. Not merely strange. A girl who read like a scholar, joked like a blade, moved like a patient after a fever, and looked at every structure in the world as if it might be disassembled and improved if she stared long enough. Some hurts announced themselves. Others taught the body habits too early and left them there.

He did not ask.

He had no right, and the road had no use for sentiment that slowed the hand.

Still, he wondered.

He wondered enough now that he found himself measuring both girls in different terms.

Sela had the stronger beginning. Kira had the stranger one.

Both could bend without folding.

That mattered most in the end.

The church did not need timid offerings. It needed those who could bend, endure, harden, and still choose flame over surrender when the dark put its weight on them.

These two, for all their inexperience, had not broken.

That was worth respect, whether either of them had earned the right to notice it yet or not.

When the washing place was chosen—a bend in the creek screened by stone and alder with one approach narrow enough to defend—he set the terms plainly.

“You wash quickly,” he said. “You keep your voices low. Your bags stay where I can see them. If I tell you to come out, you come out immediately.”

Kira gave him a thoughtful look. “That sounded almost fatherly.”

“It was an order.”

“Those are not mutually exclusive.”

Sela made a soft sound of delight at that and then tried to hide it.

He hoped, not for the first time, that Ariana found humor in these things. Otherwise the goddess had a strange sense of which servants required humbling.

The girls disappeared behind the alder screen with soap, cloth, and the triumphant haste of prisoners unexpectedly granted a luxury.

The silence after felt abrupt.

Caelan took up his place where he could watch both approaches and the horses at once.

Water moved over stone.

Branches shifted in the breeze.

From behind the screen came murmured conversation, then Kira saying something too low to catch, then Sela laughing openly enough to make him close his eyes once and file the sound away under tolerable inconveniences.

They had spirit.

Too much noise, too little training, and entirely too many practical needs for the stage of flight they were in.

But spirit.

He kept watch with the old pressure at the back of his neck and his hand resting near the hilt of the great blade.

Somewhere behind them, the darkness was moving.

He did not need proof yet. He had lived too long with oath and instinct to doubt that feeling when it came in this particular shape.

So he watched the creek.

He watched the trees.

And he waited for the girls to come back clean enough to continue running.

  

    
        Chapter 25

    
    
    
    
  They rode like men with a destination and no choice in wanting it.

None of them would have put it that way.

If asked, Harl Venn would have said they were pushing hard because the haul ahead was worth the risk. Brigg would have said he smelled silver and soft prey. Corren would have said the sooner they caught up, the sooner they could stop sleeping wet and hungry and pretending each morning was a plan instead of a delay in dying. The others would have found their own crude ways to explain it.

None of them would have said they were being driven.

That did not make it less true.

They left the road within the hour and never properly returned to it. Harl cut north through fields, drainage ditches, rough scrub, old fence breaks, and low country no sensible rider would have chosen for speed. Horses threw shoes in ground like this. Horses snapped ankles. Horses shied, balked, stumbled, and taught fools expensive lessons.

These horses did none of that.

They should have.

A few times one of the men felt it—an instant where the animal under him ought to have gone wrong, where a foreleg should have slid on wet ground or a hoof should have caught in a stone crack or the whole beast should have shied itself stupid at a jump taken too hard. Each time the moment passed and the horse simply kept running, mouth white with froth, eyes showing too much, lungs pulling like bellows that had long since earned the right to fail.

They did not fail.

The men rode them harder.

Because they were the kind of men who always rode everything harder than they should.

Because the pressure behind their eyes and under their ribs did not permit another pace.

Because somewhere ahead something waited with enough weight on it that even men like these could feel importance without understanding it.

Harl felt it worst.

The shard had not left him. It sat behind his right eye now like a sliver of frozen glass buried deep where no knife could reach. It did not hurt every second. That would have been easier. Instead it throbbed when the road bent the wrong way, brightened when they angled north, and sent thin cruel pulses through his skull whenever the others slowed too much or drifted into grumbling instead of motion.

He had stopped thinking of it as pain.

Pain had edges he knew.

This was direction.

He rode with one hand too near his face too often, wiping fresh blood from his nose before the others could get a good look at it. Once his ear went wet again and he nearly lost the stirrup correcting for it. Corren saw and looked at him hard for the next mile but said nothing. Men like these knew when a question cost more than silence.

They passed the roadside shrine sometime near noon.

Any other day they would have stopped.

Not to pray. None of them prayed unless prison bars, fever, or a blade in the gut made bargaining feel useful. They would have stopped because shrines meant travelers, travelers meant offerings, and offerings sometimes meant coin or copper or a good bowl if no one with scruples was likely to come looking for it.

Today they rode past without so much as turning their heads.

The bowl lay in the dirt. The cloth still hung half cut. The blood had been wiped away, but the place kept the memory of it all the same. Even Brigg felt something there, some wrongness curling along the edge of his thoughts, and hunched lower in the saddle as though ducking weather.

No one spoke.

No one slowed.

Half a mile farther on they crossed a narrow run of creek water under alder and stone.

The horses plunged through without hesitation.

The men did not know that two girls had washed there hours earlier, that laughter had briefly existed on those banks, that soap had touched the water and friendship had been spoken aloud where the road had given way for a little while. If any trace remained, it did not matter. The thing driving them had no use for such details. It wanted direction, not tenderness.

So they rode on.

By late afternoon they cut across the edge of a village so small it barely deserved the word. Three houses, a smithy, a smokehouse, a well, chickens pecking in the dust, and children with the full reckless confidence of the barely supervised.

One of those children ran into the road.

A little boy, barefoot and filthy to the knees, chasing something only he could see. He turned just in time to freeze under the thunder of six blown-eyed horses bearing down too fast and too straight.

His older brother hit him a heartbeat later.

Not out of bravery. Out of instinct. Shoulder to ribs, all panic and dirt and desperate timing. The smaller boy went sprawling into the ditch. The older one followed him hard enough to skin both hands and part of his face on the packed road edge.

The riders never checked.

They did not shout warning. They did not curse. They did not even properly notice. One horse clipped the edge of the ditch and recovered without breaking stride. Brigg’s knee nearly took the older brother in the head as they went past. Harl saw the movement only as interruption and rode through it.

Behind them, the boys’ mother screamed.

Ahead of them, the road bent north.

That was all that mattered.

The men began to feel it by then, each in his own broken way.

Not understanding.

Never that.

But something close to being chosen.

Their hearts beat too hard and too high, their mouths tasted of iron, their horses foamed like beasts run under whip and prayer, and still none of them tried to turn aside. They were six men who had never been joined by anything noble in their lives. They did not share principles. They did not share loyalty. They did not even share a future they believed in. They shared appetite, bad weather, old warrants, thin chances, and the practical knowledge that every man around their fire would rob the others if the night went wrong enough.

And yet now there was something like unity among them.

Not fellowship.

Not trust.

A direction so complete it pressed over all the gaps where trust should have been and made those absences irrelevant.

For the first time in their lives, some of them felt what power was from the inside—not the small power of a knife over a drunk or six men over one family on a bad road, but the vast and diseased thrill of being noticed by something larger than themselves and useful to it.

They could not have named the feeling.

If they had tried, they would have ruined it.

So they rode.

Mud splashed. Brush tore at their boots. A buckle snapped on Den’s saddle and still somehow held. Corren’s horse struck a buried stone hard enough to jolt all the way up through his teeth and kept going with blood already working down one fetlock. Brigg was frothing curses now as much as his mount was frothing spit, but he did not pull back. None of them did.

Harl had stopped speaking entirely.

He no longer needed to.

The shard behind his eye had become a living thing. It pulsed with every turn. Drew tight when they strayed. Eased when they corrected. Somewhere ahead, the pressure gathered itself around one point so intensely that he began to dread what would happen when they finally reached it.

Then they rounded a bend.

And found a man standing in the middle of the road.

White cloak. Long blade already drawn. Evening light caught on the guard in a shape like a sun breaking open.

The horses checked so hard foam flew from their mouths.

For the first time all day, all six men felt the same clean human emotion at once.

Fear.



They were perhaps two miles beyond the village when the clouds opened.

Not fully. Not enough to brighten the whole country or warm the road. Just a break high above, sudden and narrow, and through it a single shaft of afternoon sun came down in clean gold and struck the road ahead.

Caelan saw it and knew.

Not guessed. Not hoped. Knew.

His goddess had never spoken to him in words. Ariana did not need to. She had spent long years shaping his instincts until warning could arrive as clearly as any shouted command. The old tingle at the back of his neck, the one no class had granted and no system pane had ever named, turned in an instant to fire.

For half a heartbeat, pride hit him hard enough to make his chest ache.

She loved him. That he had never doubted. But this—this clear, this immediate—was gift enough to humble stronger men than he had ever needed to be.

Duty crushed the feeling almost at once.

No time.

His eyes swept the road edges. Ditch. Low brush. Sparse grass. One tree thirty paces off the right shoulder, old enough to cast a real shadow but nowhere near thick enough to hide three bodies and three horses if anyone rode past with sense enough to look.

It would have to do.

He did not slow.

“Off the road,” he said. “Stay mounted. Hide yourselves from those who follow.”

No explanation. No second command.

He trusted them to obey because they had learned enough by now to hear the difference between instruction and survival.

The burning at the back of his neck sharpened.

Too close.

Caelan’s core ignited.

It happened without spectacle at first, a terrible inward gathering, the feeling of sacred power taking hold with full approval and no restraint. Heat climbed his spine. His pulse steadied instead of rising. The horse beneath him felt it too and did not shy. War-trained, temple-broken, long accustomed to carrying a man who ceased to be merely a man when judgment called.

Caelan swung down at speed.

His boots hit the road hard enough to jar ordinary men through the knees. He gave ground only for the length of a short slide, cloak whipping around him in a white arc while the great blade came free in the same motion. Steel rang once in the open air.

He brought the edge to his lips.

Not a kiss of tenderness. A vow sealed in breath and old devotion.

“Radiant Dawn,” he said softly, “take what is impure. Let wicked blood be spent in witness of Your mercy.”

Then he turned the blade outward and waited.

Not for long.



Kira hesitated for less than a second.

That was all it took for the command to become real.

She veered off the road with Sela at her side, both girls still mounted, both horses unhappy about it but obedient enough to go where the reins told them. They pushed through low grass and scrub toward the lone tree, the branches too thin to promise cover and too late now to question.

Sela looked back first.

“Kira—”

“I know.”

They got the horses in behind the trunk as best they could, pressed close enough to bark and shadow and animal heat that it almost felt like concealment if you were desperate enough to count it.

Then Kira looked to the road.

Caelan Vorr stood in the middle of it.

Sunlight poured onto him through the break in the clouds, not merely touching him but claiming him. It ran over the white cloak and caught along the blade and turned the air around him into something bright enough to hurt. Flame licked over his form in narrow tongues of yellow and red, real flame, clean flame, the kind that did not spread wild or waste itself but clung with purpose.

He looked taller somehow. Sharper. Less like a man waiting in the road and more like the road itself had decided to draw judgment into human shape.

Beside her, Sela forgot to breathe.

Kira did not.

She just stared.

And understood, with a clarity that left no room for comfort, that whatever Caelan Vorr had been before, he had become something else now.

Kira’s heart was beating hard enough to make thought feel slippery.

On Earth, that kind of spike would have brought Beatrice into the room in seconds if the monitors had caught it. Or maybe not. Maybe by the time Beatrice made it through the door, Kira would already have been a corpse. That heart had been a cracked little thing in a broken little cage.

This one hammered like it meant business.

Wonderful.

She watched the road come apart in pieces.

Caelan cut the front legs from two horses in one impossible swing and both riders vanished under screaming flesh and flying blood. One went down hard and rolled. The other disappeared beneath his own mount and came back out flailing. Kira counted both of them out immediately. Smashed under a falling horse was enough to end most problems.

That left three coming straight at her and Sela.

And the one with the crossbow.

He rode half a line behind the others and dragged the weapon up from the side of his saddle with the bolt already seated in the groove.

Lovely.

Then the leader split open.

No warning. No chant. No dramatic rise of evil music.

His body just came apart.

Kira saw flesh, gore, something opening where no body should have opened, and for one instant instinct drove her vision sideways into another spectrum. The world flashed wrong. Dark filaments laced through the bursting shape, black energy threading mass together where bone and muscle had no business holding. She had no idea what she was seeing. Magic, obviously. Something foul. Something that should not have fit inside a human body and clearly hadn’t bothered respecting the limit.

Then she forced her eyes back to normal.

There was no time to study a nightmare.

Sela had turned toward her in the saddle, pale under the road dirt, eyes huge.

“Kira—what do we do?”

Good question.

An excellent question.

A question with no answers currently attached.

The crossbowman fired.

The bolt took the air straight toward Caelan’s head.

He knocked it aside like it had been an inconvenience and not death on a line.

Kira felt a wild, inappropriate burst of admiration.

What a badass.

Then Sela’s voice hit her again, higher now, fraying at the edges.

“Kira, we’re going to die!”

She was already half into prayer, words tumbling out too fast and too desperate to be anything but real. Ariana, please, Ariana, please—

“Don’t close your eyes to pray,” Kira snapped.

Sela blinked at her.

“Pray with them open. Run.”

That, at least, translated.

Both girls kicked their horses into motion.

They had no room for elegance. No grand strategy. The tree had been cover for half a second and was now just a bad memory with bark. They turned the horses directly away from the road and drove for open ground, grass and brush snapping under pounding hooves.

Come on, Zenyatta, Kira thought, leaning forward in the saddle. Be like your namesake.

Zenyatta, tragically, looked nothing like her namesake and moved nothing like her either. She moved like a frightened, overworked horse doing her honest best under impossible conditions.

Every bit of that effort came through the saddle.

Sela pulled ahead almost immediately.

Of course she did.

She rode better. Sat deeper. Let the horse move instead of arguing with it every stride. Kira clung, corrected, swallowed panic, and tried not to turn her own mount into a second emergency. The ground jarred under them. Her teeth clicked once. Wind tore hair loose around her face.

Behind them, the road erupted.

Kira risked a glance back.

Caelan had been hit by chains.

Black lengths of them whipped around his legs, then higher, then all around, multiplying so quickly she almost could not track the movement. He vanished behind a storm of links and filthy dark force until only flashes of flame showed through, bright gold burning between the black.

“Oh no,” Kira said aloud.

The words came out small and useless.

They’re going to die.

No—we’re going to die.

And the worst part, the truly offensive part, was that she had finally started liking living.

Zenyatta lurched over a rut and nearly threw Kira sideways. She hauled herself back into the saddle on instinct and panic and something very close to rage.

No.

Absolutely not.

Not after all this.

Not after breath and food and music and girls’ nights in creek water and bad dancing and system trees and fresh air and best friends and books read under blankets in the dark.

She leaned lower over the horse’s neck and kicked harder.

“Come on,” she hissed. “Come on, come on, come on—”

Ahead, Sela turned once in the saddle, wild-eyed and terrified and still somehow staying mounted.

“Kira!”

“I’m here!”

A horse behind them screamed.

Something hit the ground hard enough for Kira to feel it through her own mount.

She did not look back again.

Not yet.

There was only the run, the wind, the pounding of her absurdly healthy heart, and the sick rising certainty that whatever happened next was going to decide whether this new life had room for them in it at all.

Kira could feel them coming.

Not hear them exactly. Not over the pounding of hooves, Sela’s ragged breathing, and the bloodbeat thundering in her own ears. She felt them in the pressure behind her, in the ground tightening under the hoofbeats, in the sick certainty that however hard Zenyatta ran, someone behind them ran harder.

She was barely staying in the saddle.

That part had nothing to do with the horse. Zenyatta was incredible. Brave, fast, trying her heart out under a rider who had no business asking this much from her. Sela, ahead and a little to the left, rode Hazel like she’d been born to it—low, balanced, part of the motion instead of a victim of it.

Kira, by contrast, was tragic.

From the edge of her vision she caught movement closing fast on the left.

A rider.

He was eating the distance like it offended him. One second behind. Then almost even. Then there, close enough that she could see the wild whites of his horse’s eyes and the filth dried into the man’s sleeves.

He didn’t even look at her.

That was what made her understand first.

He wasn’t riding for her.

He was riding for Sela.

He drew the weapon across his body in one ugly motion—a thick, rusted slab of metal with the shape of a sword remembered badly, more warlord’s machete than anything forged by a smith with self-respect. Too heavy, too crude, too brutal to be anything but killing iron.

He lifted it.

Oh my god.

He was going to cut Sela down.

“Hey!” Kira screamed.

No response.

“Sela!”

Sela looked back once, saw him, and the sound she made ripped straight through Kira. Half sob, half prayer. Hazel kept running anyway, ears flat, lungs burning, brave as anything alive had ever had the right to be.

Kira hauled on Zenyatta and felt the mare answer.

The horse dug deep.

A real burst came under her, sudden and desperate and glorious.

I love you, Kira thought with violent clarity. I love you, horse.

Her mind flickered in stupid directions because terror did that.

I loved my body, too. Spent way too long designing it.

That would have been funny under different circumstances.

Another part of her, colder and stranger, realized she wasn’t afraid of death the way she used to be. She had more to lose now than she had ever had before, but the old paralysis around dying was gone. The last week and a half—or whatever it had been, she had lost exact count somewhere between rebirth, roads, near-murder, and system menus—was easily the best stretch of life she had ever known.

Which made losing it here deeply unacceptable.

The blade started down.

Kira yanked the reins hard and drove Zenyatta sideways into the swing.

Then she jumped.

The timing was not good. It was not trained. It was not elegant.

It was enough.

Horseflesh slammed into horseflesh. The rider’s arm hit the descending arc a fraction wrong. The machete-like blade came through at a brutal angle that should have taken Sela across the back and instead found Kira in midair.

The first impact was her arm.

Her left arm.

Gone before pain could name it.

There was no pain at first, just a shattering, impossible force and the sick wrong sensation of the body ceasing to match itself. The blade tore through and kept going, carving down into her side as her momentum dragged her across it. Something hot ripped along the back of her neck as the edge glanced there too, a kiss of steel compared to the rest of it but enough to turn the whole moment incandescent.

Her body fouled his swing exactly the way she had hoped and far more completely than she had intended.

The rider lost his seat.

His horse screamed and lurched sideways. The weight of the ruined blow and Kira’s collision dragged him out of the saddle and sent both of them down in a tangle of blood, iron, momentum, and dirt.

Kira hit the ground and rolled.

Sky.

Road.

Grass.

Blood.

A tree upside down.

A horse’s belly above her.

Then black.



The chains kept coming.

They wrapped his legs first and dragged him sideways into the road. Then they found his waist, his shoulders, his sword arm, his off arm, his cloak, every seam and line where they could catch and tighten and make a body answer to something fouler than weight. They lashed and coiled and doubled back on themselves until the air around him looked woven black.

Across the road he saw the girls break.

Good.

Mounted. Moving. Not frozen.

It would not be enough.

The two men he had unhorsed were still alive. One crawled over the dirt with a ruined shoulder, mouth pink with blood and foam, trying to drag himself toward the fight with a knife he no longer had the grip to hold. The other had pulled free of his horse and was on one knee, one side of his face hanging red, eyes blown wide with madness and purpose so complete it had burned past pain.

The thing of chains laughed.

Or perhaps the chains did. The sound came from everywhere the black links moved, a clattering mirth full of rot and delight and wrongness old enough to offend the bones.

Caelan planted one boot as firmly as the wrappings allowed and looked up.

The sun still held.

The same narrow beam that had broken through the clouds as warning now fell across the road where he had been dragged down. It poured over his blade, his shoulders, his pinned legs, the coils blackening around him, and for a heartbeat he felt the exact shape of the grace in it.

You honor me, my Lady, he thought. I shall return the favor.

The oath rose from somewhere deeper than speech.

He had used it only a handful of times in a life built around restraint. He did not spend it on uncertainty. He did not spend it on crowds. He did not spend it lightly because once spoken, it ruled him. No pleading, no diversion, no second task, no gentler duty could turn him aside. It became the spine of the world until either he died or it did.

The chain-creature reared over him, mass shifting, black energy holding rotten matter together in shapes that denied creation.

Caelan fixed his eyes on the thing’s burning center and spoke.

“I swear your end,” he said. “So swears Caelan Vorr, Blade of Ariana. I will see you destroyed.”

The answer hit him like the opening of a furnace door.

His core flooded.

Heat poured through every channel in him, ancient, clean, and merciless. Flame ran his nerves. Sunlight struck bone. For one impossible instant he felt as if the skin of the world had peeled back and he stood where radiance itself was born.

The chains convulsed.

Then they ceased to exist.

The first layers melted where they touched him. The next flashed white and came apart in bursts of slag and vapor. The rest atomized under the offense of the oath, black links turning to red sparks and then to nothing at all. Ariana’s light took them personally. Caelan came up through the ruins of them already moving.

There was no room left in him for anything but the oath.

The world narrowed to a line.

The creature ahead.

Everything between.

That was all.

A blade came at him from the left—one of the crawling men had found his feet and a rusted knife besides. Caelan’s sword met it without slowing, parting the weapon, the hand that held it, and the throat behind both in one clean sweep that threw blood into the sunlight like dirty water.

Another shape lurched at him from the right. He cut through the man’s knee as he passed and left him howling in the dirt without once giving him the dignity of a second look.

The chain-aberration met him with a storm.

Black links whipped in from every angle, dozens at once, tearing ruts in the road, snapping through brush, smashing stone, lashing for wrists, throat, knees, sword, eyes. The air around it had gone foul enough to sting. Rot, fever, old graves, opened guts, something sweet and spoiled braided through all of it. Madness pressed at the edges of thought, a greasy invitation to let the mind slip sideways and call it revelation.

Caelan gave it no purchase.

His oath burned too hot.

He went through the storm.

Steel rose and fell and turned and cut. Every chain that reached him died in pieces. Black links burst apart under sunlit edge and rained molten fragments into the dirt. The thing kept laughing through it, some hideous delight in its eye, some confidence that sheer wrongness would outlast discipline and light.

Ten seconds, perhaps.

No more.

Ten seconds of forward movement through chaos, every step taking him nearer, every breath feeding flame through the oath until the chain-storm thinned and the heart of the thing lay open before him.

It had no core.

He felt that at once.

A cored being always carried the architecture of spirit with it, however corrupted, however monstrous. This creature had mass, will, hunger, animating filth. It had no true spiritual center shaped by the System, no soul-space fit for grace or judgment. It held together around something fouler and simpler—a knot of black force, a false heart beating where no holy design had ever consented.

Caelan drove his blade into it.

Sunlight followed the steel in.

The creature shrieked once. The laughter broke. The black heart convulsed around the intrusion, tried to close, tried to spit corruption back up the line of the blade, and then Ariana’s fire found it fully.

He opened it to the sun.

That was all the creature got.

The false heart burst in white-gold ruin. Black mass lost cohesion instantly and collapsed inward, the chains dropping as dead slag and then dissolving into greasy ash before they hit the ground. The stench broke with it, foul one second, burned empty the next. The thing came apart around the blade and had no voice left for cackling.

Caelan ripped the steel free and turned.

Sela was still mounted.

Good.

She had ridden farther than he had hoped and less far than he needed. She was turning now, crying openly, one hand on the reins, the other white-knuckled in the horse’s mane. Brave girl. Wrong instinct. Kira—

Kira was down.

Blood on the ground.

No time.

The man who had cut her was down beside her, tangled in his own fall.

Two riders were bearing down on Sela from behind, one on either side of the line she was trying to hold. Their horses were blown and mad-eyed. Their riders were worse—faces slick with sweat and spit, minds gone to the same ecstasy that had driven the others into sunlight and steel. The angle was wrong. The distance was wrong. His body had already spent more power than a younger Avenger could survive in a week.

It did not matter.

He spoke the vow again.

For a younger Blade, it would have been ruin. A week’s strength gone in one holy expenditure. Perhaps more. But Caelan had carried Ariana’s fire through decades. His channels had been cut and widened and hardened by long service. The lethargy that followed power still waited for him, but it would not claim him yet.

“I will not let you reach her,” he said, and the oath took.

Space folded.

There was no sensation of travel. One moment he stood in the dissipating remains of the chain-creature, road blackened around his boots, breath hot with grace and ash. The next he was in front of the charging horses with sunlight breaking around him in a flare so hard and sudden it blinded both riders outright.

Blessed are those whose last vision is of the Light.

The men screamed.

The horses did not have time.



Terror wanted her still.

It came cold first.

Not heat, not panic, not the wild thrashing kind of fear she would have expected. A freezing spread through her limbs, through her fingers on the reins, through her chest, down into her stomach, as if her blood had turned to creek water in winter and her body had decided the safest thing to do now was stop.

Hazel felt it.

The mare’s ears went back. Her stride faltered.

Sela couldn’t breathe.

Kira had hit the man’s swing.

Kira had thrown herself into it.

Kira had saved her life.

The thought struck harder than the sight of the blood had.

She saved your life, Sela.

She saved your life.

Do not die with your back to them.

That last thought came from somewhere deeper than fear. Something harder. Something with Kira’s voice in it and Caelan’s severity and her own raw refusal all knotted together.

Sela hauled Hazel around.

It was clumsy. Too hard on the reins. Too much heel. Hazel protested with a sharp toss of the head and obeyed anyway because she was brave and terrified and still trying.

Sela didn’t know what she was doing.

She couldn’t outrun them.

She couldn’t fight them.

She didn’t have a plan. She didn’t even have a weapon. For one desperate, furious second she wished she had at least one of those stupid ash sticks Caelan kept making them drill with. Even that would have been something to hold between herself and what was coming.

But she had nothing.

Nothing but the horse, the reins, her fear, and a prayer that tore out of her before she could shape it into anything proper.

Ariana, please.

Please.

If this is the end, take us into Your arms when we pass from this world.

Then Caelan appeared.

There was no time in the middle for understanding.

The world went white.

Not bright in the ordinary sense. White in the total sense, as if the whole road had been caught inside the center of a flame and every shadow had been erased by command. Hazel screamed and nearly reared under her. Sela threw one arm across her face on instinct and still saw red through her own eyelids.

When her vision cleared, the riders were gone.

No—not gone.

Down.

The horses had come apart.

So had the men.

There were pieces on the road. A head rolling through the dust in a way nothing alive should ever do. A foreleg collapsing under a horse that no longer had the shape to stand. Blood everywhere, bright and wet and impossible in its amount. The whole road looked as if someone had taken the inside of a slaughterhouse and thrown it by the armful into the afternoon light.

And Caelan stood in the middle of it untouched.

No blood on the white cloak.

No gore across his face.

No ruin on him at all.

He looked as if someone had simply handed him a fresh cloak and asked him to continue walking.

Sela’s body was shaking so badly she almost fell out of the saddle anyway.

Then her eyes found Kira.

Lying beside the horse.

Still.

Zenyatta had stumbled wide and circled off, blowing hard, before turning back toward Dawncleaver. Sela could not think properly enough to hold the whole name.

None of that mattered.

Only Kira.

Sela flung herself out of the saddle and hit the ground running.

She dropped beside her so hard her knees skidded in blood and dirt. Kira lay twisted wrong, one side of her body torn open into horror. There was too much red. One arm was gone. Her legs were bent in ways no body should ever permit. Her neck was streaked with blood. Her face—

Her beautiful face.

“Oh gods,” Sela said, and then it broke into a scream. “Kira—Kira—”

She gathered Kira’s head into her lap because she had to hold something, had to keep some part of her together, had to do anything but let the sight of her become the last truth in the world.

“I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry—”

The words poured out of her in great broken pieces.

“You stupid brave wonderful girl—”

Her voice ripped.

“My sister—”

That was the word that came.

Not friend. Not just friend.

Sister.

She had known Kira little more than a week. A week and some change measured in roads and horses and fear and laughter and dirty blankets and creek water and impossible honesty, and somehow it had been enough. Enough for the world to put a place in her heart where Kira already lived like she had always belonged there.

“I’ve known you a week and you’re my sister,” Sela cried into the blood and dust and ruin of her. “Do you hear me? You’re my sister—”

Pain hit her then in its full shape.

Not fear. Not shock. Pain.

It tore through her chest so hard she thought for one insane second that her ribs had split open around it. She had never felt anything like it. Not homesickness, not dread, not shame, not longing. This was a hand inside the heart squeezing until the rest of the body barely mattered.

Then Kira’s eyes opened.

Only for a second.

Those impossible blue eyes, hazed with pain and blood and whatever stood at the edge of death and had not yet been granted entry.

And somehow—somehow—Kira smiled at her.

A tiny thing. Broken and absurd and still unmistakably Kira.

Sela choked on a sob so hard it hurt.

Caelan was suddenly there.

She had no memory of him crossing the road. One moment he was distant and sun-burnt and terrible in the aftermath of killing. The next he stood over them, breathing hard enough at last for her to see that he was not, in fact, made of judgment and clean light alone. He looked tired. Truly tired. The first weakness she had seen in him since meeting him.

He knelt and pulled a small vial from inside his gear.

Without hesitation, he opened Kira’s mouth and tipped the liquid in.

“What is it?” Sela asked, voice breaking.

“It won’t fix her,” Caelan said.

The words hit like a blow.

Then he added, “If she is strong enough, it may keep her.”

May.

Sela clung to that word with everything she had left.

Behind them, one of the dead men twitched.

Caelan rose in the same motion he had used to kneel, turned, and said something in a low voice she did not fully catch. She thought she heard the word pyre and then wicked, but grief and shock had filled her ears with water and distance.

The bodies ignited.

Not one by one.

All at once.

Flame took them hard and fast, funeral-pyre hot, racing over blood, cloth, horseflesh, and broken men until the road became a line of burning corruption. Sela flinched and tightened her arms around Kira’s head while the smell hit—blood, smoke, hot leather, opened flesh, and something clean beneath it where the holy fire touched what should no longer remain in the world.

Caelan stood with the blaze behind him, white cloak still white, face worn now in a way it had not been before.

Tired.

That, more than anything, frightened her.

If something could make him tired, then the world was much larger and darker than she had yet managed to imagine.

She looked back down at Kira.

At the blood.

At the smile already gone.

At the terrible stillness of the rest of her.

And Sela bent over her, shaking, praying with her eyes open like Kira had told her to, and begged every merciful thing in heaven or System or goddess-shrouded light not to let that smile be the last thing she ever got from her.

  

    
        Chapter 26

    
    
    
    
  Caelan had seen men opened worse than this and live.

That knowledge did not comfort him.

It only kept his hands steady.

Sela was still on the ground with Kira’s head in her lap when he came back from the pyre-fire and the last of the dead. The girl looked up at him with a face made raw by tears and blood and stubbornness. She held Kira as if loosening her grip would let death claim the rest.

“Move,” he said.

Sela shook her head immediately. “No.”

He understood the impulse. He did not have time for it.

“You can ride beside her or you can slow me down,” he said. “Choose.”

That hit.

The girl made a broken sound in her throat, bent once over Kira’s face as if apology might hold her here, then let him in.

Caelan knelt.

The wound where Kira’s arm had been should have been pumping blood. It should have been a red ruin. He had already chosen the blade in his mind, the cloth, the heat, the ugly necessity of cautery done in the field while she drifted near the edge of a death she had no business surviving.

Instead, the bleeding had stopped.

Not slowed.

Stopped.

The flesh was torn and obscene, the bone visible higher up in the ruin, the edge of the shoulder opened in a way that turned the stomach even when one had seen battlefields full of opened men, but the blood was no longer leaving her.

Caelan stared at it for one heartbeat too long.

Ariana’s mercy for that, he thought.

Or some stranger grace.

He did not know, and he hated not knowing. He had no explanation for it beyond the practical fact before him: she had not bled out. She still might. But not yet.

He bowed his head once, very slightly, over the shredded edge of the wound.

Lady of the Dawn, if this is Your doing, I am in Your debt.

The prayer had barely formed before the next problem rose behind it.

Whatever had sent those men might send more.

He turned his face once toward the road and the dark country beyond it. Nothing moved there but distance and cooling light. He felt no immediate pressure, no fresh warning at the back of the neck, no new shift in the world’s attention. But his body was spent enough now that he did not trust comfort simply because it had not yet been contradicted.

If something else came, he would fight.

He would also come closer to death in that fight than he preferred.

The sword would still take fire. Ariana had not withdrawn. But the great flood of the earlier oath was gone now, and his channels ached with the after-burn of drawn grace. Another full invocation would cost him. Perhaps more than he could afford if the field turned truly bad.

He slid one arm beneath Kira’s shoulders and the other beneath what remained of her back and hips.

She weighed less than he expected.

That angered him.

Too light. Too easily broken. Too young.

Sela moved with him before he could rise, hands fluttering uselessly at first and then settling against Kira’s hair, her cheek, the side of her neck, as if contact itself might count as aid.

“You’re hurting her,” she whispered.

“She cannot feel enough of it to matter,” Caelan said.

That was only partly true, but it was kinder than the rest.

He stood with Kira gathered in his arms and turned toward Dawncleaver. The warhorse saw him coming, shifted once, and held steady.

Sela followed too close.

“She needs me.”

“She needs speed.”

The girl’s face twisted.

Caelan put one boot in the stirrup and hauled himself into the saddle with Kira held close against his chest. It was awkward even for him. The sword he could balance with ease. An unconscious girl with one arm gone and both legs visibly broken was another matter entirely.

Sela took a step closer as if to keep touching Kira while he settled.

“You may ride at my side,” he said. “You may speak to her. You may not interfere with her balance or mine.”

Sela swallowed hard and nodded.

He looked at her then, directly, so there could be no room for mistake.

“I have her best interest at heart.”

That steadied her more than comfort would have.

Good.

The village ahead had a name.

He had ridden through it before, or near enough to it, and knew there would be people, livestock, roofs, and at least the possibility of a bed raised off the floor. He could not summon the name now. Exhaustion had begun to prune all nonessential memory from the edges of thought.

No matter.

It was ahead. That was enough.

“Sela,” he said, “take your horse and hers.”

The girl did.

Hazel came easily enough. The other mare needed more handling, circling back from the edge of the road as if uncertain whether she had been dismissed from the crisis or simply forgotten by it. Sela caught both reins with fumbling hands and mounted again through tears and determination.

Then they rode.

Hard.

Caelan kept one arm around Kira and one hand on the reins. Her head rested against his shoulder with an intimacy that would have embarrassed her if she had been conscious enough to know of it. Her face was blood-smeared, pale beneath it, astonishingly peaceful for a girl whose body had just been butchered. That peace unsettled him more than screaming would have.

Her face was beautiful even through the blood.

The thought arrived uninvited, and he gave it no room to remain.

Not beautiful in death. Beautiful in structure, perhaps. In the quiet arrangement of her face when pain had gone elsewhere for a little while. Too young. Too strange. Too marked by significance he could not yet define.

He looked down at her twice in the first mile and then forced himself to stop. His task was not to admire the wounded. His task was to keep them alive.

The horses gave him two solid hours at that pace before their breathing changed and the strain in their stride began to roughen. He felt it through Dawncleaver immediately. Good animal. Honest limits.

They dismounted and walked after that.

Caelan kept Kira in his arms.

Sela led the horses and did a poor job of hiding that she was unraveling. Her hands shook on the reins. She looked at Kira every few steps as if expecting the girl to vanish entirely if she wasn’t watched. She tried twice to ask whether Kira was still breathing and stopped both times before the words made it out.

Caelan answered the unasked question anyway.

“She lives.”

Sela nodded too quickly.

Then, after another minute: “Do you know that?”

“Yes.”

That was enough to keep her walking.

The family found them before the village did.

A cart on the road. Husband, wife, two children half asleep in the back under blankets and grain sacks. The man saw Caelan first, then the blood, then the girl in his arms, and did what most sensible people did when they found church business in the middle of nowhere: tried very hard not to have seen it.

His wife was made of better material.

She took one look at Kira and smacked her husband hard enough on the arm to turn him around in the road.

“Don’t be a fool,” she snapped. “Turn the cart.”

The husband opened his mouth, looked at Caelan, looked at the blood again, and wisely closed it.

They helped.

Of course they helped. Country people did, once the first second of fear had passed and the need in front of them stopped being theoretical.

The wife climbed down before the wheels had even settled and pulled blankets flat in the cart bed with the speed of a woman used to making room for emergencies she had not scheduled. Sela nearly broke in gratitude right there. Caelan transferred Kira as carefully as he could, cursing under his breath at every jolt her broken frame could not avoid.

Forty-five minutes later, they came into the village.

Small. Working. No inn sign worth the name until one had nearly passed the place entirely. A stable lean-to. Smoke from cookfires. Chickens, always chickens. Enough eyes to make the road feel suddenly public.

Every one of them found the blood.

Every one of them found the church man.

The murmuring started before the cart fully stopped.

Church business.

Dark days.

The sun looked strange this afternoon.

Who’s the other girl?

Look at all that blood.

Where did they come from?

What happened to her arm?

Don’t stare.

Everyone stared.

Caelan ignored them and carried Kira straight through the inn door.

The room they gave him was on the first floor, more from panic than courtesy. Good. He had no patience for stairs with a girl in this condition. The bed was narrow, the sheets clean enough, the basin chipped, the table sturdy.

It would do.

“Is there a healer in the village?” he asked.

There was not.

There never was in places this small.

But there was, the innkeeper’s wife said, a retired priestess of Keleria up the road a little way. Old now. Weak hands. Better than no one. A boy could be sent.

A boy was sent running immediately.

Good.

Caelan set Kira on the bed and did what could be done before help arrived.

Sela stood too close and flinched at everything.

He put her to work when possible. Clean cloth. Water. More light. Hold this. Don’t touch that. Breathe and keep breathing. The tasks kept her from drowning in what she was seeing.

Kira’s legs were worse than he had allowed himself to say aloud.

Both broken.

One badly.

The angles were wrong and had to be made less wrong before a healer with any sense would even attempt proper work. He had reset bones in field conditions before. Men. Boys. Once his own arm. None of them had been this small.

When the old priestess finally arrived, she smelled of mint, old wool, and clean earth. Human. Worn thin with age. Eyes still clear. Hands that trembled until they touched the work and then steadied from long habit.

She took one look at the wound at Kira’s shoulder and said, “Well.”

That was enough to tell him she understood the scale of the problem.

“You did a hell of a job stopping the bleeding,” she said.

Caelan did not correct her.

He had not stopped it.

He had simply found that it had already stopped.

The priestess and Caelan set the legs first.

Sela nearly came apart during that part.

Teeth clenched. Hands over mouth. A sound in her throat every time bone shifted under skin and cloth. Kira stayed mercifully under, or near enough that the body did not yet have to reckon with what was being done to it.

Splints went on. Wrappings followed. The old woman’s spell came last.

It felt nothing like Ariana.

That difference struck him sharply.

Where Ariana’s grace came as heat, clarity, command, this was cooler. Softer. Green life answering green life. A breeze where no window stood open. The smell of mint strengthening in the room. Keleria’s power moved through damaged flesh like water through roots, slow and patient and alive in a wholly different register.

Weak magic by comparison to the great restorations he had seen in higher temples. But real.

Better than nothing.

He had seen priestesses of Ariana restore lost limbs. Once, years ago, under circumstances he still counted among the holiest moments of his life, he had seen a woman whose chest had been opened in battle breathe again by dawnfire and devotion so complete that afterward there had been no sign the wound had ever existed.

He did not have that here.

He had an inn room, a retired priestess of Keleria, one terrified girl, three exhausted horses, a village full of frightened witnesses, and a wounded child whose survival remained uncertain.

So he used what he had.

That was the work.

When the old woman finished, she sat back with a slow breath and wiped one hand over her mouth.

“She may live,” she said.

May.

Again that word.

It was becoming a hateful thing.

Sela bent over Kira immediately, crying with quieter desperation now, as if the presence of a healer had changed grief into permission.

Caelan stood at the foot of the bed for a long moment and let the fatigue finally touch him.

Not collapse.

Not weakness.

The long after-burn of power spent and duty still unfinished.

Outside, the town kept murmuring around the inn. He could hear it even through the walls. Fear. Curiosity. Speculation. The ordinary human industry of building story around what one had not understood.

He let them speak.

He had larger concerns.

The dark had reached for them once. It might do so again.

And now they had stopped moving.

That, more than anything, made him uneasy.

  

    
        Chapter 27

    
    
    
    
  Kira floated in the void and did not bother pretending she was surprised.

For one long second she just drifted there, featureless and bodiless and profoundly unimpressed.

“Great,” she said into the black. “I died again. This is becoming a habit.”

The voice answered at once.

“You are not dead.”

“Well, that’s good. Because I was starting to develop concerns.”

No endless gallery of race choices unfolded before her this time. No body template. No sliders. No impossible menu of futures. Just the familiar dark and her own floating blob-state, which she was increasingly beginning to suspect the universe considered a temporary customer service form.

“Tell me I’m not doing the whole induction process again.”

“You are not.”

“Excellent. That would have been exhausting.”

Her HUD was already present.

That, at least, was comforting.

Kira pulled it open and began scanning automatically.

Health. Status. Trauma flags. Recovery windows. Notifications stacked in the corner like overdue bills from a god-haunted bureaucracy.

Her attention caught first on the obvious.

Left Arm: Severed

Severe System Trauma: Stabilized

Skeletal Damage: Extensive / Regenerative Reconstruction Active

Critical Wound Recovery: Accelerated

Kira stared at the line for a moment.

Then looked lower.

Legs: aligned. Stabilized. Repaired. Recovery nearing completion.

She exhaled in relief.

“Are my legs still akimbo?” she asked.

“They are not.”

“Last I saw them, they were deeply compromised.”

“They are restored.”

“Well. Good. That’s lovely news.” A beat. “Good thing I’m right-handed.”

The voice paused, then said, “You are not.”

Kira frowned into the void. “I beg your pardon?”

“Your race eliminated dominant-hand bias long ago. You are bilaterally capable.”

Kira was quiet for half a second.

Then: “So I was both-handed.”

“Yes.”

She looked down at the empty absence where an arm should have been, insofar as a floating soul-blob could be said to look down at anything.

“Well,” she said, “now I’m only handed.”

The voice did not laugh.

Coward.

Kira opened another pane and, because if she was going to process fresh post-maiming absurdity, she intended to do it properly, she started music. Something cool and pulsing and a little sardonic rose into the edge of her awareness.

“That’s better,” she said. “Now. Show me the damage.”

New notifications blinked.

Achievement Earned: Valor Beyond Preservation

Rarity: Rare

Description: You willingly accepted catastrophic personal harm to preserve the life of another under direct lethal threat. The System takes note.

Kira stared at that one longer.

Rare.

That was… something.

More text opened beneath it.

Trait Interaction Detected

Exceptional Variance has responded to Achievement conditions.

Upgrade Path Confirmed.

Adaptive Regenerative Threshold increased.

Catastrophic tissue loss survival parameters expanded.

Restorative timeline recalibrated.

Kira’s brows rose.

There it is, she thought.

That was the System’s language when it didn’t want to explain itself but wanted you to know something very large had just happened in the basement.

“Adaptive regenerative threshold,” she read aloud. “That sounds encouraging and also deeply suspicious.”

“It is accurate.”

“Will my arm grow back?”

“Yes.”

She waited.

The voice, perhaps finally learning something about her, added, “It will take longer than your other injuries.”

“How much longer?”

“A short span by meaningful comparison. An extremely brief span by species history.”

Kira narrowed her eyes. “That was evasive.”

“It was precise.”

She hated that sort of answer because it often meant the speaker was technically correct and morally annoying.

She dug deeper into the recovery pane.

The leg damage had already rolled far past where it should have been. Tissue knit. Bone reformed. Structural corrections completed at a rate no sane healer would expect outside divine restoration or high-order alchemy if the books were to be believed. The arm lagged far behind, but even there the System had already committed hard.

Not enough to look pretty.

Enough to matter.

“Interesting,” she murmured.

“It is.”

“Stop agreeing with me. It makes this feel like a trap.”

Another notification pulsed into view.

Not hers.

She blinked and expanded it.

Associated Outcome Recognized

Title Granted: Caelan Vorr

New Title: Warden of the Dawn Retinue

Effect: The bearer and those acknowledged as his immediate charge are substantially obscured from ordinary pursuit, pattern-tracking, and low-order hostile identification effects while in active motion or protected travel conditions.

Kira barked out a laugh.

“Oh, fantastic.”

The voice said nothing.

“You stuck us with him.”

Silence.

“He is going to love that. We’re officially his problem now.”

Still silence.

That, more than the answer would have, confirmed the truth of it.

Another pane flickered into the edge of her vision.

This one made no sense at all.

Cultural Propagation Tracker Updated

Association Football / Soccer Adoption Count: 32 / 1000

Kira froze.

Then leaned in.

“Excuse me?”

The number ticked once before her eyes.

32 became 33.

She stared.

“What?”

No answer.

“Thirty-three people?”

Silence.

“In this world?”

Nothing.

“Out of a thousand?” she pressed. “What happens at a thousand?”

The voice did not answer that either.

Kira looked at the tracker again and felt a slow smile build despite the missing-arm situation, the nearly dying situation, and the deeply mysterious cosmic manipulation situation.

“That,” she said softly, “is amazing.”

There it was. Proof. Somewhere out there, boys were arguing about goals and hands and proper rules and inventing sports culture in a world that had not asked for it and was getting it anyway.

A small piece of Earth had infected Baer.

Good.

That felt right.

The music shifted in her private audio field. Kira closed the tracker and ran one more pass over her settings instead. Visual transparency. Sleep-wake overlay reduction. Priority alerts. Recovery panes. She had no intention of waking blind inside a stack of unreadable menus if she could help it.

The voice returned then.

“It is time to wake.”

Kira sighed. “Do I get a better transition out of blob mode yet?”

“No.”

“Cruel system.”

Then the dark folded.



Her eyes opened slowly.

The room arrived in pieces.

Wood ceiling first. A cracked plaster line. Afternoon light gone warm at the edge of a shutter. The smell of clean linen, old blood, smoke, soap, horse, and something green and mint-like still hanging faintly in the air from the healer’s work.

Then the bed.

Then the weight of blankets over her.

Then Sela.

The girl was sprawled half sideways at the foot of the bed with her head resting near Kira’s legs, one arm folded under her cheek, mouth slightly open, snoring softly and drooling on the blanket like someone who had run out of fear only because exhaustion had beaten it in a fair fight. She was filthy. Her hair looked as though panic and prayer had styled it together.

Kira stared at her for a moment with something dangerously close to tenderness.

Then her gaze moved.

Caelan sat in a chair beside the bed.

Of course he had not slept.

He looked as if sleep had approached, assessed him, and wisely kept walking. The white cloak was gone. The man beneath it looked older without motion. More mortal. Tired with the unguarded exhaustion of a hard man seen after the last witness had gone to sleep.

His eyes met hers at once.

He had been watching.

Naturally.

Kira let her attention drop briefly toward her own body.

Her left side was lighter. She turned her head as far as she could and saw the stump. Ugly. Bandaged. Short. Raw-looking in a way no one could sell as pretty. Still more useful than the arm she’d left behind on Earth.

That thought hit her so hard she almost laughed.

Then Caelan spoke.

“You are awake.”

His voice was lower than usual. Roughened slightly by fatigue.

Kira looked back at him.

“Yes,” she said. “Hello, Caelan.”

And smiled.

He looked at her for one heartbeat, then another.

Then, to her genuine surprise, he smiled back.

Small. Tired. Real.

It changed his whole face.

Kira blinked once in mild astonishment.

Well now.

That, she thought, might have been worth surviving for all by itself.

Kira lay still for a moment and took inventory.

The splints on her legs were a lie now. She could feel that much immediately. Heavy, unnecessary, more memory than medicine. Beneath the blankets her body felt whole from the waist down—sore from damage, not trapped inside it. Her side had closed. Her neck ached only because she remembered the blade there. The left side of her body ended in bandaged absence and a raw, ugly stump that sent strange phantom impulses into nothing.

All things considered, she had looked worse.

Her mind, freed from panic and fed by that irritatingly clean memory of hers, began assembling the fight in sequence.

Caelan in the road under the sunlight. The horses going down in one impossible cut. The crossbow bolt flicked out of the air. The man splitting open and that thing pouring through him—chains, blackness, rot, laughter. Sela screaming. Her own decision before she had fully thought it through. The rider on the left. The ugly blade coming down. Zenyatta answering her last desperate pull. The impact.

Then black.

After that, nothing but the void, the System, and the steady, deeply suspicious business of not dying.

She turned her head slightly toward Caelan.

“I remember most of it,” she said. Her voice sounded drier than she liked. “Up to the part where I got aggressively disassembled.”

Sela snored softly at the foot of the bed.

Caelan sat very still in the chair beside her. He had the look of a man who had spent the last several hours refusing to move unless absolutely required and now saw no reason to abandon a successful strategy.

Kira watched him for another second.

“How did you get out of the chains?”

His gaze held hers.

“I swore an oath.”

That was all he gave her at first.

Kira waited. She was getting better at that. Caelan filled silence only when he decided it deserved filling.

“At that level,” he said after a moment, “Ariana answers with force. The chains were an offense. They did not remain.”

That sounded like him. Clean. Final. Not an explanation so much as a ruling.

Kira accepted it for now.

“What,” she asked, “was that thing?”

Caelan’s eyes shifted once, not away from her but inward, toward memory and judgment.

“A man hollowed out by filth,” he said. “Or something riding a man so hard that the body finally gave way to the passenger.” He paused. “Madness was in it. Corruption too. There was no true core in the thing by the end. Only force holding wrongness together.”

Kira absorbed that.

“So your official answer is ‘very bad.’”

“Yes.”

“Useful.”

He did not rise to that. Good. Kira did not need everyone around her learning how to spar like she did.

She let the next question come more slowly.

“Why did they come?”

That one changed him.

Not much. A subtle tightening around the mouth. Weariness sharpened into thought.

“I had hoped you might tell me.”

Kira let out a breath through her nose.

“That feels unfair.”

“It often is.”

She turned her eyes to the ceiling for a second, then back to him. “I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

There it was. Not an order. Closer to trust than anything he would ever call trust.

Kira weighed it.

“Maelis made it fairly clear,” she said, “that there are things better left unspoken.”

“That sounds like her.”

“It was, somehow, both comforting and ominous.”

His mouth moved by perhaps half a degree.

“Skirt around the specifics, then,” he said. “There is a very narrow chance they came for me. I am not widely loved, but men who know what I am tend not to pursue me for sport. Stupidity exists in every province, of course, but even fools usually avoid slaughter they can identify in advance.”

Kira watched him. There was no vanity in it. Just a practical statement of odds.

“So,” she said, “probably not you.”

“No.”

He shifted in the chair, finally, leaning his forearms on his knees.

“It could have been the farm girl.”

At that, Kira glanced down toward Sela’s sleeping shape and then back to him.

“Possible,” she said.

“It is.”

“But.”

He looked directly at her.

“But I am betting on the girl who walks as if her feet are barely on speaking terms with the ground, survives damage that should have ended her, and looks at a battlefield the way other people look at diagrams.”

Kira was quiet for a beat.

Then she nodded once. “Fair.”

Caelan considered her a moment longer.

“Maelis said you need to become dangerous.”

That landed hard because it was true, and because Maelis would absolutely have phrased it that cleanly.

“She did,” Kira said.

He asked the next thing without buildup.

“You have a core seed?”

She shook her head.

“You have a core slot?”

She nodded.

A line of real frustration crossed his face then—not at her, exactly. At the problem.

“Damn.”

Kira’s brows rose.

“That bad?”

“It makes things harder.”

“Because I don’t come with a built-in answer.”

“Because you come with too many possible wrong ones.”

That tracked.

He sat back.

“Who do you worship?”

Kira blinked once. “I’m not picky.”

That finally got something almost human out of him. Not a smile. Not yet. But the clear pressure of one refused on principle.

“You will need to become more selective than that.”

“I’m open to compelling pitches.”

“That is not how devotion works.”

“It should be.”

From the bed’s foot came a wet snort and an abrupt intake of breath.

Sela woke like a lit match.

There was no gentle return to consciousness for her. Her whole body jerked, her head came up, her eyes flew wide, and for one terrified second she looked like she had risen directly into the middle of the road again.

Then she saw Kira watching her.

Everything in her face changed.

“Sister—”

The word broke out of her before anything else. She scrambled up onto her knees so fast she nearly tangled herself in the blanket.

Kira looked at her for exactly one second and said, “You need a bath so badly.”

Sela stopped mid-lunge, stared at her, and then let out a sound that was half sob and half offended laughter.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Have you met yourself?”

Kira glanced down at the bandages, the dried blood, the general aftermath of grievous violence and interrupted healing.

“Fair,” she said. “But I’m bedridden. You’re voluntarily filthy.”

That did it.

Sela laughed and cried at the same time, wiped at her face with both hands, and crawled the rest of the way to the bed anyway, because argument was one thing and touching Kira to make sure she was real was another.

Caelan rose at last, slow with fatigue.

“You can speak,” he said. “Quietly.”

Sela didn’t even look at him.

She had one hand on Kira’s blanket now, gripping it as if that alone could keep all the bones and blood and fate in the world from taking another run at them.

Kira let her.

For now, that was enough.

  

    
        Chapter 28

    
    
    
    
  Caelan left the room because the girls no longer needed a sword at the bedside.

They needed food, sleep, warmth, and the strange relief of hearing one another alive.

He had no use interfering with that.

The inn’s hallway smelled of lamp oil, old boards, wet wool, and the faint green trace the Kelerian healer had left behind. He paused once outside the door and listened. Sela’s voice was low and ragged still. Kira’s was quieter than usual, thinned by blood loss and pain, but steady enough to answer.

Good.

He went outside to see to the horses.

Twilight had settled over the little village in a blue-gold wash. The yard behind the inn was narrow and trampled, half stable yard and half common work space, and by the time he crossed it he found that two farm boys had already beaten him to the obvious duties.

Dawncleaver stood brushed down and blanketed. Hazel had feed in front of her and a bucket of water clean enough to show care rather than obligation. The mare Kira had named with such offensive confidence, Zenyatta, had already been rubbed dry along the neck and shoulders, though the brush marks were clumsy and the left hind had clearly been avoided by whoever did the work.

The boys froze when they saw him.

One held the curry comb like evidence. The other still had his hand on Hazel’s rein.

Caelan looked over the horses, checked legs, backs, hooves, breathing, eyes.

“They did well,” he said.

The boys blinked.

Then the older one, perhaps twelve, swallowed and said, “Sir, she was lathered bad. The dark one too. We just—”

“You did correctly.”

Both children went loose with relief, so quickly it hurt to see.

Good boys. Country boys. Quick enough to know an animal spent to the edge when they saw one and decent enough to help before being told. There was hope for any place that still produced children like that.

He sent them away with coin they stared at as if he had made a mistake, then went back inside and found the kitchen.

The tavern had no true separation between inn and common house. A bar, a few tables, a hearth, a kitchen run by one woman and two daughters who had the look of people operating under pressure but with pride enough not to let the stew burn for it. He asked for soft food, bread soaked enough to swallow easily, broth, water, and something with enough salt to matter. The woman gave him all of it without haggling.

He carried the tray himself.

Sela answered his knock almost before he finished making it. Her face was washed now, or nearly so, but she looked hollowed by the day. Kira lay propped slightly higher in bed, pale under the blood that had been cleaned from her face, one-armed and somehow still composed enough to look at the tray first with intelligent interest and only then at him.

“Food,” he said.

“That,” Kira said, “is the most beautiful word in the language.”

He set the tray where they could reach it. Sela moved to help at once. Good. Her hands needed work or the mind would keep eating itself. Kira nodded once in thanks, and he left them to it before the room had time to become gentle.

Downstairs again, he took his own meal at the bar.

Bread. Stew. A slab of roasted root vegetable drowned in butter because the village had decided he looked like a man who had bled for someone and should therefore be fed properly. He accepted the logic. The room watched him in the sideways manner of villages trying not to be seen staring. He ignored them and ate.

Somewhere around the third spoonful, the warmth came.

He felt it low and strange, not in the channels where Ariana’s grace usually moved, not in the sun-true architecture of vow and answer, but in the broader space around his awareness. A steadying presence. A subtle pressure of protection. Less like command. More like shelter.

He set the spoon down.

The new title.

He had known it had settled. One did not receive a title like that and mistake the fact. But sitting there in the bar with village eyes on his back and the smell of stew in the air, he finally had room to feel what it was doing.

He was being looked after.

That was the shape of it.

It did not feel like Ariana.

That thought would have troubled a younger man more than it troubled him now. Ariana’s grace he knew intimately. Fire. Clarity. Oath. Illumination. This was something else. Broader. Quieter. Almost administrative in its precision.

Odd.

He accepted it anyway.

There was no virtue in refusing useful shelter when the road ahead promised more trouble than answers.

He ate and thought.

If they could no longer be tracked easily, then the old plan was dead. Whichever force had reached for the girls once would reach again, and if it could not follow cleanly it would begin making assumptions.

Good.

Assumptions could be weaponized.

He was known.

That was the simplest truth in the problem. His church, his class, his face, his habits, his likely routes, his alliances—anyone dangerous enough to care would assume he would move in the most defensible way toward the most obvious source of help.

Which meant he could not do that.

Not now.

Whatever steps an intelligent enemy expected him to take, he would not take them.

He had Kira’s answer now as well.

No seed.

A core slot.

That complicated matters substantially.

A seed at least was direction. A seed narrowed the future. One could build around it, guard it, train toward it, pray over it, shape a life that would receive what it had already begun to become. A slot was possibility, and possibility was a cruel gift in bad circumstances.

She needed a class.

Fast.

But not any class.

He could get her a fire-aspected core if he lowered his standards enough to settle for what most roads and small churches could find. Fire cores were common, serviceable, easy to find. They made soldiers, hedge battlemages, zealots with more heat than judgment, and other things the world already had in sufficient quantity.

Common would not do.

Rare cores were another matter. Rare enough to shape families. Rich enough to ruin noble houses if one came to market and they thought the purchase might alter the future of a line. He had seen minor lords pauper themselves chasing less promise than Kira likely represented.

And above Rare?

He exhaled slowly through his nose.

That was a different tier of difficulty altogether.

If she had openly devoted herself to Ariana, there would at least be one avenue. He could invoke church right, petition the order, and request a Sun-aspected core under formal protection. Rare at minimum. Better if grace favored her. If she had even a modest devotional foundation and a little more skill, the class lanes would begin to narrow helpfully. Priestess, perhaps. Paladin, if temperament and oath aligned. Invoker, if mind and devotion could stand in the same chamber without one killing the other.

But that door was closed for now.

The church was strict where it needed to be. Ariana’s favor was one thing. Ariana’s institutions another. Kira could not pass devotional examination honestly. Not yet. Perhaps not ever, depending on what sort of honesty she preferred to live by.

His spoon stopped halfway to the bowl.

Yet.

That was a dangerous word.

He set the spoon down and shifted the line of thought.

Sela.

That one was simpler.

Or should have been.

He had seen her pray. Not performatively. Not strategically. She turned to Ariana the way some people turned to a remembered warmth in winter—instinctively, without checking whether anyone saw. That mattered. She had almost certainly come into this road with a seed, and after what had happened under the sun, with blood and fear and the nearness of divine action, he suspected that seed had turned.

Not fully. Not yet. But enough.

Seeds listened to context. Divine proximity mattered. Survival mattered. Faith mattered.

She could pass a devotional test.

Priestess was possible. Paladin too, if her courage proved stronger under instruction than it had reason to be yet. Invoker... perhaps. The mind was there. Less sharpened than Kira’s. More grounded. Better for church life in some ways.

Then another thought came.

Avenger.

He sat with it.

Could the System count the last fight for her? Could proximity, intent, participation, prayer, and survival under divine force together push the line? He did not know. The System’s accounting in those matters was often exact and occasionally strange. Kira had certainly killed the man who would have taken Sela. That much he knew from her own account and from the blood on the road.

Sela herself had not landed the final ending blow on one of the mounted men or the chain-thing.

Still—

He found himself smiling before he meant to.

Sela as an Avenger.

Small at first. Bright-eyed. Too earnest for the work and then, perhaps, exactly earnest enough.

He could shape that.

He had shaped worse material.

The smile faded almost as soon as it formed.

A hard life. Worthy, yes. But hard. Not something to wish on the unready merely because the church needed sharp tools.

He rested one hand against the bar and bowed his head very slightly.

Lady of the Dawn, he thought, guide me cleanly in this. I have been given more than I understand and less time than I would like.

No answer came in words.

That was expected.

Instead, from down the hall, through floorboards and plaster and inn-wood and all the ordinary barriers between one room and the next, he heard it.

Laughter.

Not Kira’s alone. Sela’s too, overtired and cracked at the edges but real. A pair of guffaws, one trying to hold dignity and failing, the other too relieved to care.

Caelan lifted his head.

The warmth from the title settled again around the edges of him, and for one strange quiet moment he sat in the middle of a common room in a village he had forgotten the name of, eating stew while two wounded girls laughed overhead, and felt the shape of his burden changing into something else.

Not lighter.

Never that.

Just more his than it had been before.



Kira woke because her arm itched.

Not her hand.

That would have required a hand.

The itch lived farther up, somewhere between the ugly bandaged end of her left arm and the place where the universe had apparently decided to begin correcting itself. She opened her eyes into dim pre-dawn gray, lay still for half a second, and then very carefully lifted the blanket.

Progress.

Her arm had grown to the wrist.

She had an elbow again.

That was deeply grotesque and wildly encouraging.

Kira stared at it for a long moment, flexing what she could. The new flesh looked wrong because it was unfinished: too pink, too tight, raw at the edges, human enough to be hers and incomplete enough to be deeply offensive.

“Well,” she whispered to the ceiling, “that’s horrifying. I’m thrilled.”

Then she noticed the soccer ball.

It sat at the foot of her bed like a statement from a universe with questionable priorities.

Kira blinked once.

Then twice.

The ball was unmistakable. Black-and-white panels. Clean stitching. Earth design. Not just “ball-shaped object from a fantasy world that sort of resembles the concept.” An actual soccer ball. Or something so offensively faithful to the original that the distinction had stopped mattering.

She stared at it in tired disbelief.

“Oh, come on.”

No answer.

Of course not.

She looked over toward the pallet on the floor. Sela was asleep there in a nest of borrowed blanket and travel-worn exhaustion, one arm flung over her face, breathing hard enough to suggest she had only just recently fallen into anything that resembled true rest.

Kira looked back at the ball.

Someone—or something—with the ability to snatch balls from Earth, or fabricate them perfectly, was still committed to the expansion of sports culture on Baer.

Weird priorities.

She respected the persistence.

The splints on her legs came next, and that turned out to be a much worse problem.

Taking them off one-handed should have been simple in theory. In practice it became a long humiliating negotiation between knots, cloth wraps, awkward angles, and the inconvenient truth that most people did not fully appreciate how much two hands contributed to minor medical rebellion until one of them had to be regrown from scratch.

Kira got halfway through one binding, lost leverage, swore under her breath, tried using her teeth, regretted it immediately, and lay back glaring at the ceiling as if it had personally arranged the knot.

“This,” she informed the room quietly, “is discrimination against the recently unarmed.”

Sela snored on.

Kira pulled up her HUD, started music in the corner of her awareness, and attacked the problem again with better morale. Something bright and shameless from the late eighties rolled into the room of her own head, the sort of song built to improve bad mornings by refusing to admit they had authority.

That helped.

A little.

Eventually the splints came free.

She pushed the blankets back and looked down.

Her legs were whole.

No scar. No ridge. No pale seam where bone had once been forced back into reason. No trace at all of the shapes they had apparently made while trying to become abstract art.

She swung them cautiously over the side of the bed and set her feet on the floor.

Solid.

A little weak from blood loss and healing sleep, perhaps. A little uncertain because memory had not caught up to fact. But solid.

Kira stood.

Nothing failed.

That felt amazing enough that she nearly laughed.

There was a mirror on the wall above a washstand, slightly warped at the edges and not clean enough for vanity by city standards, which made it more than good enough for this moment. She crossed to it and studied herself in the dim early light.

Face: intact.

Neck: no scar.

Side: healed clean beneath the gap in her shift.

The only visible ruin left was the arm, and even that had become a temporary insult instead of a catastrophe.

She looked exhausted, pale, and faintly haunted.

Still beautiful.

Still herself.

Still here.

Then her bladder announced itself with insistence.

“Oh,” Kira said. “Right. Bodies.”

She turned, found her boots, decided she lacked the moral character to lace them one-handed before dawn, and padded out into the common room of the inn instead.

The main room was mostly shadow and banked embers, still caught in that narrow hour before real morning began. Chairs stood upside down on some of the tables. The air smelled of ash, bread, soap, old spilled ale, and kitchen quiet. A serving girl—older than a girl, younger than anyone’s aunt, hair still half-pinned and yawning as she came from the kitchen with an apron in one hand—looked up when Kira emerged.

Her surprise was immediate and unhidden.

“You’re awake.”

Kira stopped. “Excellent observational work for the hour.”

The woman blinked once, then her eyes dropped to Kira’s arm.

To the arm.

Or rather, to the very visible fact that the arm ended too soon.

Her brow creased. “Wasn’t your arm missing?”

Kira looked at the bandaged stump. “It was having an off day.”

The woman stared at her another second, clearly revising several things she had been told. The children had probably described a one-armed blood-soaked church girl carried in by a white-cloaked holy killer, and somewhere between panic and retelling the details had grown teeth.

Kids always exaggerated.

Apparently in this case they had, if anything, oversold the situation.

Kira found the privy, handled the fourth truly civilized bathroom experience she had had since arriving in this world with the solemn gratitude it deserved, and came back feeling almost human again.

The soccer ball still waited on the bed when she returned.

She picked it up one-handed, turned it, bounced it experimentally once against the blanket, and frowned at it like it might confess.

“All right,” she said softly. “You want me to herald a new sport. Fine. Bit odd in the middle of all this, but still, respect.”

She was still holding it when Sela woke.

The farm girl came upright with a sharp intake of breath and wild eyes, then found Kira sitting alive in the bed with a ball in her lap and the whole panic of waking warred visibly with confusion.

“Kira?”

“Morning.”

Sela stared at the ball.

Then at Kira.

Then at the ball again.

“Where did you get that?”

Kira glanced up at the ceiling.

Sela followed the look automatically.

Then Caelan’s voice came from the doorway.

“What is it?”

He stood there already dressed for the road, because of course he did. Cloak on. Gear set. Face washed. Fatigue present but disciplined into stillness so complete it only showed if you knew to look for it. His eyes went first to Kira standing and awake, then to the splints discarded on the floor, then to the ball.

Kira held it up. “Soccer.”

He did not react.

That only made it funnier.

“What is soccer?” he asked.

“A noble and occasionally devastating sport,” Kira said.

“Where did you get it?”

Kira looked upward again, a little more pointedly this time. “Heavens?”

Caelan closed his eyes once.

Not in prayer. In patience.

Breakfast came early and quietly after that. Bread, eggs, something like fried root cakes, broth, and enough tea or tea-adjacent liquid to make village life feel suddenly survivable. They ate at a table near the kitchen while the day was still deciding whether to happen at all. Sela kept looking at Kira between bites as if the girl might vanish if not periodically verified. Kira noticed and let her. Caelan ate like a man refueling a machine rather than enjoying a meal, but he made sure both girls kept eating before he touched half his own plate.

When the general store opened, he took them there.

Kira had not expected to enjoy being provisioned. Apparently she still had worlds to learn.

The store smelled of oilcloth, leather, flour, soap, and old wood. Caelan bought them each changes of clothes without flourish and with surprisingly competent judgment. Not pretty clothes. Useful clothes. Durable shirts, sturdy underthings, serviceable trousers and skirts, proper stockings, combs, soap, needles, cord, and the thousand little practical mercies civilization could compress onto shelves. He bought a larger travel bag, two bedrolls of much better quality than what they had been making do with, and had the girls’ cloaks treated with oil to turn rain better on the road.

Kira watched all of this with the fascinated discomfort of someone unused to being cared for by severe men who looked as though kindness should violate dress code.

At one point, while the shopkeeper bundled cloth and counted change, Caelan turned to Sela.

“Are you a devoted worshiper of Ariana?”

Sela answered with no hesitation at all.

“Yes.”

The word came out with such force and sincerity that even the shopkeeper’s wife, pretending not to eavesdrop while folding towels nearby, glanced over.

Caelan nodded once.

Then he looked at Kira.

It was not a long look.

Just long enough.

Not disapproval exactly. More the visible shape of a man checking the place where a useful answer might have been and finding it empty.

Kira lifted one shoulder. “It’s not like I’m unappreciative.”

Caelan said nothing.

Which was answer enough.

He paid the innkeeper, settled for extra travel rations, took dried meat and hard cheese and flatbread from the kitchen at a rate that suggested the road ahead was once again about to become less friendly than anyone preferred, and by full morning they were mounted and moving.

North first.

Then, when the road split under a stand of wind-bent trees, Caelan turned them west.

Kira looked after the northern branch as it fell away and wondered what had just been avoided, who would expect them there, and how much of Caelan’s silence was strategy and how much was simply his face.

Beside her, Sela had tied the soccer ball to the outside of one of the bags as if it were obviously coming with them now.

Reasonable.

Ahead, the western road narrowed and disappeared into country none of them knew.

Kira shifted carefully in the saddle, one hand on the reins, one arm half-regrown, music still running low in the back of her mind, and followed Caelan toward whatever came next.

They did not push the horses.

The animals had been rubbed down, fed properly, watered, rested, and spoken to in those practical low tones country people and cavalry-minded killers used when they meant real gratitude. Even so, Caelan kept them to a saner pace now. Long miles, steady miles, but no punishing run. Hazel and Zenyatta had earned better than that. Dawncleaver, absurd name, still absurd, always would be absurd, moved ahead with his usual grave certainty, but even he was allowed something gentler than the road had asked of him before.

The whole day had that quality.

Careful.

Used hard, restored enough, still not squandered.

If their trail had truly gone dim under whatever new title had wrapped itself around Caelan, good. If it had not, then better still not to leave the horses lame and the girls half-shattered when trouble found them again. Never too cautious. Kira respected that. Especially now that caution had personally saved her life at least twice.

She rode with her left arm still ending at the wrist and the bandaging tucked beneath her sleeve. The itching had eased to a tolerable insult, and her legs worked perfectly, which remained surreal enough that she occasionally glanced down just to confirm they were still functioning as legs and not some elaborate dream of them.

Sela was the one who finally broke the silence.

They had ridden nearly half an hour since the last exchange, the road narrowing between gray hedges and rough fields gone wild at the edges, when she glanced over at Kira’s arm again and said, carefully, “How are your legs fine?”

There it was.

No dancing around it. Just the question that had been sitting between all three of them since morning.

Kira looked at her, then at Caelan.

He did not turn in the saddle, but she could see from the set of his shoulders that he had been waiting for someone to ask.

Sela added quickly, “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. I just—” Her eyes flicked to the bandaged wrist. “I saw what happened to you.”

Caelan spoke then, quiet and direct.

“I would also like an answer.”

Kira let out a breath.

“How much do you want to know?”

“Enough,” Caelan said, “to stop making decisions in the dark.”

Sela nodded. “Enough to understand what’s happening to you.”

Kira weighed that.

Sela, yes. The word sister still sat warmly in her chest, private and strangely settled. She had not said it aloud, but it had stayed there since the inn room and the tears and Sela saying it first like it was obvious.

Caelan, too, had earned more than silence. He had saved her life, carried her, spent power on her, and rearranged his road around keeping her breathing.

Still, he lifted one hand before she began.

“Not yet,” he said.

Kira raised a brow. “That sounded ominous.”

“It is caution.”

He reined Dawncleaver around and brought all three horses into a slow halt. Then, with the same practical authority he used for everything, he guided them into a small circle in the road so they faced one another properly.

“If we are taken,” he said, “I will not break.”

Kira believed that immediately.

“My goddess will claim my spirit before I give up what should not be given up. Anyone who knows what I am would know that.”

His eyes shifted to Sela.

“You are not built that way.”

Kira opened her mouth.

Sela beat her to it.

“He isn’t wrong.”

She looked frightened, but there was more resolve than fear in it now.

“I know the keeping vow,” she said.

That got Caelan’s full attention.

“The full rite?”

Sela nodded once. “The short form. For guarded truths.”

Caelan studied her, then said, “Speak it cleanly.”

Sela swallowed, sat straighter in the saddle, and looked at Kira rather than at him.

“You don’t have to tell me anything,” she said first. “But if you do, I’ll keep it.”

Kira nodded.

Sela drew breath and began.

“By dawn above and fire within, I seal my tongue and bar my hand. What is given into my keeping shall not pass by speech, sign, script, or surrender. Let Ariana witness. Let flame take me before falsehood does.”

The last words landed with real force.

Fiery script kindled in the air around her—thin lines first, then brighter, circling wrists, throat, and brow in living gold-red strokes before sinking inward like heat drawn into iron.

Kira watched, fascinated.

Caelan watched for errors.

There were none.

Sela let out a shaky breath when it was done, then looked at Kira with wide, earnest eyes.

“You still don’t have to tell me,” she said. “But I can’t speak what you tell me. Not your past. Not your status.”

Status.

Good. That worked.

Caelan nodded once. “Now.”

Kira rolled her shoulders slightly and began with the part she was actually willing to give them.

“I don’t fully understand my race.”

Caelan’s face did not change.

“Try me.”

Kira glanced at him. “You really want to do that?”

“Yes.”

“I’m telling you in advance, it won’t help.”

“I have walked long roads,” he said. “I have seen courts, wastes, border kingdoms, temple cities, war camps, caravans, ruins, and old shrines with names no one living remembers. I have met men and women in shapes you would not expect. Tell me.”

Kira held his gaze for one beat longer, then gave him the race name exactly as it appeared on her status.

He was quiet.

Then quieter still.

Sela looked between them.

Caelan said, slowly, “I have never heard anything close to that.”

Kira nodded once. “See? I told you.”

That almost moved his mouth.

Almost.

She continued before either of them could build the wrong idea from the silence.

“I know what some of the racial package does. I know what the body does. I know some of the traits attached to it. I do not know the full history behind it, and telling you what I don’t know won’t help either of you.”

Sela asked, “What do you know?”

“That I see in spectrums humans don’t. That the body recovers fast. That it was built around grace, efficiency, and…” Kira made a face. “Very aggressive beauty.”

“That,” Sela said softly, “tracks.”

Kira gave her a look. “Thank you for your scholarship.”

Sela smiled despite herself.

Caelan asked, “The healing. Is that race?”

“Partly.” Kira shifted her bandaged wrist slightly. “Partly traits.”

“Which traits?”

“Graceform Body,” she said. “That appears to handle the clean recovery, the lack of scarring, the body not holding damage the way it should.”

“And the rest?”

Kira looked down at her arm.

“I have inheritance traits,” she said. “Singular Line. Final Inheritance. As far as I can tell, anything legacy-linked lands on me in full instead of in fragments.”

That landed with Caelan.

She could see it.

His face remained still, but his mind moved. Fast. Fitting things together. Re-evaluating. Re-sorting the impossible into categories that offended him less because they now had labels.

“And there’s another one,” she said. “Exceptional Variance.”

This time even Sela heard the weight in the phrasing.

“What does that do?” she asked.

Kira lifted the stump a little.

“That.”

Caelan asked, “And?”

Kira exhaled. “It appears to have reacted to an achievement.”

Sela’s eyes widened. “You got an achievement?”

“Yes.”

“For saving me.”

Kira did not deny it.

Caelan asked, “What rarity?”

“Rare.”

That sharpened everything further.

“The healing accelerated because of it?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“How much?”

Kira answered plainly. “My legs were shattered. They were whole the next morning. My arm is rebuilding. So: a lot.”

Sela looked a little pale.

Caelan looked grimly satisfied, which for him was close to relief.

“That explains the bleeding,” he said.

“It stopped on its own,” Kira said. “I know.”

He absorbed that too.

Then, after a pause: “Titles?”

“There are titles.”

“Relevant ones?”

“Yes.”

“Explain enough.”

Kira almost smiled at that phrasing.

“I have some active title effects,” she said. “Not all at once. They’re equipped. Worn, I guess. And I have achievements that are always on.”

Sela asked quietly, “Will you tell us all of them?”

“No.”

She said it without apology.

Sela nodded immediately. Caelan, after a beat, did the same.

“Fair,” he said.

Kira glanced at him. “You say that like you dislike it.”

“I dislike incomplete knowledge,” he said. “I dislike unnecessary exposure more.”

That, she thought, was about as close to approval as his type ever came.

They started moving again after that, the circle breaking back into a line along the western road.

For a while no one spoke.

Then Sela said, very carefully, “So you’re still you.”

Kira looked over.

Sela’s expression was earnest in that almost painful way she had when something mattered too much to hide behind anything clever.

“All of that is a lot,” she said. “But you’re still you.”

Kira felt something ease in her chest.

“That’s the idea.”

Sela nodded once, satisfied.

Caelan said nothing, but Kira caught the harder line of thought in his face as he looked westward again. He understood more now. Enough to know the problem was bigger, stranger, and probably worse than it had been this morning.

Reasonable.

Kira was beginning to hate how often reasonable looked like trouble.
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  Caelan did not know where to take them.

For the moment, that was useful.

If the dark was still looking for him—if whatever mind had reached through those men on the road still expected to find a pattern in his choices—then uncertainty was the best cover he had. The riders had seen him clearly enough. White cloak. Avenger’s blade. That much would travel. The girls had been seen mostly in flight and from behind, one pale braid, one dark head, both on horseback and moving hard.

Not enough.

A mercy, if one wished to call it that.

He did not.

Mercies counted after they survived them.

The pressure at the back of his neck had not returned in full, but neither had it fully gone. He mistrusted that more than if it had sharpened again. A known pursuit could be met. Silence after violence often meant regrouping.

He let the horses keep a steady pace through the morning and into the afternoon, watching how they moved, how they breathed, how much stiffness still rode their backs. They had given enough already.

So had the girls.

Sela sat Hazel better now. Still not well, not by trained standards, but with enough sense not to fight the mare every stride. Kira remained a negotiation between determination and disaster. Her body had been built for grace and still moved as if surprised by the existence of knees. Better than before.

Not enough.

They needed hardening.

That was the simple truth of it.

No class. No core. No serious skill base worth naming yet. One had devotion and field sense. The other had anomalies stacked so densely around her that even thinking about them for too long made his instincts tighten. Neither of them could survive the next ugly thing by hope alone.

When he found the grove, he took it.

A creek ran through it, shallow and clear enough for canteens. The trees gave cover from the road without sealing them away from it. Beyond the grove, through the breaks in the trunks, he could see worked farmland and the distant slow movement of westbound carts. A few passed east as well, ordinary people living ordinary days, which made the place useful. Too near a village to invite easy ambush by larger hunting bands. Far enough off the road to keep strangers from asking needless questions.

He halted them there.

The horses drank first.

Always.

He checked Dawncleaver’s legs, then the mares, then the tack. Hazel had a touch of stiffness in one hind. Zenyatta had a slight rub under one strap. Nothing serious.

Good.

Behind him he heard Kira slide from the saddle and swear under her breath when her boots hit the ground harder than she had intended.

Sela landed more cleanly.

He did not look back at once.

He said, “Change into lighter clothes. You’re working.”

Silence.

Then Kira: “We nearly died.”

“Yes.”

“We are still recovering.”

“Yes.”

“My left hand is currently theoretical.”

That got him to turn.

The arm had advanced again.

What had been a bound stump that morning was now a bandaged wrist and a rough little hand-form, no fingers yet worth the name, just the suggestion of a future grip. Unfinished flesh. Progress he still did not understand. He had stopped asking whether it was possible. It was happening in front of him.

That was enough.

“It will serve,” he said.

Kira stared at him as if he had personally insulted medicine.

Sela, to her credit, did not laugh until Kira had already turned away to change.

He marked out the ground while they did so, pacing a rough square in the dirt and selecting stones for balance work, grip work, and overhead coordination. Old habits returned more easily than expected. He had not handled fresh recruits in years. Real novices came to the Blades after classing, after devotion, after some shaping already. Not like this.

Not two girls and one of them half-regrown.

Still, the speech came back to him intact.

He had heard it once with sweat in his eyes and hunger in his gut, young enough to think numbers were a promise and not merely a tool. The man who had spoken it to him had been long dead now, but the truth in it had only sharpened with time.

When the girls came back into the clearing, he planted a practice stick in the earth and began.

“When new recruits first see their Profile,” he said, “they think the numbers will save them.”

Kira’s head came up at once.

Good.

She listened hardest when the System was involved.

“Leveling raises them,” he continued. “Titles may shape them. Skills teach the body and soul to use what the System has recognized. Classing changes what kind of force you can become. All of that matters.”

He let the pause sit long enough to make them both attend properly.

“But before the System adds more, there is flesh. Muscle. Tendon. Breath. Balance. Pain. Endurance. Each body has a natural ceiling it can push toward even before the greater powers begin pulling it further. People who survive stretch for every inch of that ceiling. They do not leave strength unused because they hope the next level will make discipline unnecessary.”

Sela nodded like someone hearing a truth that fit where she already lived.

Kira looked thoughtful in a more dangerous way.

Good.

He pointed at the ground.

“You harden what you have. The System rewards that. It does not replace it.”

Then he made them work.

Squats first. Holds after that. Step drills, stance changes, controlled pivots, short bursts of speed, breath recovery, then all of it again. The first ten minutes separated them clearly enough.

Sela had the stronger beginning.

Her body understood labor. She knew how to work through the burn in the thighs and stomach without turning it into a performance. She knew where her weight lived. She knew how to breathe under strain even if she lacked form.

Kira, by contrast, had to think about every instruction before obeying it, which meant half the work in her body began too late. She was improving. He would not deny that. But she remained one of the strangest contradictions he had ever been given charge of: a body built like a poem and piloted like a courtroom dispute.

“Lower,” he told her.

She lowered.

“Not by folding the spine.”

She corrected.

“That was worse.”

“Your standards are hostile.”

“They are standards.”

Sela made the mistake of reacting to that and immediately lost the line of her hold.

He turned to her.

She straightened at once. “Sorry.”

“Again.”

They did it again.

By the time sweat darkened both girls’ shirts and the first true fatigue showed in their shoulders, he moved them to balance and coordination. Caelan handed each of them a small stone.

“Right hand,” he said. “Up over the head. Catch with the left.”

Sela frowned, but obeyed. Her first throw went too far back. The second landed neatly enough in her palm.

Kira looked down at the stone in her right hand, then at the unfinished shape wrapped at the end of her left wrist.

Then back at Caelan.

“I feel compelled to note,” she said, “that this exercise assumes a degree of finger ownership I do not currently possess.”

Caelan looked at the bandaged nub of a hand.

Then at her face.

“Get close,” he said. “We’ll call it a win.”

Kira blinked once. “That is the most generous thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“It is not.”

Sela made a sound she tried to hide as a cough.

Caelan ignored both of them and turned to Sela first.

“Dominant hand?”

“Right.”

Then to Kira.

“You?”

Kira gave him a perfectly straight look. “I’m both-handed.”

Caelan’s eyes narrowed by a fraction. “The word is ambidextrous.”

Kira held the stone up slightly. “I know the word. I preferred the joke.”

That got the smallest pause out of him.

Then: “I doubt the claim.”

“Bold of you.”

“Prove me wrong.”

Kira tossed the stone.

It came down exactly where she expected and hit the side of her half-made hand-shape with a pathetic little bounce before falling into the dirt.

She looked at it.

Then at Caelan.

“This feels rigged.”

“It is anatomy.”

“That’s what rigged means.”

“Again.”

She tried a second time.

The stone clipped the bandage and dropped against her boot.

Sela succeeded again beside her and made the fatal mistake of looking pleased about it.

Kira pointed at her with the stone. “I need you to fail at least once for morale.”

“I did fail.”

“Not in a satisfying way.”

Caelan said, “Again.”

Kira threw the stone a third time, caught it badly against the little unfinished palm and the inside of her wrist, and very nearly held it there for half a second before it slipped free.

Caelan saw that and gave one short nod.

“There,” he said. “Closer.”

Kira looked offended by the praise. “That was barely competence.”

“It was more than the first attempt.”

“I’m trying to decide whether that counts as encouragement or a statistical insult.”

Sela laughed outright this time.

Caelan, with the patience of a man who had clearly been denied easier assignments by the gods, said, “Again.”

Then came the practice sticks.

He had cut them before, at the road-shrine grove, and cut fresh ones now for the same reason: wood taught truth without requiring steel’s cost for every lesson. He put one in each girl’s hand and began with broad line work.

General guard positions first. Full-body engagement. Turning from the hips. Recovering under fatigue. Basic weapon handling as a thing the whole body did rather than the wrist alone.

Sela improved in a steady line.

Kira improved in jumps.

That was how her mind worked. Failure, failure, failure, then some internal mechanism aligned and she took a sharp ugly step forward all at once.

He had seen that in scholars before.

Rarely in fighters.

He drove them through the basics until their shoulders shook and their grips became unreliable, because skills acquired too early without fatigue often lied about what they were.

Then Kira’s eyes unfocused for half a second.

A pane opened at the edge of her vision.

Skill Acquired: Melee Weapons — Common — Rank 1

She laughed.

“I got one.”

Caelan already knew what kind of answer to expect and disliked that fact.

“What?”

Her face had lit with the kind of joy only system-minded people managed to bring to a clearing full of sweat and pain.

“Melee Weapons,” she said. “Common. Rank one.”

He was silent for a heartbeat.

Then: “Only just now?”

The joy stumbled, though not enough to die.

“I prefer to think of it as dramatic pacing.”

He exhaled once through his nose. “Most children worth the trouble of correcting have that before twelve.”

Sela, with treacherous sincerity, said, “I got mine sparring my brothers.”

Kira turned on her with open betrayal. “You could have led with that.”

“You seemed occupied.”

“With what?”

“Losing to the concept of left.”

That almost got him.

Almost.

He did not let the moment soften.

“Good,” he said. “Now we narrow.”

That changed the work.

General weapon handling was for everyone. Useful. Broad. Foundational. What he needed from Kira now was not broad. It was specific. The left side was still unfinished. The right side was live. So he put them into one-handed lines.

Same side only. Dominant hand only. Recovery with a free off-side. Wrist angle. Shoulder discipline. The blade line beginning from the body rather than the arm. Shorter cuts, cleaner returns, tighter guard.

This interested Kira immediately.

He saw it in her eyes.

“You like this better,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Because it narrows.”

“Yes.”

That was the whole conversation and enough.

They drilled.

Step. Cut. Recover.

Outside line. Return. Guard.

Turn. Short line. Recover.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Sela’s form remained cleaner. Kira’s advancement remained stranger. She learned by internal collapse and sudden reassembly. Bad, bad, bad, then abruptly much less bad once some invisible connection had been made.

He stepped in faster to test it.

Kira saw the angle, adjusted, met the line one-handed, and recovered her feet before they betrayed her.

Then she made a sharp delighted sound.

That was new.

A pane opened.

Skill Acquired: One-Handed Weapons — Uncommon — Rank 1

“What now?” he asked.

She looked half-drunk on the thing. “One-Handed Weapons. Uncommon. Rank one.”

That stopped him.

Not the skill itself.

The speed.

He recalculated at once.

General Melee Weapons and then the narrower branch in the same training session should have been unlikely at best for someone this raw. Not impossible. Just rare enough to matter.

Sela said, “That’s good?”

“Yes,” he said, because this time it was.

Kira looked at him. “That sounded less insulting.”

“It was.”

She grinned outright at that, filthy and sweating and absurdly pleased.

He gave her the explanation because she would demand it otherwise.

“Melee Weapons is broad,” he said. “A foundation. One-Handed Weapons means the body has started learning a narrower truth.”

“That,” she said, “is almost praise.”

“It is not.”

“Close enough.”

They worked another half hour after that because joy was not an excuse to stop. By the end both girls were dirty, sore, and breathing hard enough to count as proper use. Sela had grass at one knee and dirt at both hands. Kira had sweat running from her temples and enough satisfaction in her expression to make her look, for once, less fragile than unfinished.

She leaned on her practice stick and announced, “I think we can all agree I’m basically dangerous now.”

He considered her.

“No,” he said. “But the road is marginally less insulted by your existence.”

Sela folded over laughing.

Kira clutched at her chest with all the solemn injury of a woman publicly wronged. “Monster.”

The word came out smiling.

Caelan looked at the two of them—sweaty, filthy, sore, too loud, alive—and then at the western road beyond the trees.

He was still tired.

He still did not know exactly where they were going.

But the girls were less helpless than they had been that morning, and that was enough advantage to matter.

For one evening, that would do.

***

After that, hard routine blurred the days together.

Train.

Ride.

Wash in a creek.

Dry clothes on branches.

Eat.

Sleep.

Repeat.

Caelan did not push the horses the way he had in the first desperate stretch after the road fight, but neither did he let them go soft. The same was true of the girls. Hazel, Zenyatta, and Dawncleaver were fed, watered, rubbed down, and handled with the same stern gratitude Caelan reserved for things that had done exactly what they were asked and survived it. Kira and Sela got much the same treatment, though with less brushing and more suffering.

The roads changed often.

At first Kira thought it was caution.

Then she realized it was pattern-breaking.

Caelan would take a road west until it felt natural to assume he would stay on it, then cut south at a crossroads for no clear reason. He would circle a village rather than pass through it, then the next day ride straight through another and greet people like a man with absolutely nothing to hide. Once they doubled back at night after being seen too long by two farmers working late in a field. They took a different road entirely, slept in a ditch screened by willow and scrub, and passed that same field again from another direction the next day.

The farmers were gone.

Caelan never explained himself.

He didn’t need to.

Kira could see the shape of it well enough. He was trying to lose someone—or the possibility of someone. There was no open urgency in it, which somehow made it worse. A man running from a known threat moved differently than a man refusing to present an easy pattern to an unknown one.

That title of his should have helped.

Kira certainly hoped it did.

She asked him once, while they were riding a narrow lane with hedges on either side and bees worrying the late wildflowers, “Can some titles cancel out the power of others?”

Caelan looked back at her over one shoulder. “Meaning?”

“Meaning if your title says we’re difficult to track and someone else has a title that says they’re very good at tracking difficult things, who wins?”

Sela glanced between them, interested despite herself.

Caelan considered that for a moment.

“That is where rarity and stats begin to matter,” he said. “And sometimes class. Sometimes aspect. A stronger title can contest or suppress a weaker one. Some effects nullify. Others only diminish. Others fail completely if the difference between bearers is too great.”

Kira filed that away immediately.

“So technically yes.”

“Yes.”

“And your title?”

“It helps.”

That was all she got.

They washed in creeks more often than Kira would have expected from any version of civilized life she had imagined, but then again, she had imagined very little about her current existence that had survived contact with reality intact. Clothes were scrubbed in cold water and wrung out over stone. Hair was washed in pieces. Soap became treasure. Privacy became negotiable.

One afternoon they found a shallow bend in a creek screened by reeds and a stand of old trees, and the girls were in the water up to their thighs, shirts off, trying to rinse sweat and road dust from everything at once, when Sela froze and hissed, “Kira.”

Kira turned.

A farm boy stood behind a tree on the opposite bank, maybe thirteen, maybe fourteen, trying very hard to become bark and failing completely.

Sela lost her mind.

“Get out!”

The boy jolted like a rabbit under divine condemnation and nearly tripped over his own feet trying to bolt.

Kira laughed, waved once in reflex, and covered herself at the same time.

He vanished into the trees as if his ancestors had personally called him home.

Sela turned on her, scandalized. “Why would you wave?”

Kira shrugged and reached for her shirt. “He was already dying.”

That got another outraged sound out of Sela.

Kira was still amused, but in truth the whole thing struck her differently than it would have once. There had been a time in her old life when modesty had stopped being a useful category and the body had become public property for practical reasons: nurses, doctors, examinations, rashes, sores, failing skin, failing dignity, bills large enough to make privacy seem like a luxury item.

Being seen had meant one thing there.

Here it meant something else entirely.

That part of her mind was still catching up.

This body drew looks because it was beautiful, not because it was broken. Her thoughts knew that before her instincts did. Still, those instincts were changing. Slowly. Ownership was taking root.

That helped.

So did the hand.

The left hand came back in stages.

First the stump became more than a stump. Then a wrist. Then the rough, uncanny beginning of a palm. Then the buds of fingers. Then fingers proper. Thin, pink, tender, and astonishing. By the time a full week had nearly passed, she had a complete left hand again.

She flexed it obsessively.

Touched bark with it. Water. Reins. Cloth. Her own face. The edge of her bedroll. The smooth stones Caelan made them use for grip work.

It worked.

Not just technically existed.

Worked.

The first time she made a full fist and opened it again without pain, she grinned so hard Sela noticed.

“You really love that hand,” Sela said.

Kira looked up from where she was sitting on a log turning the wrist back and forth in the morning light.

“I’m considering writing it a thank-you note.”

Sela laughed. “That seems dramatic.”

“It grew out of me. That earns a little ceremony.”

The training got worse once she had both hands again.

Naturally.

Push-ups. Sit-ups. Squats. Lunges. Static holds. Core work. Breath work. Running short hills until her thighs mutinied. Then sparring. Always sparring.

Always the sticks.

Always the corrected feet and lowered shoulders and the reminder that survival began at the ground and moved upward from there.

Caelan invented fresh agonies with the creativity of a man clearly sanctified by a goddess who approved of discipline and perhaps disapproved of comfort. He tied cords between saplings at ankle-height and made them move without touching them. He had them balance on stones while trading practice strikes. He made them sprint, stop, drop into guard, recover, and do it again before their lungs had decided whether they still belonged inside the body.

Sela adapted steadily.

Kira adapted in ugly bursts.

That part never changed. She would fail a drill five or six times, not understand why, begin drafting moral objections to the structure of the world, and then suddenly, without warning, something inside her would click so cleanly it was as if her skeleton had finally agreed to attend the same lesson as her mind.

The System liked that.

Or at least noticed it.

On the third day of serious road training, after an hour of one-handed line work that left both forearms shaking and Kira’s temper hanging by a thread, her HUD flickered.

Skill Increased: One-Handed Weapons — Rank 1 > Rank 2

She stopped so abruptly that Sela nearly walked into her.

“What?” Sela asked.

Kira stared at the pane and then looked up with the kind of joy that made exhaustion feel briefly theoretical.

“Progress.”

Caelan, who had been circling them like a white-cloaked hawk with standards, said, “Say it.”

“One-Handed Weapons. Rank two.”

He nodded once.

“Good.”

That was all.

From him, it was more than enough.

A day later, after hill sprints and weighted squats and the sort of repeated misery that made the world narrow to breath and burning muscle, she got another pulse.

Skill Increased: Athletics — Rank 1 > Rank 2

That one nearly made her laugh outright.

Athletics. A real human body skill. She would have found it almost insulting once. Now she wanted to kiss the HUD.

Sela got stronger too. Kira saw it in the steadier ride, the faster recovery, and the way Caelan’s newest exercises no longer startled small involuntary sounds out of her. Now Sela only muttered, “Of course,” like a woman beginning to understand what life had become.

Once they came into a proper town.

Not a village. Not just a handful of houses and a stable. A real town with enough people to turn new faces into topic material within minutes. Before they entered, Caelan told them, “Be friendly. Greet everyone.”

Kira looked at him. “That seems suspicious.”

“Yes.”

Which was apparently the entire briefing.

So they smiled. They nodded. They said hello to shopkeepers and old women and boys carrying baskets and men unloading grain from a wagon. They were charm itself. Caelan paid for a room. They ate in the common room. They rested. Kira even thought, briefly, that they might sleep properly indoors for once.

Then Caelan woke them in the middle of the night.

They left the way they had come.

No explanation.

Kira did not complain. By then she understood enough to recognize that he was leaving a false line behind for anyone who thought they had settled in.

Manners, apparently, could be tactical.

Useful to know.

The week wore on.

By the end of it, Kira smelled like sweat, horse, river water, oilcloth, soap, and road. Sela smelled much the same, except somehow more wholesomely. Both of them had bruises. Both of them rode better. Both of them sparred better. Both of them had stopped being merely girls on horseback and become, in the smallest meaningful ways, trainees.

Then the number moved.

Not during something cinematic.

Not in the middle of a life-or-death exchange.

Not after a grand revelation.

It happened during a particularly vindictive round of hill sprints followed immediately by squats, because the System, like Caelan, did not care in the slightest about aesthetics when progress was available.

Kira dropped into the last squat, thighs shaking, breath ragged, hair stuck damply to the back of her neck, and her HUD flashed bright enough that for one glorious second she forgot she was suffering.

Attribute Increased: Endurance 12 > 13

She froze at the bottom of the movement.

Then stood up so fast she nearly saw stars for a different reason.

“No.”

Sela straightened too. “What?”

Kira was grinning so hard it hurt.

“My stat just went up.”

Sela’s face lit at once. “Which one?”

Kira checked again just for the pleasure of reading it.

“Endurance. Thirteen.”

The number left her mouth before she thought about whether it should.

Sela’s smile widened.

Caelan said nothing.

That was how she knew he had heard it properly.

He did not press. He did not even look at her for more than a beat.

He only said, “Finish the set.”

Of course he did.

So she finished it. Every last squat, every hateful little repetition, all while that number blazed in the back of her mind like a private sun.

Thirteen.

This number had a receipt: sweat, burning legs, hateful repetitions, and one more squat after her body had already filed its formal objection.

That mattered.

By the time the work ended, the sun had dropped low enough to turn the grove warm and gold. The horses had been watered and were cropping at the grass beyond the creek. Sela had taken a shirt down to the bank to rinse it. Kira sat on a flat stone flexing both hands, because she still could not entirely believe she had both of them again.

The left one worked.

Not perfectly yet. Not with the same easy confidence as the right. But it obeyed her. The fingers curled. The wrist turned. It felt like hers.

Caelan came over after checking the horses.

Always after.

He stopped a few paces away and looked toward the creek before he looked at her.

“You spoke a number.”

Kira lifted her head. “I did.”

“I would like to ask something without crossing the line you set.”

That was well done.

She gave him that.

Sela looked back over her shoulder from the creek bank, shirt dripping in her hands.

Kira said, “Same rule as before. If I tell either of you anything from my status, neither of you repeats it unless I say you can.”

Sela came back up from the creek at once, earnest as sunrise. “I won’t.”

Kira looked at her. “Say it properly.”

Sela nodded. “If you tell me, I keep it. I don’t repeat it unless you say I can.”

Caelan said, “The same applies to me.”

Kira believed them both.

“All right.”

Caelan chose his words with care.

“Was thirteen important because it rose,” he asked, “or because of where it began?”

Kira let out a breath through her nose. “That’s a graceful question.”

“It was meant to be.”

She looked down at her hands, opened and closed the left one once, then looked back up.

“It mattered because it rose.”

He waited.

She said, “My Endurance was twelve before.”

Sela blinked. “Twelve?”

Kira nodded. “Yes.”

“At level one?”

“Yes.”

Sela stood very still for a second, the damp shirt hanging forgotten in her hands.

Caelan asked, “And the others?”

Kira gave him a look. “You ask for a great deal.”

“I ask because context matters.”

He was right. Annoyingly, plainly right.

“You understand this still stays between us.”

“Yes.”

Sela nodded hard. “Yes.”

Kira exhaled and gave it to them clean.

“Strength thirteen. Agility nineteen. Endurance now thirteen. Vitality fourteen. Intelligence eighteen. Will twenty. Perception eighteen. Presence twenty-four.”

The grove went quiet.

Sela looked at her as if the answer had not fit inside the world she had been expecting and had stepped into it anyway.

Caelan did not move.

That was worse.

He had gone still, body quiet because his mind had started moving too fast for wasted motion.

Sela found her voice first.

“Kira.”

That was all she had for a moment.

Then, softly, “You don’t even have a core.”

“No.”

“You don’t have a class.”

“No.”

“And those are your numbers now?”

“Yes.”

Sela stared at her, then sat down slowly on the grass as if her legs had decided they wanted a better angle from which to absorb this.

Caelan spoke at last.

“Those were your baseline values before this week’s training touched them.”

It was not a question. More a conclusion laid out for inspection.

“Close enough,” Kira said.

He accepted that for what it was: not the full answer, but enough.

“If you started there,” he said, “every point you gain from here carries more weight.”

Kira looked at him.

“Most people build from flatter ground,” he said. “You aren’t.”

There it was.

That was the shape of it.

Endurance thirteen was not just a point. It was proof that the body she had now—already too much in half a dozen directions—could still be driven higher by effort. Not all of it had been chosen at the beginning. Some of it could still be made.

Earned.

That felt better than any title had.

Sela looked up at her with something gentler now, less shock and more feeling.

“I’m glad you told me,” she said.

Kira glanced over. “Why?”

Sela hesitated, then answered honestly. “Because it feels like you trust me.”

That landed quietly and all the way through.

Kira looked away toward the creek before her face could do anything unfortunate.

“I do,” she said.

Sela’s smile went soft. “Good.”

Caelan let that sit for a breath, then said, in his usual tone, “Then stop sitting in your triumph and drink water.”

Kira laughed.

Sela did too, though hers came out warmer.

Kira reached for the canteen, still smiling, and because she could not leave a good emotional moment standing too long without supervision, she checked her soccer tracker.

The pane opened.

Association Football / Soccer Adoption Count: 88 / 1000

She stared at it.

“Only eighty-eight?”

Sela turned. “Only?”

“It’s been days.”

Sela laughed outright. “That is such a strange thing to care about.”

“It is a very important metric.”

“For what?”

“For civilization.”

Sela shook her head, smiling.

Kira looked at the number again and felt the grin settle into something steadier.

It had slowed, yes.

Still, eighty-eight people in this world were now, somewhere out there, arguing about football.

That counted.

She flexed both hands one more time, because she could, because they were hers, because one of them had come back from nothing and the other had just helped drag Endurance one point higher through sheer repetitive stubbornness.

Tomorrow, she thought, I get stronger again.

  

    
        Chapter 30

    
    
    
    
  Marrowe Tremont reached the house before noon and knew before she touched the latch that the errand had changed.

The lane to it was too still.

Not empty—emptiness meant little in scattered hamlets where folk worked fields, hauled water, and minded stock more often than they sat under their own roofs—but still in the wrong way. The sort of stillness that settled over a place after people had stopped speaking about something and begun listening around it instead.

The house stood at the edge of the hamlet under a leaning ash tree, shutters open to let sickness out, someone had likely said, though Marrowe had never once in her life seen a fever honor a shutter. There was no ribbon tied to the post. No mourning cloth. No basin left outside the threshold. No prayer slip tucked under the lintel.

That alone was enough to sour her mood.

A whole household dead and no one had marked the door for Eschara’s eye.

Neglect at best.

Concealment at worst.

She shifted the satchel higher on her shoulder and stood for one breath before entering, as she had been taught.

Not to gather courage.

To separate the living from the office.

Marrowe Tremont, daughter of no one important, grave-road chaplain in field service to Eschara, investigator when needed, witness when forced, servant always. She did not pray long before entering death spaces. Long prayers were for shrines, for vigils, for names spoken over the dead when the dead were present to hear them.

This was a threshold prayer.

Lady of the Last Quiet, she thought, let me see the truth before others bury it.

Then she opened the door.

The house smelled wrong.

Not plague. Not rot. Not the wet-sour closeness of a room where fever had burned through too many lungs too quickly. She knew those smells. Had known them before the church had trusted her alone on a road.

This smelled cleaned.

Wiped.

A little lye. A little vinegar. A great deal of absence.

Marrowe stepped inside and shut the door behind her.

The front room had been lived in yesterday and abandoned this morning. Bench pulled back too far. A cup left near the hearth. One child’s shoe beneath the table. A folded blanket on the floor near the wall where someone had likely been lying sick or watching someone else lie sick.

She knelt first where she thought the bodies had been.

That, too, was training.

Always begin where grief had the best chance of forgetting itself.

There were marks in the floorboards. Dragging, not carrying. Not much blood. No struggle obvious at first glance. The ash in the hearth had been disturbed recently, but not for warmth. Someone had burned cloth scraps there, maybe wrappings, maybe linens too foul to keep, maybe something else entirely.

She touched two fingers to the boards, then to the bone-white cord at her wrist.

Eschara’s clergy did not conjure spectacle from every task. Most of what the church taught was disciplined, modest, exact. The dead deserved dignity, not theater.

Still, there were rites for seeing what the living missed.

“Serene eye,” Marrowe murmured, “show me what quiet keeps.”

The prayer-chalk tied at her belt warmed.

Not much.

Enough.

She closed her eyes for one heartbeat and opened them again.

No grand revelation followed. No ghost rose helpfully from the floor to explain itself. What she got was truer and far less convenient: pressure. A faint, unsettled drag in the room, as if something had ended badly and not been attended to properly afterward. It was not the settled stillness of housed dead waiting for their rites.

It was the shape of interruption.

Marrowe stood and checked the back room, then the sleeping alcove, then the small space where dried herbs hung and a washbasin sat half-full beside a stack of folded cloths. Four bedrolls. One larger bed. Family-sized. Ordered. Poor, but not disordered. Nothing in the house suggested a household already in collapse. No looted chest. No smashed lock. No signs they had been preparing to flee.

That mattered.

Outside, someone passed on the lane.

Marrowe stepped back through the front room and out into the light in time to see an old woman with a basket pretending not to have slowed.

“Mother,” Marrowe said.

The woman stopped with all the resignation of someone who knew a church voice when she heard one and had no plausible way to outrun it.

Marrowe did not waste time on warmth she did not feel.

“This house was reported to us as a death household.”

The old woman’s eyes flicked to the mantle, to the grave-black leathers beneath the bone-white wraps, to the serene eye stitched there with quiet authority.

“So it was.”

“Who sat with them?”

A hesitation.

That was interesting.

“No one sat?”

“It came on too fast,” the woman said. “So we were told.”

By whom.

Marrowe asked it flatly. “Who told you that?”

“The physician.”

That was worse. A frightened lie could be pulled apart. A physician’s lie came wrapped in process, and process had a talent for making murder look like administration.

“And the bodies?”

The old woman shifted the basket against one hip. “Taken.”

“Where?”

“To be kept from the rest of us. That was the word.”

“Where?”

“Away.”

Marrowe let the silence sit on her until the woman’s discomfort had room to become useful.

Finally, the old woman said, “Two village lads helped carry them. The physician took them farther from the dwellings.”

“Name the lads.”

She did.

Marrowe committed them to memory. Asked when. Asked whether they returned. They had not. Asked when the physician was last seen. No one could say exactly. Asked who had entered the house after the bodies were removed. No one, supposedly. Yet the room inside had been wiped. Someone had cleaned.

A second lie, then.

Or a shared cowardice, which functioned much the same.

Marrowe thanked the woman without softness and moved on before apologies or excuses could start spilling out. She stopped three more people and got the same story worn in different places. Sickness. Sudden. Physician in charge. Bodies removed for safety. The lads gone too. No one had wanted to pry.

Of course not.

Death made cowards of the practical. They told themselves they were respecting a house when often they were only relieved the dead were no longer in it.

By the time she reached the edge of the hamlet, Marrowe’s suspicion had hardened into professional certainty.

This was no longer a last-rites call.

It was retrieval.

Possibly judgment.

Possibly worse.

She crouched at the verge where the lane opened toward the road and found the track more quickly than she had hoped. Cartwheel ruts. Two sets of village boots. One heavier stride. The kind of track that moved under burden and then moved faster afterward.

She followed it only far enough to confirm what her nerves were already telling her.

The road ahead had the hush of a lie settling over it.

The countryside itself had not changed. Same grass, same ditch water, same wind passing over the reeds. Yet the track entered that stretch and the world around it drew back half a pace, as if whatever had been taken along it had not left the road entirely willing to forget.

Marrowe straightened slowly.

She could continue alone.

And if there had been only bodies mishandled, only frightened villagers and one physician gone bad in the head, she would have. She had enough steel in her for that and no vanity about proving it. The Church of Eschara did not send field-shrine officers to frontier roads because the roads were kind.

Still.

Too many deaths. Too little witness. A cleaned house. Missing carriers. A physician vanished into his own explanation. The track carrying a tension in it that ordinary sickness had no business leaving behind.

She should not go alone.

The thought irritated her.

Not because it was wrong.

Because it was right.

Marrowe Tremont was not reckless. Brash in motion, yes. Stubborn, certainly. Difficult to bluff and even harder to turn aside once duty had its teeth in her. But Eschara’s church did not serve the dead well by sacrificing judgment to pride. A lone officer who died proving she had instincts helped no one. The dead would remain unattended all the same.

She untied the black mourning cloth from her hair, retied it tighter, and looked up the road.

If no one suitable passed, she would go anyway.

That much had never been in question.

But she would give the world one chance to provide assistance before she insulted the goddess by wasting a servant where two might have done better.

The chapel superiors always phrased it more beautifully than that.

Marrowe had never been chosen for beautiful phrasing.

She walked the road north a while and south again, reading the traffic, weighing faces, measuring who looked capable and who merely looked armed. Traders, no. Farm men, no. A peddler with a mule, no. Two youths driving geese, absolutely not. A tinker’s cart, one wheel half lame, no.

She was beginning to revise her thoughts on divine timing downward when she saw them.

Three riders.

One white cloak.

That alone narrowed the world.

By the time they came close enough for her to see the sunburst clasp and the severe line of the man beneath it, Marrowe had already begun rearranging her plan.

Ariana’s people.

Of all the churches she might have preferred for grave-road assistance, Eschara’s own would have come first. Beyond that, there were worse options than Ariana. Their people were too burning, too forward in judgment, too inclined to treat the dead as insult before sorrow, but they were disciplined, and their blades did not shake when confronted with ugliness.

The girls surprised her more.

One fair, one dark. Young. Too young for the road they were on if appearances meant what they usually meant. One carried herself with the open strain of recent fear and recent trust. The other had a stillness to her that did not fit her age or her beauty, and beauty there certainly was, enough that Marrowe noticed it despite herself and disliked having noticed it.

No church livery on either.

No obvious signs they were what they should not be.

Still, something about the dark-haired one made the road around her feel slightly misfiled.

Interesting.

Marrowe stepped into the center of the lane before they could pass and planted the iron-shod end of her ash staff in the dirt.

The white-cloaked man checked his horse at once. No wasted movement. No sign of surprise. His eyes took her mantle, her colors, her staff, her satchel, and the expression on her face in one sweep.

Good.

A man who looked first was easier to deal with than a man who talked first.

Marrowe inclined her head once.

“Field service to Eschara,” she said. “Marrowe Tremont.”

The man answered in the same economy. “Caelan Vorr.”

She knew the name.

Not well. Not personally. But enough.

That shifted her estimate upward.

Good.

One of the girls—the fair one—looked from Marrowe to Caelan and back again, trying to read whether this was relief or trouble.

The dark-haired one simply watched.

Marrowe got to the point.

“They sent me to bury a family,” she said. “Someone has gone to a great deal of trouble to make sure I cannot.”

And because she did not ask lightly, and the dead deserved better than vanity, she added the thing itself.

“I require help.”

Caelan said yes with the same gravity he gave every matter he meant to carry through.

Marrowe inclined her head once and turned toward the hamlet.

***

Kira nudged Zenyatta forward and fell in beside Sela. She watched Caelan’s back for a moment and thought she understood the shape of his answer. He had chosen this road among others. It had brought him to clergy in need, and not just any clergy. Eschara’s people stood close enough to Ariana’s in some matters that refusal would have sat poorly with conscience and heaven alike.

Ariana and Eschara had once been sisters in mortal flesh.

Kira had read enough of that history by now to know their churches still carried it. Different tones. Different instincts. Different habits of holiness. One burned brighter. One stood nearer the hush that followed the grave. Neither lesser for it.

Marrowe led them into the hamlet at a pace that wasted nothing.

It was a small place, but it did not feel ordinary under the evening light. Fields lay beyond it in soft strips of green and turned earth. Smoke hung low from cookfires. A dog barked once and then stopped as if reminded where it lived. The place held itself the way small places did when one family’s absence had become everyone’s burden. People still moved through their work because work did not pause for mourning, but grief had entered the rhythm of the day and dragged it half a beat slower.

A woman at the well turned when she saw them and set her bucket down too carefully, as though rough hands would make the world more breakable. Two men mending harness by a fence straightened without seeming to mean to. An old man took off his cap. A girl carrying onions stopped with both arms full and stared, not rudely, only openly and with the sort of fear that came from seeing church colors on a road and wondering whether they had come for your house next.

A boy with a basket of turnips nearly walked into a post because he was too busy looking at Marrowe and Caelan. He corrected at the last second, flushed bright red, and hurried out of the lane with his turnips bumping against one another like startled heads.

No one called out.

No one pretended this was ordinary.

The villagers’ grief sat too near the surface for that. So did their confusion. A family that had been part of the hamlet’s day was simply gone now. People who should have been seen in their yard, at their door, hauling water, tending the fire, speaking over fences, or passing on the lane had been taken out of the pattern of the place all at once. The villagers did not know what had happened. They only knew it had happened close enough to touch them, and that was its own kind of fear.

Kira looked at Marrowe with renewed interest.

The Escharan did not move like Caelan. No sun-bright severity. No open promise of violence. Her authority sat closer to the body, quieter and harder to mistake once it was felt. She carried grave-black and bone-white without ornament, and the people of the hamlet understood her before she said a word. They gave way to her because sorrow recognized office when it saw it.

Marrowe noticed the girls noticing.

Without breaking stride, she said, “Remember this.”

Sela looked up first. Kira did a moment later.

Marrowe’s voice stayed level, meant for them and not the lane. “The dead do not leave alone. A death house belongs for a time to everyone near it. Fear comes in. Rumor comes in. Guilt comes in. People begin to wonder whether they should have noticed more, done more, said more. They begin to look at their own children, their own beds, their own thresholds differently.”

She glanced once toward the houses around them.

“When you go where the dead have been mishandled, you do not walk into one person’s grief. You walk into the grief of all who remain around it.”

Kira absorbed that at once. Sela did too, though more through feeling than structure.

Marrowe went on. “That is why the dead deserve dignity. Not only for themselves. For the living as well.”

Caelan, riding just ahead, said, “Correct.”

Marrowe inclined her head to his back and continued.

“If death is tended properly,” she said, “the living can begin bearing it. If it is handled badly, it spreads.”

Sela’s face tightened at that. “Like sickness.”

Marrowe gave one short nod. “Like sickness.”

The house sat at the edge of the hamlet under a leaning ash tree, exactly where Marrowe had said it would. It was a simple house. Poor, but not neglected. A place built for use, for weather, for ordinary family days. That made it sadder somehow. Nothing in it had been made for legend or horror. It had been made to hold a life, and that life had been interrupted.

Sela looked at it and murmured, “That’s all?”

Marrowe glanced back only once. “Death fits in small houses as easily as large ones.”

She went in first.

Caelan dismounted. Kira and Sela followed. Before she turned toward the door, Kira looped the horses’ reins around the ash trunk and checked the knots herself even though all three animals were trained well enough to stand without them. It gave her one useful thing to do with her hands before stepping into a death house with two clerics and her best friend.

Then she followed the others inside.

The room inside smelled of lye, old ash, and the stale after-presence of sickness.

Someone had cleaned it.

That should have made it easier to bear. Instead it made the whole place feel wrong in a quieter way. A cup sat near the hearth with a dark ring dried into the bottom. One child’s shoe lay under a chair. A stool had been left near a pallet by the wall. A washbasin stood beside it, and folded cloths on the shelf above showed the sort of uneven use that told its own small story: some had been taken, others left, all in haste.

Kira stood still and looked.

One bed had mattered first.

She didn’t know how much that conclusion was evidence and how much it was the room arranging itself that way in her mind. The stool. The basin. The cloths. The shape of care had centered there before the rest of the house had gone wrong.

Marrowe crossed to that pallet and knelt beside it. She touched the edge of the blanket with two fingers. Her whole attention settled there, grave and careful, the way it did around the dead.

“This was the first sickbed,” she said.

Caelan looked toward her. “You’re sure.”

“No,” Marrowe said, rising. “I’m persuaded.”

That was better.

Honest.

Caelan moved farther into the room and crouched near the center boards.

“There.”

Kira came closer, more slowly this time. Someone had scrubbed one patch of floor harder than the rest. The grain showed lighter in one direction, darker in another. Whatever had happened there had not come up easily enough for a clean erasure.

Caelan touched the boards.

“Blood,” he said.

Sela tightened where she stood by the doorway. “Could it be from the sickness?”

Marrowe turned that over seriously before she answered. “Some sicknesses bring blood.”

Caelan looked up at her. “Enough for this?”

She shook her head. “A house full of the sick, vomiting blood or coughing it up, leaves a scene no one scrubs into… this. It gets into cloth, corners, cracks, bedding, walls. It leaves panic behind it.”

He pointed once to the cleaned patch. “This is too small for that.”

Sela looked from one of them to the other. “So maybe one person bled.”

“Maybe,” Caelan said.

He stood, dusted his fingers lightly together, and looked around the room again.

Kira crouched at the hearth and used the end of a splintered stick to disturb the ash. Burned cloth, maybe. Ruined wrappings. Some little clumped remains that meant nothing to her except that they did not belong in a hearth built for cooking and warmth.

“It smells bitter,” she said. “Stronger than old linen.”

Marrowe came over and knelt beside her. She didn’t touch the ash. She only leaned near enough to take the measure of it.

“Boiled cloth,” she said. “Washings. Something medicinal.” Her mouth tightened. “Or meant to look medicinal.”

That landed.

Kira straightened. “Who was the physician?”

“Davin Sorel,” Marrowe said. “Less than a year in the hamlet. Young for the post. Competent in ordinary work, by all accounts. People trusted him quickly.”

Sela frowned. “Because he helped them.”

Marrowe looked at her. “Yes.”

“He might have done exactly what he said,” Sela pressed. “If they were sick—if he was trying to keep it from spreading—”

“No one said otherwise,” Caelan said.

That pulled Sela up short.

He did not speak sharply. He didn’t need to. His tone had that clipped, even quality it took on when he was arranging uncertainty into useful shapes.

“We are not here to decide before we know,” he said. “We are here to see what can be seen.”

Sela looked chastened, but not embarrassed. More relieved, perhaps, to be reminded that the room had not already judged itself.

Marrowe nodded once. “The villagers gave me fear, missing bodies, missing boys, and a physician who cannot now be found. The house gives us signs of sickness, signs of cleaning, and blood in one place. That is not enough to condemn him.”

“It is enough to follow,” Caelan said.

Marrowe’s eyes sharpened. “Yes.”

Kira looked back at the pallet, then at the washbasin, then at the cleaned patch of boards. The room felt full of interrupted sequence. Something had happened here in steps, and at least one of those steps had been forced to change.

She said, “Find the bodies.”

Marrowe’s head turned toward her at once.

Sela said, almost over the top of it, “Find the physician and let him tell us what happened.”

Caelan glanced at her. “If he chooses to.”

Sela opened her mouth, then let it close again.

Marrowe looked between the three of them, then toward the doorway. “One may lead to the other.”

That settled it.

No one had anything else worth saying to the room.

They went back outside into the thinning light.

The hamlet sat hushed around them. No one had followed to the yard, but Kira could feel eyes from windows, from lanes, from the spaces between fences where people told themselves they were only looking because looking cost less than asking.

She moved toward the ash tree automatically.

The horses lifted their heads as she approached. Hazel flicked one ear. Zenyatta blew softly through her nose. Dawncleaver watched her with the old disapproval of a warhorse who considered all lesser logistics provisional.

Kira reached for the knots.

“Untie them,” Caelan said.

She glanced back. “Good. Because leaving them tied beside a death house felt like an insult to horse judgment.”

“Untie them,” he said again, “and leave them.”

That stopped her hand for half a beat.

Then she understood.

Free to bolt if they had to. Free to shift, graze, move from a scent that turned wrong. Trained enough to stay near without being tethered to danger.

Kira loosened the knots one by one and drew the reins free. Hazel lowered her head at once and wandered three paces toward the grass. Zenyatta followed after her with the practical confidence of a horse who had already decided Kira was strange but not unsound. Dawncleaver remained where he was, reins loose, eyes on Caelan.

Kira gave his neck a brief pat on her way back.

“Don’t die,” she murmured.

He looked offended by the suggestion.

When she returned, Marrowe had already chosen her place in the lane.

She stood where the wheel ruts thinned into ordinary village wear, ash staff grounded before her, chin slightly lowered. The late light touched the bone-white of her wraps and the grave-black beneath in narrow bars through the ash leaves overhead. Her whole body had gone still in a way Kira had begun to recognize as clerical readiness.

Not stiffness.

Alignment.

Sela came to stand beside Kira.

Caelan said nothing.

Marrowe began.

The words came low and measured, shaped by repetition more than ornament. They did not ring out. They settled. Kira could not have repeated them after hearing them once, but she felt what they were doing all the same. The air around Marrowe grew attentive. The lane quieted around her. Even the little ordinary noises of the hamlet gave her room.

Kira’s skin tightened.

She felt the magic before she saw it.

It moved softly.

That was what startled her most.

Death magic should have felt colder, crueler, sharper. That was the expectation she had carried without ever examining it. Whatever drifted past her and touched Marrowe instead felt like a hand laid over fevered skin. Still. Patient. Deep as old sleep. Kira’s eyes, traitorous things that they were, reached for it on instinct.

For a split second she let them.

The world shifted.

Something dark and beautiful laid itself over Marrowe like a veil lowered by loving hands.

It was not a shroud.

It settled over Marrowe like the gentlest office of death: dark, deep, and utterly without menace. Silence had shape there. Mercy had weight. Kira saw stillness gather around the Escharan woman in a depthless veil, and within it lay only rest—the careful keeping of what had ended.

A shiver went hard down Kira’s spine.

Then the sight was gone.

Marrowe lifted her face.

Her eyes were black.

Not empty black. Full black. Polished. Reflective. Beautiful in a way Kira did not trust and could not look away from.

Sela drew in breath beside her. Her hand flew to her mouth to try to stop it.

It failed.

“Oh.”

Marrowe’s gaze settled somewhere beyond the village and fixed there.

“They went this way,” she said.

No uncertainty touched it.

She stepped off the lane at once, following something only she could see.

Kira went after her with Sela at her side and Caelan just behind, and while Marrowe moved with the direct confidence of a hound on true scent, Kira’s mind was entirely occupied by what her own eyes had just done.

All right, she thought. Do that again.

She let her attention slip inward and forward at once, toward the strange little muscular knowing that had grown behind her vision. It was beginning to feel less like opening a new eye and more like changing a filter. A pressure behind the gaze. A shift. A swipe.

Silver dark.

Heat.

Sharp contrast.

Then the other one.

There.

The world opened wrong.

Not wrong in a bad way. Wrong in a layered way. The trees kept their trunks and branches, the road kept its line, the grass kept its movement, but something under all of it came forward. Threads. Traces. Lingering shapes of force and feeling. The path ahead was marked through it by a dragged stain of dim residue, a sorrow-colored passage laid over the ground like smoke taught to remember bodies.

Soul-sight, she thought at once, because what else was she going to call it?

No.

Too solemn.

She tried again while keeping pace.

Ghost-layer.

That was closer.

The dead trail shone through the ghost-layer with a clarity that made her breath catch. It passed between roots, around stones, over crushed fern and damp soil, a line of wrongness where the world had been touched by people who should already have been under prayer and earth.

And not only that.

Other things lived there too.

Old echoes in trees struck by lightning years ago. Small smudges of tired life clinging to moss-dark stones. The warm, dim pulse of the horses behind them. Caelan’s presence came through in hard lines, all contained force and steady oath-shaped heat. Sela glimmered more softly, bright in the chest and throat where prayer gathered in her almost without permission.

Marrowe was something else again.

The death-working still lay over her, dark and tender and exact.

Kira nearly stumbled over a root because she was looking at everything at once.

“Watch your feet,” Caelan said.

She corrected without answering. Her body had gotten just competent enough now to survive being distracted by revelations.

The woods thickened quickly. The sounds of the hamlet fell away. Marrowe kept moving, black eyes fixed ahead, and Caelan ranged slightly to one side of the line, reading the real world the old-fashioned way. Kira saw him stoop once to touch a bent stem, once to look at broken brush, once to glance at a scuff in the leaf mold where something heavy had dragged.

So he had that too.

Good.

The line ahead bent left around a stand of brush.

Marrowe went right.

Kira felt the correction before she thought it.

“Other way,” she said.

Everyone stopped.

Marrowe turned first.

Caelan’s eyebrow rose.

Sela looked from one to the other with immediate alarm, as if this might be the sort of moment where adults discovered they had been following entirely different horrors.

Kira pointed into the undergrowth. “It turns there. Then straightens again.”

Marrowe’s black gaze sharpened on her. “You can see it?”

Kira instantly wished she had spoken less like a person volunteering that information and more like someone making an educated guess by accident.

“Sort of.”

Marrowe stepped to the place Kira had indicated and looked down. For a few seconds she said nothing at all. Then she crouched and touched the disturbed leaf mold where something had indeed cut shallow through before recovering its line.

When she stood again, she looked at Kira differently.

Not warmly.

Not suspiciously either.

More like she had just moved Kira from one shelf in her mind to another.

“Have you a gift of some kind?” Marrowe asked. “A blessing? Eschara has touched stranger people than expected on grave roads.”

Kira shook her head quickly. “No.”

Marrowe’s gaze stayed on her.

“Some titles carry strange benefits,” the Escharan said. “Some people take on a little of what is cast near them. Not enough to own it. Enough to echo it.”

“That sounds useful,” Kira said.

“It can be.”

Caelan said nothing.

That was much more unnerving than if he had.

Kira kept her face arranged somewhere between interested and unremarkable.

“I just noticed the bend,” she said. “Lucky guess.”

Marrowe held her gaze one beat longer, then turned back to the trail.

“Then keep guessing well.”

They went deeper into the woods, following the dead.

The trees closed over them by degrees. Underbrush thickened, then thinned again where the ground turned damp and root-heavy. The air changed too. The smell of turned earth and village smoke had long since fallen away. In its place came wet bark, old water, and a faint corruption that did not yet have enough strength to call itself rot.

Kira kept trying to switch back and forth between the ghost-layer and the ordinary world, and it was driving her half mad.

One showed her roots, brush, footing, branches at eye level, the practical indignities of walking through woods without getting stabbed in the face by nature. The other showed her the dead trail—dim, dragged, patient, laid through the world like grief remembered by the ground itself. Every time she chose one, she lost the other. Every time she chose the other, she nearly walked into something real and immediate.

This was ridiculous.

Her eyes could do a dozen impossible things, but apparently not the one she currently needed.

She tried again. Ordinary sight. Then the ghost-layer. Then back. Too slow. Too clumsy. Like swapping lenses with greasy fingers while the world kept moving.

Come on, she thought.

The irritation sharpened her. She could feel the mechanism now—not in her eyes exactly, but somewhere behind them, deeper in the place where sight became understanding. It didn’t feel like opening and closing different windows. It felt more like persuading her brain to prioritize one stream of information over another.

So maybe that was the answer.

Not choosing.

Layering.

The thought hit, and with it came a strange inner lurch, like stepping onto a stair that wasn’t there and discovering half her mind had gone ahead without the rest of her. Kira blinked hard, then deliberately tried not to switch at all. She held the ordinary world where it was—tree bark, damp leaves, roots, shadows—and coaxed the ghost-layer back over it gently, the way one might lay tracing paper over an image and hope the lines matched.

For one deeply unpleasant second, everything doubled.

The woods blurred. Her stomach dropped. Her head went hot and hollow all at once, and she nearly stopped walking outright. Then something in her mind made a tiny clicking adjustment, as neat and final as a latch catching.

Oh.

There it was.

The ordinary world stayed.

So did the trail.

Roots remained roots. Stones remained stones. Brush remained brush. Over all of it lay the dead path, visible now without displacing the rest of the forest—a dragged stain of dim residue winding ahead of Marrowe through leaves, roots, and shadow.

Not a second sight.

An overlay.

Kira drew one careful breath and almost laughed.

Well, that was horrifying.

Also useful.

Horrifying was going to have to share.

She kept walking, testing it with the wary concentration of someone carrying a full cup over uneven ground. If she pushed too hard toward one layer, the other threatened to slip. If she held them in balance, both stayed. The world sharpened into a new kind of complexity. The dead trail held steady ahead, bending between roots and stones with dreadful patience. It had purpose in it. Direction. And now she could follow that direction without surrendering the practical matter of not tripping over a branch and humiliating herself to death in front of two holy people.

That, she thought, counts as progress.

Caelan moved a little ahead and to the right, sword now in hand.

The steel changed the feel of him at once. He had never looked soft, but with the blade bare every unnecessary part of him fell away.

After a time he said quietly, “This is far.”

Marrowe did not slow. “Yes.”

“For a physician managing contagion?” He added.

That got her attention. She stopped just long enough to look back at him, black eyes giving nothing and everything all at once.

“No,” she said. “This is not what a decent one would do.”

They stood there in the hush of the trees, all four of them listening to the woods breathe around them.

Marrowe went on in the same low voice. “If he feared spread, he would have wanted witnesses. Men to help, women to boil cloth, boys sent for the nearest shrine, someone dispatched toward a priestess of Keleria or any house that could send cleansing hands in time. Fear makes people rash, but it also makes them loud.”

Sela swallowed.

Marrowe’s gaze moved briefly through the trees, then back to Caelan. “He did the opposite. He narrowed the circle. Bodies gone at night. No witness kept. No church called. No one returned.”

“A physician who trusted his own judgment too much,” Caelan said.

“Or one with another purpose,” Marrowe answered.

Kira felt that settle.

Yes.

That was the shape of it. She didn’t know what physicians in this world were expected to do in every circumstance, but even with her limited knowledge this had the wrong contour. A house sick all at once should have made noise. Fear should have drawn in help, rumor, prayer, authority, blame—something. Instead the whole thing had been handled like a private errand by one man with too much agency in a world with divine help a hard ride away.

Caelan looked ahead into the trees and then farther, as if trying to see the intention behind the path itself.

“We follow,” he said.

Marrowe nodded once and resumed the trail.

Kira edged nearer to Sela as they walked. Her voice dropped to a whisper.

“Why don’t we have weapons?”

Caelan heard her anyway.

Of course he did.

He kept moving, sword low in one hand, eyes on the trees ahead.

“Because,” he said, “I have only just gotten one hand back onto you and would prefer not to watch you remove another part for variety.”

Kira looked down at her restored left hand and flexed it in mild offense.

“I lose one arm one time and suddenly it becomes a theme.”

Beside her, Sela made a small helpless sound that turned into nervous laughter before she could stop it. The laugh startled her almost as much as it did Kira, but once it escaped, a little more followed. Thin and frayed, yes. Real enough.

“I am grateful,” Sela whispered, still half laughing in spite of herself, “that you only lost the one.”

Kira glanced at her.

Sela’s face tightened again around the edges. “I’m serious. I am. I just…” She looked ahead into the trees and swallowed. “I would still rather have a weapon.”

“That,” Caelan said, “is a better instinct.”

They walked three more steps before he added, “Remember it the next time you resent the drills.”

Kira’s eyes lifted toward his back.

“Weapons are not toys,” he said. “They are not reassurance. They are not ornaments for frightened hands. You earn the right to carry the blade.”

His voice had gone flatter, heavier, shaped by repetition and belief.

“It means something when steel is placed in your hand. If you are not ready, the blade does not care who it serves first.”

Sela grew quiet at that.

Kira did too.

Caelan went on, the words sounding old enough that he had once received them from someone else and had never let them go.

“A poor fighter with a stick may bruise a friend. A poor fighter with steel may bury one.” He glanced back once, not enough to slow. “So learn now with wood. Learn badly. Learn safely. Earn the rest.”

Kira let that settle.

Then, because she was still herself in any forest, under any pressure, she murmured, “I continue to find your philosophy deeply inconvenient.”

Sela laughed again, softer this time and with more fear in it.

Caelan said, “Good.”

Marrowe did not turn around, but Kira saw the smallest shift at the corner of her mouth, as if the answer had met her standards or at least not insulted them.

Then they kept moving, deeper into the woods.

Caelan stopped once beside a patch of crushed fern and a run of saplings bent low in the same direction. He crouched there with the sword still loose in one hand and studied the ground without hurry.

Kira saw it too.

In the ordinary world, the damage was plain once someone competent drew the eye to it: weight had passed here, and not lightly. Something had been dragged low enough to break stems and comb leaves backward through the damp. The marks were not fresh, but the forest had not yet fully forgiven them either.

Over that, in the ghost-layer, the dead trail lay like a dim sorrow-stain pressed into the same line.

That was what made the layered sight so strange and so useful. One world showed force. The other showed meaning.

Together they agreed.

Marrowe waited a few paces ahead with her black eyes fixed deeper into the trees. She did not need the ferns or the saplings. Caelan didn’t need her certainty. Each was reading a different truth from the same passage.

“He brought them this way,” Caelan said as he rose.

Marrowe’s black eyes found him. “Yes.”

“You are following the dead. I am following labor.”

That almost sounded like approval.

“Then they agree,” Marrowe said.

Sela walked in silence after that, close enough that her sleeve brushed Kira’s once or twice. Kira could feel the tension in her. Not panic exactly. Attention wound too tight. Her prayer-bright little soul-glow in the ghost-layer had drawn closer into itself.

Kira touched her wrist once.

Sela looked at her.

“Still here,” Kira whispered.

Sela nodded.

They went on.

The dead trail grew stronger. Kira could see other things now when the ghost-layer held—faint remnants in the roots, old impressions in stone, places where something living had once suffered and left a little of itself behind. The world was more crowded in this sight. Fuller. Older. It made her skin prickle.

Then Marrowe stopped so abruptly that Kira nearly walked into her.

Ahead, the woods opened slightly.

Not enough for a clearing. Enough for something to have happened there more than once.

Caelan’s sword lifted by an inch.

Marrowe spoke without taking her eyes off the line before them.

“We’re close.”

And the air, as if hearing her, turned colder against the soul.

  

    
        Chapter 31

    
    
    
    
  The trap hit without warning.

One step Marrowe was following the dead with black-eyed certainty through the trees, and the next the clearing woke under their feet.

The chalk ring flared a sick, ash-black violet through leaf mold and root, lines buried beneath the ground rising all at once into a pattern that should never have been drawn around the dead. The force of it did not strike flesh first. It went deeper. Kira felt it seize through her like a hand closing around the inside of her body and soul together.

Her knees hit the ground.

So did everyone else.

The world did not go dark. That would have been kinder. It stayed horribly clear. The bent pine. The dumped bodies. The old stones. Marrowe crumpled to one side with her staff slipping from her fingers. Sela hit the earth hard enough to knock the breath out of herself and lay there rigid with terror in her eyes. Caelan caught himself on one hand and one knee, sword half-lowered, jaw set so hard she thought his teeth might crack.

Nobody could move.

Kira tried.

Nothing answered.

Panic punched through her chest. Her limbs were there. She could feel them. She just could not command them.

The trap had gone for the soul.

Somewhere to her left, brush exploded outward.

The ghoul came low and fast, slaver hanging in ropes from a mouth full of wet graveyard teeth. Its limbs were too long, its skin stretched wrong over stringy muscle and old hunger. It moved with the appalling confidence of a creature that had fed this way before.

Trap.

Freeze.

Feed.

It chose Marrowe.

Of course it did. She was closest. Helpless. Flat on her side with her black Escharan eyes still open and unable to do anything but watch it come.

Kira saw Caelan’s fingers move.

Only that.

A twitch around the hilt. A tremor in the hand.

He was already breaking the stun, but not fast enough.

The ghoul lunged.

And Kira’s body answered.

She did not think first. There was no room for thought. One instant she was on the ground with the trap crushing her from the inside. The next she was up, violently, as if something in her had simply rejected the command to stay down.

Her legs almost failed under the sudden return. Her head rang. The world pitched sideways. She caught herself, stumbled once, and grabbed the first thing within reach.

Marrowe’s ash staff.

The wood came up in both hands just as the ghoul’s claws stretched toward the Escharan’s throat.

Kira swung.

The staff cracked against the side of the creature’s head with a sound like striking wet timber. The blow turned it enough to spoil the bite. It skidded sideways, snarling, and wheeled on her with instant murderous offense.

Kira hit it again.

And again.

She had no form for a staff. No proper line. No sainted Escharan training. She swung like a furious girl with both hands back and someone’s life hanging in front of her. The ash wood slammed into shoulder, skull, ribs. The ghoul took the punishment with obscene indifference and came on anyway.

Its claws raked across her side.

Pain tore through her in a hot white sheet. Her shirt opened. Flesh opened under it. She felt the impact more than the cut itself, the force of it rocking her backward half a step.

She swung again.

The staff connected with its jaw.

The ghoul hissed, dropped low, and lashed out a second time. This one caught her forearm and chest, four lines of fire ripping across skin that had only just learned to trust its own continuity. Kira gasped and nearly lost the staff, but Marrowe was still on the ground and the ghoul was still between them and Caelan was still only halfway rising and there was no space anywhere in the world for retreat.

She planted one foot, screamed something wordless and furious, and brought the staff down in a two-handed blow toward the creature’s neck.

It barely flinched.

That was the worst part.

Not the blood. Not the pain. The sickening certainty that she was hitting as hard as she knew how and it still was not enough.

The ghoul snapped at her face.

She jerked back in time to save her throat and felt its claws drag across her shoulder instead. Cold followed the pain this time. A nasty, creeping numbness that slid under the skin and into the muscle like poison trying on the shape of sleep.

Paralysis.

Oh, hell.

Her right arm stayed good for one more swing.

She used it.

The ash staff slammed into the creature’s temple.

It rushed her through the blow, all hunger and corpse strength and terrible focus, and Kira gave ground whether she meant to or not. Her boots slipped in leaves. Her side was wet. Her arm was beginning to feel strangely far away. The trap still pressed at the edges of her, trying to reclaim what it had failed to hold.

Somewhere behind the ghoul, Caelan was getting up.

Slowly.

Too slowly.

Kira saw Marrowe on the ground beneath her, trapped in her own body and fighting her way back from the soul-stun inch by inch. The Escharan’s black gaze met hers.

Kira wanted to run.

The truth of it hit hard and clean. She wanted three steps backward, distance, breath, space for Caelan to finish standing and do what Caelan did to terrible things.

But if she gave those three steps, the ghoul might turn.

Marrowe would die on the ground with full knowledge of it and no power to stop it.

Kira tightened both hands on the ash staff.

Blood ran warm down her side.

The numbness in her arm deepened.

The ghoul crouched for another rush.

And Kira stayed exactly where she was.

The ghoul came at her again.

Kira drove the ash staff straight into its mouth.

The impact jarred through her shoulders hard enough to rattle her teeth. Rotten fangs closed on wood instead of her face and the creature’s momentum nearly folded her backward, but the staff held. For one glorious second she had leverage. The ghoul gagged, snarled, snapped, and shoved harder, jaws spread around the shaft with strings of foul saliva and blood stretching between splintered teeth.

“Choke on it,” Kira gasped.

It was not her best work.

She was busy dying badly.

She leaned her weight into it and shoved. The ghoul gave ground half a step. Then another fraction. Her boots dug through leaves and loose soil. Her arms burned.

Then they didn’t.

That was worse.

Her right hand went from pain to distance in the space of a breath. The fingers were still around the staff—she could see them there—but they no longer felt attached to her in any meaningful way. The numbness flowed up through the wrist, over the forearm, into the elbow.

Oh, that was very bad.

Her grip held anyway.

Some final locked thing in the muscles kept the hand clamped where feeling had already fled. To anyone watching, she still had both hands on the weapon. In truth the left was doing the work and the right had become decorative.

The ghoul thrashed its head and bit deeper into the ash wood.

Kira shoved again and heard herself say, “You are a genuinely awful dinner guest.”

It surged.

The staff tore loose from her deadened right hand and slipped through fingers that had stopped belonging to her. She still had one good hand on it for half a second longer. Then the numbness licked into her shoulder, her neck, the underside of her jaw.

Cold.

Wrong, sinking cold.

The ash staff dropped to the ground.

Both arms hung there, useless and stupid.

The ghoul sprang.

Kira had no weapon, no hands, no useful plan, and just enough functioning body left to be furious about all of it. So she did the only thing still available to her.

She planted her boot straight into its throat.

The impact checked it for one splendid instant. Its neck snapped back. Black spit flew. Then the creature’s weight plowed through the kick and sent her flying backward into the leaves hard enough to drive the breath out of her.

The world flashed white and green and pain.

She hit the ground and skidded.

The ghoul came on.

It was a slobbering ruin now, jaws bloody around splinters, claws wet with her blood, one eye half closed from her earlier blows. It did not care. Hunger and bad magic held it together where decency and proper death had long since failed.

It charged.

Then its head left its body.

Kira saw the cut before she understood it.

A line of sun-bright steel. A spray of black blood. The ghoul’s skull spinning away through the air, mouth still working as if outrage could survive decapitation. The body ran on for three more full strides, spraying dark filth from the neck, stepped directly on Kira’s leg with one clawed foot, and kept going into the brush behind her before it finally collapsed in a convulsing heap.

The head rolled to one side and settled against a root, teeth still bared.

Kira lay in the leaves and stared at the severed head.

“Well,” she said, or tried to say.

Her face had gone mostly numb. The word came out thick and uneven, her lips slow to obey and her tongue feeling larger than it had any right to be. Cold was climbing over her jaw now, settling into one cheek.

Caelan stepped into view above her.

Sword in hand. White cloak streaked. His eyes were already beyond her, on the clearing, on the trees, on every line from which another thing might come. He gave the dead ghoul one glance, then looked down at her.

He was shaking his head.

Kira tried again. “Rude.”

One eyebrow shifted.

“You held the line,” he said.

That was worse, somehow.

Or better.

Hard to tell with her face not working properly.

“Glowing review,” she mumbled.

Behind him, Marrowe was moving at last, slow and uneven but upright enough to recover her staff. Sela made a raw little sound somewhere off to the left, still fighting her way back into her limbs. The trap’s pressure had weakened, but Kira could still feel it clinging at the edges of her like old frost.

Caelan crouched beside her, one hand briefly at her shoulder, checking without coddling. His gaze never left the tree line for long.

“That was badly judged,” he said.

Kira blinked up at him.

Then his hand tightened once, not comforting, just certain.

“And correctly done.”

There it was.

Duty. Cost. No wasted praise.

Kira managed, “You’re very confusing when I’m half paralyzed.”

“That is not your worst condition.”

Despite everything, a laugh tried to happen and came out as a mangled breath instead.

Caelan looked once toward the deeper woods, toward the hand that had laid the trap and loosed the dead to feed on it.

“We will discuss your judgment later,” he said.

Kira swallowed against the numbness. “Later sounds good.”

“Yes.”

That, at least, sounded like permission to continue existing.

Good.

He looked toward the clearing ahead where the bodies lay and then farther into the dark beyond them. Every part of him had gone sharp again. Whatever had set that trap had done more than wake a ghoul. It had announced intelligence, preparation, and a very personal sort of blasphemy.

Someone powerful had laid this work.

Someone who expected the dead to hold the living still while hunger did the rest.

Caelan rose in one smooth motion, sword already angled toward the deeper woods.

“I want the one who built this,” he said.

And Kira, half frozen and bleeding into the leaves, believed him completely.



Caelan rose from Kira’s side with the same economy he brought to everything that mattered and stepped past the headless ghoul without another look at it.

“Marrowe.”

She came at once, ash staff in hand, black eyes still carrying the last of Eschara’s working.

He pointed with two fingers into the brush beyond the clearing.

“Two more dead,” he said. “Young. Male. Throats opened.”

That was all.

Enough.

Marrowe’s face changed around the words. Not shock. Recognition finding its place. The village lads, then. The boys who had carried the bodies into the woods and never come home.

Her jaw set.

“I’ll take them,” she said.

“Do it moving,” Caelan answered. “We are not alone.”

She nodded once and touched the grave cord at her wrist.

The spell she cast this time was quicker, tighter, built for use under threat rather than witness. Kira saw it because her sight still lay over the world in strange layers her brain had only just agreed to tolerate. A pale white haze gathered around Marrowe first, soft as breath on winter glass. Then it spread and settled over Caelan as well, close to the skin, no heavier than mist and far more deliberate. It looked clean. Quiet. Protective like a door barred from the inside.

Kira did not know what it was called.

She trusted it anyway.

Caelan saw something ahead and was gone before she had time to follow the motion.

One instant he stood at the edge of the clearing with his sword red-black from the ghoul. The next he moved like a line of sunlight broken loose from the sun and driven through trees by judgment.

The world lurched after him.

The smell found him before the man did.

Blood, opened bodies, wet soil, and the corrupt sweet-metal stench of Manassian working. He knew it at once. Honest death had one scent. Violation had another. This was theft from the dead, and the rot of it sat under the blood and wet soil like a blasphemy the air itself could not yet cast out.

He crossed a tangle of roots in two strides and broke through into a smaller pocket of trees beyond the clearing.

There.

Human. Mid-thirties, perhaps. Physician’s coat or what had once been one, now smeared with old brown blood and fresher red. Hands stained to the wrist. Two bodies on the ground near him—the village boys, dumped and half-opened, one face turned upward in the dirt with astonishment still left in it. Around them the ground had been marked in blood-runes, hurried and hungry and competent enough to be dangerous.

The man was in the middle of casting.

Caelan saw the structure of it in a blink: one line reaching downward through the runes, forcing a path into the void-space where undeath drew its foul purchase, another already turning outward in reflex as the necromancer realized he had been found too quickly.

Talented.

Undisciplined.

Reeking of Manassus.

The sorcerer’s head snapped up. Surprise flared first, then calculation. Good. Let him calculate with one heartbeat left.

He split the casting.

One hand held the grave-work in place.

The other turned toward Caelan in a violent, snapping motion that loosed a black lance of force jagged with corpse-light and spite.

Caelan ran through it.

The white haze Marrowe had laid over him flared once around his shoulders and breast like moonlight striking a polished shield. The necromantic force hit, broke, and spilled away in greasy fragments that burned the air behind him and took nothing useful from his stride.

The man’s eyes widened.

Too late.

Caelan’s first cut took the casting arm at the elbow.

Steel passed cleanly. Bone split. Blood leapt. The severed forearm spun away still half-curled in spell-shape and landed among the runes with fingers spasming.

The necromancer screamed.

Caelan’s second cut came through before the first had finished speaking in the body. A horizontal stroke, efficient and final, across the other arm just above the wrist. The hand went down into the mud. The matched ruin of both arms followed it a heartbeat later as the man collapsed to his knees in disbelief and blood.

He had enough air for one more sound.

Marrowe reached him before it became a spell.

She came in low and hard with the ash staff in both hands and drove the iron-shod end into the side of his head with a crack that dropped him sideways across his own half-finished work.

The woods went quiet.

Not truly quiet.

Never that.

Leaves still moved. Somewhere behind him Sela stumbled through brush, dragging her body back into obedience by force of panic and prayer. Kira was making the strained, numb sounds of someone fighting paralysis with language and stubbornness both.

But the center of it had gone still.

The spell was broken.

The physician—whatever name he had once worn honestly—lay in the dirt with his blood running over the same ground he had meant to use for blasphemy.

Caelan stood over him one breath longer, sword lowered, eyes on the man’s throat in case some last piece of spite remained in him.

None did.

Marrowe looked down at the two boys, then at the dead man, and for the first time since they had met, anger showed on her face without restraint.

“He had them opened already,” she said.

Caelan looked.

Yes.

The bodies had been prepared in haste for later use. Cut with purpose. Spoiled for burial. Held at the edge of a second offense.

“He meant to raise them,” Marrowe said.

“Yes.”

Her grip tightened on the staff until the knuckles showed pale even under road-darkened skin.

Caelan turned his head toward the clearing behind them.

“We are not done,” he said.

Because they were not.

The dead were still there.

The trap residue still clung to the ground.

Kira was still half-paralyzed and bleeding.

Sela was on her feet now by grace and anger alone.

And whatever came next, it would not be given the time this one had enjoyed.

Caelan did not stay by the necromancer’s body long.

The dead man had lost his chance to finish the work. That was enough for the moment.

Kira had not.

He turned and went back through the brush at once, sword still bare, moving at the quick controlled pace of a man who expected the woods to offer one more indignity before surrendering the field.

They did.

The second ghoul came from the far side of the clearing, drawn either by blood or the broken edge of the trap. It burst from the brush low and hungry, half-feral in its haste. Caelan met it before it had room to become a problem.

One step.

One turn.

One clean cut through the neck and upper spine.

The thing dropped in a spill of gray flesh and twitching limbs, dead in the proper sense this time.

By then Sela was upright, shaking hard but able to move. Marrowe had gone to the blood-runes.

She stood over the circle with her ash staff planted in the dirt and one hand lifted over the fouled work. Her voice had changed again. Not louder. Deeper in office. Escharan words rolled through the clearing in a cadence that belonged to graveside earth, washed bodies, closed eyes, and the final mercy of things set back into right order. The taint left slowly at first.

Then all at once.

The runes dulled. The blood-dark lines lost their hold. A calm spread outward from her in widening rings that Kira’s strange sight would probably have shown beautifully if she had been able to use it just then.

Caelan felt it without needing her eyes.

The woods eased.

The air ceased straining.

The place where the dead had been mishandled began, by degrees, to stop listening for worse.

Marrowe finished the blessing and came directly to Kira.

She knelt beside the girl, set the staff down within reach, and looked at her fully for the first time since the fight. There was no reserve in her face now. Only gratitude and the severe tenderness of a woman who had nearly watched another person die doing her duty for her.

“You did for me what I could not do for myself,” she said.

Kira’s eyes shifted toward her.

That was all she could manage.

Marrowe reached into her satchel and produced a small vial stoppered in wax.

“This will help,” she said.

She slid one hand behind Kira’s neck and tipped the liquid into her mouth before the girl could fail to cooperate on principle.

Kira’s expression changed at once.

The potion was foul.

Caelan had no difficulty believing it. Antiparalytics often were—sharp, bitter, metallic things made to rouse flesh from deadened pathways by force rather than persuasion.

Kira tried to say something and produced only a thick, affronted noise.

Marrowe almost smiled.

“Yes,” she said. “It tastes that way every time.”

Sela had come close by then, pale and muddy and still visibly furious at the world. She crouched near Kira’s head and kept one hand hovering uselessly in the air as though she wanted to fix everything at once and lacked the engineering.

Caelan left them there only long enough to check the outer edge of the clearing, the necromancer’s body, and the two boys in the trees beyond. No new movement. No further ghouls. The field had gone his way at last.

When he came back, Marrowe stood over the necromancer with grave chalk in one hand.

Sela looked up at her, confusion breaking through fear. “Why would you give him the rites?”

Marrowe did not pause in her work.

Because it was work now. Exact lines of chalk. A touch to brow, lips, breast. Words spoken with the same measured weight she might have given to an honest farmer or a beloved mother. Duty did not cheapen itself for the sake of the recipient.

“Because he is dead,” she said.

Sela frowned. “He served Manassus.”

“Yes.”

“He did this.”

“Yes.”

Marrowe’s voice remained calm, her hands steady.

“It is both my duty and my pleasure.”

That silenced Sela for a beat.

Then, more quietly: “Pleasure?”

Marrowe looked at the corpse only once before returning her attention to the rite itself.

“The dead belong to Eschara before they belong to the memories of what they did with breath in them,” she said. “The rites sever duty. Whatever vows he gave that filth in life end here if I have the power to say so. Manassus does not keep what Eschara receives for judgment.”

She set two fingers against the dead man’s brow and spoke the final line low enough that Caelan did not catch every word.

When she rose, the thing was finished.

“It is not for me to decide who deserves the rites,” she said. “It is for me to give them where I can.”

Sela absorbed that in silence.

Kira, whose feeling had begun creeping back in ugly pins and aching lines, made a strangled attempt at speech. Her tongue had not yet forgiven her.

Caelan crouched once beside her and checked her pupils, her breathing, the returning tension in her hands.

“You will live,” he said.

Kira’s eyes narrowed at him as if to say she intended to and would prefer not to make a family announcement out of it.

Good.

The potion worked slowly but well. Sensation returned by cruel degrees: first along the jaw, then the throat, then the left side of her face, then the hands with a throbbing fire that made her flinch and swear the moment speech truly came back.

That reassured Sela more than comfort would have.

They moved as daylight thinned.

Marrowe claimed the dead in truth then, beginning with the family and then the boys. Caelan helped with the labor because there was no one else strong enough and because leaving her to do it alone would have been a shabby answer to shared faith. Together they bore the bodies back toward the road in grim relays while Kira and Sela, shaky but recovering, managed what smaller work they could—gathering cloth, holding lantern light, fetching water, staying out of the way when staying out of the way was the useful service.

By the time they reached the road with the last of them, the sky had gone toward evening.

They recovered there briefly in the grass at the roadside while Caelan went back for the family’s remains and Marrowe prepared what she could for proper tending. Kira sat wrapped in a blanket with her back against a tree, drained and aching and furious at the memory of her own arms hanging useless while a ghoul came on. Sela sat beside her in equal parts relief and lingering terror, close enough that their shoulders touched without comment.

When they finally made it to the inn, full dark had fallen.

It was hardly more than a road-house with a common room, two guest chambers, and a kitchen that smelled of onions, grease, and old woodsmoke. To Kira it looked like paradise. All four of them came in worn to the bone, mud-darkened, blood-marked, and past the point of pretending to be anything but what they were: road people in need of food and drink immediately.

Caelan asked for food and a quiet table. Marrowe asked for hot water and cloth. Sela asked for nothing but nearly cried when someone put a bowl in front of her anyway. Kira stared at the food as if civilization had been reintroduced by personal miracle.

They ate with the terrible concentration of the recently alive.

Marrowe did not stay long at the table once she had enough heat and bread in her to keep standing. She sat back, wiped her hands, and said, “I’ll remain here for some days.”

Caelan looked up. “For the burials.”

“For the house as well,” she said. “They should not be left alone their first nights.”

Kira looked at her over the rim of her cup. “You mean that literally.”

Marrowe met her eyes. “Yes.”

Some small sects of Eschara’s faith, it turned out, held that to sleep under the roof of the newly dead was a blessing laid upon them—a witness kept, a final refusal to abandon a house too quickly to emptiness. Kira had not known that. Sela looked moved by it in the soft, wounded way she did when holiness arrived in forms she could understand.

Marrowe asked, before she stood, “And you? Where are you bound?”

Caelan answered at once. “I cannot say.”

That did not surprise her.

She inclined her head once. “Then I won’t ask twice.”

She left not long after, taking lantern, wraps, and staff with her back toward the house of the dead.

The inn quieted around the three who remained.

Sela drifted toward sleep first, worn out enough that her head lowered onto folded arms almost without permission. Kira sat with both hands wrapped around a mug she was no longer drinking from, eyes tired but very much awake. The common room had emptied. The innkeeper kept wisely to the kitchen. Night settled against the shutters.

Caelan looked at Kira across the table.

“You are holding back something important.”

Kira’s gaze lifted to his.

He didn't soften the statement with courtesy. He had earned directness from her and she from him.

“Nothing you’ve told me explains what happened in those woods,” he said. “It doesn't explain why you can see into the in-between.”

That was the term he chose, and it sat better on the thing than any of Kira’s private names had.

“It does not explain why a soul-trap that should have laid you helpless for minutes failed to keep you.”

Kira said nothing.

Caelan let the silence hold.

Whatever answer she had, if she had one, would matter.

And he knew it now.

  

    
        Chapter 32

    
    
    
    
  Kira sat with both hands around the mug and watched the last heat die off the broth.

The common room had gone mostly quiet. Fire low. Lamps turned down. One old farmer asleep in a chair by the wall with his cap over his face. The innkeeper moving in the kitchen with the soft, careful sounds of a man who had seen church business come through his door and decided not to trouble it.

Across from her, Caelan sat upright despite looking like a man who had been using fatigue as mortar for three days straight. Sela had not gone all the way to sleep after all. She had lowered her head onto her folded arms for a while, but now she was listening from the next chair over with her eyes mostly closed and her attention very much open.

Kira knew she was listening.

She also knew Caelan was right.

He had said it plainly enough.

You are holding back something important.

He was.

So was she.

That was the problem.

The two people she had spent the most time with in this world sat within arm’s reach of her, and she was still portioning out truth to them like it might explode if exposed to air too quickly. Some of that was caution. Some of it was survival. Some of it was Maelis.

Maelis, who knew more than anyone else alive and had made it very clear that certain truths should remain buried so deep that even naming the dirt above them was a risk.

Keep what you are quiet.

Keep who you are quieter.

Kira understood why.

She also understood what repeated near-death did to secrets. They got harder to justify when the people bleeding beside you were the ones you kept leaving outside the door.

She had told them some things already.

Her stats.

Some titles.

Her race.

Some achievements.

Enough to shock them. Enough to change the shape of the road between them.

Caelan was carrying a problem she could see only by its edges. He was trying to solve something. Thinking around it. Judging routes and people and risks. She did not know yet that he had made her core his private burden, but she knew the posture of a man wrestling a locked gate.

Maybe more truth would help.

Maybe more truth would only widen the crack in the world and invite uglier things through it.

She hated that both felt possible.

Kira looked up.

“All right,” she said.

Caelan’s eyes lifted from whatever private tactical misery he had been reorganizing behind them.

“I’m considering telling you more.”

Sela’s head came up fully at that.

Caelan did not lean forward. Did not press. He only waited.

Kira rubbed her thumb over the warm curve of the mug. “I think you’re trying to solve a problem without all the pieces. I think maybe some of those pieces are mine.”

“That is likely true,” he said.

“And I think maybe I’m making your life harder.”

“That is certainly true.”

Kira almost smiled.

Sela did smile, faintly and despite herself.

Kira looked from one to the other. “The problem is that Maelis was very clear.”

Caelan nodded once. “Yes.”

“That I should keep some things buried.”

“Yes.”

Kira let out a breath. “And yet here we are.”

Caelan sat with that for a moment.

Then he said, “Not here.”

She frowned. “Meaning?”

“I do not trust town walls.” His gaze moved once toward the windows, then toward the ceiling, then back to her. “Sometimes you think no one can hear. Sometimes you are wrong.”

That was fair. Annoying. But fair.

“If you still want to say it,” he went on, “say it tomorrow on the road.”

Kira sat back slightly.

Part of her had wanted him to insist. To force the choice. To make it easier by making it unavoidable.

“All right,” she said.

Sela, who had not pretended to be asleep for at least ten minutes now, looked between them and then cleared her throat.

“How bad are the ghoul wounds?”

Kira blinked once at the shift.

Then looked down at herself. “Oh. Those.”

Sela’s face tightened. “Yes, those.”

Kira set the mug down and pulled the collar of her overshirt aside, then peeled back the blood-stiffened fabric far enough to show the damage along her shoulder and side.

Sela leaned in.

The cuts were still ugly.

They had been deep. Four ragged claw lines across the side, more across the shoulder and chest where the thing had opened her up. The shirt was soaked through and drying stiff at the edges. But the flesh beneath had already begun the infuriating work of becoming whole again. The worst of the blood had crusted. The wound edges were drawing inward. New skin, raw and pink, had started creeping its way across spaces that had no right to look busy healing this soon.

Sela stared.

Then stared harder.

“Kira.”

Kira let the shirt fall back into place. “Yes?”

“It’s already closing.”

“Yes.”

“Does it hurt?”

Kira considered that honestly. The answer was yes, in the technical sense that being clawed by a ghoul and half-paralyzed in a forest had certainly not improved her evening. But compared to older measures of pain, this barely made the list.

“Nah,” she said. “I’ve had worse.”

Sela looked at her with that wounded, earnest expression she got when Kira said something too dryly true.

Caelan’s gaze flicked once to the blood on the shirt, once to Kira’s face, and then away again. He had already filed that particular miracle under things that disturbed him in useful ways.

The room quieted after that.

Sela drifted toward sleep for real.

Caelan kept watch in the chair because apparently the man’s relationship with rest had become adversarial somewhere in adolescence.

Kira lay down eventually with the taste of bad broth still on her tongue and the weight of tomorrow waiting just beyond it.



Morning came with cold water, stiff fabric, and Caelan standing over the foot of her bed with a folded bundle in his hands.

He looked down at the ruined shirt she had draped over a chair the night before and said, “Throw that away.”

Kira sat up slowly. “It still has sentimental value.”

“It has ghoul blood on it.”

“That is the sentimental value.”

He held out the bundle.

She took it.

More clothes.

Ugly ones.

Of course.

She unfolded the garments and stared at them. Sturdy. Plain. Serviceable. The color of old oatmeal and bad choices. Whoever had made them had done so with no thought at all for grace, line, or human joy.

“My wardrobe grows ever more hateful,” she said.

Caelan, who was checking gear by the window and had clearly come prepared to survive this opinion, said, “It grows more practical.”

“Those are not mutually exclusive.”

“They are in your case.”

Sela, who was still fighting her way out of sleep and blanket, made a sleepy little laugh into the pillow.

Kira changed anyway. The fit was good enough to be offensive. The old bloodied clothes went into the hearth fire with all the dignity of the dead. She watched the shirt blacken, curl, and go up in ugly little flames and felt only mild regret.

Then they headed downstairs.

The inn’s common room smelled of bread, damp wool, and early trade. A serving woman was carrying in fresh mugs. Two carters argued softly over weather and axle grease. Near the doorway, a boy of maybe ten stood trying to be useful with a broom and mostly moving dust from one patch of floor to another.

Kira stopped.

The soccer ball was tied to the outside of one of their bags.

She looked at it.

Then at the boy.

Then back at it.

Caelan saw the look and became suspicious at once. “What are you doing?”

“Civilization.”

That was all the warning he got.

Kira untied the ball, crossed the room, and dropped it into the startled arms of the broom boy.

He looked down at it as if someone had handed him a moon.

“This,” Kira said, “is a ball for a game.”

The boy blinked up at her.

“A game?”

“Yes. Two sides. Use your feet. Get the ball into the other side’s goal. Don’t use your hands unless you’re the keeper. Try not to kick each other to death unless the local rules strongly support it.”

The boy’s face went completely blank with the effort of sorting adult-speed nonsense from possible treasure.

Kira patted the ball once.

“Figure it out, kid. Lots of people are playing now.”

From behind her, Sela made a strangled sound that might have been laughter and disbelief sharing a throat.

The boy looked from the ball to Kira to the ball again. “What’s it called?”

“Football,” Kira said. Then, after one beat of honesty, “Or soccer, depending on how much you enjoy conflict.”

The boy nodded as though this clarified everything.

It had not.

But he clutched the ball to his chest like destiny had just tapped him on the shoulder, and that was good enough for Kira.

She turned back toward the door.

Caelan was waiting there with that patient look he wore when the world had once again proven itself unwilling to remain in sensible lanes around her.

“You are impossible,” he said.

Kira adjusted her bag and walked past him into the morning light.

“Yes,” she said. “But now a child has purpose.”

And with that, they went back to the road.

They mounted in a town that no longer felt like it was holding its breath.

The difference was subtle until Kira looked for it. People still watched from doorways. They still slowed when church colors passed. But the fear had changed shape. Yesterday it had sat in the place like bad weather, thick with questions and imagination. Today the questions had answers, or enough of them to let ordinary life begin stitching itself back together.

Children were outside again.

A cooper had his shop open.

Someone laughed near the well and then looked embarrassed for having done it within sight of a death-house lane.

Kira supposed answers helped. Even ugly ones. Better a dead physician in the woods and a blasphemous ritual cut short than the thought of some invisible plague waiting to climb into every nearby bed before dawn.

Marrowe had said as much while they hauled the bodies.

No natural sickness had done this, according to her. Whatever had touched that house had been Manassus-born and made for purpose, not spread. Once she sanctified the ground and broke the physician’s work, the danger of the thing ended with it.

For now, she had said.

That phrase had lodged in Kira’s mind like a splinter.

The horses looked better this morning. Fresh water, feed, rest, competent hands. Dawncleaver carried himself with his usual grave superiority. Hazel’s coat had regained its shine. Zenyatta stepped out with the brisk self-importance of a mare who had survived Kira’s management yet again and was prepared to make that everyone else’s good fortune.

They left after a short breakfast and shorter farewells.

Marrowe stood by the inn yard in grave-black and bone-white with her ash staff in one hand and the house of the dead still ahead of her in the day. She would remain for a few nights, she said again, to finish the rites, tend the family’s house, and see the boys buried properly beside witnesses instead of in a necromancer’s ditch.

Sela hugged her.

Marrowe’s eyes stilled for half a breath before her face remembered its office.

Kira only said, “Try not to get haunted.”

Marrowe looked at her for one long beat and answered, “Try not to collect further damage.”

Then the road took them.

They rode in silence for a while.

Fields opened and closed around them. The weather held clear. Kira’s side still ached where the ghoul had opened her up, though the ache now felt less like injury and more like the body complaining that it had once again been forced to perform miracles without enough warning. She let the saddle’s rhythm settle her and opened her HUD in the private corner of her vision.

Screen after screen.

Menus nested inside menus.

Hidden controls pretending not to exist until one wanted them badly enough.

Every interface in every world, she thought, was built by the same malicious spirit.

She moved through her status, profile panes, title loadout, the soccer tracker still sitting at 88 / 1000, resource windows, the little details she could already access and the larger ones she was fairly sure were being withheld either by design or by the System’s bad personality.

Maelis had told her to keep certain things buried.

Caelan had told her the road would be the place to speak, not a town.

And the road was here now, open ahead of them, Sela close at her side and Caelan a few lengths ahead where he rode like a man who considered vigilance a posture rather than an act.

Kira closed one pane and opened another.

Then said, “Is there a way to share a profile directly?”

Sela looked over at once. “Directly?”

“Without me narrating like a traveling clerk with a head injury.”

Sela considered. “I don’t know.”

Caelan looked back over one shoulder.

“Yes,” he said.

That got both girls’ attention.

Kira straightened in the saddle a little. “Of course you do.”

He let that pass.

“It is not commonly used outside parties under formal travel, church work, expedition companies, or military structures,” he said. “Most people don’t need it.”

Kira’s interest sharpened immediately. “Party as in group interface?”

“As in a recognized traveling unit.”

“That sounds significantly less fun.”

“It is.”

Sela asked, “You can do that?”

Caelan faced forward again for a moment before answering. Kira could almost hear him stepping through the private hoops required to justify the thing to himself.

“Normally,” he said, “I use it for church parties under Ariana’s banner. Patrols. Escorts. Mission groups. People whose interfaces already assume common service.”

“And us?” Kira asked.

He was quiet just long enough to make it clear that the argument was happening in his own head and no one else had been invited to vote.

Then he said, “This road is already holy work whether any of us chose it cleanly or not. Sela is a devotee of Ariana. You have already fought in service to Ariana and Eschara both.”

Kira blinked. “That sounds dangerously close to approval.”

“It is administrative necessity.”

“Mm.”

That, apparently, was enough mental architecture for him.

He lifted one hand from the reins, palm angled slightly inward in the same way Maelis and Marrowe both did when engaging something more interface-facing than theatrical, and his expression went distant in that particular disciplined way clergy wore when speaking to parts of the world other people could not hear.

Kira’s HUD chimed.

A pane opened unbidden.

Invitation Received: Road Party / Mission CompanyLeader: Caelan Vorr
Classification: Protected Travel UnitShare Permissions: Limited
Accept / Decline

Sela made a startled little sound. “Oh!”

Kira grinned despite herself. “Well. There it is.”

“Accept it,” Caelan said.

Both girls did.

The world did not change.

Their interfaces did.

New panes unfolded at once.

Not all at once in the dramatic sense. More like doors quietly acknowledging that they had always existed and would now permit use.

Profile ControlsParty Visibility
Limited Status ShareResource Alerts
Injury FlagsLoadout Permissions
Detail Expansion Available

Kira nearly rode straight into a patch of low brush because half her mind had already dived for the new menus.

“Oh, this is filthy,” she murmured.

Sela looked over, alarmed. “What?”

“The interface. There were hidden options.”

Caelan said, “Of course there were.”

Kira gave him a look he probably felt on the back of his neck. “I am choosing to hear judgment in that.”

“You should.”

She opened the expanded profile controls and found exactly what she had hoped for: visibility toggles, share depth, restricted panes, permission layers. Some details remained grayed out, and others now showed brief explanatory lines where before they had only displayed raw categories.

Sela was doing the same thing with much less speed and much more wonder.

“Oh,” Sela said softly. “There’s more.”

“Yes,” Caelan said. “There will be more still once you class. Most people’s interfaces open further with cores, class architecture, party role recognition, and shared combat permissions.”

Kira was already reading ahead.

Party visibility could be set to:• Public
• Private• Party-Limited
• Leader Only
• Restricted by Pane

Very good.

Very, very good.

She set a few things instinctively before saying anything else. Caution had become reflex, and reflex was faster than explanation.

Then she looked up from the pane and said, “All right.”

Sela turned toward her.

Caelan slowed Dawncleaver enough that the three of them tightened into easier speaking distance on the road.

Kira took one breath.

Then another.

And for the first time since arriving in this world, she prepared to stop telling them around the edges of herself and instead show them a piece of the machinery directly.

Here goes nothing.

Kira reined Zenyatta in and brought the mare to a stop in the middle of the road.

Caelan checked Dawncleaver at once and turned him crosswise without asking why. Sela followed a heartbeat later on Hazel, looking between them with that bright, nervous readiness she always got when she could feel something important arriving but not yet see its shape.

The road stretched empty in both directions. Late light over fields. Wind through hedge and grass. No wagon in sight. No farmer within shouting distance.

Good enough.

Kira took one breath, then another.

“This is not the whole story,” she said.

Sela sat up straighter.

Caelan said nothing.

Kira went on. “It’s enough of the story that some things may start making more sense. Also, warning in advance, parts of it don’t make sense even to me, and I was there for all of it, so manage your expectations.”

Sela blinked. “That is a terrible way to begin.”

“It is an honest one.”

Caelan said, “Do it.”

Kira opened her HUD, went into the new party controls, and found the profile share options. They were better than she’d hoped. Pane selection. Visibility depth. Resource restrictions. Time limit.

Oh, beautiful.

She selected:


	Party Members Only

	Expanded Profile

	Restricted Media Access

	Duration: 30 minutes



Then she hesitated once over the final confirmation.

No backing out cleanly after this.

Fine.

She accepted it.

A soft pulse moved through her interface.

Across from her, both Caelan and Sela went still in exactly the same way people did when something new unfolded over the inside of their vision and their body forgot to perform the outside of life for a second.

“There,” Kira said. “You can see it now.”

Neither answered immediately.

They were reading.

Sela’s lips parted almost at once, then closed again. Her eyes moved in tiny, rapid jumps. Caelan read much faster. That was obvious enough even without knowing the man. His attention cut down the panes in hard clean sweeps, absorbing categories, values, structure, implication.

Kira watched him find it.

The moment he hit Plural Soul and the two core slots, his eyes narrowed.

Just a fraction.

Then he read the line again.

His gaze came up to her face, sharp and level, then dropped back to the unseen panes. He kept reading, more slowly now in the places that mattered most, the way a swordsman might test the weight of a blade he had already recognized as dangerous.

Sela was not there yet.

She was still taking in race, traits, titles, achievements—Kira saw it all crossing her face in bright open reaction.

Then Sela reached the deeper lines.

Her head jerked up.

“How?”

The word burst out of her before she could shape it into anything calmer.

Then she looked back down and read again.

“No,” she said. “No, wait. Two? You have two? How does that even—”

Her eyes snapped up again.

“How did Maelis not know?”

Then the answer hit her in real time.

Sela’s mouth opened.

Then wider.

“Oh my gosh.”

She turned in the saddle toward Caelan, then back to Kira, then nowhere at all because her thoughts had outrun her ability to point them.

“She did know. She had to know. That’s why we were sent away.” Her voice sharpened with horrified clarity. “That’s why those men were after you. That’s why they passed you to kill me first—because they were trying to get to you.”

Kira winced slightly. “Yes. Probably. Sorry about that.”

Sela’s hands had gone still on the reins. Her eyes lifted from the unseen panes for a moment and settled somewhere just past Kira’s shoulder. Not afraid. Cataloging.

Sela stared at her in outrage so complete it almost became admiration. “You say that as if it’s mildly inconvenient!”

Caelan was still reading.

That was somehow louder than if he had spoken.

Sela swung back to the panes again and kept going.

Then she made a face of pure offended disbelief.

“And plus,” she said, “you are super hot? How is that even fair?”

Kira blinked.

Caelan’s gaze lifted once more, and though his expression stayed mostly under discipline, Kira could feel the dry judgment in the air.

Sela, realizing what she had said aloud, went red. “That was not the important part.”

“It clearly ranked,” Kira said.

“I’m having twelve revelations at once!”

“That seems low.”

While they were both occupied, Kira’s HUD chimed again.

A new option had appeared under her media interface.

Party Share Enabled

Oh.

Oh, that was delightful.

She opened it at once.

The menu had expanded beautifully—audio routing, visual share, selective projection, synchronized clips. Whoever built this part of the System had the soul of a pirate archivist and she loved them immediately.

By the time Caelan finished reading and Sela had begun reading backwards to make sure the numbers were still real, Kira had already selected a track.

She let it play.

Softly at first.

Then clearer.

Three sets of eyes lifted.

The music unfolded over the road in crisp, impossible sound from nowhere a speaker ought to be.

Same as it ever was.Same as it ever was.
Same as it ever was...

Sela nearly dropped Hazel’s reins.

Caelan’s gaze sharpened at once and moved somewhere just off to Kira’s side, where his interface clearly showed him what hers was doing.

“There’s a share setting,” he said.

“Yes,” Kira said. “And this felt thematically responsible.”

Sela looked around as if the singer might physically emerge from the hedgerow. “Who is that?”

“Talking Heads,” Kira said.

“That is not a person name.”

“It is several person names pretending to be one person name.”

The song moved under them, dry and strange and perfect.

And you may ask yourself, well... how did I get here?

Kira gave it one beat longer, then looked at both of them and said, “I’m not from this world.”

Silence.

The road gave them nothing to hide behind.

Sela said, very carefully, “What does that mean?”

“It means exactly that.” Kira steadied her voice because now that she had started, there was no use pretending the slope wasn’t steep. “I’m from a place called Earth. We didn’t have cores there. No classes. No core seeds. No gods walking around in public faith structures like this. No system. Nothing like what exists here.”

Sela’s mouth had gone slightly open again.

Caelan did not look shocked in the ordinary sense. He looked like a man revising the map of a battlefield while still standing on it.

Kira pushed on.

“I was brought here. I was inducted here. I did not grow up in Baer. I did not grow up in any kingdom you know. I came from somewhere else entirely.”

Sela made a small helpless gesture with one hand. “How?”

Kira laughed once under her breath. “That is an excellent question. I’d also like a better answer.”

She looked down at her own hands for a moment, then back up.

“My old life was...” She searched for the shortest true version. “Small. Very small. I had almost no agency. Almost no movement. Almost no real world.”

Sela frowned. “No real world?”

“No real ability to act in it,” Kira amended. “My life happened through screens.”

Blank looks.

Right.

“Through glass windows that showed moving pictures, words, music, stories, games, information. Everything. Most of the world came to me that way.”

Neither of them understood.

So Kira opened visual share.

“All right,” she said. “This part is easier if I stop talking.”

She flicked through the archive and sent them fragments.

A city skyline at night, all glass and neon and impossible vertical scale.

A crowded street full of cars and lights and people moving in thick human rivers.

A television show clip, bright and fast and cut on rhythms neither of them had ever seen.

A movie shot—space, stars, a ship cutting through black.

A football match under stadium lights with eighty thousand people roaring at once.

Sela gasped.

Caelan went completely still.

Kira kept the clips short. Just enough to suggest scale. Noise. Density. The life of a world that had built itself around electricity, screens, engines, media, and endless streams of manufactured image.

“That,” Kira said quietly, “was normal.”

Sela stared at the fading afterimage in the air where the visual share had projected itself against her own perception.

“How many people live there?”

“Too many.”

“What was that city?”

“One of thousands.”

Sela looked personally wounded by the concept.

Caelan asked the more dangerous question. “And your life inside it?”

Kira let the music run lower in the background and answered him honestly.

“I was sick for a long time. Then worse than sick. Then nearly immobile. Then actually immobile.” She tapped one finger lightly against her own temple. “The mind still worked. Mostly. So that became everything.”

She gestured toward the media interface.

“Stories. Systems. Games. Structure. Anything that gave me a way to move mentally when I couldn’t move physically.”

Sela had gone quiet in the particular way she did when something hurt her heart and she did not know where to set it down.

Caelan’s face did not soften, but his attention did.

Slightly.

Kira said, “When I arrived here, I didn’t know how to use this body.”

Sela blinked. “You knew how to think with it.”

“Yes.”

“You just didn’t know how to—”

“Stand, walk, turn, balance, reach, sit down like a sane person, use stairs, probably breathe in public without looking suspicious.” Kira shrugged. “It took me a while to crawl effectively. That’s why I move the way I do. Or did. I’m improving.”

Sela looked wrecked by that in the most sincere possible way.

“You had to learn to crawl first?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, Kira.”

Kira made a face. “Do not pity me elegantly. I survived out of spite and systems literacy.”

Sela laughed through the shine in her eyes, which was exactly the reaction Kira had been trying to force.

Caelan looked at her for a long moment.

Then he said, “That explains more than I would like.”

Kira nodded. “Same.”

He was quiet a little longer, then asked, “Maelis knows.”

“Yes.”

“And no one else?”

“Not unless the System counts, which I’m choosing not to invite into the category of people.”

That earned the smallest movement at the corner of his mouth.

Sela, meanwhile, was still looking at Kira as though half of her wanted to hug her and the other half wanted to sit down and rethink reality from the beginning.

“You came here alone,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You had no one.”

“Yes.”

Sela looked down at her reins. “That’s awful.”

“It was,” Kira said. “Then it got better.”

Sela’s eyes lifted again.

“You found us.”

There was nothing theatrical in it. No great declaration. Just simple farm-girl truth laid where it belonged.

Kira felt that more sharply than she liked.

“Yes,” she said.

Caelan broke the moment before it could become too tender to survive the road.

“Your profile explains the anomaly,” he said. “It does not yet explain the whole danger.”

Kira nodded once. “No.”

“But it gives me enough to think better.”

“There’s the advertisement,” she said. “Tell all your friends.”

“I will do no such thing.”

Sela, still absorbing the last ten impossible things at once, said, “I think my head hurts.”

“That,” Kira said, “is because I’ve expanded your world and added synth-pop.”

The song finally faded.

The road stretched on ahead.

Three riders sat in the middle of it with a shared profile hanging invisibly among them and a truth between them that could no longer be put back where it had been.
And for the first time since arriving in Baer, Kira felt less like she was walking beside them wrapped in careful omissions and more like she had stepped, however awkwardly, into the same circle.

  

    
        Chapter 33

    
    
    
    
  Caelan rode in silence for the better part of an hour after Kira finished speaking.

He didn’t do it to unsettle her.

He did it because his thoughts needed room.

A soul from another world.

Inducted.

Delivered.

Set into flesh by the System itself and given a race no one on Baer had heard of, let alone seen walking the road. Two core slots. A plural soul. Titles and achievements that would have made experienced clergy stop what they were doing and ask better questions than he had the language to form yet.

He kept his face as it was and let the horse carry him while the shape of the problem rearranged itself behind his eyes.

Maelis.

He wished, with more force than he liked admitting, that Maelis were riding beside him now.

Resolve was easy. Architecture was harder, and Maelis had always been better at building it from scattered pieces. She could have taken the pieces Kira had handed them and built a scaffold out of them in the space of a morning. She would have known which details mattered most, which divine implications to respect, which System anomalies to fear, which to cultivate, and which questions to ask before the road asked them more harshly.

A sharp mind in a ruined body.

That part landed differently now too.

Of course Kira had moved the way she had. Of course she had ridden like a catastrophe wearing a pretty face. Of course she had learned in those strange ugly jumps of hers, mind first and body second. He could not condemn himself for failing to guess a truth like that. No sane man would have guessed it.

Still, the duty remained.

Perhaps clearer now than before.

Get the girls classed.

As soon as possible.

That had always been the shape of it. It had simply grown sharper teeth.

Sela’s path he could see well enough. Not perfectly. No honest mentor ever claimed perfect sight into another soul’s future. But he could see lanes. Devotion, discipline, the kind of honest courage that did not yet know its own value. Ariana would take well to that if Sela remained true and survived long enough to matter.

Kira was the real problem.

Difficulty could be trained. Magnitude had to be aimed. Potential that large carried its own danger. Waste it and you cripple something irreplaceable. Aim it poorly and you may create a ruin so ornate people mistake it for a marvel while it destroys itself. Give it too little and the loss compounds forever.

She needed a core.

Rare at minimum.

Better than rare if such a thing could be reached without marching all three of them into disaster.

He frowned slightly at the road ahead.

Rare cores were not waiting in ditches to reward firm intent. Good cores were contested, hoarded, claimed by church, crown, line, and debt. Better ones had history attached to them and bodies in the road behind them. A common path would be simpler. Safer, perhaps. It would also be wrong. He knew that now with complete certainty.

The System had built too much into her.

Unique race.

Plural soul.

Two core slots.

Legendary structures already hanging from her like bells no one else could hear clearly enough.

Achievements that had come from suffering, not luck.

Anomalies even Maelis had judged dangerous enough to hide.

Extraordinary was too small a word for it.

He almost expected, after the ghoul fight, that she would blink at her interface and announce some fresh title had arrived to formalize the offense she kept committing against ordinary survivability. The fact that she had not yet did not reassure him. It only told him the System was taking its time or being choosy.

Her eyes troubled him too.

He knew what he had seen in the woods.

She had tracked what Marrowe tracked. Not with rite. Not with borrowed prayer. By sight. However she had played it off, however lightly she had let the answer skate past the conversation, there was more hidden there. He did not need the full explanation yet to understand the practical consequence: she perceived things others did not.

Useful.

Dangerous.

Possibly both at once in ways that would only become clearer under pressure.

He let out a slow breath.

All right.

What did he actually know?

Enough to stop chasing abstractions.

She needed a powerful core.

She needed it soon.

He did not have the authority to requisition what Ariana’s church would normally be his first answer for, because Kira was not devout and the church was not a purse for his private convictions.

He did not trust ordinary markets.

He did not trust ordinary roads.

He did not trust time.

So where did one go when the ordinary solutions failed?

Danger.

Dungeons.

The answer came so cleanly that he sat straighter in the saddle.

He had heard something.

Not recently. Not in this crisis. Months ago, in one of Ariana’s outer houses while changing horses and trading reports with road clergy who had seen more mud than sleep. An old campaign companion had been there—Jorrel Dane, scar at the chin, bad knee in winter, still incapable of speaking softly when rumors interested him. They had spoken briefly in a side chamber over poor wine and worse maps. Jorrel had mentioned a port town heavy with Escharan presence and church attention from other quarters besides.

What was the name?

Merehaven.

Yes.

Merehaven, where blackwater channels met trade and the swamp held old things under it.

And near Merehaven—one day out, maybe less depending on the road and the weather—a dungeon in the swamp. Old, unpleasant, active enough to keep drawing eyes and dangerous enough that none of the usual hands had settled it cleanly. Jorrel had said more, something about churches hovering near it like carrion birds that could not agree on who had first right to the corpse, and Caelan had not cared at the time. It had been rumor. A side problem. Another rotting knot in a world full of them.

He wished now that he had asked better questions.

What made it so bad?

Who had tried it?

What had come back out?

Had any core been confirmed in it, or only the promise of one?

Too late for wishing.

The road had given him a memory, and memory was enough to start with.

Was that chance?

Four months ago, in an outer branch, over bad wine and a passing remark from an old comrade.

Perhaps.

He looked up once at the sky.

High blue. Slow clouds. A hawk turning far off above the fields.

Her will be done, he thought.

Ariana had never favored straight lines over useful ones. If she had put that rumor in his hearing before he knew he needed it, he would not complain now that the timing looked suspiciously like grace.

Behind him, Kira and Sela had been quiet for several minutes. That alone should have warned him.

Then Sela said, with the bright sincerity of someone plucking a thought from nowhere and offering it to the world without malice, “Hey! Has anyone noticed we haven’t been rained on yet? What luck!”

Caelan stopped dead in the road.

So did Kira.

Both of them turned to stare at her.

Sela blinked under the double weight of that regard. “What?”

Kira was the one who answered first.

“Oh, you doomed us.”

“I what?”

“You said it out loud.”

Sela looked between them. “What kind of superstition is this?”

“The kind,” Kira said, “that is about to become meteorological.”

Caelan said nothing.

He did not need to. The sky took its time answering.

The weather broke that night with a violence almost worthy of liturgy.

Rain came in hard gray sheets first, then in driven sideways bands that turned road to slurry and hedges to dark whipping shapes in the dark. The wind got under cloaks, under collars, into sleeves, down boots—everywhere comfort had hoped to hide. Lightning flashed far off over the fields and then nearer than he liked. Thunder rolled across the low country in long ugly bursts.

He drove them harder in it.

No indulgence. No shelter beyond what the road itself allowed. Rain like that erased signs, softened scent, broke lines of ordinary pursuit, and changed the memory of travelers in every eye that later tried to describe them. Wet roads made liars of footprints and blurred certainty into mud.

He took the gift.

Sela hunched into her cloak and rode grimly on.

Kira muttered at intervals in a stream of private irritation that the rain tried and failed to drown fully.

Caelan kept them moving under the storm and toward Merehaven, toward swamp country, toward rumor and danger and whatever reward the System had hidden in a place ugly enough to suit Kira’s future.

He would get her classed.

He would get Sela classed.

Then he would learn what kind of world required an Avenger of Ariana to shepherd a girl from another world toward a dungeon in a swamp because every reasonable answer had failed before it was even offered.

The rain struck harder.

He welcomed it.



Rain took the road and kept it.

By the third day Kira had stopped expecting a break in the clouds. By the sixth she had begun to think the sky over this part of the world had simply surrendered to water and was now doing the same thing a bad bureaucrat did when handed a stack of forms—processing misery at scale. By the tenth, she and Sela had ridden, walked, slipped, trained, slept, eaten, cursed, and bled under so much steady gray wetness that sunlight had become a rumor.

Three hours total in ten days.

Kira had started keeping track because suffering deserved numbers.

They had covered six miles.

Six.

At home, six miles would have been a pleasant jog for someone in an inspirational commercial with immaculate leggings and no real problems. Here it was ten days of mud, horses up to the fetlocks in sucking brown ruin, wheels sunk to their axles on farm carts, hedgerows sagging under weight of water, and roads degraded into long public arguments between gravity and patience.

Caelan did not treat the weather as an obstacle.

He treated it as resistance.

Which meant, naturally, that they trained in it.

They trained while soaked through. They trained while cold water ran down their necks and into their boots. They trained with cloaks off and shirts plastered to skin and mud sucking at their heels. They trained when the road became unusable. They trained beside the road when the horses needed rest. They trained in sheep-cropped fields, in hedged lanes, in ruined little orchard strips, under trees that caught rain poorly and dripped it back down their collars in delayed betrayal. They trained while waiting for swollen creeks to settle and while watching wagons fail at hills. They trained until Kira’s body stopped understanding the difference between waking and recovery and began treating both as minor variations of labor.

Kira had both hands to work with now.

Caelan treated this as an invitation to make everything worse.

Push-ups first. Real ones. No mercy because she had once lived most of a life without the privilege of arms that obeyed. He had no sentimental use for that. The body she had now was the body she had now. It would answer or it would be taught to answer.

The first morning he set her in the mud and told her down, up, down, up until the count broke.

Kira went down into cold slurry and came back up with both palms full of grit and an immediate hatred of terrestrial existence.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Her shoulders burned. Her core shook. Rain dripped off the end of her nose and into the muck below. Her arms gave out twice in the first set and once in the second, and then she found, through fury more than discipline, a narrower line where the movement stopped being a flail and became a pattern.

Later, when her chest and triceps were still trembling, he made her hold the plank in standing water while he corrected Sela’s stance with a stick.

Kira learned things there.

She learned that pain in the muscles was one category.

She learned that exhaustion in the joints was another.

She learned that humiliation was somehow survivable if one remained angry enough.

She learned that rain made all instruction less dignified and therefore, in some ways, more honest.

Sit-ups in the rain were worse than push-ups because the ground climbed into every seam of clothing and because the body, once asked to curl upward through soaked fabric and wet hair and mud-slick effort, began sending up objections that bordered on political.

Squats were almost holy in their cruelty.

Lunges worse still.

Caelan liked sequences.

He liked compounding fatigue. He liked to strip a muscle group, let the body think the punishment had moved elsewhere, then circle back with the sort of calm persistence that made Kira suspect Ariana’s true divine office was finding out what else broke if you kept going.

The hill work became its own private religion.

There were not many hills in that stretch of country worth naming, but there were rises. Long muddy grades between fields. Slick little inclines by cut banks and hedges where boots lost traction and the body had to keep fighting upward without the satisfaction of speed. Caelan found every single one.

He made them sprint them.

Then come down controlled.

Then go up backward.

Then sideways.

Then carry stones.

Then drop the stones and spar.

That last part was his favorite, she was sure.

Sela suffered more quietly.

That did not mean she suffered less. Farm strength helped in some places. It did not make a wet hill into a friend. She got red-faced, breathless, furious with herself when she slipped, then grimly determined, then prayerful, then back to furious. Her hands got rougher. Her shoulders settled. Her seat on Hazel improved because every miserable hour made her body more present to itself.

And she loved music with an honesty Kira respected and judged at the same time.

Once party-share existed and Kira had realized she could run soundtracks into their rides and training blocks, the road changed.

Not enough to become kind.

Enough to become survivable in style.

Sela fell in love with Madonna immediately, which Kira considered both predictable and forgivable. She also, to Kira’s endless fascination, turned out to be a Swift girl. Basic in the purest and most innocent sense. She never even pretended otherwise.

“Play the one about the scarf again,” she had said on the fourth straight day of rain while wringing water from her braid.

“There are multiple scarf-adjacent emotional catastrophes in her catalog,” Kira had replied.

“The sad one.”

“That narrows nothing.”

Still, she played it.

By the seventh day, Sela had favorites. By the ninth she was humming under her breath during stretches. Once, while they were holding low stances under a dripping ash tree and Kira’s thighs were on fire in a way that made theology relevant, Sela quietly mouthed along to Madonna with the total, unironic commitment of someone who had accepted pop as a valid form of moral support.

Caelan tolerated the music.

That was the greatest possible endorsement he was capable of giving it.

He never asked for songs. He never commented except once, when Kira put something loud and aggressive over a sprint sequence and he said, “This is worse than silence.”

She had taken that as praise and played it three more times that day.

The rain ruined elegance.

That turned out to be useful.

When the road took their footing away, Caelan pushed them into drills that no dry field would have forced. Low crawling through mud to teach forward drive when the legs failed to hold well. Hands and knees through waterlogged ditches. Rising from the ground without using both hands. Recovering a dropped stick with the off-hand while maintaining sightline forward. Sliding, bracing, turning, planting. Falling safely. Falling usefully. Falling without panic.

Kira learned to crawl all over again.

That landed harder than she liked.

The first time Caelan drove them into a ditch and told them to cross low beneath a line of rain-heavy brush, her body remembered too much and too little at once. Mud under the forearms. Knees dragging. Breath close to the ground. Everything wet, cold, humiliating, and terribly familiar in the worst possible way.

Her old life rose in her throat with it—long years of immobility, of negotiating floor and chair and bed and body as if all movement were a private treaty between failing systems. She almost stopped right there, halfway through the ditch, because the memory of helplessness had a way of trying to disguise itself as fatigue.

Then Sela splashed beside her, soaked to the skin and muttering, “I hate him, I hate this, I hate weather,” and Kira laughed so hard she inhaled muddy rain and had to keep going to preserve the dignity of the moment.

Caelan saw none of the interior violence and all of the exterior problem.

“Move,” he said.

So she moved.

Every inch.

Palms digging. Knees dragging. Core braced. Mud trying to hold her where she was. The body screaming in six places and learning through all of it that forward remained available.

She came out of that ditch painted to the ribs in filth, hair hanging in ropes, face streaked brown, lungs clawing for air.

Her HUD flashed while she was bent over coughing.

Skill Increased: Athletics — Rank 2 > Rank 3

Kira laughed, spat rainwater, and held up one muddy finger in triumph.

Sela, equally filthy, squinted at her. “Did you get something?”

“Athletics.”

Sela blinked rain out of her lashes. “For crawling through swamp?”

“For growing as a person.”

“That’s not how that phrase is used.”

“It is now.”

Caelan, who had somehow remained merely wet instead of degraded, said, “Again.”

Of course.

Always again.

The stick work got worse in rain because wet wood slipped and wet fingers lied and balance turned every strike into negotiation. Caelan used that too. He drove them through one-handed lines until wrists failed and had to be reset by repetition. He corrected Kira’s elbow so many times that she began hearing his voice in her head before her own mistakes happened.

Too wide.

Shorten the line.

Feet.

Again.

You are reaching. Stop reaching.

Again.

She got hit more in the rain.

So did Sela.

Not badly. Rarely hard. Always instructively, which was a kind of insult all its own.

The cold made reaction slower, then sharper once the body finally accepted that no rescue was coming from comfort. Kira’s footwork improved by ugly increments. Her shoulders stopped hunching as much. Her hands learned where the stick wanted to be in guard and where her body preferred to cheat.

On the eighth day, after a brutal sequence of hill runs, push-ups, and dominant-hand recovery drills with soaked sticks under a willow stand that offered emotional but not physical shelter, her HUD pulsed again.

Skill Increased: One-Handed Weapons — Rank 2 > Rank 3

She almost dropped the practice stick from happiness.

“Ha,” she said, half delirious.

Sela lowered her own stick. “What now?”

“Rank three.”

Sela’s face brightened instantly. “That’s good.”

“It’s wonderful.”

Caelan nodded once.

Then he made them continue until joy curdled back into effort and effort into pain and pain into whatever came after pain had been around so long it started charging rent.

Food never quite caught up with the work.

Even when they found inns or road-houses, the training devoured everything. Kira woke hungry. Trained hungry. Ate and remained hungry. Slept like the dead when the road permitted it and woke with calves hard, shoulders aching, forearms sore, and her body carrying the deep ongoing complaint of being rebuilt through repeated insult.

Her side where the ghoul had opened her became less wound and more memory, then mostly vanished into new skin.

That alone would have been its own quiet miracle.

She barely had time to appreciate it. Caelan had already moved on to grip work with wet stones, off-balance strikes from unstable footing, and balance holds on slick logs by rising streams.

The log work nearly killed her twice through indignity alone.

“Do not look at the water,” Caelan said.

“The water is where my future lives,” Kira answered, arms out, boots trembling on rain-dark bark.

“The water is not your problem.”

“It is visibly my problem.”

Sela, on the log behind her and somehow less tragic in all respects, laughed and nearly slipped.

Then nobody laughed because the next half-hour became a clinic in soaked balance, bruised shins, and the realization that every part of the lower body had hidden reserves of pain Kira had not yet personally offended.

At night, when the rain hammered roof or canvas or simply the ground around them because shelter had once again become aspirational, she lay in blankets with music low in party-share and took inventory.

Hands shaking from overuse.

Thighs gone to rope and protest.

Back stronger.

Shoulders thicker.

Breath steadier.

Recovery faster.

Endurance better.

The body less foreign each day.

Slowly.

Painfully.

Honestly.

That was the thing that mattered most.

She was not being handed competence. She was fighting for it in inches.

On the tenth day the clouds broke for less than an hour.

Actual sunlight came through in pale gold beams across the sodden fields.

The world steamed.

Kira stood in it with a practice stick in one hand and mud drying on both boots and felt, for one brief irrational second, as if heaven itself had recognized her effort and decided to stop being petty.

Then Caelan said, “Again.”

And the moment ended properly.

Still, when her HUD flashed just before dusk—

Attribute Increased: Endurance 13 > 14

—she nearly cried.

Not dramatically.

Not for performance.

Just because ten days of rain and six miserable miles and enough training to grind weakness into something usable had finally moved the number again.

She bent over, hands on knees, breath ragged, rainwater and sweat indistinguishable on her skin, and stared at the pane until it faded.

Endurance fourteen.

Earned.

Dragged from the world.

Sela came up beside her, equally wrecked, equally wet, equally human in that moment of shared physical ruin.

“Good?” she asked.

Kira looked up at her and grinned like a woman at the edge of a private religious experience.

“Fantastic.”

Sela smiled back and pushed soaked hair out of her face.

Then, because she was exactly who she was, she said, “Can you play Madonna again?”

Kira laughed into the rain.

“Basic girl.”

Sela lifted one shoulder. “And yet beloved.”

That, Kira thought, was hard to argue with.

Ahead of them, Caelan stood in the road, rain-dark cloak hanging straight from his shoulders, sword-belt on, face turned toward the swamp country that waited beyond the next stretch of misery. He had a destination in his mind now. That much was obvious. A purpose sharpened him into something even harder than discipline alone.

Kira did not know yet what waited there.

Only that he meant to reach it.

So she straightened, rolled aching shoulders, flexed both hands around the stick, and stepped back into line while the rain came down and the music rose and the road kept teaching her the same lesson in a hundred ugly forms:

crawl for the inch,

take the inch,

then take another.

  

    
        Chapter 34

    
    
    
    
  The sun came back like it had done nothing wrong.

It rose into a sky scrubbed mostly clean of cloud and poured gold over soaked fields, drowned hedges, ruined cart ruts, and every other waterlogged grievance the rain had left behind. Steam lifted from the road in low white ghosts. Fence rails sweated. The world smelled of mud, wet grass, horse, and earth finally allowed to exhale.

Moods improved immediately.

Even Caelan looked less like he had been carved out of wet oak by an irritated god.

The roads, unfortunately, remained useless.

Sun helped morale. It did very little for axle-deep misery. Water still sat in the low places. The ruts still held enough sucking mud to trap a cartwheel and argue theology with a boot. What should have been a road was, for another few days, a long brown insult with grass pretending not to laugh from either side.

So they stayed near a rise above a creek for the better part of two days and trained.

Then trained another day because the road still wasn’t worth trusting.

Kira leaned into it.

That was the difference now.

She no longer trained like someone trying to survive a man called Caelan Vorr. She trained like someone trying to catch up to what her life had become. That did not make it pleasant. It did make it purposeful.

She still woke sore. She still went to sleep feeling like her muscles had been replaced by wire and spite. She still hated about a third of Caelan’s favorite exercises with enough passion to found a small religion. But every morning she woke cleaner than she should have.

Scrapes gone.

Bruises faded.

Shoulders recovered.

Side healed.

Hands whole.

Body reset.

Sela noticed.

Of course she noticed.

By the second dry morning she was standing at the creek trying to work a knot out of one calf with both hands while Kira rolled her shoulders and checked whether the fresh skin where the ghoul had opened her had finally stopped being pink.

“This,” Sela said with feeling, “is unjust.”

Kira looked up. “Which part?”

“You.”

“I’m a broad category.”

“You’re basically fine.”

Kira considered that. “I am moderately murdered, at most.”

Sela glared at her over one shoulder. “My legs hurt when I think.”

“That sounds inefficient.”

“It sounds human.”

Kira smiled and stretched her left arm overhead until the shoulder loosened with a clean, satisfying pull. “I do seem to be cheating.”

Sela muttered something under her breath that included the word unfair and went back to abusing her own calf.

Later that morning, after running forms with sticks in damp grass while the sunlight climbed and the whole world turned warm and steamy enough to feel like a bath designed by sadists, Caelan stopped in the middle of a correction and said, “Share your profile again.”

Kira blinked at him. “That sounded romantic.”

“It was an order.”

“Ah. Less romantic.”

She opened the party controls and pushed the share through.

Caelan read while she and Sela stood breathing hard in the grass with sticks in hand. He moved through it quickly at first, then slowed when he reached the title section again.

His brow furrowed.

“You still haven’t equipped them.”

Kira lowered the stick. “That was intentional.”

“Explain.”

“The System said it was establishing a baseline,” she said. “I didn’t want to interfere with the baseline by turning on a bunch of advantages and then losing track of what was me versus what was title-boosted.”

Caelan was quiet for a moment.

That was a real quiet, not one of his usual ones. Thoughtful. Technical. He had not expected that answer and, worse for his preferences, the answer had merit.

“Hm,” he said.

Kira watched him. “That is a dangerous syllable.”

“You were not wrong.”

Victory.

Then he kept reading.

Kira saw the point where his own internal objections reorganized themselves and came back wearing practical boots.

“You are also past that concern,” he said. “The baseline is established. You have enough data. More than enough.”

Sela, who was still reading sections of Kira’s profile for the emotional sport of it, looked up. “So she should equip them?”

“Yes.”

Kira tilted her head. “All of them?”

“No. The ones that matter most to your current problem.”

“Which is?”

“Growth under hardship.” His gaze stayed on the panes. “And suffering tolerance.”

That made sense so quickly she almost resented him for it.

He pointed without pointing, as if he could physically indicate a line in her invisible interface.

“Constraint-Born Adaptation,” he said. “Certainly. She Who Endured as well.”

Kira hesitated.

There was still a small irrational piece of her that disliked title-equipping on principle. It felt like putting a thumb on a scale the System had already built in her favor. It felt suspiciously like admitting she intended to squeeze advantage out of pain on purpose.

Caelan, who saw most forms of hesitation as structural weakness until proven otherwise, said, “If the System places tools in your hand and you refuse them while asking for strength, you are behaving like an idiot.”

Kira stared at him.

Sela covered her mouth badly and failed to hide a smile.

“That,” Kira said, “is rude.”

“It is also true.”

She looked down at the interface again.

Then, because he was right and she hated when that happened, she equipped them.

The change was not dramatic.

No beam of light. No heavenly chorus. Just a subtle settling in her HUD as the titles slotted into place and the active effect lines sharpened with quiet finality.

Equipped Title: Constraint-Born Adaptation — Epic

Equipped Title: She Who Endured — Epic

Kira breathed out slowly.

“Well,” she said. “I feel exactly the same.”

Caelan nodded. “Good. Now we find out whether your growth accelerates under pressure as advertised.”

The way he said advertised made it clear he considered the whole System slightly vulgar.

Kira should have been more alarmed than she was.

For the first time, hardship was not merely happening to her.

They were aiming it.

* * *

He gave Sela the afternoon off.

That alone would have been suspicious.

Sela, who had spent the last two weeks being worked like a probationary ox in a morally confusing church-owned field, looked at Caelan as if she suspected a doctrinal trap.

“Off?” she said.

“For today,” he said.

She blinked. “Why?”

He looked past her at Kira.

“There is a limit I want to test.”

Sela followed the look.

Then immediately objected. “That sounds terrible.”

“It will be,” Caelan said.

Kira sighed. “I miss when I was mysterious and underprotected.”

Sela did not leave at once. She looked between them, uncertain, and Kira could see the conflict plain on her face. She wanted rest. She wanted not to rest while Kira suffered in stereo. She wanted to be loyal. She wanted, very badly, to sit down.

Kira solved it for her by opening party media.

“Go watch trash,” she said.

Sela’s expression changed. “Really?”

“Yes. You’ve earned exactly one day of basic-girl recovery.”

That won.

Within fifteen minutes, Sela was under a tree with a blanket, bread, a half-dry cloak, and Love Island queued into her personal share pane like civilization had finally remembered its duties.

Caelan, mercifully, had already figured out how to opt out of party-share audio and visual clutter. This was important because he had spent the better part of yesterday threatening to remove Kira from the party entirely if she played one more reality show confession scene during stick drills.

Now he simply ignored it.

Mostly.

Sela, meanwhile, became emotionally invested with criminal speed.

Kira heard only pieces of it because Caelan had her barefoot in a muck-flat behind the rise and was clearly trying to see whether pain and poor footing together could shake a new truth loose from her body.

The answer was yes.

The sun had turned everything warm enough to steam and wet enough to cling. The mud there was deep, slick, and hungry. Caelan made her run it without boots so she would not lose them. Each stride sucked at her feet, dragged at her calves, forced the smaller muscles in ankles and arches to fight for every placement.

Then he added weights.

Not proper weights. Stones wrapped in old cloth and tied by cord. One over each shoulder. One in each hand. Crude, miserable, effective.

She ran.

Then lunged.

Then squatted.

Then ran again.

Mud striped her shins. Sweat ran into her eyes. Her breath roughened until every inhale felt like opening a rusty hinge in her chest.

“Higher knees,” Caelan said.

“There is nowhere for them to go,” Kira said through gritted teeth.

“Make somewhere.”

She hated how much his instructions presumed physical possibility.

The creek came next.

It ran fast and snowmelt-cold from higher ground and did not care at all how hot the day had become. Caelan took her to the narrowest, hardest stretch and said, “Across.”

Kira looked at the water.

Then at him.

“Why?”

“Current resistance. Breathing discipline. Shock tolerance.”

“That sounds made up.”

“Move.”

So she did.

The first step took the breath out of her. The second convinced her that cold had moral content and she was opposed to it. By the fourth she was chest-deep, fighting not to lose footing on slick stones while the current shoved at her hips and the title effects hummed quietly in the background of her interface like a private wager.

Across.

Back.

Across again.

Then out onto the bank and directly into push-ups because apparently the human body was just a lever system for suffering and Caelan had decided to explore all possible settings.

Pull-ups followed.

He found a branch eight feet off the ground, slick with old bark and warm from the sun, and told her to jump.

Kira stared up at it. “This feels personal.”

“It is.”

She jumped, caught, and hung there for one terrible second before hauling herself upward with every remaining complaint in her shoulders and back screaming in official protest.

One.

Then two.

Then a third so ugly it nearly qualified as interpretive dance.

Caelan counted all of them.

Unkindly.

The inverted sit-ups were worse.

He wedged her boots between two close branches of a split tree and left her hanging upside down with the world rushing to her skull while sweat ran into her hairline and her midsection tried to resign from employment.

“Up,” he said.

Kira folded at the waist with the miserable precision of someone attempting to meet a divine quota.

Once.

Twice.

Again.

The world pulsed red at the edges.

From somewhere under the tree, Sela’s voice drifted over through one ear only. She had the show on private share, but Kira caught the occasional live reaction.

“No! Don’t pick him. He’s terrible.”

Kira, upside down and trying to become a functioning abdominals-based organism, laughed once and immediately regretted it.

Caelan looked up at her. “Problem?”

“Yes,” Kira said. “Society.”

He made her do six more.

At some point in the middle of this blessed nightmare, Sela came shambling over with all the boneless peace of someone on legitimate rest and asked, “Do you want water?”

Kira was in the mud at the time doing one-handed recovery drills with weighted wrists.

“Yes,” she gasped.

Sela knelt beside her and held the flask while Kira drank like a wounded soldier in a melodrama.

Then, entirely sincere, Sela said, “Do you think Lucinda should have stayed with Marcus?”

Kira blinked sweat out of one eye. “Who is Lucinda?”

“The blonde.”

“There are four blondes.”

Sela looked briefly heartbroken by the ignorance. “No, the blonde blonde.”

Caelan said, “If you are rested enough to track their courtships, you may return to squats.”

Sela vanished instantly.

Kira laughed hard enough to lose her footing in the mud and nearly face-plant.

Worth it.

The day dragged on.

Weights.

Sprints.

Crawls.

Carries.

Cold water.

More branch work.

Static holds with both arms extended while the sun steamed the wet earth around her and flies discovered her suffering and misread it as opportunity.

At one point Caelan had her carry two full buckets of creek water up and down the rise until her forearms locked and her grip began to fail. Then he made her set them down carefully and strike from low stance with a practice stick while the muscles still trembled.

“Why?” she asked.

“So your body learns clean work while exhausted.”

“That is a hateful sentence.”

“Yes.”

Her HUD flashed twice over the course of the afternoon.

The first came while she was barefoot in the muck again, running short explosive starts and stops until her lungs felt scraped hollow.

Skill Increased: Athletics — Common Rank 3 > Rank 4

She nearly cried with joy.

The second came on the branch, halfway through a pull-up that should have failed and somehow didn’t.

Attribute Increased: Strength 13 > 14

That one knocked a laugh out of her so sudden and wild that she lost the top of the rep, dropped into the mud, and lay there flat on her back staring up at a sky gone white with heat.

Caelan stood over her.

“Well?”

Kira panted twice before answering. “I am becoming a problem.”

“That,” he said, “was always true.”

She held up one muddy finger while panting. “New category of problem.”

This time the corner of his mouth actually moved.

Tiny.

Real.

Then he told her to get up.

By evening her whole body felt used down to the grain. She could barely feel the difference between skin and ache. Mud had dried in pale cracking sheets over her shins. Her hands shook when she unwrapped the wrist weights. Her stomach hurt from inverted work. Her back hurt from buckets. Her shoulders hurt from pull-ups. Her arches hurt from the muck runs.

And underneath all of that was something richer than pain.

Progress.

Not theoretical. Not gifted. Not inherited from title or race alone. Dragged into the world by effort so repetitive and ugly it had become almost sacred.

When she finally staggered over to where Sela sat with bread, blanket, and the ongoing collapse of several relationships she cared about too much for someone who had known television for less than a month, Sela looked up and said, “You smell like a bog spirit.”

Kira sank down beside her with all the grace of a felled tree. “Power has a cost.”

Sela handed her water.

Kira drank, wiped her mouth, and leaned her head back against the trunk.

From Sela’s share pane came the sound of someone British making a truly catastrophic romantic choice.

Kira closed her eyes.

The sun was still warm on her face. Her body was wrecked. The road would probably be passable soon. Caelan had found something out there in the misery and she had too.

She could take more than she thought.

Maybe more than he thought.

When she opened her HUD again in the last light and saw the new Strength sitting there, quiet and undeniable, she smiled.

Tomorrow, she thought, do it again.

* * *

That night the sky stayed clear.

After ten days of rain, the stars looked almost obscene.

Kira lay on her back beside the little campfire with a blanket under her, another half over her, and every major muscle group in active correspondence with her central nervous system. Somewhere off to her left, Sela had finally fallen asleep after bingeing enough Love Island to become emotionally invested in three people who should never have been permitted to choose each other. Caelan sat beyond the fire with his sword across his knees, cleaning it in the patient silence of a man who found repetitive maintenance morally restorative.

Kira should have been asleep.

Instead she opened her HUD.

The Endurance gain still sat there in memory like a hot coin. Strength too. Athletics. One-Handed Weapons. The day had fed her in exactly the way the sick little progression-hungry part of her brain most adored, and now that same part wanted the full accounting.

She slid through her panes.

Profile.

Titles.

Skills.

Resources.

Then back again.

Something new was there.

Not a notification this time. A line she was almost sure had not existed that morning, tucked beneath her active titles in a smaller script that only appeared when she focused on it properly.

Expanded Analysis Available

Kira propped herself up on one elbow.

“Oh, you sneaky bastard,” she whispered.

She touched it.

The pane opened like a door that had been waiting all day to be noticed.

It was not a new section exactly. More like her profile had unfolded inward. Threads she had been looking at separately now connected. Effects cross-referenced. Conditions tracked. Growth sources tagged and sorted in a level of detail that made her heart do a small happy, deeply unhealthy thing.

At the top sat a heading she had never seen before:

Adaptive Stress Ledger

Kira grinned helplessly into the dark.

There it was.

There. It. Was.

She read.

The ledger broke down recent gains by source:


	baseline physical training

	active title influence

	hardship environment

	injury recovery pressure

	combat exposure

	catastrophic survival residue



That last one felt rude, but she admired the honesty.

She went deeper.

Under Endurance, the increase from 13 > 14 now showed not as a miracle but as the result of accumulated thresholds crossed through repeated load, recovery, and hardship amplification. The title effects were actually tagged. She could see them.

Constraint-Born Adaptation — active contribution detected

She Who Endured — active contribution detected

Kira closed her eyes for a second and laughed soundlessly.

Caelan had been right.

She hated that with grace.

She opened the next line.

Strength showed a similar breakdown, though more narrowly earned: load-bearing work, resisted movement, unstable terrain, branch work, weighted carries. Fair enough. She had suffered specifically for that one.

Then she saw a tab she wanted to kiss.

Developing Adaptations

Her pulse jumped.

She opened it.

A short list appeared, each line dimmer than a full skill but brighter than nothing.

Physical Conditioning — ready for consolidation

Difficult Terrain Movement — in development

Pain Tolerance — in development

Soul Resistance — ready for consolidation

Kira sat all the way up.

No.

No, no, that was not ordinary.

She focused on the last line.

The description unfolded.

Soul Resistance

Resistance to hostile soul-pressure, soul-stun, soul-weight, and externally imposed spiritual suppression. Growth influenced by survival under direct soul-affecting threat.

Rarity indicator: Rare

Kira stared at it so hard the rest of the world blurred.

There it was.

There was the thing that had mattered in the woods and mattered even more because it had not been normal. The trap had hit everyone. Caelan had shaken it off through level and soul-force and being Caelan. She had gotten back up because something in her had flatly refused to stay where the magic put it.

The System had noticed.

Of course it had.

She touched the skill line.

Consolidate?

Kira inhaled once, slowly.

Then accepted.

Her HUD pulsed.

Skill Acquired: Soul Resistance — Rank 1 (Rare)

The world did not explode. No heavenly choir. No thunder. Just a deep interior click, as if some invisible brace had been set in place one layer beneath thought. For one breath, the world felt fractionally farther from the center of her.

Kira let out a sound very close to reverence.

Then she consolidated the other one.

Skill Acquired: Physical Conditioning — Rank 1 (Common)

That landed differently. Less dramatic. More satisfying in the long-term infrastructure sense. Soul Resistance was rare and sexy and alarming. Physical Conditioning was concrete. Foundational. The kind of broad passive nonsense that became wildly important fifty chapters later when everyone regretted neglecting it.

She loved them both immediately.

Another line blinked at the bottom of the pane.

Title Resonance Detected

Active Titles interacting under current growth conditions.

Further analysis available.

Kira pressed both hands to her mouth to keep from making a noise loud enough to wake the dead, and given the direction her life was taking, that phrase no longer felt theoretical.

She opened the resonance pane.

The explanation that followed was cleaner than she had expected and stranger than she had hoped.

The System had begun tracking overlapping title behavior under live conditions. Not all titles merely added static bonuses. Some reinforced or accelerated others when their themes aligned and the user’s circumstances matched. In her current case, hardship, recovery, pain tolerance, and adaptive learning had formed a mutually supportive cluster.

Which meant her growth right now was not just boosted.

It was interacting.

That was the kind of thing LitRPG goblins in human skin built religions around.

She leaned back slowly, staring at the stars beyond the invisible panes.

“Problem?” Caelan asked from across the fire.

Kira looked over.

He had not turned. He still sat with the sword over his knees and the cloth in one hand. Apparently his ears simply operated on levels inaccessible to normal life.

“Yes,” she said. “A great one.”

That got his attention. He looked up.

She sat fully upright. “In the good sense.”

Caelan considered this. “Explain.”

Kira hesitated only a second before pushing the party share to limited skill visibility. The pane went to him alone. She left Sela out of it because the girl deserved one uninterrupted hour of chemically pure nonsense before reality reclaimed her.

Caelan read.

Once.

Then again more slowly.

His expression did not change much, but his gaze sharpened in stages.

“Physical Conditioning,” he said first.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Then his eyes moved lower.

He went very still.

Kira waited.

“Soul Resistance,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Rare.”

“Yes.”

He lifted his eyes to hers.

“That came from the trap.”

She nodded.

And now he knew.

Not just that she had endured it strangely. That the System itself had judged the event significant enough to formalize the response. Rare at level one. Rare before a class. Rare before a core. Rare because what had happened to her soul had not happened in an ordinary way and had not been answered by her in an ordinary way either.

Caelan sat with that in silence.

Then, because he was who he was, he asked the next useful question instead of the most alarming one.

“What else is developing?”

Kira pushed the pane wider.

He read the list.

“Difficult Terrain Movement,” he said. “How far?”

“Still developing.”

“Good.”

That was all he said, but the word came with intent now.

Tomorrow, apparently, she would be walking through every patch of miserable footing in three counties.

Kira should have resented that more than she did.

Instead she looked back down at the resonance pane and said, “There’s more.”

Caelan waited.

“Active titles can interact,” she said. “Not just stack. Interact. It’s tracking overlap conditions now. Hardship, adaptation, endurance, recovery—if the themes align and the circumstances match, they reinforce each other.”

Caelan absorbed that in one clean motion.

Then he nodded once.

“That is valuable.”

Kira grinned. “That is everything.”

From the blanket mound where Sela had collapsed came a sleepy, furious noise.

Both of them looked over.

Sela had not opened her eyes. She only muttered, “If Lucinda picks him again, I want her demoted.”

Then she rolled over and went back to sleep.

Kira put a hand over her mouth.

Caelan looked at the fire.

After a beat, he said, “Do not tell me who Lucinda is.”

Kira lost the fight and laughed.

Quietly.

It still felt too good.

When the humor passed, Caelan cleaned the last of the blade in silence and then said, “Show me the ledger tomorrow.”

Kira looked up.

“All of it?”

“The growth conditions. The developing adaptations. Anything that tells me how your system is choosing to shape you.”

There it was again.

Administrative necessity in the shape of care.

She nodded.

“All right.”

Caelan set the sword aside at last and rose for first watch.

Kira lay back down with the HUD still open over her vision and watched the new skills settle into her profile like stones placed into a foundation.

Soul Resistance — Rank 1 (Rare)

Physical Conditioning — Rank 1 (Common)

Under them the dimmer lines remained.

Not yet.

Not yet.

Coming.

She smiled into the blanket.

Tomorrow, she thought, let’s see what else breaks correctly.

* * *

The next morning, Caelan asked to see her title pane.

He did it over breakfast with the same tone a man might use to request salt, which made the thing worse somehow. Kira still had sleep in her eyes and stiffness in her shoulders from yesterday’s conversion experience in the Church of Applied Misery. Sela was on her second piece of bread and still emotionally recovering from several Love Island betrayals.

Kira shared the pane.

Caelan read it once and looked up.

“You have too many useful things sitting idle.”

Kira sipped whatever passed for tea on that road and said, “That is the first nice thing you’ve ever said to me before sunrise.”

“It was criticism.”

“Then the day has begun correctly.”

He ignored that and pointed, not physically, but with the kind of focus that felt like a finger.

“You are no longer establishing a baseline,” he said. “Now you build deliberately.”

Sela leaned over from across the little table they’d stolen by the window of a half-empty road-house. “Is this the title thing?”

“Yes,” Kira said. “Apparently I’m under-optimized.”

“That sounds serious.”

“It is if you’re a systems goblin.”

Caelan’s attention never left the pane. “You need five working together. Not merely five strong titles. Five that agree with the life you are actually living.”

That shut Kira up properly.

He went on. “You are not bargaining in courts. You are not hiding in cities. You are not building for charm, intrigue, or public status. You are surviving hardship, learning under pressure, recovering from damage, analyzing systems, and being asked to grow fast enough that the road does not kill you before your first core.”

Sela blinked. “When you say it all at once it sounds awful.”

“It is awful,” Kira said. “It’s just also efficient.”

Caelan read through the list again.

“Keep Edgewalker of Systems equipped.”

“Obviously.”

“That was not a compliment.”

“I know. It still counted.”

He moved on. “Constraint-Born Adaptation.”

Kira nodded.

“She Who Endured.”

Already on.

“Mind Beyond Ruin.”

That one hit her harder than she expected. Truth had landed in a place sarcasm could not reach.

Caelan’s gaze lifted briefly to her face. “Your body is still learning the world. Your mind is doing twice the work. That title belongs active.”

She swallowed once. “Fine.”

He returned to the pane.

The fifth slot took longer.

Sela, who had no technical expertise and therefore felt deeply qualified to help, said, “Pick the one that means she doesn’t die.”

Kira looked at her. “That narrows nothing and everything.”

Caelan read in silence.

Then: “Survivor of the Last Threshold.”

Kira tilted her head. “Over The Unbroken Mind?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because right now you are meeting physical and spiritual thresholds before you are meeting mind-work that your other titles do not already cover.” He sat back slightly. “This build says: adapt under hardship, survive damage, learn through suffering, keep your mind intact, understand the system shaping you.”

“Sounds cozy.”

“Not forever,” he said. “For now.”

That shut her up for a second.

A build, not a prophecy. A tool, not a sentence.

Kira was already testing the shape of it in her head.

It was good.

Annoyingly good.

Sela said, “So this is your terrible little murder-build.”

Kira looked scandalized. “That is such an ugly phrase.”

“It’s accurate.”

Caelan did not intervene, which meant he agreed enough not to waste energy denying it.

Kira equipped them.

Active Title Loadout:

Edgewalker of Systems — Legendary

Constraint-Born Adaptation — Epic

She Who Endured — Epic

Mind Beyond Ruin — Legendary

Survivor of the Last Threshold — Rare

The pane settled.

No fireworks. No audible fanfare. Just a private sense of things aligning into a cleaner pattern. Not power exactly. More like rails being laid under a train that had previously been trying to invent the concept of tracks as it moved.

Caelan studied her a moment longer, then said, “Good.”

Sela looked between them. “Do we celebrate?”

“Yes,” Kira said.

Caelan said, “No.”

Sela shrugged. “Mixed results.”

They got back on the road after that.

Or rather, Caelan got back on the road.

He did not permit Kira to keep her horse.

The announcement came with the kind of serene brutality only he could manage.

“You’re off the mare,” he said.

Kira looked up at him from where she was checking Zenyatta’s girth. “I’m sorry?”

“You heard me.”

She straightened slowly. “That feels like tyranny.”

“It is load discipline.”

“She loves me.”

“Then she will recover from the separation.”

Kira put a hand on her own chest. “You say that as if I’m the weaker party.”

“You are.”

Sela made the mistake of laughing before the ruling was fully complete.

Caelan looked at her too.

“You’re off Hazel.”

Sela’s smile vanished. “What?”

“In solidarity,” Kira said, delighted.

“I didn’t agree to solidarity!”

“You’re in it now.”

Caelan mounted Dawncleaver without another word and turned the horse down the road.

Hazel and Zenyatta followed him at once, calm as saints, unconcerned with the human moral collapse occurring behind them.

Kira stared after them. “He stole my transportation.”

“He stole our transportation,” Sela corrected.

“Yes, but mine was emotionally significant.”

Caelan called back over one shoulder, “If you can complain, you can run.”

And that was that.

They ran.

Mostly barefoot.

Sometimes in boots when the road or field edges made bare feet a worse bargain than soaked leather. But mostly barefoot, because boots got swallowed by mud, waterlogged faster, and rubbed blisters under endless wet mileage. Caelan kept them in shirts and short training trousers whenever decency and weather allowed, which had the side effect of exposing both girls to the full, unfiltered truth of movement.

Kira introduced Sela to the concept of a sports bra on the second day.

This happened while they were both standing in a wet meadow gasping after a long interval run beside the horses, each holding onto a fence rail for spiritual support while Dawncleaver, Hazel, and Zenyatta waited with perfect road-trained patience and what Kira privately insisted was visible amusement.

Kira opened party-share and flicked up a short clip.

“Observe,” she said.

Sela squinted at the moving image. Then blinked. Then looked down at herself. Then back at the clip.

Her eyes widened.

“Oh.”

“Yes.”

“Oh.”

“Yes.”

Sela watched for another five seconds with the intensity of a woman witnessing divine architecture.

Then she said, with absolute conviction, “We are going to find a high-level tailor and change civilization.”

“And become rich,” Kira said.

“That too.”

She looked at the clip again, deeply offended on behalf of all women in all low-tech worlds.

“This is a miracle.”

“It really is.”

Caelan said from horseback, “If you can hold a conversation, you can run faster.”

Then Dawncleaver picked up the pace.

Hazel and Zenyatta followed with no hesitation at all.

Kira and Sela looked at each other in pure betrayed disbelief and broke into a sprint after the horses.

The animals did in fact seem entertained.

Not mockingly. More with the grave indulgence of creatures who had long since accepted that humans were dramatic, undercoordinated, and most useful when properly supervised.

They ran through steaming roads and along the grass margins of the road and through firmer stretches of fieldside where Caelan judged the footing less likely to break an ankle. Sometimes he let them run on the road itself, mostly when the sun had baked a strip of it back toward honesty. More often he drove them just off it where the land undulated and the footing argued.

Kira hated the first mile every day.

Then the second mile made the first mile look sentimental.

Somewhere after that the body stopped asking whether it wished to be doing this and began, grudgingly, to do it.

Caelan did not relent.

He had a destination now.

That changed him.

The aim had settled into him hard enough that even Kira could feel it from ten paces back with sweat in her eyes and mud up both calves. He no longer looked like a man improvising routes to stay alive. He looked like a man moving toward a thing he had decided to seize by force of will and timing. He did not speak much about it. He did not need to. The road choices, the harder pace when the ground allowed it, the way he studied signposts and asked sharper questions at the rare settlements—they told their own story.

Port city.

Swamp country.

Dungeon.

Kira didn’t know the whole shape yet.

She knew enough to keep running.

Sela ran too.

At first in solidarity, yes. Then in pride. Then because farm-girl pride had fused with Arianan stubbornness and she was not about to let Kira, who had learned to crawl twice in two different lives, outwork her without a very serious argument.

They developed a system.

When Caelan rode just ahead and ignored them, they talked.

When he told them to hush, they counted breaths.

When the road widened and the horses slowed, Kira played music.

Sela’s taste grew broader and somehow remained basic all the same. Madonna stayed in heavy rotation. Swift became a reigning authority in all matters emotional. Kira introduced her to workout music that sounded like synths having a knife fight under neon. Sela hated it for two songs, tolerated it for three, and then admitted on the fourth that it made sprints go faster.

“This one feels like bad decisions,” Sela said once between breaths.

“That’s because it’s excellent.”

Caelan had opted fully out of party media by then, thank the gods. The man could not be expected to ride toward destiny while listening to eighties percussion and relationship catastrophes. He still heard enough of the girls themselves, unfortunately for them.

At one point, after a long miserable run through alternating mud and baked ridges, Sela said, “When we’re rich from the tailor idea, I’m also commissioning undergarments as a political act.”

Kira, panting, answered, “I will support your campaign.”

Caelan said, “You both still have too much breath.”

Then he drove the horses faster.

The road toward Merehaven improved by grudging degrees.

So did Kira.

That was the part that mattered.

She felt it in absurd little places first. Her feet landed cleaner on slick ground. Her breath came back faster after hard pushes. Her arms did not swing uselessly anymore when she ran; they worked. Her core stopped collapsing every time the footing shifted under her. Even her posture in motion changed, shoulders lower, head steadier, body finally learning that survival and efficiency were not separate disciplines.

One afternoon Caelan ran them along a half-dry embankment beside a drainage ditch and then turned without warning into a low stand of scrub and young pines.

Kira, already winded, nearly missed the turn.

Sela didn’t.

Sela cut clean. Kira followed ugly and then less ugly. The horses went around, keeping pace at a trot with the kind of superior calm that should have been impossible in prey animals.

“Eyes up,” Caelan called.

Kira lifted them.

Roots. Brush. Low branch. Ditch cut. Rise. Drop.

Her body read it faster now.

Not fast enough to stop the suffering.

Fast enough to stop some of the waste.

Her HUD flashed as she scrambled up the far bank on burning legs and found the top without using her hands.

Skill Acquired: Difficult Terrain Movement — Rank 1 (Common)

Kira barked out a laugh that had no oxygen behind it at all.

Sela, beside her, said, “What now?”

“Terrain,” Kira wheezed.

“That seems insulting.”

“It’s wonderful.”

Caelan looked back once, judged the shape of her movement over the last hour against the timing of the gain, and nodded to himself.

Good.

He had wanted that one.

Of course he had.

By sunset they smelled the sea.

Not strongly. Not yet. Just the first saline edge in the air beneath marsh-water and wet earth and the longer, older scent of tide country beginning to announce itself over land.

Kira slowed without meaning to.

So did Sela.

Ahead of them, Caelan did not.

He only glanced once toward the dark line on the horizon where flat country and low sky were negotiating terms.

Merehaven, Kira thought.

Or close enough to matter.

She was drenched again in sweat, muddy to the shin, barefoot, and one new skill richer than she had been that morning. Her lungs hurt. Her shoulders hurt. Her calves were threatening treason. The horses looked fresh enough to shame human effort on principle.

And somehow her mood was excellent.

The sun was out.

The road had direction.

The titles were working.

The System was watching.

And every day now, in small ugly meaningful ways, she was becoming harder to kill.

That counted for a lot.

  

    
        Chapter 35

    
    
    
    
  By midmorning the road lifted enough for the sea to show itself.

Caelan knew it a few breaths before the girls did. The air changed first. Salt under the damp. Wind with distance in it. Then the land opened beyond a rise of scrub and bent grass, and the whole western horizon turned to moving blue-gray.

He drew Dawncleaver down to a walk without being asked.

Behind him, Sela saw it and forgot herself so completely she made a small sound of wonder like a child catching sight of festival lanterns for the first time.

The sea lay immense under the pale sky, rolling and breaking with a slow authority that made roads feel temporary. Light moved on it in long silver bands. Farther out, darker water heaved beneath it. Closer to shore, white surf folded and spread itself over rock and sand, then drew back again as if the world were breathing through its teeth.

Sela leaned forward in the saddle without seeming to know she was doing it, Hazel’s reins loose in her hands.

“It goes on forever,” she said.

Her voice had gone quiet, as if loud speech would somehow diminish it.

Kira said nothing at first.

She was watching with that deep concentrated stillness of hers, eyes tracking the line where the waves gathered and broke and gathered again. There was no childhood memory in her face, no old delight returning. Only attention. Careful, almost private attention, as if she were measuring this vast thing against some older idea of it and finding the idea had been too small.

When she finally spoke, her tone carried a thoughtful awe.

“It looks bigger when it won’t stay inside the edges.”

Caelan turned his head slightly at that.

Kira felt the glance and let one shoulder rise in a faint half-shrug, as though she had already said enough and intended to say no more.

Sela looked from the sea to Kira and back again.

“I don’t know where to look,” she admitted.

“Everywhere,” Kira said.

That satisfied her.

So they rode on with the sea beside them and the girls taking it in by very different lights.

The road bent south and then west again, keeping the coast in sight. Below them lay strips of beach where the tide had thrown up driftwood, weed, and old shell. Gulls wheeled overhead in loose white quarrels. Out on the water, fishing craft moved under patched sail and hard labor, some heading out, some coming back in heavy and low.

They passed the first village near noon.

It clung to the shoreline in a scatter of weathered houses and fish sheds silvered by salt and years. Nets hung to dry on poles. Children ran barefoot on warped planks and hard-packed sand. A woman in a red headscarf stood over a table gutting fish with such speed that the knife became part of her hand. Two boys were dragging a basket twice their size while a dog harried them from behind with professional encouragement.

Sela watched all of it with open fascination.

“They live like this all the time?”

“All the time,” Caelan said.

“On purpose?”

That got Kira.

She laughed under her breath and said, “Careful. There’s probably a farm girl standing on a dock somewhere asking how anyone could survive inland without drowning in dust and cow opinion.”

Sela smiled without taking her eyes off the village.

They passed another fishing hamlet and then a third, each with its own shape but the same underlying hardness to it. Salt got into wood, rope, skin, temper. The people here had the look of those who measured weather before speech and trusted boats more than promises.

Caelan stopped them in the largest of the villages by early afternoon, partly because the horses deserved a pause and partly because some first sights should not be ridden past too quickly.

The tavern there was low-roofed and busy with the midday return. The common room smelled of fish, bread, hot fat, damp wool, and the sea itself. Men with rope-burned hands bent over bowls and mugs. Women came in and out with baskets and loud opinions. No one stared at the party longer than custom required; coast folk looked quickly and returned to their business unless given reason not to.

They ate well enough. Broth. Bread. Fish. Something fried that Kira regarded with suspicion until hunger overruled taxonomy. Sela finished everything put in front of her and then looked faintly apologetic for doing so.

Afterward Caelan gave them half an hour at the shore.

He did not announce it as a kindness. He simply said, “Half an hour,” and let the road fall away from them for a little while.

They left boots up near the grass and went down to the water.

Sela was laughing before the first wave reached her. She had expected something gentler. The sea, as usual, had no interest in cooperating with expectation. It came in quick and cold around her ankles, then harder on the next pass, soaking her skirts to mid-calf and nearly taking her balance with it.

Kira, a few paces away, stood with her feet planted and let the surf wash around them. Wind moved her hair back from her face. She looked out over the water with that same strange, intent quietness, as if some part of her was only now allowing itself to believe in open distance.

Then music rose softly into the air around them.

Caelan did not ask what song it was. He had long since accepted that if Kira was near enough to joy, there would eventually be a soundtrack. The tune fit the moment well enough: light, bright, carried by motion rather than beat. Sela looked over with instant delight.

“You picked a sea song?”

“I picked a freedom-adjacent song,” Kira said. “Close enough.”

Sela accepted that without argument, which meant she liked the song very much.

They walked the edge of the surf for a time, saying little. Sela bent once to pick up a shell and brought it to Kira as if offering proof of something. Kira examined it with solemn interest and then pocketed it, which Caelan saw and pretended not to see. They stood together at one point while a gull screamed overhead and a fishing boat turned slowly toward shore under the labor of three men and a patched brown sail.

Caelan watched them from higher ground near the boots.

Kira had changed in the weeks since he first met her.

Not only in skill, though the road had begun to write itself into her body in visible lines. Not only in confidence, though that too had come. There were moments now when she occupied the world instead of negotiating with it.

Small moments.

Fleeting.

But real.

The sea helped.

It gave her space.

When the half hour was done, he called them back and they came up the beach damp-hemmed and better tempered than before.

The road awaited them where it had always been, with all the same demands and none of the romance the shore had briefly pretended life might contain.

Still, something had been given.

Sela carried it openly in her face.

Kira carried it more privately, but no less truly.

And when they mounted again and set out with the sea running beside them in long blue-gray company, the day seemed broader than it had that morning.

* * *

The village tavern grew louder by degrees, the way good coastal rooms always did.

At first it was only the traffic of supper: boots on plank floor, bowls set down, benches dragged, weather talked over, fish prices disputed, one man swearing at a net as if the thing had wronged him personally. Then the boats finished coming in, more lamps were lit, the room warmed, and the night properly began.

Caelan took a table with his back to the wall and the door in view.

The girls sat opposite him, both still carrying some trace of the sea in their faces. Sela had not stopped looking pleased since they came up from the shore. Kira wore her interest more quietly, but he had learned enough of her by now to see when some new part of the world had caught and held her.

The tavern was the sort of room that had never once aspired to refinement and did not need to. Salt lived in the beams. The floor had been repaired many times and never for beauty. The long front windows stood open to the evening wind, and with it came the harbor: brine, tar, old rope, fish, wet wood, and the breathing dark of the sea just beyond the lane.

Locals filled the place in layers.

Fishermen off the tide with red hands and damp cuffs.

Boat boys trying to sit like men.

Women with aprons still on, laughing harder than the jokes deserved because the day was done and the weather had not stolen anyone this time.

Two old men by the hearth arguing over currents with the intensity other people reserved for inheritance.

A fiddler in the corner and a drummer with better rhythm than sobriety.

People looked at the newcomers, naturally. Three travelers, one of them an Avenger of Ariana and the other two young women pretty enough to alter a room merely by standing in it. But fishing villages had their own manners. Curiosity came and went without becoming rudeness unless invited.

Caelan watched the room.

Kira and Sela watched everything.

Sela looked openly and with pleasure. Kira looked with that layered attention of hers, taking in faces, habits, spacing, the way people clustered, who deferred to whom, where the room warmed and where it cooled. Even in rest she was collecting.

They ate well enough. Broth rich with fish and onion. Thick bread. Fried cakes of something local that Kira cut open with suspicion before deciding they counted as food and perhaps even joy. Sela ate like a girl who had earned the meal honestly. Caelan ate because the body was a tool and tools required maintenance.

By the time the second round of mugs hit the room, the fiddler had given up all pretense of background use. Music took hold of the place. A few couples moved first in the open patch near the hearth, then more joined, and the natural rearrangement began: benches nudged back, children shooed aside, drink moved to safer surfaces, men deciding whether their knees could still bear the cost of remembering youth.

Sela watched that with immediate interest.

Kira watched Sela watch it and, apparently for her own amusement, said nothing.

The first invitation came from a local boy with damp hair, clean hands for someone from the coast, and the exact look of a young man who had debated himself into courage and feared he might have done so too publicly.

He stopped near the table and cleared his throat. “Miss?”

Sela looked up.

He nodded toward the floor. “Would you dance?”

Sela froze for one heartbeat, then looked at Kira, then at Caelan, then back to the boy with such naked uncertainty that even Caelan almost rescued her from it.

He did not.

He only lifted one shoulder.

Sela understood. Permission given. She stood, smoothed her skirt once with both palms, and went.

Kira smiled into her cup.

It was not a cruel smile. Just the satisfaction of seeing a friend step into a good thing before overthinking could spoil it.

That lasted until two songs later, when someone asked Kira as well.

Then another asked a song after that, because once a room had determined a girl would say yes at least occasionally, village courage tended to organize itself efficiently.

Caelan watched her take the floor with the expression of a man observing a horse attempt to navigate ballroom etiquette.

Kira was not graceful in the local sense. Her feet knew more than they had weeks ago, but not enough to trust on charm alone. She compensated with timing, wit, and an alarming willingness to continue as if nearly missing a step were part of a private joke no one else had been told. That, apparently, worked. Several village boys left the floor looking dazed and pleased, which seemed to be the local standard for success.

Then one of the older men asked.

He was broad through the shoulders, slow in the knees, silver in the beard, and grave enough in manner that even Caelan approved of the approach. No swagger. No assumption. Just a respectful bow of the head and the question properly put.

Kira accepted.

This one went better.

The man knew his part so thoroughly he could carry half her uncertainty without making a show of it. He turned her around the floor with the soft authority of someone who had once danced often and now did so only when the occasion was worth the memory. Kira, to her credit, recognized the gift and stopped trying to outthink her own feet for a full song.

Caelan sat back and shook his head once.

A woman at the next table saw and laughed.

“Your daughters?” she asked.

“No.”

“Students, then.”

That was closer.

He let the woman keep her conclusion.

Across the room Sela had by then forgotten self-consciousness entirely. She was laughing in honest bursts now, cheeks pink, braid half-loosened, moving with the clean uncomplicated joy of someone who had not yet learned enough social caution to ruin delight.

Kira returned to the table flushed and bright-eyed and reached for her drink as if she had just completed a tactical exercise under unusual conditions.

“You dance like someone solving a dispute,” Caelan said.

Kira took a swallow before answering. “That is unkindly accurate.”

Sela came back only long enough to tell Kira the one before had stepped on her hem twice and was therefore impossible, and then she was taken off again by a girl this time, to her visible surprise and eventual delight.

The room by then had accepted the girls properly. New faces became part of the evening once danced with often enough. Curiosity softened into temporary belonging. A few of the older fishermen smiled at the sight of it in the tired fond way of men who had daughters, or once had, or wished they had managed their youth better.

Caelan kept watch and let the room spend itself.

He knew better than to try to stop all harmless attention. It would only sharpen it. Better to let the currents run until the novelty settled into the ordinary and the room remembered its own business.

It did.

Not all at once.

Gradually.

By the time Kira and Sela returned to the table together, breathless and laughing about some misstep that had apparently become public lore in under ten minutes, the room had already begun turning back toward its usual gravities.

That was when the stories came out.

Sela started it.

“You never told him about the bonfire.”

Kira closed her eyes briefly. “Traitor.”

Caelan looked from one to the other and waited.

That was all the invitation Sela needed.

The whole tale followed: the dance in the village square, the music, Kira agreeing to dance, the suspiciously attractive boy, the turn, the jealous girl, the punch, the fight, the aftermath. Sela told it with growing heat and complete moral clarity. By the time she got to her own part in it, one hand had already gone into the air, fingers curling as though she were reliving the exact mechanics of grabbing the other girl’s hair.

Kira interrupted only to add corrections where Sela’s account overfavored glory and undercounted chaos.

Caelan heard the whole thing without expression.

Then he looked at Kira and said, “Your situational awareness is poor.”

Kira stared at him across the table. “That is your takeaway?”

“Yes.”

“I was bleeding.”

“You were surprised before that.”

Sela laughed into her sleeve and failed to hide it.

Kira looked at her in betrayal. “I saved your life and this is how you repay me.”

“You also missed an entire hostile girl glaring at you from ten feet away.”

“That is because I was busy.”

“With what?”

“Being charming.”

Sela laughed harder.

Even Caelan felt the edge of a smile threaten and dealt with it by reaching for his mug instead.

The evening wound down properly after that.

The bolder invitations stopped. The local girls reclaimed the floor from the local boys with the efficiency of experienced governance. The old men by the hearth moved on from currents to politics, which was to say they became louder and less useful. The fiddler played slower. The room thinned around the edges.

When Caelan finally sent the girls upstairs, they went still warm from salt, song, and public attention, their moods better than the road usually allowed.

He stayed below a little longer with his cup and his watch and the sound of the sea beyond the shutters.

It had been a good night.

Which only meant the road would charge for it later.

* * *

Morning arrived with salt in the air and noise already underway below the shutters.

Coastal villages woke early and loudly. By the time Caelan came down, the common room had already filled with the practical business of a place tied to tide and weather. Nets were being hauled, breakfast served, crates shifted, and every third person seemed either damp, busy, or shouting to someone outside.

Kira came down a few minutes later with the look of a woman carrying a private plan and no intention of disclosing it in advance.

Caelan recognized the expression at once.

He did not yet know the form of the trouble.

Then he saw the ball under her arm and understood enough.

She had produced another one in the night through the same impossible little option the System insisted on treating as reasonable. The thing was as clean and well-made as the first, impossible in exactly the same way, and Kira handled it with the solemn purpose of a missionary arriving with doctrine.

She scanned the room once, then the lane outside.

There.

A girl of about eleven stood near the fish racks with a basket on one hip and a knife in one hand, waiting for someone inside the tavern to stop arguing long enough to remember she had been sent for something. Wind had already roughened her hair. She wore the expression of a child used to work and not much impressed by adults.

Kira went straight to her.

The girl looked up as Kira approached and then down at the ball.

“This is for you,” Kira said, placing it into her arms before suspicion could organize itself.

The girl took it automatically.

“What is it?”

“A ball,” Kira said. “For a game. A very good game. Possibly the best one.”

The girl held it against her apron and frowned at it like a practical person encountering an object not yet justified by use.

“What do you do with it?”

“You get people together. Two sides. You put markers down at either end for goals. Then you use your feet to move the ball into the other side’s goal more times than they move it into yours.”

The girl blinked. “That’s it?”

“That is the elegant version.” Kira shifted the ball slightly in the girl’s hands and pointed as she spoke. “No hands once play starts, unless someone’s keeping the goal. Running, kicking, passing, yelling, arguing, falling down, accusing other people of cheating, rematches, local glory, long-term grudges. It scales beautifully.”

The girl’s eyes had begun to brighten despite herself.

“How many people?”

“As many as you can drag into it. More is better. Even sides matters. And before you ask, yes, girls play.”

The girl had not asked yet, but the way her mouth tightened said the question had indeed been on the way.

Kira leaned in a little.

“And if any boy tells you girls don’t, sock him in the mouth and score while he’s busy having a revelation.”

The girl stared at her.

Then, slowly, smiled.

It was a good smile. Sharp. Immediate. Entirely willing to improve the local social order through sport and minor violence.

“What’s it called?” she asked.

“Football,” Kira said. “Or soccer, depending on how much the people involved enjoy fighting over names instead of playing.”

That earned a snort.

The girl tucked the ball more securely under one arm. “And I just… get people?”

“Yes,” Kira said. “Figure it out. That’s part of the fun. Start with a few. The rest will come once someone loses badly enough.”

The girl nodded with the gravity of a child receiving important civic instructions.

“I can do that.”

“I believe you.”

Then Kira, because she was incapable of leaving anything truly normal, added, “And if someone turns out to be unusually good, you invent legends immediately. This is important for morale.”

The girl nodded again as if that too were sacred law.

Caelan had come out into the lane by then and stood watching the exchange with his usual expression, which to the untrained eye suggested indifference and to anyone who knew him suggested controlled disbelief.

Kira turned back toward him just as the girl tore off toward the beachside lane, already shouting for someone named Mira and another someone named Tollen to come see what she had.

“You gave full doctrine this time,” Caelan said.

“She seemed capable.”

“She looked dangerous.”

“Same thing, in children.”

He glanced once toward the ball disappearing down the lane in the girl’s grip.

Then he looked at Kira.

“This continues to be one of the stranger uses of force I have ever witnessed.”

Kira adjusted her bag on one shoulder. “History will vindicate me.”

“History rarely improves anything.”

“This will. Give it ten years and half the coast will have leagues.”

Caelan began walking toward the road.

Kira fell into step beside him.

“Also,” she added, “we are absolutely getting some fishing village girls into competitive play. They already have the temperament.”

“That is not a sentence I expected this morning.”

“It’s a rich world.”

Behind them, faintly, came the sound of a child already yelling that no, of course girls were playing, and anyone who disagreed could say it closer.

Caelan did not turn around.

But Kira saw the corner of his mouth threaten movement.

That was enough.

* * *

Near midday they met another party on the road.

Caelan saw the loss before he counted the living.

One of the men carried more than one man’s journey required. A second bedroll had been tied across his pack without care for weight or balance, and another waterskin knocked against his thigh as he walked. The woman beside him had dried blood dark on one sleeve and a bow strung in haste, the serving rough where the string had bitten in wrong. Their spacing was off as well. They left room for bodies no longer there.

He drew Dawncleaver down.

The others did the same.

The three strangers lifted their heads at once. No challenge in it. No real vigilance either. Just the flat, delayed alertness of people who had spent too much of themselves already and had nothing left for surprise.

Marsh dirt clung to their boots in black cakes. One favored his left leg. Another had a bandage at the neck gone stiff with old blood. The broad-shouldered one carried the extra weight and wore the look of a man who had accepted burden because there was no one left to hand it back to.

Caelan lifted a hand, palm open.

“Do you need aid?”

The eldest of them, though not old, only more worn than the others, looked at him first, then at the girls, then at the horses, then at the road stretching on toward the coast.

“Nothing to be done,” he said.

His voice was steady.

That told Caelan enough. The first shock had burned through. What remained would travel longer.

Caelan let the answer stand.

After a moment the man added, “We came back from Merehaven way.”

The woman looked off toward the sea. The broad one shifted the extra bedroll higher.

“We tried the marsh road beyond it,” the first man said. “Went after ruin-money.” His mouth tightened. “Lost two.”

Sela went very still behind Caelan.

Kira did too, though hers had more thought in it. He could feel both girls listening now with that hard little silence people found when danger stopped being rumor and put faces on itself.

Caelan did not ask which ruin.

He did not ask whether they had reached the Court, whether they had truly entered a dungeon, whether the dead had been recovered. Those were questions for men looking to feed curiosity. The road had already told him enough.

“I’m sorry for your dead,” he said.

That earned him a better look.

The man met his eyes properly then and gave one small nod. The sort of nod people gave when nothing helped and one honest sentence still mattered.

“Thank you.”

That should have been the end of it.

It was not.

The woman looked at Sela and Kira. Her face was young enough that in a clean dress and a safer district she might have passed for careless. The road had pared that out of her. She had the look of someone who had seen fear become practical.

“If you’re heading for Merehaven,” she said, “go in with your eyes open.”

Caelan waited.

“It’s a good port for trade,” she went on. “Bad place to arrive soft. Every dock has three ways to be cheated and five to disappear if you trust the wrong guide.”

The broad one snorted once. “Seven if you can’t smell rot under perfume.”

Kira almost smiled at that.

Almost.

The woman kept her gaze on the girls. “And once you start hearing ruin-talk north of the city, remember most men telling those stories are selling something. Guide work. Salvage rights. False courage. Their own legends.”

Caelan said, “You went north out of Merehaven.”

The broad one answered. “Past the ferries. Past the last sensible ground. Took a bog track a local swore was holding dry enough this season.”

The first man gave a humorless breath. “It was not.”

The woman said, “Neither was the ruin.”

That sat cold in the air.

Sela’s fingers tightened on Hazel’s reins.

The broad one shifted his shoulders and looked directly at the girls. Not unkindly. Only with the bluntness of someone too tired to spare strangers the shape of a truth.

“If you’ve never heard dead things move in fog,” he said, “don’t go north to educate yourselves.”

Kira’s face changed slightly at that. Not fear first. Calculation. Then the fear under it, thin and honest.

No sane road judgment would imagine Caelan meant to take two unclassed girls into marsh-ruin country. The warning came the way it should have: general, meant for the city and the road beyond, not for some impossible plan.

Good.

Caelan preferred it that way.

The woman nodded once toward him. “You look able to keep them breathing.”

“I am,” he said.

She accepted that and went on, because the thing in her clearly would not rest until the warning was fully given.

“Past Merehaven the land gets clever. Causeways break where maps say they hold. Reeds hide water deeper than it looks. Ghost-lights show up after dark and make tired men vote for bad ideas.” Her mouth hardened. “If anyone tells you the marsh only kills fools, they haven’t buried enough capable people.”

That one landed.

Sela swallowed.

Kira looked west for one breath, toward the sea, then back to the road under them as if remeasuring where they stood in the world.

The eldest man finally spoke again.

“There’s a feeling that starts before the real bad ground. Like the air’s gone watchful.” He rubbed at one wrist absently, not seeming to know he did it. “If you catch that, turn around while turning around is still simple.”

The broad one added, “And if someone starts talking easy cores, easy relics, easy money, or ‘just one floor,’ walk away.”

Kira said, very softly, “‘Just one floor’ sounds like the kind of phrase invented by people who want company for their bad decisions.”

The broad one’s eyes flicked to her, surprised that she understood the tone if not the experience.

“True enough.”

Caelan inclined his head slightly.

“We’ll remember.”

The woman studied him another heartbeat. “Do.”

They passed one another a moment later.

The three survivors kept going south along the coastal road, carrying the missing in the only way left to them. Their extra gear knocked and shifted with each step. None of them looked back.

Sela did.

Kira did not.

Caelan waited until the party had gone beyond easy hearing before he spoke.

“Remember what you just saw.”

Both girls looked at him.

“Not the grief,” he said. “The shape of it.”

They rode a few paces in silence.

“That party was not ruined because they were weak. They were capable. Equipped. Road-tested enough to reach the marsh and come back out at all.” He let the thought settle. “Danger did not care.”

Sela asked, “Then what did they do wrong?”

“Possibly nothing,” he said.

That silenced her more effectively than severity would have.

“Sometimes the mistake is greed,” he went on. “Sometimes the place itself is older, crueler, and better prepared than the people entering it. Competence improves your odds. It does not write the outcome.”

Kira’s voice came quieter than usual. “That is an extremely rude truth.”

“Yes.”

They rode on.

The sea flashed now and then through breaks in the land. Salt wind crossed the road. Far off, gulls turned white against blue-gray water. It should have been a gentler stretch of travel than most of what they had known recently.

It wasn’t.

Not after that.

Sela looked down at Hazel’s mane. “Where are you taking us?”

There it was.

No accusation in it. Just the question sharpened by the sight of three people coming back hollow from the direction Caelan himself meant to continue.

He did not answer at once.

He owed them truth where he could give it. He did not owe them every step before timing was fit.

“Toward the best answer I have,” he said.

Kira let out a breath that might have become a laugh in a less serious hour. “That is so much more alarming than if you’d just lied.”

“It is also more useful.”

Sela did not look reassured.

So he gave her what reassurance the road permitted.

“I will not spend you stupidly.”

That reached her better than softness would have.

Kira looked at him sidelong. “You choose your phrasing in the most unsettling possible lane.”

“I choose it in the accurate one.”

That, at least, she respected enough not to argue.

After a while he spoke again, because lessons only mattered when they were made plain enough to keep.

“You both want progress,” he said. “So do I. Wanting it changes nothing. The road does not reward ambition. Dungeons do not reward need. They reward survival, judgment, and whatever skill remains after fear and bad luck take their share.”

Sela listened as if prayer had come through a harder door than usual.

Kira listened with that narrowed, hungry focus she gave anything likely to become principle later.

“Remember the party,” Caelan said. “Remember the extra bedroll. The second waterskin. The space they kept without meaning to. That is what the price looks like when the road takes payment.”

No one answered.

They rode on toward Merehaven with the coast breathing beside them, the marsh country waiting farther ahead, and the warning of strangers settling into the girls in exactly the way he had hoped it would:

not as panic,

but as weight.

  

    
        Chapter 36

    
    
    
    
  By the time Merehaven rose properly into view, Kira understood why Caelan had kept his mouth shut.

If he had tried to explain it, she would have built the wrong city in her head.

The road had spent the last stretch wavering between firm ground and damp insult, never quite deciding whether it belonged to land or water. Then the estuary widened ahead of them, and the city came up out of it in layers.

Merehaven did not sit on the earth so much as negotiate with it.

Piers and quay walls reached into dark water threaded with marsh channels. Whole streets seemed raised above the ground’s true intentions. Buildings leaned here and there, not ruinously, but with the resigned posture of things that had spent generations accommodating damp foundations and slow movement underneath. Wealthier houses near the central rise sat on old stone and heavy pilings. Poorer streets closer to the flats became timbered walks, patched plank runs, rope rails, sheds on stilts, and crooked stairs descending to blackwater docks. Beyond it all, the sea lay broad and gray-blue to the south, while inland the north and northwest dissolved into reeds, channels, low fog, and the half-seen suggestion of roads that could not remain roads for long.

The air reached them before the walls did.

Salt first. Then fish oil. Then wet rope, marsh rot, lamp smoke, river mud, medicinal herbs, tar, stale beer, and the faint iron smell of a city that handled cargo and bodies with equal regularity.

Kira sat up a little straighter in the saddle.

Sela made the quieter version of a gasp.

That was almost more charming than the real thing would have been.

The city wall itself did not pretend to be noble. Useful was the highest compliment anyone here had likely ever given it. Stone in the older sections, timber reinforcement where the ground had demanded compromise, gate towers built more for line of sight and control than grandeur. Watch pennants snapped in the wet wind above the gate. Wagons waited in a patient line ahead of them. Porters hauled. Guards shouted. Bell chains rang somewhere deeper in the city where tide or shift or both were being marked.

She let the awe remain itself.

There was no point comparing it to anything. Comparison was the thief of joy, one of the nurses had always said when she was younger and too busy resenting everything to hear her. This city was not home, not Earth, not anything she had seen through glass. It was its own thing, damp and busy and old and alive in a way that pulled the eye outward at every angle.

Caelan, naturally, chose that moment to ruin their faces.

“Try to look less impressed,” he said.

Kira looked at him. “This is my restrained face.”

“It is not.”

“It is, actually. You should be grateful.”

Sela, who had not yet mastered the art of hiding wonder from her entire body, asked, “Why?”

“Because,” Caelan said, “tourists advertise two things at once: ignorance and possessions. Pickpockets admire both.”

Sela’s hands immediately went to her bag.

Kira checked hers more subtly.

Caelan went on, because lectures were one of his quieter hobbies. “Most cutpurses are not foolish enough to work close to an armed Blade of Ariana. Some are. Others work in teams and let one child stumble while a second hand does the real labor. Keep your bags close. Keep your eyes moving. If someone bumps you and apologizes too quickly, count your belongings.”

Sela nodded with honest attention.

Kira said, “Comforting.”

“It is useful.”

“That’s your answer to most things.”

“It remains correct.”

They rode on with the wagon line, slowing by degrees as the gate neared. People passed them in both directions. Fishwives in rolled sleeves and aprons gone dark with salt water. Marsh ferrymen with poles balanced on their shoulders. Traders in sensible wool. Three Meletrifys clergy near the lower quay road in sea-blue and foam-white, blessing a net crew before departure. An Escharan wagon farther in with black cloth over its back and grave-bells tied beneath the seat. Two boys carrying bundled reeds longer than they were tall. A shouting rope merchant. A one-eyed dog. Six hundred small proofs that the city lived by water and had no patience for anyone who did not.

The girls still wanted answers.

Kira could feel it in Sela almost as clearly as if the thought were written across her forehead. Sela wanted to ask where exactly they were going, whether Caelan truly meant to take them toward whatever had broken that other party, whether they were about to walk willingly into the sort of story that ended in memorial stone.

Kira wanted the same thing.

Sela, being Sela, asked first.

“Are we actually going there?”

Caelan did not pretend not to understand.

“Nothing is set in stone yet,” he said.

That was not a no.

Kira watched him from the side. “Meaning?”

“Meaning,” he said, “I need information before I decide whether the road ahead is difficult or simply suicidal.”

That was also not a no.

Sela went pale enough to be noticed by anyone who knew her.

Kira said, “You have a wonderful gift for reassurance.”

Caelan ignored that. “I am not taking you into darkness because rumor points at it loudly. If this path is ours, the way forward will clarify.”

Kira almost asked whether he truly believed that or merely wanted to. Then she looked at him properly and realized the answer was both.

He had the look of a man who was trusting something larger than chance and did not intend to apologize for it.

Ariana doesn’t spend her blades lightly, she thought.

Apparently neither did whatever strange arithmetic had delivered her from another world and placed her in one Avenger’s line of responsibility.

The gate came up fast after that.

The guards at Saint-Mire Gate were young.

Very young.

Young enough that their confidence still fit them like a new coat they expected other people to notice. Good-looking too, unfortunately for everyone involved and especially unfortunately for themselves, because they clearly knew it. Both wore their city tabards cleanly, helmets angled just so, sword belts sitting at that precise degree of casual competence young men practiced in reflective surfaces.

Best friends, Kira guessed in a second. Too many hours left on shift and desperate for novelty.

They straightened when Caelan rode up.

Then they saw the girls.

Then they straightened more.

The taller of the two looked at Caelan’s white cloak, then at Kira and Sela’s road-worn state, then back at Caelan again with the expression of a man who had been handed puzzle pieces from two different boxes and was trying to force optimism into the gap.

“Sir,” he said, politely enough. “Welcome to Merehaven.”

The second one, broader through the shoulders and slightly worse at pretending not to stare at the girls, added, “Long road in?”

“Yes,” Caelan said.

The first guard’s eyes flicked once over Kira’s battered but improving wardrobe, Sela’s braid, the horses, the state of their packs, and then lingered a fraction too long on the fact that an Avenger of Ariana was escorting two young women who looked like dusty road casualties and not noble daughters.

His confusion was nearly endearing.

Nearly.

“Staying long?” he asked.

“Possibly.”

That was all Caelan gave him.

It was somehow enough to encourage the second one.

“If you’re after a decent inn, sir, the Gull’s Rest keeps good beds and better locks,” he said. “The food’s all right too, though if you want something worth eating there’s a place four blocks east—salt perch, smoked eel, real butter if they haven’t run out—”

His friend cut in immediately, unwilling to lose the moment. “If it’s dancing you’re after, though, the Lantern Quays are livelier after dark. Depends what sort of evening the ladies want.”

The ladies, Kira noticed, had apparently become central to municipal planning.

Sela was trying very hard not to smile.

The taller guard, encouraged by the lack of immediate divine smiting, pressed on. “Could stay near the north quarter if you want quieter beds, eat near the quay, then walk south for music. Or there’s the Reedwake—less refined, but the cider’s honest and the floorboards usually hold.”

The broader one nodded eagerly. “If you’re not sure of the lanes after dark, we could escort them back, sir.”

There it was.

Kira looked down briefly so no one would see her expression too clearly. Sela’s lips had gone thin with the effort of not laughing outright.

Caelan turned his head.

Just that.

Just enough to put the full weight of Avengerly disapproval on both young men at once.

The effect was immediate and glorious.

The second guard found a fascinating interest in the ledger board by the gatepost. The first one remembered professionalism with such force it nearly cracked audibly.

“Of course,” he said. “Provided your business permits leisure at all.”

“It does not,” Caelan said.

The broader one managed, “Yes, sir.”

Silence held for one healthy beat.

Then the first guard, determined now to survive the encounter with dignity partially intact, glanced at their travel papers, waved them through, and said, “Welcome to Merehaven.”

Caelan touched Dawncleaver forward.

Kira and Sela followed.

Once they were under the gate arch and into the city proper, Sela lost the fight and made a strangled sound of laughter into one hand.

Kira lasted two more steps.

Then she said, “Escort them home, sir.”

Sela folded over in her saddle.

Caelan did not look back. “You will both behave.”

“Certainly,” Kira said.

The city opened before them in wet stone, timber walks, tide canals, quay traffic, shouting handlers, fish carts, hanging lanterns, dock shrines, rope bridges, and the low groan of pilings answering water. Somewhere deeper in Merehaven, hidden among all of it, would be the first real illumination Caelan had been waiting for.

Kira felt it the way one sometimes felt weather before it broke.

Not certainty.

Approach.

And behind that feeling sat one harder truth:

whatever answer they found here, it was going to point north.

* * *

Merehaven closed around them in layers.

Caelan felt it as soon as they passed under the gate and into the city proper: the press of bodies, trade, tide, rumor, vice, need, ambition, and all the lesser hungers that learned to live close together in wet places. Cities like this fed on motion. Every alley held a mouth. Every doorway held eyes. Every slow-moving cart and every laughing knot of dockhands concealed someone sharper than he looked or softer than he ought to be.

He kept the girls close without appearing to do so.

The road had changed. Open country punished honestly. A city punished through people.

And there were people enough here to make an army of trouble.

Too many faces.

Too many listeners.

Too many hands that knew how to take, and too many smiles that did not belong to clean thoughts.

Some of the danger was ordinary. The ordinary sort still deserved killing often enough: petty predators, guild runners, dockside scavengers, men who saw two young women on the road and mistook beauty, good breeding, or uncertainty for weakness.

Merehaven had those by the hundred.

It had worse besides.

He could feel them without needing proof. The city held enough wealth, enough death traffic, enough salvage, enough marsh road coming in and out of it to hide all sorts of dark service behind respectable doors. Some who served Manassus would be here. Perhaps Meletrifys had her false faithful as well. Perhaps Malakhar. Perhaps older, smaller blasphemies without proper names outside a few locked rooms.

And now an Avenger of Ariana had just ridden into the city with two beautiful young women and no obvious bannered company behind him.

That would be noticed.

The clock was already running.

He needed information on the dungeon.

He needed it quickly.

One night in the city, perhaps two.

No more if it could be helped.

The trouble was choosing where to root those nights. Any inn offered food, beds, and ears. The wrong one added knives.

The younger guards at the gate had mentioned one name twice—the Gull’s Rest—with enough agreement between them to count for something. Caelan did not usually take city recommendations from boys still polishing vanity into their boots. Then again, local guards knew which inns robbed, which drugged, which quietly sold room names to the wrong buyers, and which merely overcharged.

He weighed it as they moved deeper into the harbor quarter.

The horses made the choice for him first.

Or rather, a boy did.

He came up from a side lane with the slow weary trudge of someone who had already worked since before sunrise and expected to work past dark besides. Twelve or thirteen at most. Thin in the shoulders, quick in the hands, leather apron stiff with old straw and horse spit, boots gone soft in the toes from stable water. He smelled of oats, sweat, and clean tack. When he saw Dawncleaver, Hazel, and Zenyatta, his whole face changed.

Not greed.

Not calculation.

Love.

Simple and immediate.

That was rare enough in cities to draw the eye by itself.

The boy slowed without meaning to, staring at the horses the way some children stared at festival lights or sword dancers or miracle relics. Dawncleaver turned one ear toward him. Hazel lifted her head. Zenyatta’s nostrils widened once.

The boy came nearer, remembered manners halfway through his own feet, and stopped at a respectful distance from the horses.

“Sir?” he said.

Caelan looked down at him.

The boy held up three small apples from his apron pocket, bruised but decent. “May I?”

Caelan glanced once at the fruit, then at the horses, then back to the boy.

“Yes.”

The boy brightened and stepped in carefully, not rushing, not slapping at muzzles, not making the sort of idiot movements that got children bitten by horses they had not earned. He offered the first apple to Hazel, palm flat. The mare took it gently. Zenyatta got the second. Dawncleaver, who disliked most strangers and judged many of them correctly, accepted the third after a measured pause and then lowered his great head enough to nudge the boy once in the shoulder.

The boy laughed under his breath.

Caelan noted that.

Dawncleaver was not sentimental. If the warhorse chose not to hate someone, there was usually a reason.

The boy rubbed the horse’s neck where the leather had sat and said, with reverence disguised as practicality, “He carries hard and still keeps his back right. Whoever brushed him this morning knew what they were about.”

Sela, pleased despite herself, said, “That was me.”

The boy looked up at her quickly, surprised, then back to the horses with his respect visibly upgraded.

“If you’re staying in the quarter,” he said to Caelan, “bring them to the Gull’s Rest. I work the stable there. I’ll see they’re done proper.”

There it was again.

The Gull’s Rest.

Caelan looked at the boy more carefully.

Red hair.

Not bright copper, but enough flame in it to catch the eye. In some older shrines of Ariana, people still touched the heads of red-haired children in passing and called them flame-touched under their breath, more custom than doctrine and more hope than theology. It cost nothing to borrow a little luck from old symbolism if the gods had put it in your way.

Caelan did not put much stock in cheap sentiment.

He did, however, believe the divine could use whatever lay nearest to hand.

A guard’s recommendation was one thing.

A stable boy with red hair, clean hands, a horse’s trust, and the same inn name on his tongue was another.

One inn was as good as another if all the doors were suspect.

Better, then, to choose the one where the horses would be under the eye of someone who loved them more than coin.

“What’s your name?” Caelan asked.

“Perrin, sir.”

“How long have you worked there, Perrin?”

“Two years, sir. Since my uncle took the north stalls.” He glanced at Dawncleaver again and tried not to sound too eager. Failed. “I can tell if a horse is favoring a leg or if a shoe’s wearing wrong. I don’t sleep through trouble.”

That last part he meant as a credential.

Caelan believed him.

He nodded once. “Lead on.”

Perrin’s grin arrived so fast it almost made him look younger. He tried to hide it out of respect for the cloak and failed at that too.

“Yes, sir.”

He set off at once, weaving ahead of them through the traffic with the born agility of a city child who had grown up dodging wheels and dock crews without ever being taught formally. Caelan let him lead and kept the girls tight behind Dawncleaver.

Kira, riding just behind his shoulder, said quietly, “Are we taking horse recommendations from children now?”

“We are taking horse recommendations from a horseman.”

“That was alarmingly wholesome.”

“Cities rarely improve if you sneer at the useful.”

Kira accepted that with a tiny huff and turned her attention outward again.

They followed Perrin through a long, damp avenue of net racks, chandlers, and half-raised timber walks.

The city listened around them. Caelan felt it.

Not fate exactly; that word had grown difficult in recent days because he carried its pressure already in his mantle and could never fully trust where divine burden ended and ordinary vigilance began. But there was urgency in the day. A narrowing. The sense that each hour spent poorly here might cost them dearly farther north.

He needed answers before the city swallowed them into its normal noise.

The Gull’s Rest appeared at last on a slanted corner near a side quay where smaller estuary craft tied up under patched canvas awnings. The signboard showed a white gull painted with more ambition than skill. The inn itself leaned just enough to admit the ground below had opinions. The stable behind it looked sound. The drain channels were clear. The doors were hung right. Someone had money enough to repair what mattered and not enough vanity to waste it elsewhere.

Good.

Perrin turned at the stable yard gate and straightened like a boy welcoming nobility to a palace.

“Here, sir.”

Caelan swung down first.

Dawncleaver followed Perrin with his ears forward, which was as close to endorsement as any horse of sense would bother giving.

That settled it.

For one night, perhaps two, the Gull’s Rest would do.

  

    
        Chapter 37

    
    
    
    
  Tavin Valek was at Saint-Mire Gate because Hobb Lerren had gone three days late on payment and thought that meant the debt had become a discussion.

It hadn’t.

Hobb moved smoked eel and lamp oil out of the lower marsh barges and sold both with enough skimming on the side to keep his wife in decent shoes and his youngest daughter in ribbons too bright for the quarter. Tavin knew exactly what Hobb made, exactly what he lied about making, and exactly how much fear needed to be applied before a man like that remembered the terms of an arrangement properly.

So he waited near the gate in the lee of a fish shed with one boot up on a crate and a narrow knife in hand, watching the road traffic come in while Hobb’s wagon took its time about appearing.

The knife wasn’t for use.

Not yet.

It was there because people noticed a blade before they noticed a face, and sometimes that saved everyone time.

The morning was damp enough to keep the smells low and close. Fish guts. Tidal mud. Rope tar. Horse piss. Smoke. Salt. The whole city breathing through its mouth as it always did near the water. Dock boys ran. Carters shouted. A woman with a basket of split eels cursed at someone unseen and meant it. The gate guards were young and polished and still vain enough to think polished mattered in Merehaven.

Tavin was halfway through deciding whether to split Hobb’s lip or just his accounts when the Avenger rode in.

He noticed the white cloak first.

Then the sword.

Then the girls.

And every other thought in his head stopped to make room.

The fair one was pretty in the ordinary way men liked to brag about getting. Country-pretty. Open-faced. Soft-mouthed. The kind a fool imagined he could coax into laughing and then touching and then more, if he said the right things and kept the room warm enough. There were dozens of girls in Merehaven men talked about that way.

The dark one ended all of them.

Tavin stared.

Road dust on her clothes. Sun on her skin. Tired around the edges in the honest way of someone who had actually lived the road and not merely performed it. None of it mattered. She made every girl in the lower wards, every painted dock darling, every merchant’s kept daughter, every tavern rose and alley flirt in the city collapse into one smaller, lesser category.

He felt the old ugly thing in him wake.

Want, yes.

But not only want.

Resentment came with it, sharp and familiar. Some people moved through the world as if no one had yet taught them what the world was for. Some people still laughed in hard places. Some people still looked unspoiled by rooms men like Tavin knew how to close.

He hated that.

He wanted it lowered.

The thought arrived cleanly enough that he smiled before he could stop himself.

Then he saw the Avenger properly and the appetite changed shape.

Because no man escorted two girls like that by accident.

The younger gate guards noticed them too.

That almost made Tavin laugh. Both boys straightened in exactly the same way, shoulders widening, jaws setting, voices finding that extra bit of smooth they thought women admired and older men didn’t hear. They were throwing charm at the girls before the horses had fully slowed, one recommending inns, the other dancing, both of them working the same stale little lane every boy with bright eyes and half a uniform had worked since the first city gate was hung.

The fair one looked flustered.

The dark-haired one looked amused.

Tavin’s interest sharpened again.

That was better.

Timid beauties bored him once they started crying. The interesting ones had teeth or thought they did.

He watched the dark one smile at something one of the guards said.

There.

That was the part he disliked most.

Not the beauty. Beauty could be bought, bullied, rented, ruined, or made ordinary with enough time.

The smile was harder. It had survived something already and still thought itself allowed.

Tavin wondered what it would take to teach it otherwise.

Then the Avenger turned his head.

Just that.

The two gate boys folded like cheap hinges.

Tavin smiled.

Good.

There was intelligence in the scene after all.

He pushed off the crate and forgot Hobb Lerren entirely for the moment. The debt would still exist in an hour. Things like this did not come through Saint-Mire Gate every morning.

He let the crowd take him as the newcomers passed beneath the arch. Merehaven was good for that if you knew how to move. Dock men carrying crates. Women with baskets. Children running messages. Ferry hands cutting through traffic at speed. A man could vanish in motion without hiding at all.

Tavin knew how.

His mother had taught him the first pieces simply by surviving in places where women like her were required to notice everything and own nothing.

Walk where people are already turning away.

Never look like you’re following.

If you need room, wear anger.

If you need closeness, wear boredom.

Watch hands first, eyes second.

People lie fastest with their mouths and truest with their shoulders.

The rest he learned from alleys, beatings, and the simple civic curriculum of wet streets.

He slipped past a cooper’s cart and came within easy hearing as the dark-haired girl said something low to the fair one and made her laugh. That bothered him too, though he would not have named why. People like that were not supposed to move through hard places with laughter still intact. It felt incorrect. Unfair. A private insult.

Then the stable boy happened.

Perrin.

Tavin saw him before the boy saw the horses, and by the time Perrin’s whole face lit up at the sight of them, Tavin was already annoyed. Horse-mad little bastard. Too clean in the spirit. Too decent. Boys like Perrin got trusted by the world in ways Tavin never had. Men trusted them with tack, coin, daughters, and softness because no one had yet put enough ugliness in them to make trust look stupid.

Tavin hated that kind of boy on reflex.

Perrin went up with apples in hand and the Avenger let him.

Interesting.

Then the inn name came.

The Gull’s Rest.

Tavin went still for half a beat.

There.

Now the thing had stopped being appetite and become opportunity too.

The Gull’s Rest sat in a quarter he knew well. His father used the back room over the net store two doors down when business needed fewer ears. The stable wall could be crossed in one jump from the right side. The kitchen girl took coin. The night porter drank. The upper rear shutter in room five did not latch right in wet weather.

Useful.

Very useful.

He watched a little longer.

The dark-haired girl moved poorly, but not weakly. That was worth filing away. The fair one moved cleaner. The Avenger saw everything. The horses were good. The black warhorse especially had judgment in him.

Tavin stepped back into the current of the street.

If they were staying at the Gull’s Rest, his father would want to know.

And if Garron wanted to know, Tavin intended to bring the story before the old man could take it from someone else and tell him afterward what he should have noticed.

That was how things stood between them.

Blood had not fixed anything.

Recognition had not softened anything.

The city still hoped, now and then, that father and son might finish each other and do everyone a favor.

No such luck.

They understood one another too well for that now.

Tavin cut through the back lanes toward the warehouse quarter with the image of the dark-haired girl still bright in his head for all the wrong reasons and the Avenger’s white cloak hanging over it like a warning.

That only improved his mood.

* * *

Tavin found his father above a net store near the old quay where the timber walks gave way to stone and then to patched plank again, as if even the city could not make up its mind what kind of place it wanted to be.

The room smelled of tar, wet hemp, old smoke, and the kind of stale drink men kept near them not for pleasure but because it annoyed the silence. Garron sat by the open shutter with one boot on the sill and a cup in his hand, looking out over the lane below as if he owned the movement in it by right. Men like him always looked most at home where the law had to bend around commerce and hunger to keep the city running.

Tavin took in the scene and felt the old reflex rise in him anyway.

This time would be different.

It was a stupid thought. He knew it while he was thinking it. His father never praised. He measured, used, hit, warned, mocked, taught when it suited him, and on better days let silence stand where cruelty might have gone. Praise belonged to other houses, other men, boys who came in from good fishing or good schoolwork or good decisions. Tavin had never once brought Garron a story and seen approval arrive cleanly on the man’s face.

Still.

An Avenger of Ariana.

Two girls.

One of them the kind of beauty that pulled the eye and fouled the blood.

This was worth bringing.

Maybe new things earned new responses.

Probably not.

He came in and shut the door behind him.

Garron turned his head just enough to register speed and temper. He had always read those first.

“Something?”

Tavin leaned one shoulder against the wall and let himself enjoy the knowledge for one beat longer before handing it over.

“An Avenger of Ariana just rode into town.”

That did it.

Garron’s attention came off the window entirely and landed on him full. The cup went down without sound.

“What Avenger?”

Tavin shrugged as if it did not matter to him. “White cloak. Sun-marked. Sword like it’s actually seen work. Came in through Saint-Mire with two girls and no proper company.”

“Description.”

Tavin gave it.

Not just the cloak and the face, but the way Caelan moved, the horses, the girls, the stable boy, the Gull’s Rest. Garron listened without interrupting, and the stiller he got the worse Tavin felt his own chances of hearing anything he wanted at the end of it.

When he finished, Garron sneered.

“I know of him.”

That rankled Tavin instantly. “You know everyone worth knowing.”

“I know enough to keep breathing.”

Garron leaned back in the chair and scratched once at the scar in his beard.

“Caelan Vorr,” he said, tasting the name like old trouble. “He was passing through these streets when you were too young to bite properly. Had that same holier-than-thou look then. Walked like the world stank and he knew who should be set on fire for it.”

Tavin smiled faintly. “Still does.”

Garron’s eyes hardened on him.

“You tailed him?”

There it was. Not praise. Not even interest in the useful parts first. Judgment.

“For a little.”

“You idiot.”

Tavin’s jaw tightened. “I wasn’t close.”

“You were close enough.”

Garron stood, and even after all these years Tavin still hated the speed with which the older man could make a room change shape just by rising into it. Age had not softened him. It had concentrated him. Rope-thick forearms, scarred hands, old breaks set without mercy, a face weathered into something no one would confuse for handsome and no one sensible would underestimate.

“That man sees everything,” Garron said. “You think he didn’t notice you because you didn’t get a blade in the ribs? That’s not the same thing.”

Tavin let the rebuke sit a beat, then said, because he could never quite stop himself, “You always act like they’re ten feet tall if they wear a god’s name.”

Garron’s mouth twitched in disgust. “In daylight, some of them near enough are.”

Tavin rolled his eyes a little.

He knew better than to do it far.

Garron saw it anyway.

“Was sunlight on you?” he asked.

Tavin frowned. “What?”

“When you were watching him.”

“Yes.”

“Then assume he knew.”

That was not how powers worked. Tavin knew it. At least he thought he did. Gods were not peering down every time one of their pets walked under a clear sky. But the old man was not entirely wrong either, and that was the kind of thing that irritated most when spoken aloud.

Tavin said, “He had two girls with him. He wasn’t looking for me.”

Garron moved in close enough then to make the room feel smaller.

“That is exactly when men like him are most likely to notice a rat sniffing the edges.”

Tavin held his ground because that was one of the first lessons Garron had beaten in and one of the few worth keeping.

The older man gave him one long look, then stepped away.

“Stay clear of them.”

That got his attention in a different direction.

Tavin laughed once under his breath. “Clear?”

“Yes.”

“That pretty one’s got you suddenly pious?”

Garron turned his head slowly.

Dangerous.

Tavin shut his mouth.

“I want nothing to do with an Avenger unless profit outweighs consequence,” Garron said. “And right now consequence is standing on two legs in a white cloak with enough reputation to make hard men cross streets and suddenly remember errands elsewhere.”

That was fair.

Tavin hated fair when it came from his father.

“So what?” he said. “We just let him sit in our quarter?”

“Our quarter,” Garron repeated, not kindly. “Boy, if I taught you one thing at all I’d hoped it was this: no quarter belongs to you once someone stronger walks through it with purpose.”

That landed because it was true and because Garron only ever reached for truth when he wanted it to bruise.

Tavin looked away first.

Good.

There it was.

The old dance done again.

He brought something sharp and new and useful.

His father made him feel ten years old for having carried it badly.

Garron picked up his cup again.

“Do not go near the girls,” he said. “Do not follow the Avenger again. If there’s anything to be handled there, I’ll handle it.”

Tavin almost smiled at that.

His father had no intention of handling anything. Not if handling meant facing Caelan Vorr directly. Garron liked certainty in his violence and disliked holy men who could bring sunlight to a knife lane. What he meant was: do not create noise I’ll have to pay for.

Still, Tavin nodded.

Because he was not stupid enough to fight that order before seeing whether it mattered.

Garron had other business in the city that afternoon, and Tavin knew enough not to ask what all of it was. The old man did not hide everything, but the things he kept he kept because they were dangerous to know, profitable, or both. Tavin followed him partway, then peeled off for a while to make Hobb Lerren remember his debt in a quieter lane with only a little blood and one tooth lost to civic correction.

By the time he circled back, Garron had already gone to see the magistrate.

That alone was enough to make Tavin curious. His father dealt upward when it paid and bowed to no one he could help, but city men in robes and seals had a way of making themselves relevant to everyone eventually. Tavin knew the magistrate by sight and appetite if not friendship. A smooth man. Groomed beard. Good hands. The sort who could sign a writ, ruin a family, and then complain over dinner that the fish was overdone.

Tavin did not go in.

He waited in the lane below because patience was a skill his father respected and because magistrate buildings had too many eyes that remembered faces for the wrong reasons.

When Garron came out, his expression had changed.

Not much.

Enough.

Tavin fell in beside him with the easy, thoughtless pace of a son who had every right to walk where he liked. Garron let him keep it for half a block before saying, “You heard nothing?”

“Nothing.”

That was true in the narrow legal sense and false in the useful one. He had heard a few words through the half-open shutter and caught a servant runner’s face when the wrong name was said.

Girl.

Unharmed.

Avenger.

Enough to know the city had more interest in the matter than his father had let on.

Garron spat into the gutter.

“The dark-haired one matters.”

Tavin felt something hot and ugly stir under his ribs. “To who?”

“Someone above our pay.”

“They know her?”

“They know enough to ask that she be marked.”

That sharpened everything.

He wanted to ask why.

He wanted to ask whether his father had sold information already.

He wanted to ask whether matters meant coin, politics, appetite, or cult.

He asked, “What kind of matter?”

Garron gave him a sidelong look. “The kind that gets men with seals and guards interested in girls from roads they should never have noticed.”

That was no answer and too much of one.

They walked another stretch.

“The Avenger?” Tavin asked.

“Will be handled.”

There was something in Garron’s tone that made Tavin hear the truth under it: not by him.

Whoever wanted the girl wanted her badly enough to move law.

That was larger than street work.

Larger than collections.

Larger than anything he usually got to stand near.

He said, carefully now, “And us?”

Garron’s mouth curled.

“Us,” he said, “means you will continue doing exactly what I tell you. If the chance comes clean, maybe there’s profit in it. If it doesn’t, we leave holy trouble to men with softer lives and deeper backing.”

It was wisdom. Tavin knew that. It still scraped him wrong.

He could almost see the picture his father had built in his own head: the magistrate or whoever stood behind him wanted the pretty dark-haired girl alive and untouched. The other one—fair, country, soft-eyed—was extra. Profit might be found on both sides of that equation if the work got done cleanly enough.

And if not?

At least Garron would not be the first body on the road to consequence.

Tavin said nothing more.

Because there was no point.

Because silence gave him room.

Because disobedience was best grown in private before it was practiced in public.

* * *

At the Gull’s Rest, Caelan felt the city settle its weight more fully once the horses were stabled and the girls had chairs beneath them.

The common room was decent enough. Sea-room, not noble room. Dark beams, scrubbed tables, a serving woman with fast hands and older eyes, two sailors arguing without real heat near the hearth, the smell of smoked fish, onions, wet boots, lamp oil, and fresh bread doing what fresh bread always did to make men believe for an hour that the world had not turned against them entirely.

Sela sat first and with visible gratitude.

Kira sat after circling once in that restless way of hers, eyes moving over exits, stairs, windows, kitchen door, common room habits. Good. Better than when he first found her. Not enough, but better.

He did not sit immediately.

He stood with one hand on the back of his chair and let the old politics of Merehaven press against him.

He knew this city.

Not every lane. Not every current alliance. Not every new corruption that had grown in the years since he last spent real time here. But he knew its kind. Harbor councils. Guild arrangements. Marsh rights. Salvage disputes. Contraband tucked under legitimate cargo. Men too comfortable with death because trade and tide and blackwater made death routine enough to itemize.

And there were more dangerous people in this room alone than the girls could possibly read.

That was the part that nagged him.

They still looked at the world too openly.

Not foolishly anymore. Not entirely. But openly enough that a patient killer, a classed thief, or a predatory noble’s bastard would still see room to move. This city was considered safe compared to many. That only meant the worst things here wore manners until they closed a door.

He sat at last.

The serving woman came with bread, fish stew, and two mugs of watered cider for the girls before he had to ask twice. Good inn. Good pace.

Kira tore bread with the concentration of a woman who had not yet accepted that food could arrive without trial attached.

Sela looked around once more and said, “It feels like everyone knows something we don’t.”

Caelan almost smiled.

“They do.”

That quieted her.

Kira dipped bread into stew and said, “Encouraging.”

“No,” he said. “Useful.”

She made a face. “You keep using that word as if it excuses everything.”

“It excuses most things that keep you alive.”

She thought about that and did not immediately argue, which told him the road had been doing its work more honestly than she liked.

He looked between them.

“You both need to start looking at the world differently,” he said.

That got their attention fully.

“The real world,” he went on, “is not the one you’ve been allowed to imagine from roads, shrines, and field trouble. The killers are real. You walked within arm’s reach of a dozen today and never knew it.”

Sela sat straighter.

Kira’s eyes narrowed a little.

“You cannot look at someone and know what they can call on,” Caelan said. “A man may dress like a clerk and gut three armed people before the ink dries on his page. A woman may look like a brewer’s widow and carry a class meant for shadows and garrotes. Some wear power openly. Most do not. Unless a person chooses to show you what they are, or unless you have the means to know, you assume danger and proceed accordingly.”

Sela asked, “Even here?”

“Especially here,” he said. “Cities gather power the way marshes gather rot. Much of it lies quiet until stepped in.”

Kira had stopped eating.

The spoon sat forgotten in her hand while the problem took hold behind her eyes. He could see the line of it there and knew better than to interrupt once she had latched onto a problem worth worrying.

Profiles.

Hidden classes.

People voluntarily sharing.

Data present but inaccessible.

He did not know the exact shape of the thought, but he knew that look.

Good.

Let her work.

He needed information quickly now. One night in the city, perhaps two. No more. Every hour spent under this roof with the girls in reach of city eyes was an hour too generous.

The library first thing in the morning.

Maps.

Records.

Dungeon accounts.

Anything Jaheira’s people had held back from the rumor markets and dockside liars.

He had the sense—not Ariana’s bright warning, not the holy pressure that sometimes came before blood and flame, but the old human certainty learned from campaigns and bad towns—that trouble had already started moving the moment they passed under the gate.

He looked once toward the shutters, where evening damp had begun to gather against the panes.

The clock was running.

He intended to get ahead of it.

  

    
        Chapter 38

    
    
    
    
  Morning came damp and bright and full of bells.

Not temple bells. Tide bells. Dock bells. The hard, practical ringing of a port city sorting itself into motion before the day had fully opened. By the time Caelan came downstairs, Merehaven was already awake in every direction that mattered. The common room of the Gull’s Rest smelled of oat porridge, fish stock, wet wool, old woodsmoke, and fresh bread. Ferrymen were eating quickly before shift. A rope merchant was arguing over tally marks with a woman who looked better at violence than bookkeeping. The serving girl moved like someone used to avoiding hands and trays with equal efficiency.

The girls looked better for a roof and a meal.

Not rested. The road had taken too much from them for one night to settle all accounts. But Sela had some color back in her face, and Kira no longer looked as if she might declare war on furniture from sheer fatigue.

Her eyes were moving as soon as he saw her.

Door. Stairs. Windows. Kitchen. Common room. Exits.

Good.

She was learning.

He checked the horses first.

Perrin had already brushed Dawncleaver down and seen to Hazel and Zenyatta besides. The stable boy gave his report with the grave seriousness of a young priest entrusted with revelation.

“Your black one watches everything,” he said, one hand on Dawncleaver’s neck. “Wouldn’t let the bay gelding in the next stall so much as think wrong at him.”

“That sounds like him,” Kira said.

Perrin looked as if the notion of any horse thinking wrong in his stable pained him personally.

Caelan paid the boy well enough to make him try not to smile and fail.

“Keep them ready,” he said. “We may leave quickly.”

Perrin nodded at once. “Yes, sir.”

That alone was another reason to like him. No questions where none were needed. No idle chatter where business was clearer.

They ate after that and wasted no more time. Caelan did not intend to let the city have a full day to notice them before he had something useful in hand. Answers first. Then routes. Then decisions.

So he took the girls north and a little inland, away from the louder salt of the open quays and toward older stone, older roads, and the district where memory had more standing than trade.

Merehaven showed itself differently by daylight.

No kinder. Only clearer.

What had seemed atmospheric the evening before now revealed itself as engineering and compromise: damp stone, timbered walkways, patched plank lanes, old raised runs over ground too wet to trust. Buildings leaned where foundations had learned negotiation instead of dominance. Wealthier homes sat on better stone or older pilings. Poorer streets adjusted and kept going. Everywhere the city listened to water: black channels slapping retaining walls, pilings groaning, ferry chains rattling, gulls screaming overhead as if personally insulted by creation.

Sela could not take it in fast enough.

Kira was trying.

That was the difference between them. Sela let wonder strike openly. Kira looked longer and harder, as though the world might become more manageable if she could only understand the pattern beneath it.

“Keep your bags in front of you,” Caelan said as they crossed a busier lane where fishmongers were already shouting over one another. “No one steals from me unless they are tired of hands. That does not make you safe.”

Sela moved her satchel immediately.

Kira said, “This city is very committed to hospitality.”

“It is considered one of the safer ports on this coast.”

Sela looked around at the fish tables, the shouting traders, the one-eyed lamp seller, the boys running what was probably contraband under a tarp too small to hide anything. “That is upsetting.”

“It should be.”

They went on.

He pointed things out as they walked, not lecturing, triaging. City ignorance killed differently than road ignorance, but no less efficiently.

“That mark over the warehouse means bonded cargo. The chalk below it means someone died in there recently and the church has not cleared the goods. Those bells at the crossing warn flood first, fire second. That alley looks public and isn’t.”

Kira looked back at the alley.

It had looked like an alley.

That was the problem.

Kira’s gaze kept catching on people. Not staring. Measuring. A dockworker with scarred knuckles and easy posture. A woman in widow’s black who watched reflections more than faces. A smiling fishwife with shoulders broad enough to make a beating look instructional.

After a stretch Kira said, “Then what do you look for first?”

Caelan stepped aside to let a cart of smoked eel rattle by, wheels knocking over wet stone.

“Attention,” he said.

She looked at him.

“Where it sits. Where it returns. Most people look at what interests them. Dangerous people look at what matters. Hands. Exits. Distance. Who’s armed. Who’s alone. Who isn’t paying enough attention.”

Kira absorbed that instantly.

He went on. “Then posture. Some carry fear high. Some carry habit low. Some move like they’ve never been hit in earnest. Others move like they expect the world to try again.”

Sela listened as closely as Kira now.

“And sometimes,” Caelan said, “the only warning you get is that someone stands too easily in a place where everyone else is guarded.”

Kira said, “So the answer is pattern recognition.”

“The answer,” he said, “is learning what the world looks like one breath before violence.”

That held her.

Good.

Because she was not asking idly. There was a problem under the question. She wanted a way to see danger before it came clear. Whether that hunger came from the road, from fear, or from whatever strange architecture lived behind those eyes of hers, he did not know.

Likely all three.

Sela asked the question both girls had been carrying since the road south.

“Are we actually considering the dungeon?”

Caelan did not answer at once.

They had earned honesty. Not totality. Not yet. But honesty where he could give it.

“Considering?” he said. “Yes.”

Sela’s face tightened. “And if it’s as bad as those people said?”

“Then I learn that before I step where I shouldn’t.”

“That,” Kira said, “is not a no.”

“No.”

They walked a few paces more.

Finally he said, “Nothing is set in stone yet. I need to know whether what lies ahead is difficult or simply suicidal.”

Kira muttered, “That is a deeply unhelpful distinction.”

“It is still an important one.”

He could feel them both wanting more from him. A promise, perhaps. Or a denial. Something clean enough to rest under. He did not give it.

Ariana did not spend her blades lightly. He knew that. He also knew men made fools of themselves often by mistaking coincidence for command. Yet the rumor overheard months ago, the way roads had narrowed around them, the way each decision had brought them here instead of anywhere else—those things carried too much weight to dismiss.

If this was the path, illumination would come.

If it was not, knowledge would close it.

Either way, the library came first.

The building rose above the neighboring structures in a way that had nothing to do with height and everything to do with certainty.

Stone.

Old stone.

Not the patched, practical face of a warehouse or customs hall rebuilt three times to satisfy damp ground and changing traffic. This had been founded to endure. Broad-fronted, several stories high, with a central entry reached by worn steps and carvings over the lintel that were not martial: script, map-lines, stylized branches, circles within circles, an open eye, a quill crossed with a measuring rod. The rest of Merehaven bent and breathed and shifted with damp compromise. The library held its ground in a different argument entirely.

Sela slowed.

Kira looked up and up.

“This,” Kira said quietly, “is not a side shrine with books.”

“No.”

The air changed when they stepped inside.

Not colder. Drier. Ordered. The smell was paper, leather, lamp oil, old dust, starch paste, and the faint salt that every building in Merehaven admitted eventually whether it wished to or not. Sound behaved differently here. Boots softened. Voices lowered. A dozen forms of work moved at once without becoming noise: scribes copying from older texts, archivists carrying ledgers with both hands, a map case opened under weighted corners, a priestess arguing softly over lineage records with a woman who had come prepared to defend her grandfather’s memory.

Sela turned slowly. “Do they all live here?”

“Some.”

Kira watched two young clerics carry a stack of folios from one alcove to another with a solemnity that would have suited sacred relics. “This is a temple.”

“Yes.”

Sela frowned. “But it’s a library.”

“For Jaheira,” Caelan said, “those are not separate things.”

That held them both.

Jaheira’s church gathered what other people lost, hid, buried, forgot, falsified, or preferred never to have written down at all. Births, deaths, contracts, roads, flood records, lineages, treaties, campaign histories, weather patterns, testimony, old laws, corrected laws, heresies, confessions, maps, names. Especially names.

Knowledge was devotion.

Preservation was liturgy.

Accuracy was reverence.

Kira said, “That is terrifyingly efficient.”

“Yes.”

Sela looked around again, quieter now. “And people just come here and… ask things?”

“They come,” said a woman’s voice from the gallery above, “and hope they are prepared for the answers.”

Caelan looked up.

So did the girls.

She stood one level above them at the turn of the stair with one hand resting lightly on the rail and a ledger against her hip. No theatrical entrance. No priestly flourish. She entered his awareness all at once, and every old memory in him stood straighter.

She had changed.

Of course she had changed.

The girl he remembered had been all quick beauty and hard circumstance, trying to survive a city too willing to use her up. The woman before him was composed where the girl had once been merely alert, self-possessed where youth had been defensive, and marked by the slow discipline of knowledge pursued honestly. Not prettier, though she was that. More finished. More dangerous in quieter ways.

She came down the stairs without hurry.

“Caelan Vorr,” she said.

The girls looked at him instantly.

He inclined his head. “Liora.”

That was enough for Kira to realize history had just entered the room and enough for Sela to become reverently interested in a shelf label near her shoulder.

Liora smiled—not broadly, not like a girl once might have, but with controlled warmth and exact measure.

“I heard your name at the desk,” she said, “and hoped for half a heartbeat it belonged to someone less troublesome.”

“That bad?”

“That depends.” Her eyes moved to the girls. “On whether you’ve brought me trouble, answers, or both.”

Kira said, “We were hoping for a balanced assortment.”

Liora’s gaze settled on her and sharpened almost imperceptibly.

Interesting.

Caelan saw it and knew at once she had noticed something. Not what. Not yet. But enough to matter.

“We need records on the Wraithfire Court,” he said.

That changed her face.

Not fear. Not reluctance. Reclassification.

“You have come to the right building,” she said. “Whether you have come at the right time remains open.”

Then she looked again at the girls.

“You may as well come upstairs,” she said. “If he’s asking for that, none of you are leaving quickly.”

Liora led them up a broad inner stair worn smooth at the center by generations of use.

The upper level opened into a long chamber of tables, map racks, chained references, and tall windows set to catch the better part of the day without surrendering the books to weather. The hush there was not silence. Pens scratched. Pages turned. Somewhere farther back, two scholars were disagreeing under their breath with the grave intensity of people for whom a footnote could become blood sport if handled badly enough.

Sela slowed almost at once, turning in a small circle she tried to disguise as simple observation.

Kira did not turn.

She tracked.

Shelves, doors, alcoves, narrow stairs to higher stacks, clerics at work, the line of sight from one table to the next, how far the windows opened, where someone could stand unseen and still hear.

Liora noticed that too.

“Your young companions do not look at rooms the same way,” she said.

“No,” Caelan answered.

Sela colored faintly, as if she had been caught doing something improper.

Kira said, “I’m trying to decide whether this place is comforting or threatening.”

“It is both,” Liora said. “Any proper repository of truth should be.”

That earned the smallest shift at the corner of Kira’s mouth.

Liora brought them to a long oak table near a bank of maps and set her ledger down with care. Only then did she look fully at the girls.

“I should probably know who I’m receiving before I decide which shelves to endanger on your behalf.”

Sela answered first, because Sela answered first whenever politeness gave her a lane.

“Sela Vale,” she said. “From Green Hollow.”

Liora’s expression softened by a degree. “That sounds like a place where the wind has room.”

“It did,” Sela said, then corrected herself, “It does.”

Liora let the correction pass gently and looked to Kira.

“Kira Asher.”

Liora repeated the name once as if placing it somewhere she might need later.

“And how long have you both been traveling with him?”

Sela glanced instinctively to Caelan, then back.

“Not very long,” she said.

“Long enough,” Kira added, “to develop opinions about his educational methods.”

Liora’s gaze flicked to Caelan. “Still cruel in the name of refinement, then.”

“I teach efficiently,” he said.

“You always did prefer your virtues armed.”

Sela’s eyes moved between them with bright, helpless interest.

Kira noticed and very carefully did not smile.

Liora spared them both the burden of asking directly.

“Caelan and I knew each other when we were younger,” she said. “Before he fully became himself and before I had the sense to leave this city.”

“That sounds like there’s a story,” Kira said.

“There are several,” Liora replied. “Most of them improved with distance.”

Caelan said, “We did not come to exhume them.”

“No,” Liora said. “You came for a much less comfortable grave.”

That settled the room again.

Good.

Because if she leaned too far into memory, the girls would start reading futures into a thing long finished, and neither she nor Caelan had any use for that.

Liora drew out a blank sheet, weighted its corners, and dipped her pen.

“Begin with what you know of the Wraithfire Court,” she said.

“Very little,” Caelan answered. “Rumor. Distance. A mention months ago that I did not attend to as I should have.”

“Good. Rumor is mostly rot around this place. Easier to clean off if it hasn’t soaked too long.”

She began writing as she spoke. Memory was only part of it. Order mattered more. Jaherian habits ran deeper than conversation. Facts wanted arrangement.

“It was not known in its current form until recently,” she said. “Roughly a year ago, reports changed. Not by the city. Not by the churches in any organized way. There were older stories, of course. Marsh stories. Ghost-light tales. Lost ferrymen. Sinking roads. Places where the dead walked wrong under fog. Every wet country gathers those.”

She glanced up.

“What changed is that the System made it legible.”

Kira leaned forward immediately.

Liora noticed that and filed it.

“The Court did not spring from nothing,” she went on. “That is one of the first things people misunderstand. It was something before. A real place. A catastrophe site. A funerary complex, most likely, though the oldest surviving records disagree on who first built it. The System did not create it from bare ground. It recognized it, altered it, and turned it into a dungeon.”

Sela frowned. “Why?”

Liora looked at her with the patience of someone used to being asked the right question in the wrong century.

“If I knew why the System chose one wound and not another, child, I would not be a librarian in Merehaven. I would be locked in a higher archive with fewer windows and much worse company.”

Kira let out a quiet breath through her nose that might have been the beginning of laughter.

Liora continued.

“What matters is this: most dungeons in the old studies show at least some signs of internal logic imposed by the System. Layered progression. Ecologies that make a sort of pattern if one squints hard enough. Reward structures. Territory repetition. The Wraithfire Court is… less obedient.”

“That sounds bad,” Sela said.

“It is bad,” Caelan said.

Liora nodded once. “Much of the original place remains. Too much. Architecture, passage logic, burial alignments, chamber intent, and”—here her pen paused very slightly—“residual personhood.”

The word landed.

Sela looked lost.

Kira did not.

“You mean souls,” Kira said.

Liora’s eyes rose to hers again. “Yes.”

No one spoke for a moment after that.

The library around them kept working. Pens, pages, distant footfalls, the quiet discipline of preserved knowledge carrying on while four people at one table moved nearer to the edge of something ugly.

Liora shifted the weight on the paper and said, “Before we go further, I should divide the labor. You’ll all hear the essentials, but some of what you need is better gathered with your own hands.”

She turned first to Sela.

“If you have devotion to Ariana, there’s a smaller reference hall two rows over with church indexes, saint records, class pathways, and local devotional histories. Start there. It will help you understand what this city honors and what it fears.”

Sela blinked. “Me?”

“Yes, you. Unless you would rather sit here and hear three older minds talk themselves into and out of marsh death in increasingly careful language.”

Sela stood so fast she nearly thanked her twice.

Liora smiled faintly. “Second shelf on the right in the side hall. Ask for the blue-bound indexes if the clerk looks uncertain.”

Sela went at once, half relieved, half delighted to have a task that mattered and books to do it with.

Liora then turned to Caelan.

“You need maps more than stories. The current marsh routes, raised stone lines, ferry cuts, old funerary roads, and the latest Reedcross reports are in the map room.” She lifted her pen and pointed with it toward a side chamber. “If you want to know whether your route is difficult or suicidal, start there.”

He almost asked how she knew the wording.

Then remembered exactly who he was speaking to.

He inclined his head. “And if I want to know which guide houses lie best?”

“Third cabinet from the window. Red tabs for official routes. Black tabs for the reports no one pays to post publicly.”

That sounded like Liora.

He left them together without comment, because business required it and because he trusted her mind even if old memory still moved oddly around it.

The map room lay just beyond an inner arch. From there he could still see the edge of the main chamber: Kira and Liora crossing toward the stacks, Sela vanishing into the side hall with determination written all over her.

Good.

Let them each do what they were built for.

* * *

Liora took Kira into a narrower aisle between older shelves and then through a locked gate into a deeper collection where the air smelled drier and less handled by ordinary hands.

“This is where the useful books go when rumor becomes expensive,” she said.

Kira looked up and down the rows. “That is the most attractive thing anyone has said to me in quite a while.”

Liora glanced at her sidelong.

“You are very strange.”

“I am told that in several tones.”

Liora’s mouth moved once, deciding perhaps against amusement and then allowing a little of it through anyway. She reached up, drew down a broad regional survey bound in marsh-green leather, then a thinner volume of copied reports, stitched notes, and partial testimonies with no decorative spine at all.

“This one,” she said, passing the larger book to Kira, “is the region. Merehaven, Reedcross, the old causeways, flood maps, funerary routes, reed channels, grave gardens, marsh shrines, the estuary line before the last silting, and three centuries of people trying to insist the ground was more permanent than it is.”

Kira took it carefully.

“And this one,” Liora said, lifting the rougher book slightly, “is my own working compilation on the Court. It is incomplete, pessimistic, and better than anything the delver inns will sell you.”

Kira looked at the second volume with immediate respect.

“You write like a woman who’s had to stop men from getting themselves killed by optimism.”

“Often.”

They carried both books back toward a smaller side table under a high window. Not fully private, but private enough. When Liora set the thinner volume down and opened it, Kira saw neat script intercut with copied witness lines, map fragments, chamber sketches, mortality notes, and whole margins devoted to contradiction.

That felt right.

The truth about a place like this would not be clean.

Liora laid one finger against a page.

“Read this part first.”

Kira did.

The words were technical in places, descriptive in others, but the shape emerged quickly enough:

inner chambers, prolonged exposure, progressive soul erosion, instability of self, spiritual weakening preceding bodily failure, reports of dissociation, collapse, improper death.

Kira felt something cold move through her middle.

“This isn’t just dangerous,” she said quietly. “It’s wrong.”

“Yes.”

She kept reading.

The further inward the reports went, the worse the descriptions became. Not more dramatic. More precise. People losing time. People forgetting prayers mid-sentence. People leaving with bodies intact and spirits damaged in ways no ordinary physician could mend. Wraithfire saturation worsening near the heart. Core signatures suspected. Retrieval attempts abandoned or ending in deaths the reports could not classify cleanly.

Kira shut the book for a moment and pressed both palms to the cover.

Caelan.

Of course he would consider this.

Of course he would weigh himself against it.

Of course if he believed Ariana had set the path before him he would at least think the word sacrifice in full sentences and without flinching.

The thought hit her harder than she liked.

Liora watched her.

“You’re not thinking about yourself,” she said.

Kira looked up too quickly.

“That obvious?”

“To someone who has spent years watching whether danger matters to a person directly or through someone they cannot bear to lose? Yes.”

Kira sat back.

“I’m not saying he’d do anything stupid,” she said.

Liora’s brows rose slightly.

Kira amended, “Anything casually stupid.”

“That is a meaningful revision.”

Kira rubbed one thumb along the edge of the book. “He believes in what he’s doing.”

“Yes.”

“And if he thinks his goddess put the road in front of him—”

“He’ll walk it unless something cleaner closes it,” Liora said.

There was no accusation in her voice. Only knowledge.

Kira hated how much that both reassured and worried her.

Liora watched her another moment, then said, “You care for him quickly.”

Kira made a face at the table rather than at the priestess. “Apparently I do several things quickly.”

“That is not always a flaw.”

“No? It feels deeply suspicious.”

Liora let that sit.

Then her gaze shifted, not away from Kira’s face but into it more narrowly.

“There is something unusual about your eyes,” she said. “Other than the fact that they are arresting enough to derail half a room. Do they do anything?”

Kira blinked.

“That is an aggressively direct question.”

“I am a priestess of Jaheira. Directness is one of the few free pleasures left to us.”

Kira laughed once under her breath, then gave up and told the truth.

“They’re a mystery,” she said. “I can see in different spectrums. Low light, weird overlays, pressure lines maybe, things that don’t always make sense. I’m still figuring out what counts as vision and what counts as my brain trying to improvise meaning because it hates incomplete data.”

Liora leaned one forearm lightly on the table, interested now in the full, dangerous way of an intelligent woman hearing the edge of a pattern.

“And control?”

“Inconsistent.” Kira grimaced. “Better than it was. Still not intuitive enough. I can force some of it. Other parts just sort of happen when the world gets exciting in ways I don’t appreciate.”

“Have they changed since arriving here?”

“Yes. Or maybe I just notice more because there’s more to notice.” Kira looked back down at the Court book. “Magic helps nothing stay simple.”

“No,” Liora said. “It rarely does.”

Kira hesitated, then added, “I keep thinking there has to be more there. If everyone has a profile, and some classes can identify, and the information clearly exists somewhere, then maybe my eyes should be able to brush the edge of that eventually. Or something close to it.”

Liora did not dismiss the thought.

Interesting again.

“Perhaps,” she said. “Though many gifts break themselves when driven at the wrong lock too quickly.”

“That sounds like advice from painful experience.”

“From observation,” Liora said. “Which is often the more expensive version.”

Kira almost smiled.

Then she opened the rough volume again and the smile left.

The next section dealt with the heart-chambers and what Liora called threshold exposure. The descriptions became sparser there because fewer people had seen enough to write usefully afterward. But the conclusion was brutally clear.

“No one can claim the core,” Kira said.

Liora folded her hands.

“That is the present judgment.”

“Because even if they reach it—”

“They either die before stabilizing it,” Liora said, “or absorb it and die after from what the approach has done to the soul.”

Kira stared at her.

“That’s monstrous.”

“Yes.”

“Then why hasn’t one of the churches—”

She stopped herself.

Liora did not.

“Sent a doomed man to seize it?” she asked. “A dying delver? A condemned criminal? A fanatic with more devotion than future?”

Kira looked down.

“Yes.”

Liora’s face hardened—not at Kira, but at the question itself and the fact that it had real answers somewhere in the world.

“Because Eschara is not in the habit of sanctioning soul ruin merely because a prize exists,” she said. “And because even the darkest churches do not always get what they want simply because they are willing to pay with lives.”

That sat heavily between them.

Kira looked toward the map room where Caelan had gone.

No matter how she turned it, the answer kept catching on the same point:

he would think about it

and thinking about it might be enough if no better answer existed.

Liora followed her glance.

Then, more softly, “You may need to tell him something he does not want to hear when this comes to the table.”

Kira did not answer.

Because there were too many possibilities inside that sentence and all of them felt sharp.

From the map room came the rustle of a larger folio being opened. From the side hall came the faint, excited sound of Sela asking a clerk whether there were records on women who took Ariana’s vows from common birth.

Liora heard that too and smiled, small and real.

“She’ll do well with books,” she said.

“She’ll do well anywhere people are allowed to be decent to each other for five full minutes.”

Liora looked at Kira with fresh amusement and something older beneath it.

“You protect in odd directions.”

Kira looked back down at the page before her.

“I’m starting to think that may be the theme.”

Liora let that stand.

Then she opened the rough volume to the deeper notes and said, “Come. If you’re going to fear this place, you should fear it accurately.”

  

    
        Chapter 39

    
    
    
    
  Liora closed the rough volume and carried it back toward the main table.

Kira followed with the regional survey in both hands, thinking too hard to speak. The library seemed quieter on the walk back, though that was likely only because the words soul erosion had changed the weight of everything around her.

Sela was already there.

Of course she was there. And of course she had not found one book, but four, stacked in an earnest little tower beside her elbow, with another lying open and ribbon-marked where she had clearly been told to continue.

She looked up the moment Kira sat down and read something on her face at once.

“What?”

Kira set the green-bound regional volume down with more care than necessary. “Later.”

Sela’s expression tightened, but she nodded. She could sit on a question if she believed the answer mattered enough.

Caelan came back a moment after that with two rolled maps, one folio under his arm, and the particular look of a man whose practical inquiries had confirmed exactly as much trouble as he feared and not an ounce less.

Liora saw it and asked, “Bad?”

“Yes.”

“How bad?”

He unrolled the first map and flattened it across the table.

The marsh north and northwest of Merehaven spread itself out in blackwater channels, reed fen, raised stone lines, drowned causeways, ferry marks, old funerary roads, and warning glyphs copied by more than one hand over more than one year. Even to Kira, whose relationship with swamps had so far been theoretical and hostile, it looked like a place designed by something with contempt for stable footing.

The city sat at the lower edge of it, braced between estuary and sea.

Northward, the land gave up all pretense of simplicity.

Sela stared at it. “That doesn’t look like a place anyone should go.”

Liora sat opposite them and folded her hands. “Correct.”

Kira appreciated that.

No romance.

No false grandeur.

No but the brave must.

Just: yes, this is terrible, now let us continue honestly.

Caelan laid the second map beside the first.

“This is the established road to Reedcross and the safer marsh approaches. Slower, more watched, more traveled.”

Liora nodded. “That is the route sane people use when they intend to return.”

“And this,” he said, touching a darker marked line, “is the shorter approach.”

“The one fools, liars, and the underinformed call efficient.”

Sela looked between them. “There are enough of those that you have a category.”

“There are enough of those,” Liora said, “to keep half this library funded by records of what became of them.”

That quieted the table.

Kira looked from the routes to the rough Court volume and said, “You said most dungeons have some imposed logic. Structure. Progression. Some kind of pattern.”

“Yes.”

“And this one doesn’t.”

“Not cleanly.”

Liora drew the rough volume closer and turned it so all three could see.

“The Wraithfire Court behaves like a place that was damaged, sealed, altered, and then awakened without ever being truly remade. That is why it resists ordinary prediction. The System made it visible enough to enter.” Her finger moved down a list of copied observations. “It did not grant us the courtesy of making it simple.”

Caelan asked, “What lies nearest the entrance?”

Liora shifted into answer as if the room had finally arrived at the part she trusted most: precise difficulty.

“Outer funerary structures first. Broken halls. Burial architecture. Some lesser undead, though lesser is not a comfort I recommend. Soul-light phenomena. Chamber remnants. The outer ring kills the unwary and humbles the arrogant. The middle ring is where most delvers realize they have mistaken the nature of the place. The inner Court”—she touched a notation written more heavily than the rest—“is where erosion becomes decisive.”

Sela’s fingers curled against the edge of the table.

Kira did not want to hear it again.

She listened anyway.

“The Wraithfire there does not simply burn flesh,” Liora said. “Flesh is the least interesting part of the problem. It erodes structure. Continuity. Memory. Prayer. Oath. Stability of self. People come out diminished if they come out at all.”

Caelan asked, “How long before a classed delver begins degrading?”

Liora gave the kind of answer that made Kira trust her more, not less.

“It depends, and I dislike that answer, but it remains true.”

That was good.

That was better than neat lies pretending to be measurements.

“Core strength matters,” Liora continued. “Aspect matters. Class matters. Prior soul damage matters. Protective abilities matter. Exposure accumulates. Recovery is incomplete. Some last longer. Some fail quickly. Unclassed entrants should not go in at all.”

That last part landed hard enough to flatten even the library air around them.

Sela lowered her eyes to the map.

Kira felt the words register as future damage. Caelan had not reacted yet, but she could already hear the shape of the wound.

Liora went on.

“The core is almost certainly real. Too many reports converge on its existence for me to dismiss it. Deep within. Wraithfire-aspected or near enough to make the distinction academic. But no one claims it because reaching it ruins the claimant. That is the problem at the center of every serious discussion. Even success carries death behind it.”

Caelan did not move.

That worried Kira more than if he had.

Sela said quietly, “Then why does anyone keep going?”

Liora’s expression sharpened by a degree.

“Because there is always someone who believes they are the exception. Because churches want what lies there for different reasons. Because delvers lie to themselves better than priests do. Because enough people survive the outer reaches to encourage worse decisions.”

She paused.

“And because the core remains there.”

No one spoke for a moment.

Then Caelan asked, very evenly, “If a person had stronger-than-normal resistance to soul-affecting pressure, would that matter?”

Liora turned to him at once.

That was the first real shift. Liora’s attention sharpened. Caelan had not brought her certainty, but he had brought a condition worth testing.

“It would matter,” she said. “It would not be enough by itself.”

Kira felt Sela glance at her.

Caelan said nothing more.

He did not need to.

He had brought the conversation to the threshold and stopped exactly where his oath required him to stop.

Liora’s gaze moved between them once, reading the silence properly now.

“There is something you are not saying.”

Kira looked at the maps, then at the rough Court volume, then finally at Liora.

“Yes,” she said.

Sela stayed quiet.

Good girl.

Kira let out one slow breath.

“In the woods,” she said, “before we reached the village—there was a trap. Soul-based. It should have held me down. It didn’t.”

Liora’s attention sharpened in full.

Kira continued before she could lose the nerve for it.

“Afterward, the System gave me Soul Resistance.”

Liora said, “Show me.”

Kira hesitated only a second before opening her party controls. She adjusted the permissions by hand, added Liora temporarily, and shared the narrowest pane necessary.

Only the skill line.

Nothing more.

Liora read it.

Then read it again.

Sela, who had seen it before, watched Liora’s face instead.

“Rare,” Liora said quietly.

“Yes.”

That changed the room.

Not enough. Not fully. But enough.

Sela asked, “Does that help?”

Liora sat back slightly.

“Yes,” she said.

Hope rose too fast in Sela’s face.

Liora corrected it immediately.

“Not enough.”

That hurt worse than a clean no.

Kira felt it hit Sela beside her and hated that the room had become this kind of place so quickly.

Liora rested one hand on the rough volume.

“It changes the category of the question,” she said. “It does not answer it.”

Caelan looked at Kira.

Not pressing.

Not sparing.

If the conversation was going to move further, it had to be by her will.

Kira stared at the map.

Then the book.

Then Sela.

Then finally Liora.

“This stays in this room,” she said.

Liora’s expression did not change, but something in her attention narrowed. “If it should.”

“It should.”

Kira opened the pane wider.

Not fully.

Enough.

Plural Soul.

Two core slots.

Liora did not reach for the sheet immediately.

First she stood.

The movement was clean and deliberate enough to quiet the whole table without a word. She stepped once to the side, lifted two fingers, and spoke something low and precise in a tongue Kira did not know but somehow felt was older than the city around them.

The air around their table changed.

It did not shimmer.

It settled.

Sound folded close around them and refused to travel farther. The scratch of pens from the outer tables dimmed. Footsteps in the stacks softened into distance. Even the little creaks of the building withdrew by half a breath, as though the space around the four of them had been folded inward and pinned there.

Liora sat again.

“The church is warded,” she said. “This is narrower. Now even if one of my own is too near, our words won’t carry.”

Sela looked around at once. “You can just do that?”

Liora’s mouth curved faintly. “I can do several things that make careless conversation difficult.”

Kira, whose pulse had picked up despite herself, said, “That is hot in an intimidating sort of way.”

Caelan closed his eyes for one brief second.

Liora did not miss a beat. “You say alarming things with extraordinary calm.”

“It’s a gift.”

“So I’m learning.”

Then Liora’s gaze returned to Kira and sharpened fully.

“I want to see the full sheet.”

There it was.

No circling.

No delicacy.

No false priestly distance.

Kira actually appreciated that.

Sela made a small sound beside her. “All of it?”

Liora did not look away from Kira. “Enough of it that I stop guessing where the edges are.”

Caelan said nothing.

That was useful. Better than useful. It meant he was leaving the decision exactly where it belonged.

Kira looked at him anyway.

He met her gaze and said, “Your choice.”

Sela said, “I’m still oath-bound.”

“So am I,” Caelan said.

Liora took that in at once. “You both swore?”

“Yes,” Sela said, then glanced at Kira, caught herself, and added, “Voluntarily.”

Liora looked between them. “Good.”

Kira let out one slow breath. “You want my full sheet, then you swear too.”

Liora nodded before the sentence was fully done. “Gladly.”

She stood again and this time turned slightly toward Kira, not in ritual grandness but in the severe, measured way of someone entering a binding cleanly and without ornament.

“Come here,” she said.

Kira stood.

Sela watched as if this were somehow worse than the dungeon conversation, which in fairness it might have been on a different axis.

Liora lifted one hand, palm open, and said, very clearly:

“By ink preserved, by truth remembered, by witness held under Jaheira’s sight, I bind my tongue and will. What Kira Asher reveals of her past, her nature, her Profile, or the hidden architecture of her being, I shall not speak, copy, divulge, or carry beyond the bounds she permits. Let knowledge rest where trust has placed it. Let falsehood choke before it leaves me. So I swear beneath the gaze of Jaheira.”

As she spoke, Kira’s eyes pulled on instinct.

And there it was.

Script.

Not ink.

Not light.

Something stranger.

Luminous lines uncoiled through the air around Liora’s raised hand and wrists, then climbed in spirals and vertical threads that were somehow both letters and law. The symbols folded through one another in clean impossible geometries, every line carrying the weight of meaning whether Kira understood it or not. It was beautiful in the way lightning might be beautiful if it had grammar.

“Oh,” Kira said softly. “That’s gorgeous.”

Liora froze.

The script locked in place one breath longer, then sank into nothing.

The priestess stared at her.

“What did you just say?”

Kira blinked. “I said it was gorgeous.”

Liora did not move.

“Kira,” she said very carefully, “what did you see?”

Kira looked from her to Caelan to Sela and back again.

“The… script?”

Sela frowned. “What script?”

“The spell.”

“There was no script,” Sela said.

Caelan had gone still in the specific way he did when information arrived he knew mattered but had not yet decided how.

Liora’s voice dropped lower.

“I did not see script.”

Kira’s mouth opened.

Closed.

Opened again.

“You cast an oath and the air filled with—” She gestured helplessly. “With language. Divine-looking language. Coiling around your arm and hand and kind of… sinking into you?”

Sela stared.

Caelan stared.

Liora sat down very slowly.

“Well,” she said. “That is new.”

Kira remained standing because apparently her life was now a sequence of rooms pausing around her while other people revised reality.

“That’s bad?” she asked.

Liora gave a short breath that might have become laughter in a different woman. “I don’t yet know what it is.”

“Excellent.”

“No,” Liora said. “Interesting.”

“That is so much worse.”

For one heartbeat the priestess looked not merely intrigued but genuinely shaken, and that did more to Kira’s nerves than the reaction itself.

Then Liora gathered herself with visible effort and made a small motion toward the chair.

“Sit.”

Kira sat.

Sela leaned in. “Could the gods see it?”

“That is one possibility,” Liora said.

Caelan asked, “System language?”

Liora looked at him. “That is another.”

Kira, because apparently she had become the sort of woman who could not simply let one impossible thing land before picking at the next, said, “I’d like it noted that I am not enjoying being the only person in the room seeing divine contract calligraphy.”

Liora actually smiled at that.

Briefly.

Then the smile vanished under purpose.

“We are not leaving this table with fewer questions than we sat down with,” she said. “But I would still like the sheet.”

Kira gave her a look. “That’s your solution to having too many questions?”

“Yes.”

Liora ignored the look with the dignity of long practice.

“Show me.”

Kira looked at the warded air around them, then at Sela, then at Caelan. Sela gave her a tiny nod. Caelan gave nothing except presence, which was somehow more reassuring.

Then Sela said, because she had apparently decided the world was already strange enough that one more stone would not change the avalanche, “You trusted Maelis.”

That changed the room.

Liora’s head turned sharply. “Maelis?”

Kira sighed and rubbed one hand over her brow. “Well, there it is.”

Liora stared at Sela now. “You know Maelis?”

Sela pointed at Caelan as if that explained all ecclesiastical entanglements. “He owed her a favor. She brought us together. Sort of. Not exactly. It’s… a lot.”

Liora sat back.

“Maelis sponsored my induction,” she said.

Caelan’s brows lifted a fraction. “I know.”

“No, you know the favor. You did not know she was the one who brought me into the higher temple properly.” Her gaze flicked once between him and Kira. “Apparently Maelis has acquired another complicated girl.”

Kira made a face. “I feel both seen and threatened by that.”

Liora almost laughed.

Almost.

Then she held out one hand across the table.

“Show me.”

Kira did.

The pane opened between them, private to the warded space, fuller than anything Liora had yet seen. Not every note. Not every interior secret. Enough.

Name.

Race.

Soul condition.

Core slots.

Attributes.

Traits.

Achievements.

Titles.

Skills.

Liora read.

And read.

And then stopped reading and went back to the top.

Sela watched her face with naked fascination. Caelan watched in silence, already familiar with some of the shock-lines and waiting for the ones he had not yet seen from another intelligent mind.

Liora reached the plural soul line again and this time did not hide what passed through her expression.

Not fear.

Not exactly.

Scholarly awe sharpened by moral alarm.

Her eyes moved down.

Stopped.

Rose.

Returned.

Tracked the page again slower now, as though speed itself had become disrespectful.

When she got to the race, then the achievements, then the titles, her mouth parted slightly and stayed that way.

Kira, who had seen enough people read her sheet by now to know the stages of damage, said, “I’m choosing to assume that expression is flattering.”

Liora did not answer.

She had reached the active titles.

Then the traits.

Then the growing skills.

Then back, again, to the plural soul line.

Finally she looked up.

“Oh my.”

  

    
        Chapter 40

    
    
    
    
  Liora read the sheet again from the top, as though a second pass might force it into a category she already understood.

It did not.

The ward held around them in a soft, sealed quiet. Beyond it, the library went on with its ordered life—pages turning, pens scratching, distant steps crossing old wood—but at their table the world had narrowed to Kira’s open pane and the still, disciplined shock in Liora’s face.

She did not hurry.

That made it worse.

Her eyes moved line by line, slower now, giving each piece the weight it deserved.

Plural Soul.

Two core slots.

The race.

The traits.

The achievements.

The titles.

The strange, coherent architecture of a life that had no business making sense and somehow still did.

Sela barely breathed.

Caelan watched Liora the way he watched a battlefield when he knew something important had just shifted and had not yet decided whether it favored him.

Kira sat very still and tried not to feel as exposed as she was.

At last Liora looked up.

“Well,” she said softly. “That explains the road.”

Kira folded her hands together in her lap. “I’m choosing to hear that as reassuring.”

“You should not.”

“Excellent. Very on brand for the morning.”

Sela made a tiny, helpless sound that almost became laughter and then thought better of it.

That broke the tension just enough for the room to become livable again.

Liora lowered her eyes to the pane once more.

“I need to be precise,” she said.

“That sounds like you,” Caelan said.

She ignored him in the way only old familiarity could support.

Then she looked at Kira.

“I do not know what you are. I do not know how your soul architecture should function under any school I have studied. And I do not know why the System would invest this much irregularity in someone not yet classed.”

Kira grimaced. “That last one is the part currently chewing on my spine.”

“It should.”

Sela looked between them. “Is that… bad?”

Liora turned her head slightly toward her.

“It is not good or bad in a simple sense,” she said. “It is dangerous because it is beyond precedent.”

That landed better with Sela than a colder answer would have.

Liora sat back a little, though her attention never left Kira fully.

“When people call the System mysterious,” she said, “they usually mean they are annoyed by not understanding it. This is not that. This is true irregularity.”

Caelan said, “Deliberate irregularity.”

Liora’s gaze shifted to him. “Yes.”

Kira saw that word strike him in exactly the place it would. Deliberate meant path. Purpose. Intention. He would be hearing Ariana in it whether he meant to or not.

Sela asked, because she always reached first for the honest center of a thing, “So what does it mean?”

Liora gave the only answer a thinker could.

“That depends on which part you mean.”

“All of it.”

“That is too large a request for one sitting.”

Kira murmured, “I like her.”

Sela looked at her. “That is because she says impossible things in complete sentences.”

“It’s a quality.”

Liora let that pass.

Then she rested one hand on the rough Court volume.

“Here is what I can say,” she said. “Kira’s structure does not make the Wraithfire Court safe. It makes the Court survivable long enough to attempt what would be immediately impossible for an ordinary unclassed entrant.”

Sela lowered her eyes.

There it was again.

The split.

Kira felt it and hated it.

Liora saw that too.

“For you,” she said gently to Sela, “the answer remains what it was.”

Sela swallowed. “I know.”

“No,” Liora said. “You understand the words of it. That is not the same.”

Caelan’s gaze moved to her at once.

Liora folded her hands.

“If you entered the inner Court,” she said, “I would expect your soul to begin failing before your courage did. That is not an insult. It is simply the shape of the danger.”

Sela looked as though she wanted to object, but she did not. She was too honest for that.

Instead she asked the better question.

“What is Wraithfire?”

That quieted the table in a different way.

Good.

Because the question mattered, and because Sela was exactly the sort of person who would stop a room full of sharper minds from sliding too quickly into abstraction.

Liora answered her with immediate seriousness.

“It is unique,” she said. “Or near enough that no surviving records in this library describe a true equivalent. If there is another place like the Court, it has not made itself known in a way we can study.”

Sela listened with both hands folded tightly together.

Liora went on.

“It is called Wraithfire because of how it manifests. Many of the dead in the Court burn with it, or appear to. Pale flame. White, mostly, with a faint blue cast. It does not consume like ordinary fire. It clings, moves, remembers shape. More as if the soul itself has taken flame and the body is only the lantern.”

Sela’s face tightened.

Kira, despite herself, found the image beautiful in the worst possible way.

Caelan asked, “And functionally?”

Liora nodded once. That was the practical question.

“Functionally, it is worse than ordinary undeath.”

She drew the rough volume closer and opened to a marked section.

“Common wraiths and related dead can drain. They strip vitality, experience, levels, in some cases memory or strength of soul depending on their type and aspect. Recovery from such attacks is possible if caught early and treated properly.” Her finger moved down the page. “The dead in the Court do something related, but the Wraithfire changes the result.”

“How?” Kira asked.

Liora looked at her.

“It burns while it drains.”

That simple.

That ugly.

“If one of those creatures touches you,” she said, “you suffer the ordinary physical wound if claws or force are involved. But the Wraithfire also scorches deeper. It increases the damage to the soul itself. Not metaphorically. Structurally.”

Sela went very still.

Caelan’s jaw tightened a fraction.

Liora continued, and now she was thinking aloud in the way deeply trained minds did when the room was worthy of it.

“Ordinary soul-draining undead are dangerous because they reduce. They take. They leave weakness, emptiness, absence. Wraithfire appears to do more. It damages what remains. It leaves the soul eroded, scored, destabilized. Enough damage and the harm may become permanent. Enough more, and death is the kindest classification.”

Sela asked quietly, “Permanent how?”

Liora did not rush the answer.

“Incomplete restoration. Lasting weakness. Failure to recover what was taken. Instability in skills tied to spirit. Difficulty with class function, prayer, memory, identity coherence.” She paused. “And perhaps worse things we cannot yet measure.”

Kira said, “Because nobody knows what that much soul damage does after death.”

Liora’s eyes lifted to hers. “Exactly.”

The words sat there.

No one interrupted them.

Because there it was—the part none of the churches could answer cleanly, the place where doctrine stopped and dread began.

Sela looked at the open page in front of Liora and asked, in a smaller voice now, “Does it change what happens to someone afterward?”

Liora’s face went very still.

“We do not know,” she said.

That was the answer.

Not softened.

Not improved.

Kira saw Sela absorb it in silence.

Then Liora, because she could not stop being herself and because this was where her mind would naturally go, said, “It is one reason the Court matters so much to multiple churches at once. Eschara has every reason to hate it. Manassus has every reason to covet it. And the System…” Her eyes drifted once toward Kira, then away again. “The System appears unwilling to let the place remain hidden.”

Caelan said, “You think the core is legendary.”

Liora glanced back at him. “At minimum.”

That stopped even Kira.

Liora tapped once on the margin note beside a copied witness account.

“Possibly mythic. Possibly stranger. That last part is theory, but not careless theory.” She looked down again. “A soul-aspected core hidden at the heart of a place this ruinous, this difficult to approach, this unlike ordinary dungeon formation…” She shook her head once. “Whatever sits there is not common, and it is not meant for ordinary hands.”

Kira said quietly, “Or ordinary souls.”

Liora met her eyes and did not answer.

Because the sentence was already true enough without help.

* * *

Caelan had decided before they reached the inn.

He did not say it at once.

He let the city have the walk back. Merehaven deserved to be watched on the way out of a revelation like that. Wet streets, leaning walls, half-hidden shrines, marsh stink under salt, boys running errands too fast to remain innocent for long, women with market baskets and better knives than half the dockhands. The place looked the same as it had an hour before.

It did not feel the same.

Because now the path had shape.

Tomorrow afternoon.

He and Kira.

Sela would remain in the library.

The thought sat in him like a blade laid flat against the ribs: not yet cutting, but impossible to ignore.

He did not like leaving her.

He liked still less the alternative.

Sela could not survive the inner Court. Liora had spoken plainly. The maps and reports had confirmed what instinct had already begun to say. Bringing her farther would not be courage. It would be sentiment wearing a martyr’s face.

No.

She stayed.

He and Kira would go light and fast. Mounted as far as mounts remained wisdom. On foot after that. Speed where the ground allowed it. Discipline where it did not. Ariana beneath all the rest.

If his soul came through whole, it remained hers.

If it came through scarred, still hers.

He did not fear that part.

He feared failing before the offering became necessary.

Beside him, Kira walked in hard thought. Sela too, though hers came with more visible ache to it. Neither asked yet. They could feel the shape of his decision moving toward words.

He waited until they were halfway back to the Gull’s Rest, passing a narrow dockside shrine painted sea-blue and hung with shells, before he said, “Tomorrow afternoon.”

Both girls looked at him.

“We leave then,” he said.

Sela’s face changed instantly.

“We?”

He did not soften it.

“Kira and I.”

Sela stopped walking.

The city went on around them. Someone shouted over a fish cart. A gull screamed at nothing. Somewhere down the lane, a cooper’s hammer struck twice against a bent band.

“I’m staying,” she said.

There was no petulance in it.

Only the shock of hearing a fear become official.

“You are remaining in the library,” Caelan said. “Under Jaheira’s protection and Liora’s word. That is the safest place in this city once we move.”

Sela swallowed. “Because I can’t go.”

“Yes.”

Kira winced.

Sela looked at him like she wanted to be angrier than she was allowed to be by honesty. “I hate when you say it like that.”

“Cleanly?”

“Yes.”

“It is still true.”

She looked away first, down toward the wet stones and the black water moving under the pilings at the lane’s edge.

Kira said quietly, “He’s right.”

Sela gave her a look that held hurt, loyalty, and the effort not to make either one of them carry more of this than they already were.

“I know he’s right,” she said. “That doesn’t make me like it.”

“No,” Kira said. “It doesn’t.”

They walked on.

No one tried to mend it cheaply.

That was better.

* * *

At the library steps behind them, Liora had waited only long enough to see the three disappear into the city traffic before she turned back inside, crossed one narrow side hall, and entered a private reading alcove sealed for clerical work and correspondence.

She shut the door, laid two fingers against the lintel ward, and whispered a brief invocation beneath her breath—not to Jaheira in public form, but into the finer, more intimate channels allowed to priestesses trusted with certain working permissions.

The air around her right hand cooled.

A thread of thought uncoiled.

She touched it.

Maelis?

The answer did not come as sound.

It came as attention.

Then, a moment later, the shaped presence of another mind taking form cleanly on the line.

Liora, came Maelis at last, curiosity already there. That is recent. Have you found something, or someone?

Liora looked toward the narrow shutter where the wet gray light of Merehaven filtered in.

“I have recently seen a friend of yours,” she said softly.

Maelis’ reply came touched with amusement first.

That does not narrow nearly enough—

“He just left the temple.”

That stopped the amusement.

A beat.

Then:

Caelan.

“Yes.”

Another pause.

And?

“He was not alone.”

Maelis said nothing.

Liora let that sit for a breath before adding, “Two girls. One country-born and devoted enough to Ariana that I would stake a quiet coin on her future. The other…” She chose the words carefully, though she knew careful had already become inadequate. “The other is not a person I can summarize without lying.”

Silence again.

Then Maelis, very even now:

I cannot speak on it.

Liora smiled once, faint and private.

“No,” she said. “Neither can I.”

That was enough.

Enough to know what the other knew.

Enough to know this was no ordinary road accident of people and weather.

Maelis’ next thought came sharpened by decision.

I am on my way.

Liora closed her eyes briefly.

Good.

“Come quickly,” she said.

I had already decided that before you finished the sentence.

The link thinned.

Then was gone.

Liora stood alone in the little alcove with the silence returning and the full, dangerous knowledge of what was now in motion.

Prayer could wait. Jaheira had always accepted action as a cleaner form of devotion.

* * *

By the time Caelan reached the Gull’s Rest, the decision had settled into the hard practical shape he trusted most.

Move tomorrow.

Light.

Fast.

No delay beyond provisions.

As they crossed the yard, Perrin came out of the stable with a curry brush tucked through his belt and a smear of oat mash on one wrist.

Good boy.

Still working.

Still near the horses.

Caelan stopped him with a touch to the shoulder, pressed a folded note and a small leather bag of coin into his hand, and spoke low enough not to carry.

“I need supplies by morning.”

Perrin straightened at once. “Yes, sir.”

“Two travel bundles. Short run only. Hard country. Boot oil. Waxed ties. Dry cloth. Spare wrappings. Water skins fit for bog travel. Lamp grease. Needle and cord. Good plain rations.” He glanced once toward Kira. “And anything you’d buy if you expected one pair of boots to stop being kind.”

Perrin nodded after every third word, absorbing and sorting at the speed of someone who had spent his life converting adults’ urgency into stable work.

“I know where to go,” he said.

“I assumed you would.”

Caelan pressed the coin bag once more into the boy’s palm.

“Bring it to the innkeeper’s hand or mine only.”

Perrin’s face sobered properly at that.

“Yes, sir.”

He was gone in a moment, already moving with the quick angled haste of a local who knew which shops closed early, which merchants lied about stock, and which lane cut the cleanest between them.

Kira watched him go. “He’s good.”

“Yes.”

“That was almost affection.”

“It was a logistical assessment.”

She gave him a look that suggested she was too tired to fight the distinction but not too tired to judge it.

Inside, the common room had warmed into evening.

The terrible bard was back.

Or perhaps a different terrible bard who had studied under the same malicious tradition. He sat near the hearth with a lute and the expression of a man convinced his sorrowful attack on melody was helping someone. The room had accepted his music as a structural problem no one had the tools to solve. Men drank through it. Two women played cards through it. The innkeeper’s wife moved through bowls and mugs with the set-jawed endurance of one who had heard all the same songs before and survived.

Caelan let the girls sit.

For tonight, that was enough.

He even let them drink.

Not heavily. He was not insane. But a little ale watered into something less punishing, enough to warm Sela’s face and soften Kira’s shoulders by a degree. Why not? Let them be girls for one more evening before the road north took the right from them properly.

Sela looked surprised by the permission.

Kira looked suspicious first, then delighted.

“That means something bad is happening tomorrow,” she said.

“Yes.”

“At least you’re consistent.”

“I try.”

Food came. Ale came. The terrible bard continued to murder tone in public. And beneath that, only for the girls, Kira sent something else through party-share—a bright, ridiculous dance song with enough beat in it to make even the dull room around them feel a little less damp.

Sela laughed the instant it started.

“Better,” she said.

“Objectively,” Kira agreed.

They danced after that.

Not for the room.

Not for any watching men.

For themselves.

Just off the table’s edge, in a patch of floor claimed by no one important enough to object, with some bubblegum piece of impossible Earth joy pulsing through their private channel while the bard outside it all droned through a lament about tide-loss and someone named Edda.

It should have been absurd.

It was.

It was also the right thing.

Sela smiled wider than she had since before the library. Kira moved with that odd half-earned, half-improvised physicality of hers, still not wholly elegant and not caring enough to let that stop her. For a handful of minutes they were not girls on the edge of a deadly road decision. They were just girls, young and laughing and alive.

Caelan let himself watch it.

And while he watched them, he watched the room.

Who came in.

Who lingered.

Who looked too often.

Who looked once and then pretended not to.

Which men wore drinking badly because they were sober.

Which boys carried messages with too much care.

Which pair near the back corner had no interest in music, food, women, or game and every interest in the stair, the windows, and his table.

There.

One of them stood.

Lean. Dock clothes. Right level of forgettable. Wrong center of gravity. He started toward the girls with the measured confidence of a man who believed proximity could become permission if he moved slowly enough.

Caelan did not move much.

He only lifted his eyes and let the man see that he had been seen.

The spy knew his game was over instantly.

Good.

He veered half a step before the approach committed, muttered something to no one, and turned off as if he had only just remembered an errand elsewhere.

Coward.

Caelan marked the face, the gait, the left shoulder slightly freer than the right, and the way the man left too quickly for innocence and not quickly enough for training.

Kira, still laughing with Sela and moving to music only they could hear, noticed none of it.

That should have concerned him.

Tonight, he allowed it not to.

Because the room had changed, and the city had changed, and every instinct he had was now counting hours instead of days.

But for a few more minutes, while the spy slipped out and the bard continued his crimes and the girls danced to a song no one else in this world would ever hear properly, Caelan let the moment hold.

Then he called them back to the table and said, “Enough.”

Sela, breathless and smiling, said, “That sounded almost gentle.”

“It wasn’t.”

Kira dropped back into her chair and reached for her drink. “Liar. He has a heart buried in there somewhere.”

Caelan looked toward the door where the spy had gone and then back at the girls.

“Finish your ale,” he said. “Sleep early. We leave tomorrow.”

That quieted the table.

Not the room.

Just them.

Kira’s smile faded first.

Sela’s followed.

The night did not end there.

But innocence, for the moment, did.

  

    
        Chapter 41

    
    
    
    
  The city started clamoring before Kira was fully awake.

Not one bell. A whole damned percussion section.

Different sizes, different strikes, all of them ringing like a drum machine had developed civic authority and a grudge. She lay there staring at the ceiling while the noise rolled in through the shutters and said, “If this place adds one synth line, I’m starting a personal feud with the entire municipality.”

From the pallet on the floor, Sela made a sleep-thick sound that turned into a groan.

“The gulls are worse.”

Kira rolled onto one elbow. “No, the bells are worse.”

“The gulls,” Sela said, eyes still closed, “sound like two girls on Love Island fighting over a man who isn’t worth either of their eyelashes.  Also… explain to me why girls put on fake eyelashes again.  No, nevermind.  Let’s forget that’s a thing.  The gulls and the girls sound exactly the same and I’m standing by it.”

Kira blinked at her.

Then laughed despite herself. “That is insanely specific.”

“It’s true.”

“It is.” Kira just stared at the off colored ceiling and tried to imagine overlaying the sound effect.

By the time they came downstairs, Caelan was already at the table.

Breakfast sat in front of him untouched. He had that still, settled look he got when his mind had raced ahead of everyone else and come back carrying something ugly and sharp.

Kira slowed.

Sela saw it too and did the same.

Caelan looked up. “Sit. Eat while you can.”

Kira dropped into her chair. “While I can? What happened to good morning? That is a terrible opening line for a morning.”

“It’s a practical one.”

“That answer’s becoming a personality flaw and I’m very concerned about you Caelan.”

“It remains correct.”

Sela sat more slowly. “You already know how bad today is going to be, huh?”

Caelan rested one hand beside his untouched cup. “I know enough to dislike the shape of it.”

Kira reached for bread because not reaching for bread would have felt too much like admitting she was nervous.  Also, it was freshly baked and her stomach demanded it.

The common room looked ordinary enough. Dockhands, porridge, muttered arguments, mugs, the serving girl moving between tables with the fast awareness of someone who had grown up learning exactly where men’s hands liked to be and how not to let them. Ordinary, if you were willing to use the word in a city like this.

Sela leaned forward. “We’re still leaving after noon?”

“Yes.”

“Why after noon?”

“The light will be stronger.”

Kira tore off a piece of bread and shoved it into her mouth. “You really do experience every day like a campaign ledger.”

Caelan glanced at her. “That is because most of my life has been one.”

She had no good answer for that so she just tilted her head from shoulder to shoulder as she chewed.

The door opened.

The room shifted.

Four town guards came in first, city colors clean, faces arranged into the careful blankness of men doing public work. Behind them followed a clerk carrying a leather case and a sealed document in hand.

Kira felt the shape of the day change before a word was said.

Sela’s spoon stopped halfway to her mouth.

The clerk spotted Caelan and visibly relaxed. Apparently this errand had just become easier.

He approached the table, bowed just enough to satisfy law without pretending humility, and said, “Caelan Vorr.”

“Yes.”

“By order of the governing court of Merehaven, and under standing compact of recognized temple law, you are summoned to sit in immediate judgment as ranking representative of the Church of Ariana presently within city bounds.”

The words took a second to arrange themselves.

Caelan took them all at once.

Kira saw it in his face.

Not surprise.

Recognition.

The clerk opened the case, withdrew the sealed paper, and held it out.

“This matter concerns a formal accusation brought against one sworn or affiliated to Ariana’s service. Under law, judgment must be heard by the highest-ranking available member of that faith.”

Sela turned to him. “You have to go?”

He took the document, broke the seal, and read the words, which apparently weren’t numerous because his eyes darted back to the man almost immediately.

“Yes.”

That was all he gave her there.

The clerk kept talking, perhaps because men like him always believed speech could strengthen authority after it had already been granted by paper.

“The accused is in custody. Witnesses are present. The magistrate has ordered immediate observance of proper ecclesiastical procedure.”

There it was.

Magistrate.

Kira didn’t know the law, but she knew traps, and this had all the bones of one.

Caelan folded the summons once, neatly, and said, “Of course.”

Kira looked at the clerk’s relieved face.

Poor idiot.

He thought obedience meant success.

Sela stared at Caelan. “Of course?  What do you mean of course?  Not of course!”

Caelan stood. “I need a moment to collect what I require.”

The clerk bowed his head. “Certainly, sir.”

Kira rose at once. “We’re coming.”

“Absolutely.” Sela said, already pushing back her chair.

One of the guards shifted to intercept them, but Caelan’s tone halted him in place, “They’re with me.”  That was all there was to that.

Then he took the stairs.

They followed him into their room. The moment the door shut, he crossed to the window and looked out through the shutters.

Kira let him have the first few seconds.

Sela didn’t.

“Tell us what’s happening.”

Caelan turned from the window. “It’s a separation move.”

Sela frowned and her voice climbed an octave as she whispered loudly across the room at him. “What does that even mean?”

“Meaning the summons is real enough to bind me and timed to take me away from you.”

Kira felt the whole thing click into place. “They want you occupied while they make their move. Whoever ‘they’ is.”

“Yes.”

“Then we stay with you,” Sela said immediately.

“No.”

Her face tightened. “No? You already decided that?”

“Yes.”

“Just now?”

“Yes.”

“That is not the same as keeping us safe.”

Caelan looked at her steadily. “No. It is the best answer I have on short notice.”

That stopped her for half a breath. Not because it comforted her. Because he had not pretended it was anything cleaner than what it was.

“If you come with me,” he said, “they’ll let you stay close for a while. The court building. Perhaps even the chamber. Then some clerk or usher or polite-faced city servant will tell you there’s a more suitable room for waiting. More comfortable. More proper. Safer for young women. They will trot out some obscure law and we will all have to obey the law.” His voice stayed level. “That is where you disappear.”

Sela went pale.

Caelan continued. “A guard will remember the wrong hallway. A witness will have seen nothing. A servant will regret it terribly. By the time I force the matter open, you’ll be gone.”

Kira nodded once. “That way’s cleaner.”

“Yes.”

Sela looked at him like she wanted to be angrier than she was allowed to be by honesty. “Then just don’t go.”

His gaze held hers.

“I must.  The law is being wielded against me but it is still the law.”

That hit hard enough to make tears spring to her eyes. She looked furious at them for existing.

Kira stepped in before the room tipped too far.

“Fine,” she said. “Then tell us how we get out.”

His attention shifted to her. Approval flickered there, quick and sharp.

“You leave first,” he said. “You do not wait for me to walk out the front. You go while they still think they have a little time to be clever.”

That was smarter.

Much smarter.

He moved them both to the window with a motion of his hand and pointed out the watchers.

Across the lane, on the rooftop opposite, two men crouched with the wrong kind of patience. In the alley below, two more waited in places that would have looked natural to anyone not trying to survive.

Sela inhaled sharply.

Kira squinted. “Four that we can see.”

“That’s enough,” Caelan said. “Listen carefully. You go out the rear stairs. Over the stable wall. Drop into the lane. Cut left, then right at the narrow split, then run for the market road and north to the library. Stay where the city can see you.”

Kira repeated it back at once. “Rear stairs. Stable wall. Left, right, market road, north.”

He nodded. “If the fast route turns quiet, you abandon it. Choose crowds. If someone tries to steer you, you cut the other way. If one of you falls, the other drags if possible, cuts free if not. Your knives buy movement, not victory. If you stop to win, you lose.”

He handed one to each of them.

Sela took hers like it had suddenly become much heavier than mere metal.

Kira tested the grip and balance automatically.

Sela looked at him. “And if they catch us?”

Caelan met both their eyes.

“If it becomes go with them or die, you go with them.”

Kira stared at him. “That is a monstrous sentence.”

“Yet it is the obvious one.”

Sela’s breathing had gone shallow.

He stepped closer.

“The light reaches every dark corner eventually,” he said. “When it reaches the one they’ve hidden you in, I’ll be there.”

That would have sounded theatrical from anyone else.

Kira swallowed once. “You have an unsettling gift for being comforting in the worst possible way.”

“I’ve been told.”

He pointed at their things. “Change. Dark shirts. No cloaks. Carry only what you can run in.”

They moved fast.

Sela changed with shaking hands and obvious determination. Kira stripped off her outer layer and pulled on the darker shirt while her brain ran routes, timings, body counts, and how much she hated paperwork as a concept.

Below, in the stable yard, Dawncleaver stamped once hard enough for the sound to climb the wall.

Caelan’s gaze flicked down, then away.

When they were ready, Caelan went back to the window.

“Kira.”

She stepped up beside him.

“Lean out and wave.”

She blinked and her face went incredulous. “What?”

“Wave at all four of them. Make sure they’re looking.”

That, somehow, made perfect sense.

Kira leaned out the shutter, lifted her arm, and gave the men on the roof and in the alley the sort of cheery little wave one might give distant neighbors in a far less murderous setting.

“Ohhhh boys?  Need anything before I come down?” She yelled.

One of the rooftop men straightened.

Another looked up sharply.

Below, both alley watchers lifted their faces.

“Good,” Caelan said.

Then he pulled her back by the shoulder, stepped into the opening, and thrust his blade out into the sunlight.

The steel caught day and threw it.

Not like a reflection.

Like a judgment.

White brilliance burst from the blade edge and slammed across the lane. Every man looking at it recoiled too late. Hands flew to faces. One of the rooftop watchers shouted and dropped to a knee. Another stumbled backward into brick. In the alley, both men swore and staggered blind into the walls, clawing at their eyes.

“Go,” Caelan said.

They moved.

Sela made for the door. Kira turned back once.

He was still at the window, blade lowered now, already counting seconds and angles in his head.

“I don’t want to leave you,” Sela said, voice cracking on the last word.

He crossed the room in two strides and put one hand against the back of her head in one brief, steady gesture.

“I know.”

That nearly undid her.

Kira stepped in and saved the moment from becoming something neither of them could carry cleanly.

“You really know how to make an exit memorable.”

Caelan looked at her. “Run, Kira.”

She nodded. “Yeah yeah. We’re going.”

He opened the door.

“Rear stairs,” he said.

They went.

They hit the stable yard fast enough that Perrin looked up from Dawncleaver’s bridle with his whole face going white. The warhorse stood saddled and ready because Caelan had paid for readiness and Perrin, bless him, had understood the word properly.

Kira pointed toward the north without slowing. “Library if you can get clear.”

Perrin’s eyes jumped from her face to Sela’s, then toward the blinded shouts in the lane.

He nodded once.

Good boy.

No questions.

By the time Caelan stepped back into the common room, his public face had settled into place again.

The clerk rose. “My apologies for the interruption, sir.”

Caelan’s eyes passed over him once. “You have not yet reached one.”

The man had no answer for that.

Good.

Caelan went with the guards.

Out the front.

Into the street.

Into the trap they believed they were controlling.

Behind the inn, Kira hauled herself onto the stable wall, swung one leg over, and dropped into the lane below.

She looked up at Sela and held out her hands.

“Come on,” she said. “Land like you value your bones.”

Then they ran.

* * *

Tavin had not been invited into the plan.

That was how he knew it would go wrong.

He stood half in shadow across from the Gull’s Rest, tucked into the recess of a chandlery doorway where old rope, fish oil, and wet timber did a fair job of swallowing a man who knew how to stand still without looking like he was hiding. He had heard enough from the right mouths and the wrong ones to piece together the shape of it: magistrate’s move, clerk, guards, visible pressure at the front, hired muscle and sharper hands placed where the girls were most likely to bolt once the Avenger got dragged off under law.

It was a decent plan.

Too decent.

That was the problem.

City men with seals and hired blades always thought a plan got stronger the more orderly it became. They liked lanes. Timetables. Expected reactions. Garron liked that sort of thing too when he wasn’t busy pretending instinct was nobler than thought. And Garron, naturally, had left Tavin out of this one.

Not entirely. Not openly. Just enough to insult.

These watchers.

These alley men.

These classed little shadows who thought because they could flatten themselves into doorways and move without noise they understood the city better than he did.

Fuck them.

Fuck his father too.

When it went sideways, and it would, because plans built around other men’s honor always developed cracks, he would be there to collect what the cleaner hands dropped.

So he watched.

Front door.

Stable cut.

Rooftop line.

Three alley mouths.

One side lane wide enough for a cart and mean enough to eat one if the wheels stuck.

The guards went in.

The clerk went in.

The obvious toughs shifted where they’d been told.

The less obvious ones stayed still enough that Tavin only caught them by the way the crowds parted around empty-looking places.

Classed, some of them.

Rogues or cousins to rogues.

He disliked them on principle.

He waited.

The first thing that went wrong was a shout from the alley side.

Not panic.

Pain.

Tavin’s head turned before the sound finished.

Then he moved.

By the time he reached the cut between the Gull’s Rest and the neighboring building, the two men set to watch the rear angle were stumbling half blind and swearing against brick, one with both hands over his face, the other bent and clawing at the air like sight might be hanging somewhere just out of reach.

Tavin stopped for one sharp grin.

Ah.

So that was how the holy man was playing it.

Rear escape.

Bought with light.

Fast enough to ruin timing before the front knew the game had changed.

Good.

Much better.

He did not waste another thought on the blinded men. He already knew which way the girls had gone. Anyone escaping a rear wall drop would take the first lane clear of the inn and then either cut for the market or panic into the side alleys.

The farm girl would want the open road.

The dark one would think in patterns.

Together, under pressure, they’d do something halfway between good sense and bad geography.

Tavin set off at once.

He knew these streets.

Not the way merchants claimed to know them because they paid taxes on them.

Not the way guards knew them because they marched through in groups.

He knew them in the old way. Wet-footed. Hungry. Bleeding. Fast. The city had taught him where boys slipped when chased, which fences could be climbed, which yards had dogs, which roofs held, which alleys kinked unexpectedly, which little cuts between buildings looked useless until you needed one more body-width of escape.

He ran with all of that.

* * *

Kira was beginning to appreciate the bells.

That was how bad things had gotten.

She and Sela tore through the back lanes with their breath sawing hard and the whole city seeming to rearrange itself every time they thought they had a line on the library. The stable wall had gone well enough. The first drop had gone well enough. The first turn had gone well enough.

After that, Merehaven had begun expressing opinions.

“At least,” Kira gasped as they sprinted past a row of net racks and nearly collided with a woman dumping fish water into the lane, “the bells cover—”

Sela clipped a barrel with her hip and sent it crashing sideways into two more.

“—everything,” Kira finished as the racket exploded behind them.

The gulls answered like they had been waiting to contribute.

They cut left.

Too narrow.

Two men were already coming fast from the far end, not guards, not dockhands, moving with purpose and enough certainty to make Kira’s stomach drop.

“Nope,” she said.

They spun back the way they’d come, boots slapping wet stone.

Sela was breathing hard enough now that each inhale sounded like it hurt, but she kept pace.

Good. Farm lungs. Caelan’s endless sadism. All paying off.

They vaulted a low fence into somebody’s yard, tore through hanging laundry, startled a goose into shrieking indignation, and came out behind a cooper’s shed into another lane Kira had not seen two seconds earlier.

“This city,” Kira said, “was designed by a dyslexic cyclops with head trauma.”

Sela nearly laughed and turned it into breath instead.

They ran on.

A fat man with a beard broad as a blanket lurched up from a stoop ahead of them, took one look at two girls flying toward him like divine punishment, tried to get moving, and gave up after four heroic steps.

“Not your day,” Kira called as they shot past.

Then they rounded a corner and nearly slammed into two more men just starting out from the other end.

One reached.

The other smiled.

“Nope,” Kira said again, grabbed Sela’s wrist, and yanked her sideways through a gap between a fish shed and a leaning wall so narrow Sela scraped bark and plaster off both shoulders going through.

They burst out into a cramped little yard behind a butcher’s lean-to where hooks swung overhead and a dog barked itself insane from the other side of a chained gate.

Sela bent for half a breath, hands on knees.

Kira caught her under the arm. “Nope. Still jogging.”

“This,” Sela panted, “is not a jog.”

“This is exactly the kind of jog Caelan deserves to be blamed for.”

They were off again.

Across a narrow plank over a drainage cut.

Under a line of hanging eels.

Over another fence, this one taller.

Behind stacked crates that smelled like onions and rot.

Through a patch of yard where three children stopped their game cold and stared as the two girls tore through their world like prophecy.

Kira mentally mashed the button in her brain and a football dropped on the ground behind her.

Everywhere they turned there was another wrong shape.

Too-still men in lane mouths.

One woman who watched too carefully from a doorway and then vanished inside.

A pair of boys who looked like errand runners until they started mirroring her movement.

They were off the path now. Kira knew it. The library was somewhere north and her sense of north had become theoretical.

Still moving was the point.

Still moving and not cornered.

She stopped trying to find the library and started trying to avoid the quiet.

Quiet meant prepared men.

Noise meant witnesses.

Witnesses meant inconvenience.

They cut through a cooper’s yard, climbed a stack of split barrels because the gate was chained, dropped the far side, and landed in muck up to the ankle.

Sela hissed.

Kira didn’t stop.

Ahead, another alley opened.

A man stepped into the alley ahead of them and filled it.

Kira skidded to a stop hard enough to wrench her knee. Sela nearly hit her from behind and caught herself on Kira’s shoulder with a sound halfway between a gasp and a sob. The alley was narrow, hemmed by wet brick and leaning fences, with only enough room to run if no one else claimed it first.

This man had claimed it.

He was big through the chest and gone heavy at the middle, beard hanging thick and damp over a stained shirt. One hand held a cudgel. The other was already coming up as he saw them. Behind Kira and Sela, boots pounded closer over stone.

Trapped.

The man in front smiled.

“Now where d’you think—”

He did not finish.

Someone hit him from the side with the speed of a spring trap.

Kira barely saw the movement. A second man came out of the cut between buildings to the left, low and fast, caught the bearded man by the hair, and smashed his head against the wall. Once. Hard enough that Kira heard the crack of it over her own pulse. The big man sagged at once. The stranger let him drop in a heap and turned toward them as if he had simply solved an inconvenience.

He was leaner, younger, scarred across one cheek and jaw. Quick eyes. Hard mouth. He looked at them like a man taking in a problem and already calculating the answer.

“I don’t know what mess you’re in,” he said, voice urgent, “but I think I can get you past the idiots chasing you. Come on. Quick.”

Sela made a sound of sheer relief. “Thank Ariana—”

Kira did not answer.

She could not see the wall clearly from where she stood, but she had seen enough. Enough of the force of the blow. Enough of the speed. Enough of the way he had not even breathed differently after doing it.

Boots thundered closer behind them.

The stranger flicked one glance past Kira’s shoulder, as if checking the distance of the pursuit, then looked back and held out a hand.

“Move,” he snapped. “Unless you’d rather let them catch you here.”

Sela was already half-turning toward him, desperate for a direction that wasn’t panic.

Kira hesitated.

Only a beat.

Long enough.

The stranger saw it.

His expression changed.

It was not a large change. A tightening around the mouth. Something colder settling into the eyes. Whatever warm pretense he had put on cracked and fell away in a blink.

Kira opened her mouth to warn Sela.

He moved first.

His boot slammed into Kira’s ribs and threw her against the wall. White flashed across her vision. The air left her all at once. She hit stone, slid, and nearly lost the knife in her hand.

Sela screamed.

The man had one fist in her hair now, wrenching her backward hard enough to bend her almost off her feet. Her hands flew to his wrist, clawing, trying to pry him loose. He hauled her close and bent to her ear, saying something low and filthy Kira could not make out word for word and didn’t need to.

Kira’s hearing came back in pieces.

Sela’s breath, broken and sharp.

The scrape of boots.

The drip of something thick on stone.

Her own pulse pounding at the base of her skull.

The knife was still in her hand.

Good.

She pushed herself up on one arm, the alley spinning once before it steadied. Her vision sharpened with that strange, vicious clarity that came when her body had no more use for comfort.

The man was turned half sideways, all his attention on Sela and whatever horror he was enjoying whispering into her ear. His throat was open above the collar.

Kira rose to one knee and threw.

She meant his heart.

Her ribs screamed, her balance was wrong, and she was throwing from the ground, so the knife flew higher than she wanted.

It crossed his throat in a bright, brutal line.

He made a sound like a curse breaking in the middle and let go of Sela at once. Both hands clamped to his neck. Blood came through his fingers in hard pulses.

Sela stumbled free and hit the opposite wall, staring.

Kira was already forcing herself up.

“Run!” she shouted through a haze of pain from her ribs.

That broke Sela’s freeze.

They ran.

Tavin hit the wall behind them with one hand locked over his throat and a look on his face that promised murder with real personal feeling behind it.

Kira didn’t waste a second looking twice.

She had Sela’s wrist in one hand, pain knifing through her ribs with every stride, and the bright iron taste of panic rising at the back of her tongue. That was enough to occupy anyone sensible.

They tore around the corner and shot through a lane hardly wide enough for two carts to insult each other in. A woman hauling a basket of shellfish swore at them as they nearly clipped her. Kira flung a hand out in apology without slowing.

“Sorry! Being hunted!”

The woman shouted something unkind and probably accurate after them.

Sela was keeping pace by fury and farm strength and whatever Caelan had beaten into their bodies these past weeks. Her braid had half come loose. Her breath came ragged. She still ran like she meant to reach the next turn before death did.

“Tell me,” she gasped, “you know where we are.”

“I know,” Kira panted, “that the library is in a city, and we are also in the city, so spiritually yes.”

“That is the worst answer.”

“I’m doing my best.”

They vaulted a low stack of tied reeds, landed in a run, and cut into another narrow passage where damp brick leaned so close above them it almost felt like the buildings had conspired to shake hands. The city had turned into a maze of angles and shouting and bad smells, and every lane looked like a place someone had once died while asking for directions.

Kira heard boots somewhere behind them.

More than one set.

Not close enough to touch.

Close enough to matter.

Then the alley ahead filled.

A man stepped out from the shade of a crooked arch and planted himself squarely in their path.

At first glance he looked almost respectable, dressed with the careful plainness of a city man trying to pass unremembered. Thin, robed, narrow-shouldered, the sort of face you might forget ten seconds after seeing if you met him under calmer circumstances. His clothes were dark, better kept than the lane deserved, and his hands were clean in a way that sat wrong in the middle of so much mud and fish water and traffic.

He lifted one palm.

A stopping gesture.

A calming gesture.

A man about to lie in a measured voice.

Kira did not slow.

Neither did Sela.

The man’s expression changed at the last possible instant, surprise cracking his careful composure as he realized two panicked girls had no intention of respecting whatever civilized little performance he had prepared. He twisted to catch them, but Kira drove her shoulder into him and Sela hit him low with all the earnest force of someone who had spent her life carrying sacks, hay, buckets, and younger siblings and had finally found a use for that training.

All three of them slammed into the wall and then down into the filth.

Kira hit hard, rolled, came up on one knee.

Sela was already scrambling.

The robed man was faster than either of them should have liked.

He rose with none of the stunned confusion a harmless clerk or startled passerby would have shown. Rage sharpened his face. One sleeve had torn back enough to reveal a forearm marked with dark ink lines so old and deep they looked almost bruised into the flesh. His eyes flicked once toward the mouth of the lane, toward the rooflines above, toward the girls, and in that one heartbeat Kira understood something he had not meant to show:

he had expected control.

Not this.

His hand came up.

The air around it changed.

Kira had felt divine power, system pressure, healing, soul-force, and the ugly bite of undead rot before now. This was different from all of them, and worse than a knife because it did not merely strike. It seeped. It had direction. It had appetite. It gathered around his fingers in a darkness with a wet green sheen under it, like grave-water catching lantern light.

The man saw Sela first.

Of course he did.

She was half-risen and open and still carrying her trust on her face in all the wrong ways.

He struck.

The thing he cast left his hand in a narrow lash, too quick to be called flame and too hungry to be called smoke. It made no grand sound. It hissed as it crossed the space between them, a vicious little ribbon of wrongness aimed straight for Sela’s chest.

Kira moved before the thought finished forming.

She shoved Sela sideways with everything she had.

The strike clipped her.

Pain tore through her.

It wasn’t heat. Heat would have been merciful. This felt as if something had bitten into the meat of her arm and side and decided to keep eating while she watched. Her shirt blackened where it touched. The skin beneath it paled, reddened, and grayed all at once, the flesh going slick and raw at the edges as if rot had remembered what speed was and had just gotten its legs under it.

Kira screamed.

Sela hit the ground, slid, turned, saw Kira, and made a sound that came straight out of the center of her.

The robed man looked at his own hand for one furious second. The miss had cost him more than aim.

Because something in the city answered.

A bell rang.

Not one of the ordinary bells that any sane person would hate with all their soul.

This sound cut cleaner than the rest, high and hard and immediate. It came from somewhere above the lane and beyond it both, and it was followed by another and then another in quick succession, as if a hidden line of warning had just been struck all through this quarter at once.

The man’s head snapped up.

Kira, half doubled over and clutching the side of her body, saw the smugness leave his face.

True fear took its place.

“What—”

Then a voice carried across the lane, calm enough to chill the blood more than shouting ever could.

“Necromancy within warded bounds.”

The words were not loud.

They didn’t need to be.

They arrived with the weight of judgment already in them.

The robed man looked toward the broader street and whatever he saw there stripped the rest of his hesitation away. Covert was gone now. Careful was gone. Whatever little game he had hoped to play inside the city’s folds had just been exposed to something he had not known was watching.

He bared his teeth and spread both hands.

The alley darkened in folding layers around him.

Not by loss of daylight. By presence. The space before him thickened with a slick red-black sheen as if wet hide and old blood were rising through the air together. Something heavy hit the paving stones out of nothing. Then another thing. Then an arm, if it could be called an arm, thick as a beam and sewn from patches of flesh in tones no living body should ever have worn side by side.

Sela dragged Kira backward by instinct.

The thing assembled in a rush of vile purpose.

It stood taller than any man in the lane had a right to be, broad in a way that made the alley seem built for smaller creatures entirely. Its body looked made rather than born, as if too many dead had been reduced to useful parts and then stitched together by hands that understood anatomy only as inventory. One shoulder sat higher than the other. One arm was too long. The torso was a slab of pegged and corded flesh, scar-pulled and waxen in places, raw in others, all of it bound into a brutal approximation of shape. Its head sat low and wrong, neck thick as a butcher’s block, the mouth hanging slightly open as if it had never fully learned the reason for having one.

The smell hit next.

Old blood.

Preserved fat.

Charred bone.

Open graves in summer.

The quarter erupted.

Windows slammed open and shut in the same breath. Someone screamed for the guard. Someone else screamed for Eschara. A fish cart overturned out in the broader lane and sent silver bodies skidding across stone. Children started crying. Men who would have run toward a knife fight ran hard the other way from this.

The robed man pointed at the girls and smiled the same way Kira recalled politicians smiling as they passed a law nobody asked for.

“Take them!”

The thing lurched forward.

It moved with the horrible conviction of great weight unbothered by grace. Every step jarred the lane. Brick dust trembled loose from the wall where Kira leaned. Sela hauled at her, trying to force her body into motion while Kira’s nerves still screamed from the necrotic strike chewing along her side.  It was eating her alive, but some part of this body was in the new business of defying it.  A war was being waged inside her.

Then someone entered the lane from the cross-street.

A woman in black and bone-white came through the chaos like she had every right to walk into horror and be obeyed by it. Blacked chain moved under her tabard with a whisper instead of a clatter. Her helm was absent, her dark hair bound tight, her face set in the kind of composure that belonged to people who had stood too close to the dead for too long to waste energy performing fear. In one hand she carried a long flanged mace. In the other, a short silver-white prayer-chain wrapped twice around her wrist.

Everything about her was severe, and everything about her was controlled.

She saw the robed man once and knew.

Not guessed.

Knew.

Her gaze went to the construct only after that, as if the thing itself were merely evidence and the true offense was the hand that had called it.

“Step away from what you have made,” she said.

Her voice carried strangely. Smooth. Even. Almost gentle.

That was worse than shouting too.

The robed man gave a sharp, ugly laugh born of panic and bad doctrine. “Come take it from me, then.”

The paladin of Eschara inclined her head by half a degree, as if he had finally met the minimum standard for being worth her time.

Then she moved.

Kira had seen Caelan fight. That had changed her understanding of what speed and intention looked like in a body. This woman moved differently. Caelan brought sunlight and oath and wrath. She brought inevitability.

Three steps and she was across the mouth of the lane.

The robed man threw up another cast, dark power snarling around his hand.

She passed through it.

Not untouched. Kira saw the necrotic wash strike across her shoulder and vanish in a flare of pale silver script that ran for a heartbeat along her armor and skin like frost learning a language. The priest had just enough time to understand he had misjudged her before the head of her mace struck his sternum.

The sound was short.

Solid.

Final.

He left his feet, hit the wall, and folded down in a shape no one conscious should make.

The flesh-thing roared.

The paladin turned to it with the same serene attention she had given the priest, and Kira understood in a rush that this woman did not distinguish much between enemy categories once Final Rite had entered the room.

Sela still had her arm.

“Go,” she pleaded.

Kira tried.

The lane tilted.

Her body objected.

The thing in her side kept eating.

Sela got under her shoulder and bore down with everything she had. “Move, Kira. Move.”

Kira managed one step. Then another.

Behind them, the construct hit the paladin like a collapsing wall and the lane became a war zone in a single breath.

Sela hauled Kira forward with both arms and everything panic could lend to strength.

The lane behind them had become noise, impact, prayer, and the hideous wet force of stitched flesh meeting sanctified iron. Kira did not look back. She didn’t need to. The sounds that followed them painted a vivid enough picture. Stone cracking. A deep, raw bellow from the thing the robed man had made. The measured cadence of the Escharan paladin saying something Kira couldn’t catch and yet some part of her brain was desperately curious about.

They broke into a broader run of alleys feeding toward the market quarter and found the city already reacting.

People were pouring away from the disturbance in confused currents. A cart had tipped half its load of eels into the lane and no one cared. One man ran carrying a stool for no reason Kira could see. A woman dragged two children by the wrists and shouted at them not to look. Somewhere behind, another damned bell had started ringing in the clipped pattern of civic alarm.

Kira’s legs were still moving.

That felt theoretical.

Every few strides the necrotic wound bit deeper and reminded her that part of her body had become enemy territory. The skin along her side felt flayed and numb at once. Her arm was losing clarity at the edges. Her fingertips flashed between pain and absence. Each breath scraped.

Sela kept talking.

It took Kira a moment to realize that.

Not saying anything useful. Just talking. Kira’s name. Hurry. This way. Stay with me. Please stay with me.

Good instinct.

If one of them had to hold the thread of the world together, Sela was doing as well as anybody could have under the circumstances.

She did not know the city. She did not know the turns. She knew how to keep hold of someone who was bleeding and not let go.

For the moment, that mattered more because Kira’s entire middle was pain.  She could feel the flesh melting and trying to invade the bones of her rib cage.  Something inside her was pushing back but it felt like it was losing.

They cut across a yard behind a cooper’s shed, knocked through a hanging line of fishnets, vaulted a low stone divider poorly, and came out into a narrow passage crowded with rain barrels, broken crates, and old rope.

Kira put one hand against the wall and nearly left part of her palm there.

Too slow. Sela grabbed her by the wrist.

“Come on.”

“I am,” Kira said, though the sentence came out slurred enough that she disliked hearing it.

They kept going.

The city had become all corners and bad decisions. Every time Kira thought she recognized the shape of north, another fence, stair, or leaning wall stole it from her. The library was somewhere ahead. Or left. Or nowhere useful at all. She had no map left in her head, only movement and noise and the idea of stone steps.

A man burst from a side cut ahead of them.

Not one of theirs. Just a dockworker, terrified, with flour on both sleeves and a cleaver in one hand he had clearly grabbed because it was nearby and because people liked to imagine they rose to emergencies in practical ways.

He saw the girls, saw Kira half-hanging off Sela, and flattened himself against the wall to let them pass.

“Eschara keep you,” he said.

“Please,” Sela answered, and kept running.

That almost made Kira laugh.

Almost.

The lane bent hard around the back of a cooper’s yard, tightened, and gave them nowhere good to go.

Kira almost made the turn.

Then the necrosis in her side bit deep enough to buckle her knees, and she slammed into the wall hard enough to leave half her breath there. Sela caught her under the arm before she hit the stones.

“Come on,” Sela said, voice ragged. “Come on, Kira, please—”

A man stepped into the mouth of the lane ahead of them.

Kira stopped dead.

Sela did too.

It was him.

The same lean build. Same scarred face. Same cruel mouth. Same eyes that had looked at Sela like she was something he meant to unwrap slowly. Blood was all down the front of his shirt and neck, and the cut Kira had given him still showed, a savage red seam across the throat, ugly and half-closed. Not healed. Healing.

Kira’s mouth went dry.

So the knife had mattered. It just had not mattered enough.

He touched the seam with two fingers and smiled.

“Well,” he said, voice rougher now, “that was rude.”

Kira stared at him through the pain. “I was really hoping,” she managed, “you’d learned from the last lesson.”

That made him grin wider.

Sela’s grip on her tightened. “He lived? What?  How?”

“Yes,” Kira said. “Unfortunately.”

His eyes dropped to her side where the necrosis had eaten through cloth and into flesh. He took his time looking at it, and whatever he saw there settled something in him. The smile shifted.

Pity wasn’t the word.

Disappointment came closer.

“Ah,” he said softly. “That’s a shame.”

Kira’s mouth tasted like copper. “You could still leave.”

He laughed.

“No.”

His hand dropped to his belt, and Kira saw her knife there.

Of course he had it.

She looked at the hilt and then back at him. “Actually, I’d like that back. Handle first, and then you can piss off the way you came.”

He apparently almost admired that.

Almost.

But the wound in her side had changed the arithmetic, and Kira could see him doing it. He wasn’t looking at her like a prize anymore. He was looking at her like spoilage.

“The dark-haired one’s done,” he said, as if discussing the weather. “That rot’s in her deep. She just hasn’t fallen over yet.”

Sela sucked in a breath. “Shut up.”

He ignored her completely for another moment, still looking at Kira. “My father’s going to be furious. Wants her breathing, and now she’s carrying gravework in her ribs.” He rolled one shoulder. “Not my fault. He should’ve let me plan the whole thing.”

Then he turned his head and really looked at Sela.

That was worse.

Because the interest there was alive in a way the dismissal of Kira wasn’t.

His gaze moved over Sela’s face, the fear in it, the stubbornness under it, the last clean spark of innocence she still hadn’t managed to lose to this city.

And he liked what he saw.

Kira felt the cold before she understood why.

“The country one, though,” he said, almost thoughtfully. “She’ll do.”

Sela took one involuntary step back and dragged Kira with her.

He saw that and enjoyed it.

“Nobody’s going to spend much coin chasing an almost-dead problem,” he said. “But you?”

His eyes moved over Sela’s face with lazy calculation.

“Girls like you always think innocence is protection. It’s not, you know.  It’s just packaging.  A selling point for as long as you can make it last and let me tell you.  I hope it’s a while.  But… I sincerely doubt it.”  His smile was pure evil.

Sela’s face went white with fury and disgust. “Don’t touch me.”

He started forward.

Slow.

Certain.

No rush in him at all now.

He thought he’d won.

“I think I will,” he said. “And after that, we’ll see what you’re worth when the crying stops.”

Kira went still.

Not frozen.

Focused.

There were moments when the world got too ugly for fear to stay useful. This was one of them.

She shifted her weight, trying to hide how badly the wound had hollowed her out. Sela was breathing hard beside her, too frightened to speak, too furious to cry.

The man noticed Kira’s balance change and smirked.

“Don’t,” he said. “You’re half dead already. Be smart for once and lie down somewhere quiet.”

Kira looked at the wall to her left.

The distance to him.

The lane behind him.

No room to get around.

No room to build speed.

No room for anything except violence and luck.

He kept coming.

“I’m being generous,” he said. “Take the kindness while it’s there.”

Kira forced out a smile that hurt her split lip. “You and kindness in the same sentence feels like a hostage situation.”

That annoyed him.

Good.

He lunged.

Not with a blade. He didn’t need one. He wanted them alive, and they all knew it.

His hand shot out for Sela.

Kira shoved her backward with everything she had left.

“Run!”

The word tore out of her throat.

His hand closed on Kira instead.

He hit her in the chest and drove her back into the wall so hard the world flashed white. The side of her body screamed where the necrosis had already chewed deep, and for a second she lost all sense of up and down.

Sela tried to bolt past him anyway.

He caught the front of her shirt, yanked her forward, and twisted her in against the wall with his forearm across her upper chest, pinning her there without effort.

She fought him instantly.

Good.

She clawed, kicked, tried to rake her nails through his face, drove one knee up hard enough that another man might have bent.

He was obviously classed.  He barely grunted.

“Enough,” he said, not loud. “You’re making this feel rude.”

His attention on the dying girl had slipped.  Kira pushed off the wall.

Every nerve in her side lit up.

She came at him low and hard anyway. Smart had left the room. Useful was still on the table. Her shoulder hit his ribs. He rocked half a step, cursed, and turned enough for Sela to wrench free.

Kira saw daylight between them and yelled, “Move!”

Sela moved.

Then he backhanded Kira so hard both feet left the ground as she hit the wall again and slid.

He didn’t go after Sela this time. He looked down at Kira first, breathing through his mouth now, temper rising.

“You really are a pain in the ass,” he said.

He reached down, fisted a hand in the front of what was left of her shirt, and hauled her halfway up just to let her feel how little strength she had left compared to his.

Behind him, Sela had backed three paces away and was looking around wildly for anything. Wood, stone, miracle, weapon, divine intervention, the end of the world. Whatever came first.

He saw that too.

“Don’t bother,” he said over his shoulder. “You’re coming with me.”

Then the lane thundered.

He turned.

So did Kira.

Dawncleaver came around the corner at a full charge.

Black hide. Iron shoes. War-trained fury. Too much horse for too little alley.

He did not shy from the narrow lane.

He chose violence with professional clarity.

For the first time since he’d stepped into their path, the man looked honestly surprised.

He tried to move.

Too late.

Dawncleaver hit him like the hand of a god.

The impact took him clean off his feet and drove him into the stones. Hooves hammered down after, iron and weight and violence all at once, and Kira heard something in the exchange that the body wasn’t meant to make and survive.

Perrin hauled at the reins with both hands, pale as milk and terrified enough to make the courage in him shine brighter.

“Kira!”

She tried to answer and coughed instead.

Sela was already at her side.

Perrin half-fell out of the saddle, caught himself, and got under Kira’s arm without hesitation. He was shaking. Good. He should’ve been shaking. He was doing it anyway.

“That’s it,” he said, voice breaking. “Come on. We’ve got you. Come on.”

On the stones, the man was still moving.

Not much.

Too much.

One hand found the ground. One knee came under him. His face had gone strange with pain, but the hatred in it was intact and burning.

Perrin saw him and made a frightened sound through his teeth.

“Up. Please. Up now. Please.  Please, hurry!”

Sela mounted first in one desperate scramble. Kira got shoved up in front of her, every inch of the motion tearing along the necrotic wound until the world narrowed to a white wire.

Perrin slapped Dawncleaver’s neck.

“Library!”

The warhorse launched forward.

Behind them, the man they’d left in the lane found enough breath to scream after them, and Kira heard in it the promise that this wasn’t over if he had anything at all to say about it.

She gripped black mane with one hand and clamped the other over the spreading ruin in her side.

Sela wrapped an arm around her waist like she could keep her together by force.

The city blurred.

Bells.

Shouts.

A handcart tipping.

People diving clear.

Stone steps rising ahead.

The library doors were open.

Liora was already coming down them.

Kira saw the sky between the roofs one last time and thought, with the clarity only pain could produce, that she hated Merehaven and its stupid bells.

“I hate this place,” she said.

Then everything went dark.

  

    
        Chapter 42

    
    
    
    
  By the time Caelan Vorr entered the Hall of Petition, he had already decided two things.

First: this was most certainly a trap.

Second: whoever had set it believed law could hold him longer than truth.

The hall itself wore dignity the way a paid mourner wore his sorrow—convincingly enough at a distance, less so once you drew near and saw where the shine stopped. Merehaven’s governing court had built it in old stone and estuary wealth, with high windows, carved beams darkened by years of damp, and long civic banners that did their best to lend nobility to a room fundamentally devoted to negotiation, resentment, and profitable delay. The place smelled faintly of wax, wet wool, ink, river mud tracked in on boots, and the soft permanent rot that lived in every old building too close to marsh water.

Three rows of benches faced the magistrate’s dais. The city clerks occupied the side tables like pale, careful rats in good linen, each with bundles of documents tied in ribbon and expressions trained into the particular blankness of men who had made a profession of surviving under other people’s authority. Two bailiffs stood near the central rail with cudgels at their hips and the thick shoulders of men chosen for size before judgment.

The accused sat in irons to the left of the chamber.

Young.

Too young for the fear in his face to sit there comfortably.

Maybe twenty, with Ariana’s sunburst worked in cheap brass at his throat and one cheek gone yellowing with a healing bruise. He had the look of a shrine-hand or errand-runner who had spent his life doing small honest work for larger holy people and had suddenly discovered that law did not distinguish much between innocence and usefulness once politics entered the room. His hands were shaking around the chain on his lap, but not with guilt. Relief and terror, mostly. Relief because an Avenger of Ariana had truly come. Terror because any room controlled by city men could still turn a god’s servant into a cautionary tale before noon.

Good.

He trusted the light.

That would help him, whether it saved him or not.

The magistrate rose as Caelan entered.

Magistrate Oren Vhal had the sort of face cities manufactured when ambition and cowardice bred carefully enough. Fifty, perhaps, though preserved in the expensive manner of men who delegated labor and purchased clean blades when dirty work arose. His beard was trimmed with such exactness it almost seemed accusatory. Civic blue robes. Sable-gray lining. Rings on both hands. Nails clean. Smile measured.


The sort of man who could ruin a fisherman’s bloodline with a stroke of ink and still complain over supper that the cod had been overcooked.

He bowed just enough to honor station without implying equality.

“Avenger Vorr. The court is grateful for your swift attendance.”

Caelan did not return the smile.

“The law is the law.”

That pleased the magistrate.

Of course it did.

Men like Vhal liked honorable opponents the way gamblers liked loaded dice. Predictable virtue made them feel safe. If law and duty could compel a good man to enter the room, then perhaps law and duty could be trusted to keep him harmless while better minds arranged the outcome.

Perhaps.

Caelan let himself be shown to the raised judgment seat reserved for ecclesiastical authority when city law crossed temple obligation. It was not equal to the magistrate’s chair, though very nearly. That in itself was a tell. Merehaven liked its faiths respectable, useful, and subtly subordinate unless one of them had enough swords or enough dead to make city preferences irrelevant.

He sat.

The hall sat with him.

Magistrate Vhal spread one manicured hand over the papers before him as though displaying reason itself.

“We regret the urgency,” he said, “but the accused insisted upon his rights under recognized compact, and naturally this city would never deny a sworn faithful of Ariana the judgment of his own church.”

Smarmy.

Oiled.

Precisely weighted for the room.

The kind of sentence meant to flatter both law and listener while hiding the knife inside public virtue.

Caelan looked at the accused.

The boy swallowed hard and straightened in his chains.

“What is his name?”

The chief clerk answered before the magistrate could.

“Deren Hal, shrine-attendant third rank, attached seasonally to the Lantern Steps district chapel of Ariana.”

Deren.

Good.

Now he was a person and not simply bait.

“And the charge?”

Magistrate Vhal folded his hands.

“Theft of devotional offerings, dereliction of custodial duty, and false testimony concerning the disappearance of pledged alms under his supervision.”

Caelan let the words sit.

Petty.

Conveniently petty.

A serious enough accusation to trigger temple review. Small enough to be arranged quickly. Broad enough that three liars and one frightened witness could drag it through a morning without overcommitting to any single thread of falsehood.

Carefully chosen.

He looked to the boy again.

Deren Hal had gone red with helplessness.

“I didn’t steal from the shrine,” he said, voice breaking on the first word and steadying by the fourth. “I swore it already. I found the lock broken. I told Watchman Pell. Then they said I changed the count afterward, and I didn’t, and—” He caught himself and bowed his head toward Caelan with painful effort. “Forgive me. I only meant— I asked for church judgment because they weren’t hearing me.”

Caelan inclined his head once.

“You were correct to ask.”

The relief that crossed the boy’s face then was almost painful to watch.

There.

That was the thing the magistrate and his kind never understood.

Hope in a room like this did not need much. Only one honest spine and the possibility of light.

Vhal resumed as if the interruption had merely confirmed his patience.

“The city has assembled testimony, inventory records, and witness statements. We trust the evidence will speak plainly.”

Caelan looked at the stacks of prepared documents, the tied bundles, the witness benches already half-filled, the slick readiness of it all.

Yes.

Prepared indeed.

He let his eyes move across the room one face at a time.

There was Pell, the watchman the boy had named: thick-necked, mustached, trying too hard to look insulted by the existence of doubt. A tavern-faced merchant woman in orange-brown wool who kept one hand over her purse even now, as if proximity to a shrine-hand might infect her by commerce. A thin bookkeeper with a pinched mouth and ink-stained fingers too clean for a man who had supposedly handled broken ledgers all morning. One lesser city advocate to the magistrate’s right, all solemn nods and civic concern, wearing the expression of a man who had never once dirtied his own hands and considered that evidence of superiority.

And behind them, in the side margins of the chamber where only a soldier or a hunter would think to look:

runners.

Not official messengers.

Not exactly.

Men who came and went too softly. A side door opening and closing more often than procedure required. One narrow fellow with a scar near the ear who entered twice in ten minutes and each time went first to the magistrate’s clerk, then to the magistrate himself, then left by the smaller corridor instead of the public hall.

There it was.

The second function of the room.

Delay at the front.

Traffic in the back.

Magistrate Vhal noticed Caelan noticing and offered another of those practiced little smiles.

“Shall we begin?”

Caelan folded his hands over the arm of the judgment chair.

“Yes,” he said. “Begin.”

They began.

The merchant woman spoke first. She had delivered two silver crescents and four low coin in votive fulfillment three days prior. The shrine account recorded only two crescents and three low. She had noticed because her dead husband had been a meticulous donor and she had continued his forms in widowhood with exact reverence. Her grief was real. Her offense was real. Her certainty had been sharpened by somebody else’s preparation.

Watchman Pell followed. He had been called to the shrine after complaint. He had found the young attendant agitated, inconsistent, unable to account properly for the offering chest or the timing of the morning tally. He used the word inconsistent twice and uncertain three times, the way coached men always did when given useful words to lean on.

Then the bookkeeper, Halren Stave, took the stand with two ledgers and the soul of a man who would sell his mother to procedure if the records were tidy enough afterward. He laid out columns, counts, corrections, and one overwritten line in the shrine ledger that he claimed showed after-the-fact tampering.

Caelan listened.

Every word.

Every pause.

Every place they expected a nod.

He asked almost nothing at first.

That unsettled them more than anger would have.

Because outrage was easy to manage. Righteous men shouted, threatened, invoked gods, and spent themselves usefully while calmer men wrote the next document. Silence was harder. Silence meant he was still measuring the room instead of reacting to it.

Good.

Let them feel that.

The boy Deren Hal sat through all of it with the misery of someone watching his own life be translated badly by people who had never loved the truth enough to speak it cleanly.

Magistrate Vhal remained composed throughout, hands folded, jaw lined with authority, offering exactly the proper expressions at each point in the civic performance. Concern. Regret. Patient confidence in process. He had likely worn those same faces while condemning debtors, approving warehouse seizures, smoothing disappearances, and congratulating himself afterward for never having raised his voice.

Every city claimed to need men like him, and every city hated the proof. Not openly. Not where men like Vhal could hear it. But every city had one, and every city knew.

A politician with too much polish.

A magistrate with too much reach.

A public servant so sure of his insulation that he mistook immunity for moral worth.

Caelan had seen the type in half a dozen cities and three war councils.

The difference here was that Vhal believed a lawful room made him untouchable.

That remained to be tested.

Midway through Pell’s second answer, the side door opened again and the scar-eared runner returned.

He crossed behind the clerk, bent, whispered.

The chief clerk stiffened almost imperceptibly and looked toward the magistrate.

Vhal did not turn his head at once. He held Pell in the room’s attention for one beat longer than necessary, then let his gaze drop to the note or words delivered under his right hand.

Something moved behind his eyes.

Tiny.

Enough.

There.

Something had gone wrong for them.

Not a full collapse.

Not yet.

But wrong.

Caelan felt the first real easing in his chest since the guards entered the inn. The girls had not been taken cleanly. Pressure was still moving elsewhere in the city. The magistrate knew it. Worse, the magistrate knew that Caelan knew something had shifted even if neither of them could say so in the chamber.

Their eyes met.

Vhal recovered quickly. Recovery was how Vhal had survived this long. But the damage was done. His next question to Pell came a hair too fast. His left thumb tapped once against the arm of his chair. The clerk beside him misstacked one of the witness bundles and had to correct it.

Good.

Caelan sat back slightly.

The accused noticed it too, though he did not know what he was seeing. Hope stirred in him again, small and terrified and very much alive.

Let it.

The light favored the honest often enough. And when it did not favor them, it at least made liars burn brighter before the end.

Caelan let Pell finish.

That was the first cruelty.

Men who lied for a living preferred interruption. It gave them something to brace against, a villain to push their own virtue into shape around. Letting them continue was worse. It left them alone with their story and the details inside it.

When the watchman fell silent, Caelan asked, “How many offerings were present when you arrived?”

Pell blinked.

“Beg pardon?”

“The chest,” Caelan said. “You claimed uncertainty in the count after the attendant reported the lock broken. How many offerings were present when you first looked into it?”

Pell shifted one boot. “I’d have to refer to the record.”

“So you did not count them yourself.”

“I— not fully, no.”

“You accused him anyway.”

Magistrate Vhal leaned in just enough to remind the room he existed.

“The accusation arose from the totality of witness concern, not from one man’s impression.”

Caelan turned his head and looked at him.

Vhal was good at looking composed while being corrected. It was one of the reasons men like him climbed as high as they did.

“I did not ask the magistrate,” Caelan said.

Pell swallowed.

“No, sir.”

Caelan looked back to the watchman. “Did you find the accused in possession of missing coin?”

“No.”

“On his person?”

“No.”

“In his room?”

“No.”

“In a place he named?”

“No.”

“Then what precisely did you find?”

Pell opened his mouth.

Closed it.

Opened it again.

“The lock was broken.”

“And from that,” Caelan said, “you concluded theft by the person who reported it.”

Pell’s ears had gone red.

Vhal interceded with a civic smile sharpened for use in public.

“The watchman concluded irregularity and notified the proper authorities.”

Caelan let his gaze pass to the magistrate again, just long enough to make the interruption expensive.

“Then the watchman has improved in eloquence since his first statement.”

The side tables went very quiet.

Good.

A few of the clerks suddenly found their papers very important. One of the bailiffs shifted his jaw to hide the shape of a smile and thought better of it halfway through.

Magistrate Vhal folded his hands more tightly.

The merchant widow, Hessa Marrin, fared little better once Caelan turned to her.

She had not lied about the offering.

That made her useful.

Also vulnerable.

“You gave two crescents and four low?” Caelan asked.

“Yes, my lord.”

“I am not your lord.”

She flushed. “No, sir. Forgive me.”

He inclined his head once and continued. “You counted the amount yourself when you gave it.”

“Yes.”

“To the accused directly?”

She hesitated. “To the offering chest under his oversight.”

“So not to his hand.”

“No.”

“And did you see him alter the ledger?”

“No.”

“Did you see him open the lock?”

“No.”

“Did you see him steal anything?”

“No, but—”

He raised one hand slightly.

She stopped.

“You are here because your gift was not recorded correctly,” he said. “That matters. It should be corrected. But I will not have grief made to carry burdens it did not choose. Answer only what you know.”

Her eyes widened a little.

Then, to Caelan’s surprise, she straightened.

“Yes, sir.”

Good woman.

Not malicious.

Used.

That, too, was useful.

Halren Stave, the bookkeeper, lasted longest.

Naturally.

Men who lived in columns and annotations liked to imagine reality bent toward the tidy. He laid out the overwritten line again, the corrected total, the discrepancy in hand, the timing of revisions, and the accused’s supposed access to the records. He spoke with the confidence of a man who believed paper became truth if enough people feared contradicting it.

Caelan let him build the whole elegant little scaffold.

Then asked, “Who else had access to the ledger?”

Halren blinked once. “The shrine-attendant, naturally.”

“Who else?”

“The presiding cleric on rotation. Any approved accounting hand. On festival days, temporary assistants—”

“Keys?”

“The inner office key is held by the attending cleric and the district custodian.”

“The offering chest?”

“Likewise.”

Caelan looked at the boy in chains.

“Did you hold those keys alone?”

Deren Hal shook his head instantly. “Never.”

Halren’s mouth tightened.

Caelan asked, “Then explain to me why the city has built a theft case against the lowest-ranking body in the room while the men with equal or greater access are absent from it.”

There.

That one landed.

Caelan had not been clever. He had been obvious, and obvious was often where bad faith went to die.

Halren said, “The attendant’s conduct was inconsistent.”

“With what?”

“With orderly reporting.”

Caelan’s eyes did not leave him. “He found a broken lock and missing count. How much poetry would have made his fear seem more innocent to you?”

A clerk at the side table made a noise halfway between a cough and a swallowed laugh and immediately pretended he was dying of dust.

Magistrate Vhal cut in before Halren could sink himself further.

“The point, Avenger Vorr, is not whether the boy was polished in crisis. It is that discrepancies exist, the ledger was altered, and shrine property vanished under his watch.”

Caelan sat back a fraction.

There it was.

The room’s true voice.

Not the watchman.

Not the widow.

Not the bookkeeper.

The magistrate.

Because this had never been about devotional offerings. It had been about using just enough temple law to bind him into the chair while the city worked elsewhere.

The side door opened again.

Scar-ear entered.

Bent.

Whispered to the chief clerk.

The chief clerk stiffened, went pale around the mouth, and passed the word with visible reluctance.

This time Vhal’s control slipped by more than a hair.

One finger struck the arm of his chair.

Once.

Sharp.

He recovered quickly, but not before Caelan saw the anger.

Not the anger of justice delayed.

The anger of plans spoiled.

Their eyes met.

Vhal knew that he knew.

Good.

Caelan let the moment breathe.

Then turned back to the accused.

“Deren Hal,” he said, and the whole room quieted more deeply because they heard the difference in his voice and understood some turn had come whether they could name it or not. “When you found the lock broken, whom did you notify first?”

“The watchman on district patrol, sir.”

“Why?”

“Because it was already dawn and I was afraid if I left the shrine unattended the rest would go missing too.”

“Reasonable.”

Deren looked like a man who had just discovered the existence of water after wandering a desert full of clerks.

“Did you alter the count?”

“No.”

“Did you take the missing offerings?”

“No.”

“Did you lie to the watchman?”

“No.”

Caelan held his gaze.

The boy did not flinch.

Good.

Caelan did not mistake fear for innocence. He had seen guilt wear terror cleanly. But this boy’s fear had changed. He had found one honest authority in a room built to crush him politely.

Caelan turned toward the magistrate.

“You’ve built a case on missing coin with no recovered property, no direct witness, shared access, a frightened attendant, and corrected ledger marks whose chain of custody is broader than the accusation admits.”

Vhal spread his hands slightly.

“The city has presented the relevant evidence. The purpose of this hearing is judgment.”

“Yes,” Caelan said. “It is.”

He let that settle.

The hall had gone so still now that even the damp creak of old beams seemed loud.

Vhal watched him carefully.

He knew the room had slipped.

He knew the case had not convinced.

But he still had procedure, still had station, and likely still believed that the point had never been the verdict anyway. Delay had already been bought. Every minute Caelan sat in this chair was a minute the city worked elsewhere.

Caelan knew that too.

Which was why he had no intention of giving Vhal another easy one.

He rose.

The movement changed the chamber at once. Even the clerks felt it. Chairs shifted. Pens paused. One of the bailiffs straightened with unconscious reverence because men recognized imminent force even when they did not share its faith.

Magistrate Vhal remained seated.

Another mistake.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

Caelan looked at him.

“You have brought me civic arrangement,” he said. “You have not brought me certainty.”

Vhal’s smile returned, though thinner now.

“Uncertainty does not preclude judgment. It requires it.”

“In your profession,” Caelan said. “Perhaps.”

That struck harder than raising his voice would have.

He stepped down from the judgment chair and moved into the open space before the accused.

The chains on Deren Hal rattled softly as the boy shifted in alarm and hope both.

Vhal stood at last. “Avenger Vorr.”

Caelan ignored him.

He looked instead to the boy.

“You asked for the judgment of your faith.”

Deren swallowed. “Yes, sir.”

“Do you still submit yourself to Ariana’s light?”

The boy’s fear came up so fast it nearly drowned him. Good. It should have. This was not a trick small enough to walk through lightly. Everyone in the room knew what it meant when an Avenger asked that question.

Deren looked once toward the magistrate, once toward the city witnesses, and then back to Caelan.

“Yes,” he said.

His voice shook.

It did not break.

“I do.”

Caelan nodded once.

Then he turned, not toward the magistrate but toward the chamber itself, toward the windows where morning light had begun to angle more fully through damp glass, toward the city beyond that had thought law could be used to hold him harmless.

“No temple law,” he said, and his voice carried without strain to every bench and beam in the room, “requires me to pretend confidence where corruption and convenience have obscured the truth.”

That hit.

Every clerk in the chamber felt it and knew it.

Magistrate Vhal said, “You imply—”

Caelan cut across him without raising his voice.

“I imply nothing. I observe enough.”

Then he placed one hand over the pommel of his sword and the other open toward the light.

A silence deeper than procedure fell.

Even the runners at the side door stopped moving.

“I will not give Ariana’s judgment to city choreography,” he said. “If this boy is guilty, let the light take him. If he is clean, let it pass over him and leave your paperwork ashamed of itself.”

Deren went white.

Vhal took one involuntary step forward. “You cannot simply—”

“Oh,” Caelan said, and there was sunlight in his voice now, clean and dangerous and very near the edge of oath, “I very much can.”

He began the rite.

Not loud.

Not theatrical.

An Avenger of Ariana did not need drama to terrify a room. He needed only truth, station, and willingness to let heaven answer in public.

The first words were old and clear and carried the shape of law before cities were ever built:

“Lady of the risen dawn, witness what men have tied in fear and ink.”

Light moved.

Not from nowhere.

From everywhere it had already been waiting.

The windows brightened. The white edge of day sharpened along stone and banner and polished wood. Dust in the air turned briefly to gold. The brass of Ariana’s token at Deren Hal’s throat grew almost too bright to look at.

The boy began to cry without sound.

Magistrate Vhal had gone completely still.

The side door opened once more behind him and Scar-ear entered with another message already half-spoken and stopped cold as the chamber filled with the pressure of the rite. He looked at the magistrate, saw the state of the room, and for the first time since Caelan had entered the hall, seemed uncertain whether he still occupied the stronger side of events.

Good.

Very good.

Caelan continued, voice steady as drawn steel.

“If guilt sits in him, burn it clean. If falsehood sits around him, let it shame those who built it. If fear has clothed itself in law, strip it.”

The last line of the invocation struck the room like the drop before lightning.

The light came down.

Not as flame.

Not as a beam.

It arrived the way truth sometimes arrived—everywhere at once, impossible to argue with once it had entered the room.

The windows did not merely brighten. They ceased being glass for a breath and became openings through which day itself leaned. White-gold radiance flooded the chamber in layered sheets, not blinding but absolute. Every polished surface caught it. Every mote of dust turned visible. Ink glimmered wetly on the clerks’ pages. Rings flashed on magistrates’ hands. The brass token at Deren Hal’s throat burned like a little captured dawn.

The boy cried out.

Fear, yes, but awe broke through it.

The chains at his wrists and ankles rang once and then lay still as the light reached him.

Caelan stood in the center of it with one hand on his sword and the other open, the white of his cloak gone almost luminous, every hard line of him sharpened into icon and threat at once. No strain showed on his face. No shouting. No grand display of effort. That was part of what made it worse for the room. He did not look like a man forcing power through himself until his body trembled.

He looked like a man built to survive it.

Righteous might made into a blade.

Men who had passed him in the street and thought white cloak, church man, soldier-priest now saw the shape of their mistake.

He was not ceremony attached to civic work.

He was the point where oath, wrath, grace, and divine permission crossed in one mortal frame.

A holy terror.

The room understood that before the rite had even finished deciding the boy.

Pell, the watchman, took one stumbling step back before remembering his station and freezing in place. The merchant widow dropped to her knees without any conscious choice visible in it. Halren Stave, who trusted ledgers more than gods until gods arrived in person, went white around the mouth and clutched the edge of the witness rail like a drowning man finding wood. One of the bailiffs actually crossed himself in a muddled little motion that did not belong to Ariana’s faith at all, only to fear and reverence in equal measure.

Scar-ear, halfway through the side door with fresh bad news still in his hand, stopped so abruptly he looked nailed there.

Magistrate Oren Vhal did not kneel.

He did something more difficult and more revealing.

He remained standing by force.

His jaw had gone tight enough to crack a tooth. His eyes were fixed on Caelan, then on the accused, then back again, and for the first time since Caelan had entered the chamber there was no smooth civic confidence left in his face. He looked like a man who had invited a sword into the room on the assumption it would remain sheathed because the furniture was expensive.

Caelan spoke into the light, voice carrying through it as if the radiance itself had made room for the words.

“Deren Hal, shrine-attendant of Ariana, stands beneath witness. Let guilt answer if guilt is his. Let false witness burn where false witness clings. Let fear be stripped from law and law be stripped from fear.”

The light tightened.

That was the only word for it.

It did not grow brighter so much as more exact. It gathered around the boy in a clean descending column that left the rest of the room visible but somehow secondary, as if all civic architecture had been downgraded to background while heaven made its inquiry.

Deren flinched.

Then straightened.

No choice in it. The light asked for the spine and took it.

It moved through him.

Caelan watched the chamber while everyone else watched the boy.

That, too, was part of what made an Avenger terrible.

A common priest might lose himself in the invocation.

A lesser zealot might give himself over entirely to the fervor of it.

Caelan remained present in both worlds at once: the room of men and the will above it, judging each as the other was judged.

He saw the magistrate’s clerk lower his eyes.

Saw Pell begin to sweat in earnest.

Saw Halren Stave trying not to tremble and failing at the hands.

There.

Interesting.

Because if the boy was innocent, and he almost certainly was, then something in this room was going to answer in the reflected light.

The pressure climbed one measured degree more.

Ariana’s token at Deren’s throat blazed.

Then the boy gasped and the sound that came out of him was not pain but relief so raw it almost shamed the chamber by itself.

The light passed over him.

No fire.

No ruin.

No atomizing judgment.

No ash where a liar had stood.

It washed him clean and moved on.

Deren sagged in his chains and began sobbing openly, forehead bowed, every line of him broken by gratitude.

There.

The verdict.

Clean enough for even Merehaven.

The room did not move.

No one wanted to be first after that.

Caelan lowered his hand.

The greater brilliance receded at once, but it did not vanish completely. A faint white resonance remained in the air and along the edges of things, as if the hall had been reminded there were older courts than its own and had not yet recovered its usual arrogance.

He turned then.

Slowly.

His gaze found Pell first.

The watchman looked like he would have preferred to be struck.

“Did you accuse a sworn attendant of Ariana,” Caelan asked, his voice now quieter and somehow more dangerous for it, “on uncertainty, broken procedure, and the convenience of his lower station?”

Pell opened his mouth.

Nothing came out.

Caelan let the silence cut him.

Then his eyes shifted to Halren Stave.

“Did you build confidence from access records broad enough to include men you did not care to name because the easiest neck to fit the noose belonged to the boy already in front of you?”

Halren’s lips moved once before any words did.

He had lived his whole life inside paper certainty and small, mean authority. Standing under even the fading wash of that much divine scrutiny had taken the marrow out of him.

“I— the ledger— the corrections—”

Caelan took one step toward him.

Not fast.

Not aggressive.

Graceful.

It was astonishing what a single step could do in a room once everyone had just watched light choose a side.

Halren flinched like a man expecting a blade.

Good.

Let him.

“The ledger,” Caelan said, “did not speak. You did.”

Then he turned to Magistrate Vhal.

The magistrate had recovered enough to school his face again. Not completely. Not well enough for another politician to miss the cracks. But enough that a common onlooker might have mistaken him for merely grave rather than shaken to the core of his station.

“That,” Vhal said, each word trimmed and polished before it left him, “is a compelling demonstration of temple authority.”

Compelling.

Demonstration.

Temple authority.

He was trying to reduce it even now.

Name it smaller.

Put civic language around it like boards around a flood.

Caelan almost admired the instinct.

Almost.

“It was judgment,” he said.

Vhal’s eyes flicked once to the witnesses, once to the still-weeping boy, once to the runner trapped by the side door.

“And the court,” he said, “accepts the result.”

How generous of him.

Caelan did not smile.

“The court will do more than accept it.”

That got everyone’s attention back.

He looked to the bailiffs. “Remove his chains.”

Neither man moved at first. The old obedience still had hold of their bodies: fear, reverence, and the instinct to wait for permission from the wrong source.

Caelan’s gaze touched them both.

“Now.”

They moved like they knew it was the last time he would ask.

Quickly.

Good men when fear chose the correct direction.

As they worked at the irons, Caelan let the chamber sit in what remained of the rite’s afterweight. Let them feel the shame. Let them understand what it meant that a boy too frightened to defend himself had found more justice in divine witness than in the whole polished machinery of Merehaven’s hall.

Then the side door clicked.

Scar-ear had made the mistake of trying to withdraw quietly.

Caelan’s head turned.

The man froze where he was, caught between exit and obedience, a folded message still in one hand and exactly enough criminal intelligence to realize that one could survive priests, magistrates, and hired blades in a city like this with the right luck—but surviving the full, undivided attention of an Avenger just after divine judgment had come down in public was a different sort of wager.

Caelan looked from him to Vhal.

The magistrate did not move.

That told its own story.

And then, slowly, wonderfully, Vhal’s eyes slid to the side—not to the runner, not to the clerks, but to the exact place a man looked when his plans elsewhere had just delivered news he could not manage from the chair.

There.

The girls had not been taken cleanly.

Something had gone wrong.

Possibly very wrong.

A small and terrible satisfaction entered Caelan’s chest and settled there.

He did not smile much.

He smiled then.

Only a little.

It made the magistrate look ten years older.

Because Vhal saw it too.

Saw that whatever had been arranged outside this chamber had blood in it now.

Saw that the man in white had read the room, the traffic, the interruptions, the texture of the farce, and now knew with certainty that the court had not been the true field of play.

More importantly, he saw that Caelan was no longer merely obligated.

He was interested.

That was worse.

Much worse.

Caelan looked at the freed shrine-attendant, now kneeling and blinking at his own wrists as if he could not quite believe they belonged to him again.

“You are cleared before Ariana’s light,” he said. “Return to your chapel. Report everything. Name every key-holder and every hand that touched the books. You will not stand alone in it now.”

Deren Hal bowed so hard his forehead almost struck the floor.

“Yes, my lord— sir— yes.”

Caelan let him have the wrong title. The boy had earned a little confusion.

Then he faced the magistrate fully.

Merehaven’s polished civic serpent stood at his dais with rings gleaming, chain of office shining dull under the returned ordinary light, and the whole room feeling suddenly much less like his.

A politician looked untouchable while men believed consequences lived somewhere else.

An Avenger was what happened when consequences entered the room and took a seat.

Vhal opened his mouth, likely to say something about regrettable misunderstandings, further inquiry, procedural review, mutual cooperation between city and temple, some greased phrase meant to soften edges and recover narrative.

Caelan did not let him begin.

“The light of Ariana,” he said, “has some cleansing to do in this city.”

He did not raise his voice.

He did not need to.

The chamber heard the threat.

The promise.

The vow not yet spoken aloud but already alive enough in him that men with any sense would pray he kept it imprecise.

Some did.

Several, in fact.

Pell dropped his eyes.

Halren nearly sat down too quickly and missed the bench.

The merchant widow’s hands folded properly this time.

One of the younger clerks went pale with the sudden realization that he had chosen the wrong profession if this was what law looked like when heaven audited it.

Magistrate Oren Vhal held Caelan’s gaze.

To his credit, he did not look away.

To his discredit, he thought that counted as courage.

Caelan knew better.

Then he turned and walked out of the hall with grace still on him and power not yet fully gone from the room.

Every person there understood, in one form or another, that they had just seen what holy terror looked like when it chose to remain polite.

  

    
        Chapter 43

    
    
    
    
  Kira woke to pain, prayer, and the deeply unfair realization that surviving something did not mean she got to enjoy it.

For a while that was all there was.

Pain first—distant in some places, sharp in others, held down under something cool and exact that did not erase it so much as keep it from climbing higher. Prayer second—quiet, measured, not sung, not pleaded, but spoken in the same tone one might use to restore the proper order of shelves after a storm had blown through and thrown all the titles down. Then smell: lamp oil, clean linen, dried herbs, old paper, ink, and the faint mineral scent of stone that had been indoors longer than kingdoms.

An inn? No, the smell and sounds were all wrong.

Her mind reached for answers.

Definitely not the street or some damp alley. Not nearly enough chatter and old water smells.

Her semi-conscious mind grasped to piece together the puzzle but kept throwing out ridiculous solutions.  The pain was just all encompassing.

Her body tried to sit up.

The room answered by making that a terrible idea.

Kira made a sound she would have found embarrassing in better company and dropped back onto the pallet or cot or whatever merciful flat thing she’d been arranged upon.

“Stay still,” Liora said.

Kira cracked open her left eye. Even doing that felt like fighting an uphill battle against whatever was pulling her back towards sleep.

The library’s healing room was smaller than she would have expected and cleaner than she trusted. Shelves of wrapped jars, folded linen, stoppered tinctures, and neat trays of tools lined one wall. A basin sat nearby with water gone pink at the edges. Light fell in from a high narrow window and struck the room without warmth. Liora sat at Kira’s side with one hand held just above the ruined stretch of skin and cloth along her ribs, not touching now but guiding something that glimmered faintly in the air like pale script dissolved into breath.

Sela was there too.

Of course she was there.

Red-eyed, exhausted, one cheek swelling where she’d been hit, braid half rebuilt and losing the argument already. She looked like she had spent the last hour crying, praying, wanting to kill someone, and refusing to leave the room in any order or combination available.

The moment she saw Kira properly awake, her whole face changed.

“Oh, thank the gods.”

Kira looked at her for one long second and managed, “You look terrible.”

Sela made a wet, furious sound and laugh-snorted in the middle of it.  She looked shocked for just a moment then composed herself.

“I hate you.”

“I know.”

Good.

That was better.

If Sela was angry enough to answer like that, then the world was still mostly functioning.

Kira turned her head slightly and regretted it at once. “How bad?”

Liora responded before Sela could turn it into emotion.

“Bad enough that I am annoyed with you,” she said. “Not bad enough that I expect you to die today.”

Kira considered that. “Strong review.”

Liora did not smile, though something near it touched the corner of her mouth and thought better of staying.

“The necrotic spread was real,” she said. “You were lucky.”

Kira looked down at her side.

Someone had cut the shirt away. Clean bandaging lay over most of her torso now, but beneath the wrappings she could still see the edges of the damage—raw, angry, too deep in some places, pale and wrong in others where the spell had eaten and then been forced to stop. Her skin looked like a battlefield map drawn by an enemy with artistic ambitions.

“That’s upsetting,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Did you fix it?”

“I prevented it from becoming dramatically worse.” Liora’s hand moved in one small pattern over the bandaged wound. “The city priestess of Keleria who tends the lower dock poor would have done more for the flesh itself. I do not have her gift. What I have is better knowledge of how your profile is arranged, how your body appears to answer trauma, and how much healing pressure it could safely bear without encouraging the necrosis to burrow deeper.”

Kira blinked at her.

“That,” she said, “is one of the most Jaherian sentences I’ve ever heard.”

Liora’s eyes flicked up. “You have a limited sample.”

“Still.”

Sela sat on the edge of the next cot and wiped at her face with both palms like she resented having been caught caring visibly.

“You blacked out,” Sela said. “You said you hated the city and then you were gone.”

“I stand by the statement.”

“You would.” Sela wiped at her face with both palms. “I might too.”

Kira looked around once more. “Perrin?”

“Alive. Fine. Shaken.” Sela’s voice softened. “Liora sent people to check. Dawncleaver went back looking very pleased with himself, and Perrin said he accepted three apples like payment for public service.”

That tracked.

“Good horse,” Kira muttered.

“The best horse,” Sela said, fierce in it.

Kira closed her eyes for one brief second, then opened them again. “What about…” She waved one hand vaguely. “The whole divine war crime in the street?”

Liora set down the strip of linen she’d been using and answered in the same steady way she had treated the wound: no softness wasted, no panic indulged.

“From the reports. a servant of Manassus attempted covert capture within warded city bounds and was foolish enough to cast openly when his first effort failed.” Her tone thinned by a degree at that. “That triggered every relevant detection line in the district. An Escharan paladin engaged him.”

“Engaged,” Kira repeated.  “He got engaged alright.”

Sela made a small, reverent noise. “She was incredible.”

That got Kira’s attention.

Sela sat up straighter despite herself. “She wasn’t like Caelan.”

Liora arched one brow. “No. She would not be.”

“I know that,” Sela said. “I mean—Caelan is…” She made a helpless little motion with both hands, searching. “Sunlight and vows and terrifying. She was…” Sela looked at Liora, then at Kira. “Still. Like she’d already accepted the outcome and was just there to carry it through.”

“Yes,” Liora said quietly. “That would be the church of Eschara.”

Kira filed that away. If she lived long enough to have opinions on divine combat styles, that one could wait.

“What happened after that?” she asked.

“You kept trying to run,” Sela said. “Which was insulting, honestly.”

Kira made a face. “I’m committed to the bit.”

“You were dying.”

“I was jogging.”

Sela’s glare nearly cracked into laughter again and held.

Then the memory caught her.

Kira saw it happen.

The turn inward.

The lane.

The man.

Her own stomach turned with it.

“The scarred one,” she said.

Sela’s mouth flattened. “Alive.”

That sat there.

Of course he was alive.

Why would the city allow one problem at a time?

Kira looked at the ceiling for a beat. “I hate that guy.”

“Good,” Sela said. “Correct response.”

Liora watched that exchange with interest sharpened by context. “You know him.”

“Only in the way one knows a boot after it has entered one’s ribs,” Kira said. “Briefly. Vividly. Without affection.”

Sela’s hands curled. “He came back.”

Liora’s attention narrowed further. “Back?”

Kira looked at her. “I cut his throat earlier during our tour of every part of the city not connected to you.”

Liora’s brow rose.

Sela’s voice went quiet and hard. “Not enough.”

The memory surfaced between them without anyone naming it: Sela bent backward, his hand in her hair, his mouth at her ear.

Kira saw Liora understand just enough to stop asking.

“Interesting,” Liora said at last.

“That’s not the word I’d choose,” Kira replied.

“No,” Liora said. “But it is where we are landing for the moment.”

Kira looked away before she laughed, because laughing hurt.

Silence held for a few breaths after that. Safe silence. Post-crisis silence. The sort that only happened once everyone in the room had at least temporarily accepted that no one was about to die in the next ten seconds.

Then Kira said, “How long was I out?”

“Not long,” Liora said. “Long enough.”

“Caelan?”

Neither of them answered immediately.

That told her enough already.

Sela looked down at her hands. “Still at the court, I think. Or leaving it now. We haven’t had word yet.”

“He’ll come here,” Kira said.

It wasn’t optimism.

It wasn’t hope, exactly.

It was simply structure.

Yes, he would.

If he was breathing and unchained and in possession of his legs, he would come here.

Liora watched her face, reading more than Kira wanted read.

“Probably,” she said.

“Definitely,” Sela corrected at once.

There was a little too much force in that.

Because she needed it.

Because the room needed it.

Kira took one careful breath and let the pain remind her she was still inside a body before she said the thing she had apparently been carrying even while unconscious.

“I’m going.”

Sela’s head snapped up.

Liora went still in a different way than before. Not surprise. Not exactly. More like a mind reaching for the exact shelf where it had expected to find this conversation and discovering it had already been opened.

“You need more rest before you say foolish things,” Liora said.

“No,” Kira replied. “I need enough rest to stand up without vomiting. After that I’m probably qualified.”

Sela stood so abruptly her stool legs scraped stone.

“No.”

Kira looked at her.

Sela looked wrecked and young and furious and still trying to be brave in ways that made Kira’s chest hurt more than the necrosis did.

“No,” Sela said again. “Absolutely not. We are not doing this right after—” She cut herself off, swallowed, started over. “You nearly died. You did die, probably, a little. You don’t get to wake up and decide you’re sprinting into the swamp by yourself because you feel dramatic.”

Kira felt the love in those words and her soul hummed from it as she looked at her best friend.

“This isn’t dramatic.”

“It is from where I’m standing.”

Liora said nothing yet.

Good.

Let Sela spend the fire first.

Kira pushed herself up one elbow’s worth despite every message her body sent against it.

“The Court has to be dealt with,” she said. “It’s getting worse. The core has to be claimed. We know that now.”

“We know it might,” Sela snapped. “That isn’t the same thing.”

“It’s close enough.”

“No, it isn’t.”

Kira looked at her for a long moment.

Then she said it cleanly.

“I’m not letting anyone else get soul-burned on my behalf.”

That stopped the room.

Even Sela.

Because there it was: the truth under all of Kira’s thinking.

Strategy mattered. Destiny, if it existed, could go stand in line. The System had opinions, the dungeon had teeth, and none of that changed the question underneath.

Cost.

Who paid it, who got volunteered, and who had to live with the answer.

Liora folded her hands in her lap. “You imagine that if you phrase it nobly, I’ll object less.”

“No,” Kira said. “I imagine you’ll object more elegantly.”

That one did manage to pull a smile from the beautifully stern face looking down at her.

Sela stared at Kira like she wanted to shake her. “Caelan would go.”

“Yes,” Kira said.

“Then let him.”

“No.”

“Why?”

Because he would.

Because he would mean it.

Because he would take every step if Ariana put it in front of him and call the ruin acceptable afterward if it bought someone else one more sunrise.

Kira didn’t say all that.

She didn’t need to.

Instead she said, “Because he can’t be the one who pays the soul cost if I’m the weird one.”

That seemed to land.

Liora looked at Kira for a long time, and now there was no irritation left in her expression. Only thought.

“Explain your intention,” she said.

Kira nodded once.

Good.

Better.

We’re talking now.

“I get Sela safe. Really safe. With you. Then I rest just long enough to stop wobbling. Then you help me with whatever gets me out of the city and started north, and I go.”

Sela made a sound of disbelief. “You say that like it’s a normal errand.”

“It’s not an errand.”

“It’s suicide.”

“Maybe,” Kira said. “But it’s mine to spend. That matters.”

“Absolutely not.”

Kira looked at her. “Sela.”

“No.”

Liora spoke before the argument could become circular enough to drown in itself.

“Alone,” she said, “your odds are hideous.”

Kira turned to her. “Noted.”

“The direct route through the standard approaches would likely still kill you.”

“Also noted.”

“The village road is watched, the guide paths are compromised, and every conventional choice north of the city is built around minimizing manifestation density and prolonged contact.”

Kira blinked once.

That last part had changed tone.

Liora saw that she’d heard it.

Good.

The priestess stood and crossed to the table where the marsh maps lay still open under weighted corners. She looked down at them without touching anything for a few breaths.

Sela turned too, because she knew Liora’s voice had changed as well and didn’t like what that meant.

Liora said, half to the map and half to herself, “Every ordinary recommendation assumes an ordinary soul, a normal party, and an interest in avoiding the worst concentrations.”

Kira sat a little straighter despite the pain.

“Yes.”

Liora’s eyes moved over the lines of route and notation, over the marked manifestation zones, the old causeways, the burial roads, the places sane delvers stepped around like black ice.

“And those routes lengthen exposure,” she murmured. “They preserve life by reducing peak contact, but they do so over more time, more stages, more opportunities to fail.”

Sela frowned. “What are you saying?”

Liora looked up.

Not at Sela.

At Kira.

“I’m saying,” she said, “that if your condition truly gives you a survivability advantage where others only suffer certainty of erosion, then the ordinary safe road may not be safest for you at all.”

The room held still.

Kira felt something cold and bright move through her at once.

Liora stepped closer to the map and put one finger down directly over a clustered run of notation where earlier delvers had marked manifestations thick enough to avoid.

“Most people would go around this.”

“Yes,” Kira said.

“I’m wondering if you should go through it.”

Sela stared at her. “Am I the only person here who hasn’t taken a knock to the head? That is an insane sentence.”

“Yes,” Liora said. “That is why I’m being careful with it.”

Kira looked at the line beneath Liora’s hand. “Because that’s the shortest route.”

“Because it is the shortest route,” Liora said. “Because it cuts across the bog rather than negotiating every old raised line. Because it heads toward concentration rather than spending hours bleeding around it. Because speed may be your greatest ally if this is attempted at all.”

Sela said, “You were against this thirty seconds ago.”

“I remain against it,” Liora said. “I am now against it in a more informed direction.”

That was so completely her that Kira might have loved her a little on principle.

Sela still looked horrified. “And what about the swamp itself? The creatures? The bog?”

Liora’s expression sharpened. “Most major predators have been thinned around the Court approaches by a year of armed delvers, mercenaries, temple patrols, and cult traffic. What remains dangerous there now is less tooth and claw than dead things, bad ground, and spiritual exposure.”

Sela stared at her.

Then at Kira.

Then back at the map.

“I need both of you to understand,” she said slowly, “that none of those words made this sound better.”

“No,” Liora said. “They made it more accurate.”

“That is not the comfort you think it is.”

“I did not think it was comfort.”

Kira looked at the map. Then at Liora.

Then back to the map.

Her pulse had changed.

Not faster.

Clearer.

This was becoming real.

Liora’s finger moved once along the line she was imagining, straight across everything all the ordinary routes were designed to avoid.

Then she looked up and asked, very calmly, “How’s your swimming?”

Kira lay there for one beat and let the question settle all the way through her.

Then, because she was herself even half-ruined, she said, “That depends. Are we talking functional survival, embarrassing flailing, or eighties training montage with a synth swell?”

Sela rubbed both hands over her face. “You are impossible.”

“I’m alive,” Kira said. “That’s adjacent.”

Liora’s expression did not change much, but Kira had begun to recognize the smallest signs of amusement in her. A fractional easing around the eyes. A mouth that thought briefly about becoming a smile and then remembered it was employed by Jaheira.

“I take that as uncertain,” Liora said.

“It’s not uncertain,” Kira replied. “It’s annoyingly specific. I can swim. Not beautifully. Not competitively. But enough not to drown if the water isn’t trying to murder me in some magical new way.”

“The water,” Liora said, “will almost certainly be trying to murder you in some magical new way.”

“Great. Then at least expectations are calibrated.”

Sela sat back down hard on the stool, as if her knees had finally realized they were involved in this conversation. “I hate this plan,” Sela said. “And I hate that everyone keeps talking as if hating it is less useful than understanding it.”

“It isn’t less useful,” Kira said. “It just hurts more.”

Sela looked at her, eyes bright with anger and fear. “It means I don’t want you dead in a swamp.”

“I know.”

“Then stop being funny.”

“I’m not being funny. I’m keeping the panic in a shape we can all survive.”

Liora turned away from the map at last and came back to the cot. She looked down at Kira’s bandaged side, then at the way she was holding herself, then at the color in her face. Not enough color. Better than before.

“You are not going anywhere until I’m satisfied you can stand, breathe, and move without splitting the damage back open,” Liora said.

Kira inclined her head. “That seems fair.”

“And because you will immediately attempt to negotiate around any softness in my wording,” Liora added, “you should understand that move in this case means more than staggering upright to prove a point.”

Kira put a hand to her chest. “I’d never.”

“Yes,” Liora said. “You would.”

That was also fair.

The priestess drew back the upper fold of the bandaging with careful fingers and looked at the wound again.

The skin along Kira’s side had gone from catastrophic to merely appalling. The blackened spread had stopped advancing. The deeper corruption at the strike point still looked wrong in ways flesh should not look while remaining attached to a living person.

Around it, though, the body had begun pushing back.

Red life at the edges. New knitting.

Too fast.

Uncomfortably fast by ordinary standards.

Liora saw it too.

“You heal obscenely well,” she said.

“Thank you?”

“That was not praise.”

“It had praise-adjacent structure.”

Liora ignored that. “This should be uglier by now.”

Kira looked down at herself. “I promise it’s ugly enough from where I’m lying.”

Sela leaned forward, eyes fixed on the wound. “Is this like the arm?”

Kira’s humor thinned.

Liora looked at her. “The arm?”

“Long story,” Kira said.

Sela did not look away from Liora. “She grew it back. Not all at once, not cleanly, but she did. This feels different.”

Liora looked at Sela then, not at Kira.

A witness, Kira realized.

Not a bystander.

“It is different,” Liora said.

That answer took the room by the throat.

Kira tried for lightness anyway. “Love when the healer says that.”

Liora’s gaze stayed on the bandaged ruin along her side. “Regrowing flesh, however extraordinary, is still flesh answering a body’s pattern. This was necrotic spellwork. It did not only damage tissue. It tried to persuade living structure to become dead structure while you were still using it.”


Kira stared at her.

Sela’s face went pale with a better, sharper fear.

“So,” Kira said slowly, “less wound, more hostile renovation.”

“That is a grotesque phrasing,” Liora said. “But not inaccurate.”

Sela swallowed. “Can it keep spreading?”

“Not presently. I stopped that much.”

Liora sat back on her heels and thought before continuing, which Kira appreciated. Sela deserved truth, not comfort varnished into uselessness. “The flesh is healing quickly because Kira’s body is built to seize recovery opportunities most people would barely register. The deeper concern is whether the necrotic influence left any spiritual instability behind.”

Kira sighed. “You really know how to keep things festive.”

“Yes.”

Sela looked between them. “So what does that mean?”

“It means,” Liora said, “that I can watch the flesh improve in front of me. I cannot yet measure whether her soul took the strike in ways that will matter under later pressure.”

Kira lay still for a moment.

Then: “You keep describing me like someone spilled cursed ink into the machinery.”

Liora considered that. “That is not wholly inaccurate.”

Sela made the kind of noise that meant she wanted to laugh and cry at once and resented both options.

Kira eased herself higher against the folded blankets behind her. The motion hurt, but less than it had. That was important. Less than it had mattered now in the same way a first crack in a prison wall mattered.

She flexed the fingers of the arm on the bad side.

Still hers.

Still slow.

Still answering.

Good.

“I’ll recover,” she said.

Sela looked at her sharply. “You don’t know that.”

Kira met her eyes. “No. But I know what my body’s been doing since I got here, and I know what it does when I should be much worse off. Every scrape, every bruise, every stupid thing that should have sat with me longer than it did.”

Liora nodded once. “She’s right about that much.”

Sela turned to the priestess. “That isn’t the same as saying she should run into the bog.”

“No,” Liora said. “It is not.”

Liora drew a chair closer and sat.

Good.

Conversation chair.

Not emergency healing posture.

That meant she had moved from keep-the-girl-alive to think-with-the-girl mode.

Excellent.

Terrifying, but excellent.

“Explain your physical limits,” Liora said.

Kira blinked. “Broadly or in humiliating detail?”

“In the level of detail required to keep you from drowning in bog water two hours from the city.”

“Humiliating detail it is, then.”

Sela folded her arms. “You can joke after.”

“I’m joking after. Simultaneously, even.”

Liora waited.

Kira shifted again, taking inventory as she spoke.

“I can swim,” she said. “Not elegantly. Not for speed over long distances. But enough to cross if I have to and not panic while doing it. I can run hurt better than most people should be able to because apparently my body’s union contract got thrown out at birth. I recover fast if I get a chance to sit still for even a little while. Balance is decent unless I’m bleeding or concussed, in which case all bets are off.”

“Strength?”

“Good for my size. Better than it was. Worse than I’d like.”

“Endurance?”

Kira made a face. “Improving. Actively resentful about it.”

Sela cut in. “She keeps going when she should stop.”

Liora’s eyes moved to Kira. “I had gathered that.”

“It sounds cooler when she says it.”

“It sounds suicidal when I say it,” Sela replied.

“Also fair.”

Liora leaned back a fraction, considering. “And your sight?”

There it was.

Kira looked toward the map table.

“I still don’t control it cleanly,” she said. “But I’m getting faster at calling up pieces of it. Low light. Strange overlays. The sort of thing that makes me think there’s more there than I know how to use yet.”

Liora said, “What happens under stress?”

Kira thought of the alley. Of edges sharpening. Of motion separating. Of the world deciding, for one bright terrible second, to give her exactly the information she needed and nothing more.

“It narrows,” she said. “Or sharpens. Sometimes both. It feels like…” She frowned, searching. “Like my brain stops wasting time on all the extra parts of reality and starts sorting for survival.”

Liora nodded once. “Useful.”

“Deeply unpleasant.”

“Useful things often are.”

Sela muttered, “That sounds like Caelan.”

Kira pointed weakly at her without looking away from Liora. “Exactly. This world is full of people who’d make very good personal trainers and very bad vacation planners.”

That one got a tiny laugh out of Sela despite herself.

Good.

Keep her breathing.

Keep her in the room.

Liora rested her hands together in her lap. “If you go—”

Sela made an outraged sound already.

Liora raised one hand. “If,” she repeated, and continued only when Sela subsided into active fuming, “then speed is your first protection. Not strength. Not battle. Not grinding through every threat in sequence like a proper delving party. You do not have a proper delving party. You do not have the channels, the class structure, or the margin for it.”

Kira listened hard.

Liora went on. “Your advantage, such as it is, lies in abnormal resilience, rapid healing, and what appears to be a profile architecture the Court may not answer to in the ordinary way. All of that says the same thing: you should spend as little time in the outer and middle pressures as possible.”

Kira looked at the map again. “So I don’t take the safe route.”

“There is no safe route,” Liora said. “There is only the route least likely to kill a normal person. You are not a normal person.”

That sat in the air a moment.

Sela hated it.

Kira did too.

It was still true.

Liora stood again and crossed to a side shelf where several folded linens lay beside a bowl of water and two stoppered vials. She selected one of the vials, uncorked it, and brought it back.

“Drink.”

Kira took it, sniffed it once, and recoiled. “That’s criminal.”

“It is medicinal.”

“I feel those words are currently in conflict.”

“Drink.”

Kira did.

It was foul in a way that seemed almost crafted, as if some ancient healer had once asked not merely what herbs restored the body but what additional ingredients could make the memory of suffering linger.

She swallowed with visible offense.

Sela watched with vindictive satisfaction. “You deserve that.”

“I’ve done nothing,” Kira said hoarsely, “but be hunted, half-killed, and medically betrayed.”

“More is coming,” Liora said.

That wiped the theatrics from the room for a beat.

Kira looked at her. “You already have a list, don’t you?”

“Of supplies?”

“Yes.”

“Of course.”

“God, I love competent women.”

Sela sat up straighter. “You are impossible when wounded.”

“I’m impossible when healthy too. This is range.”

Liora moved back to the table and began making notes on a clean sheet, and something about the sound of her pen against paper made all of this feel more real. Not just a desperate vow from a cot. Logistics. Planning. A route. Supplies. Conditions under which madness became strategy.

That did something to Kira’s pulse.

Made it steadier.

Danger was one thing. A plan was another.

Sela watched Liora write for a few moments and then said, more quietly than before, “What happens if Caelan insists on going with her?”

That was the right question.

Kira had been avoiding it because the answer hurt too cleanly.

Liora did not.

“Then someone will need to stop him.”

Sela blinked. “You say that like it’s possible.”

“It may not be,” Liora said. “But it remains necessary.”

Kira looked at her. “Tell me why.”

Liora set down the pen.

“Because an Avenger is not merely a strong classed fighter who happens to be faithful,” she said. “If he enters the Court and the pressures there bite into the same channels by which he binds oath, miracle, and divine expression, then he risks not only damage but corruption of function. If he burns himself against the wrong structure in the wrong place, the consequences are not limited to his body.”

Sela had gone very still.

Kira said quietly, “So he really can’t be the one.”

“He may try to be,” Liora said. “That is different.”

That sounded exactly like Caelan.

Kira closed her eyes for one brief moment and pictured him in the courtroom, righteous and awful, dragging civic law through sunlight until everyone there remembered the gods were not metaphors.

He’d come here after.

He would.

And then they’d have to tell him no.

That was going to go badly.

Probably in complete sentences.

Kira opened her eyes again. “Then we need to get ahead of him.”

Sela stared at her. “You’re talking about outrunning Caelan’s sense of duty.”

“I know. It’s a terrible project. But here we are.”

That got half a breath of laughter out of Sela, and Kira loved her for it with the kind of intensity crises always clarified.

Liora resumed writing.

“I’ll need a runner,” she murmured, mostly to herself. “Cloth. Dry wraps. Oilskin. Bog cord. a small hook. Food that can be eaten moving. A messenger’s satchel. Better boots if I can get them in time, though likely not without notice…”

Kira’s head turned. “A messenger’s satchel?”

Liora glanced up. “If you leave, you don’t leave as yourself.”

Sela frowned. “As what, then?”

Liora’s expression sharpened into something Kira now recognized as the face she wore when an idea had become workable enough to survive first contact with reality.

“As a Messenger of Jaheira,” she said.

That had weight to it immediately, even before Kira knew why.

Sela did too. “People wouldn’t stop one lightly.”

“No,” Liora said. “They would not.”

Kira looked between them. “Okay. That sounds promisingly dramatic.”

“It is practical,” Liora replied.

“That’s basically the same thing in a better outfit.”

Liora ignored that.

Mostly.

“A messenger’s identity is concealed because the message matters more than the face carrying it,” she said. “They move between libraries, courts, noble houses, shrines, military posts, and archives with sealed packets and authority borrowed from knowledge itself. Interfering with one is not a casual offense. Even thieves prefer cleaner blasphemies.”

Kira let that image settle.

A hooded figure.

A satchel.

A role the city respected enough not to paw at without counting the cost.

It was good.

It was elegant.

It was exactly the kind of thing she never would have invented and instantly adored once someone smarter did.

Then, because her brain refused to leave any room unlit if pop culture could help it, she said, “So I’m basically getting a sacred courier disguise. That is dangerously close to making me feel cool about this.”

Sela looked blank.

Liora looked patient.

Neither had enough context to object effectively.

Kira sighed. “I’m referencing something neither of you understand. Tragic.”

Sela reached over and took her hand.

Just once.

Just enough.

“I understand enough,” she said.

That nearly got Kira worse than the necrosis had.

She squeezed back before her throat could do anything humiliating.

Then Liora said, “Good. You’re keeping your sense of humor. That’s usually a sign I haven’t lost the patient.”

Kira looked at her. “Please don’t say patient. It lowers morale.”

Liora made another note. “Recover another hour. Then stand.”

And just like that, the chapter of survival became the chapter of preparation.

Kira did not, in fact, wait an hour before trying to stand.

She made it perhaps half that long.

Liora had moved to the adjoining table with her notes, Sela had finally been talked into sitting with a cup of broth and a cloth against her cheek, and the room had settled into the strained temporary calm of people pretending they were not all listening for the same footsteps in the corridor.

Kira swung her legs over the side of the cot.

The floor found her immediately.

Not because she fell. Because her body informed her in full and vivid detail that it had not agreed to this timetable and would be filing a formal complaint.

She gripped the edge of the cot and stood anyway.


The fact that she could stand did not mean she was well. It meant her body had confused emergency function with permission.

Liora looked up from her writing.

“You are early.”

Kira took one careful breath through her teeth. “I prefer proactive disappointment.”

Sela half rose. “Do you need help?”

“No,” Kira said, then corrected herself before pride got somebody killed. “Maybe in a second.”

She stood there until the room stopped tilting quite so enthusiastically. The wound along her side pulled and burned, but it held. The arm on that side answered better now too, weak but responsive.

Good.

Good enough for now.

Liora watched the whole process with the calm of a woman taking notes on an unusually stubborn lab fire.

“You should sit again before your conviction outruns your blood pressure.”

Kira took one experimental step instead.

Then another.

Not graceful.

Not catastrophic.

“Look at that,” she said. “A miracle.”

Liora’s head tilted just slightly. “That word means something different to me than it does to you, I think.”

“Fair.”

Sela stared. “How are you doing that?”

Kira looked at her. “I’m not sure. Spite? Biology? Genre convention?”

Sela frowned. “I know the first two.”

“The third is emotional.”

Liora had already picked up her pen again.

Kira noticed. “Are you taking notes on me?”

“Yes.”

“That feels invasive.”

“You say remarkable things.”

Kira pointed weakly at the page. “That better be flattering.”

Liora’s pen did not pause. “I should think I would be flattered if someone were taking notes on me, but let’s agree to call it archival.”

Which was, somehow, even better.

Kira eased herself to the map table instead of the cot again and braced both hands on the edge. “Okay. Since I’m apparently still alive and on schedule to become a terrible idea in motion, explain something to me.”

Liora looked up.

“The Avenger class.”

That changed Sela’s whole face. Fear, exhaustion, loyalty, curiosity—everything sharpened toward interest at once.

“Yes,” she said. “Please.”

Liora sat back and considered both of them.

“That,” she said, “depends on whether you want the reverent answer, the practical answer, or the answer Caelan himself would probably give if forced and annoyed enough.”

Kira thought about it. “All three. Ranked by usefulness.”

“The practical answer is most useful.”

“Hit me.”

Liora folded her hands over her notes.

“An Avenger is one of the rarest openly martial divine classes because the class itself is a contract shape more than a combat shape. People see the blade and the armor and the stories about burning wrath and imagine that the class is primarily about power.” She glanced once toward the door, not dramatically, just from habit. “It is not. It is primarily about obligation.”

Sela leaned in. “Because of the oaths.”

“Yes.”

Liora looked at Kira. “You’ve seen some of that already. You understand the outline?”

Kira nodded. “Enough to know that if he says he’ll do a thing, reality starts sweating.”

That made Sela laugh once through her nose despite herself.

Liora, to her credit, wrote that down.

Kira saw it happen and nearly lost her balance from delight. “Did you just take notes on ‘reality starts sweating’?”

“It is vivid.”

“You’re incredible.”

“I know.”

That one surprised all three of them.

Most of all Liora.

Sela covered her mouth.

Kira grinned outright.

Liora looked faintly displeased with herself for the accident and more human for it.

Then she continued.

“Every class has a rarity. You know that much. What you don’t yet know is how much that rarity governs growth potential, expression ceiling, and structural room for advancement.”

Sela frowned. “Expression ceiling?”

“The level to which power can be safely and meaningfully developed before the class itself begins resisting further growth without transformation.”

Kira blinked once. “Okay, that was hot in a very different way.”

Liora’s brow moved a fraction. “You continue to apply aesthetic language in places no prudent woman would.”

“And yet I’m right.”

Sela said, “She does this all the time.”

“So I gather.”

Liora shifted one of the pages toward the center of the table and, with quick clean strokes, wrote a short ladder of terms as she spoke.

“Common classes typically reach level twenty before growth begins to harden. Advancement beyond that usually requires change: achievement, transformation, new title architecture, divine favor, consolidation, an exceptional act. Uncommon classes tend to harden nearer thirty-five. Rare classes can usually grow to fifty. Epic to sixty-five.” She paused. “Legendary is theoretical in the common literature, but I believe the pattern suggests eighty.”

Kira absorbed that immediately.

Sela was a beat behind, lips moving silently as she counted the intervals.

Kira said, “That’s a very neat curve.”

Liora nodded. “The System likes pattern, even when it hides its reasons.”

Sela asked, “And every ten levels…”

“A cornerstone,” Liora said. “Usually. Not every class expresses them identically, but yes. Around each tenth level the class offers either an upgraded function, a new ability, a refinement path, or some expression shaped by what the individual has actually done to reach that point.”

Kira’s eyes narrowed in interest. “So two people with the same class won’t necessarily build the same.”

“Rarely,” Liora said. “Titles, achievements, choices made under pressure, which skills were used most, what oaths were kept, what dungeons were cleared, what quests were answered, which divine pressures were accepted or resisted. All of it pushes.”

Kira nodded slowly. “That tracks.”

Liora’s pen moved again.

Another note.

Sela caught it this time. “You really are writing down things she says.”

“She is a source of new language.”

Kira straightened a little despite the pain. “That is one of the nicest things anyone’s ever said to me.”

Liora looked up. “You said earlier, ‘since I got here.’”

There it was.

Sela went very still.

Kira did too, though she had enough practice now not to let it show too much.

Liora’s expression had not sharpened into alarm. It had sharpened into appetite of a different kind.

Not hunger.

Curiosity.

The dangerous, reverent kind.

“I did,” Kira said.

“You speak as if arrival was a discrete event.”

“It was.”

Sela looked from one to the other and chose, wisely, silence.

Liora’s pen hovered just above the paper.

Then she set it down deliberately.

“I will not pry where oath and trust have already been invoked,” she said. “But I will say this plainly: a new world means new information.”

Kira stared at her.

Liora met her gaze without apology.

“I am a priestess of Jaheira,” she said. “You must allow me one honest reaction.”

Kira felt something between laughter and grief try to rise in her throat and made it into a smile instead.

“That’s fair.”

Liora inclined her head once, accepting both permission and restraint, and moved on before the room could thicken too far around it.

“Every class expresses power through channels,” she said. “Some call them mana channels. Some divine channels. Some regions prefer older words. The point is the same. Your core, or later, your cores, generate density and pressure. Your channels determine how much of that pressure can move through you safely.”

Sela frowned. “So someone can have a powerful core and still not use it properly?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Liora looked almost pleased by the question.

“Because density is not the same as throughput. A powerful core with weak channels is like floodwater in a narrow ditch. It will move, yes. It will also tear things apart on the way through.” She glanced at Kira. “You asked why Avenger oaths are dangerous. This is part of why.”

Kira shifted her weight against the table and gestured for her to continue.

“An Avenger can exceed normal station through oath-investment. That is what makes them terrifying. They can strike above their level because the oath invites direct divine backing into the act. The more difficult the oath, the more power may answer.” Liora’s voice stayed even, but Sela was hanging on every word now. “The danger is that the body and channels still have to survive expressing what the oath calls down.”

“So they can burn themselves out,” Sela said quietly.

“Yes.”

Kira looked toward the window. “That sounds like him.”

“It does,” Liora said.

Sela’s hands had gone tight in her lap again. “Give me an example.”

Liora gave her one at once.

“If an Avenger swears to protect a village until sunrise, and the threat continues, the oath itself becomes a living pressure. The Avenger may find new strength, expanded endurance, sharper expression of class functions, stronger light, stronger blade-work, greater resistance to fear or harm. But if the oath outstrips what the body can survive, the cost becomes severe.”

“How severe?” Kira asked.

“Broken channels. Core strain. Internal damage. Loss of function for days or forever. Death, in extremes. If the oath becomes impossible, the backlash can be worse.”

Kira nodded once. “So if he swore to kill somebody and they teleported away…”

Liora’s eyes flicked to her. “Yes.”

“He might get the location.”

“He might.”

“But if it’s too far…”

“He might burn himself trying to close distance the oath now insists matters.”

Sela had gone pale again.

“Then why would anyone take that class?”

Liora’s answer came without hesitation.

“Because when the world is darkest, people still need someone willing to say I will answer this and let heaven judge me after.”

That sat there.

Heavy.

Clean.

Terrible.

Kira rubbed one hand across the edge of the table and looked down at the map without seeing it.

“That’s annoyingly noble,” Kira said.

“It is.”

“And rare hardens at fifty,” she said after a moment.

“Yes.”

“So if a class evolves up into rare, that’s when the room opens out.”

“Usually.”

Kira looked up.

Liora’s expression had gone thoughtful again, which Kira was learning to treat as both useful and hazardous.

“A class evolution does not simply add more levels,” Liora said. “It changes what the class believes you are becoming.”

Kira went still.

“That sounds important.”

“It is. A common class that becomes uncommon has not merely been granted a longer road. The road itself has been rewritten. New functions may appear. Old ones may consolidate. Earlier choices may be reinterpreted under the new architecture.”

Sela frowned. “Reinterpreted how?”

“By weight,” Liora said. “By pattern. By what the System decides was central to the person’s growth.”

Kira rubbed her thumb along the edge of the table.

“So if someone survives a dungeon, makes terrible choices under pressure, collects titles, resists a divine shove, and develops a deeply inconvenient relationship with death magic…”

Liora’s eyes sharpened. “Then the class may not simply reward her. It may define her.”

That got Kira.

For one breath, no one spoke.

Then Kira said, “See, that’s good branding.”

Liora tilted her head. “Branding.”

“Never mind.”

No, don’t never mind, Liora’s face said very clearly.

She wrote it down instead.

Sela saw that and almost smiled.

Then footsteps passed beyond the door and all three women listened before the steps moved on.

The room exhaled together.

Kira said, more quietly now, “So if he comes here and finds out I’m planning to go without him…”

“He will object,” Liora said.

“That’s a gentle word for it.”

“It is the one I chose.”

Sela looked down. “He’ll think he’s supposed to go.”

“He’ll know he’s supposed to try,” Liora corrected. “Those are not always the same.”

Kira looked up sharply.

Liora met her eyes. “He is dutiful. He is not stupid. But people who carry that class often have a difficult relationship with self-preservation once meaning enters the room.”

“That,” Kira said, “is the most elegant possible version of ‘he’d walk into hell and call it logistics.’”

Liora wrote that down too.

“You’re impossible,” Kira said, delighted.

“You keep producing material.”

Sela covered her mouth and laughed into her fingers. It came out watery, but it came.

Good.

The room needed that.

Then someone knocked once, lightly, at the outer door.

Liora rose.

Kira felt the whole conversation tilt back toward motion again.

Supplies.

Plans.

Costumes.

Tunnels.

North.

Good.

She was getting stronger by the minute, and the frightening part was that everyone in the room could now see it.

The knock came again, light and controlled.

Liora crossed the room and opened the door just enough to take in whatever waited beyond it. A novice stood there with two bundled packets, a satchel, and the careful face of someone who had been told three important things in quick succession and meant to fail none of them.

“From the lower stores,” the novice said. “And the cloak.”

“Good,” Liora said. “Bring them in.”

The novice did, set everything on the side table, bowed once to Liora, then once again to the room in general as if unsure which among them currently counted as most alarming, and left.

Kira pushed off the map table a little straighter.

That got everyone’s attention immediately.

Sela pointed at her. “Do not act tougher than you are.”

“I’m not acting,” Kira said. “This is genuinely happening.”

And it was.

The wound still hurt. The flesh along her side still felt too tight, too raw, too aware of itself. Underneath the pain, though, her body was busy. Repair. Pressure. Recovery. It was doing that alarming thing again where catastrophe got treated like a scheduling inconvenience.

Liora saw it.

Of course she did.

“You’ll tear something if you get excited at the wrong moment,” the priestess said.

“That,” Kira replied, “is true of most moments in life.”

Liora chose not to reward that.

She opened the nearest bundle first. Dark travel wraps. Oiled cord. A folded skin of treated watercloth. Waxed packets of food. Two small glass vials. A narrow hooked tool Kira did not yet want explained. Then the cloak.

It was darker than she expected. Deep gray, with a tone that pulled the eye in and gave very little back. The symbol stitched across the back near the shoulders was subtle unless caught by light at an angle: Jaheira’s mark worked in thread just pale enough to remember itself without showing off.

Sela breathed out slowly. “That’s beautiful.”

“It’s practical,” Liora said.

“That can still be beautiful.”

Liora didn’t answer that, which Kira had already learned often meant Sela had won without requiring public acknowledgment.

Kira took one step toward the table.

The world held steady.

Good.

Then, without warning, her interface lit.

She stopped so fast Sela looked around the room for what had startled her.

“Kira?”

“Hold on.”

The pane had opened on its own.

Something new.

The heading read:

Cultural Transmission

Kira stared.

Beneath it, a set of entries arranged themselves into clean lines.

Association Football / Soccer

Current adoption count: 113 / 1000

Her eyebrows went up.

It had moved.

By a lot, actually.

Somewhere in this world, more people had started kicking balls around seriously enough for the System to care. She had no idea what qualified. Loving it? Playing it? Arguing about it? Forming teams? Spending enough time yelling at one another over obvious passes? The number offered no explanation. It just sat there like a smug little fact.

And beneath the number, two new options had appeared.

Generate Ball

Generate Manual

Kira stared another second.

Then said, very quietly, “Oh, you clever little maniac.”

Sela looked alarmed. “Who?”

“The System.”

Liora’s head came up sharply at that tone.

Kira reached toward the pane and pressed the first option.

Weight appeared in her hands.

A football.

Leather, shape, certainty. It was simply there, as if the world had admitted it had copies now and saw no reason to be coy about it.

Sela made a small shocked sound.

Kira laughed once, stunned and delighted in equal measure. “Okay. Wow.”

Liora was standing now.

“What happened?”

Kira looked at the ball in her hands. Then back to the pane. Then pressed the second option.

A book appeared atop the ball so suddenly she nearly fumbled both.

This one hit harder.

Bound plain. Familiar in shape. A clean copy of the manual she had once given away. Rules. Field logic. Basic play. Enough to make the game portable instead of dependent on memory and enthusiasm.

For one strange beat, Kira could only look at it.

The game existed here now.

Not just in her head.

Not just in a village memory.

Not just in a gift handed off on the road.

The System had decided it was real enough to duplicate.

Liora was beside her in two steps.

“What is that?”

Kira looked from the book to the priestess.

And knew at once.

“Oh,” she said. “You should have this.”

Sela blinked. “What?”

Kira held the manual out to Liora.

“It’s a book from my world,” she said. “Not a story. More like…” She smiled faintly. “A formalized argument for joy, tribalism, athletic suffering, and yelling at people for missing obvious passes.”

Liora looked at the book, then at Kira.

“A previously unknown text.”

“Yes.”

“Structured.”

“Yes.”

“Transferable.”

“Yes.”

Liora took it with both hands.

That mattered. Kira saw that too. Knowledge entering the world deserved to be received properly by someone whose god took that kind of thing personally.

Liora opened the first page.

Her eyes moved once across the first lines.

Then she looked up, very still.

“You are giving this to the library.”

Kira nodded. “To you. To Jaheira. To the world, I guess. Somebody should keep it if I’m about to run into spiritual hell through a swamp.”

Sela looked offended by the casualness of that and too emotional to challenge it cleanly.

The interface flashed again.

New text unfolded before Kira’s eyes.

Achievement Earned: Rare

Archivist of the Unborn Game

You have introduced a previously unknown structured text from beyond the known pattern into the keeping of those who preserve and transmit knowledge.

A new system of play now has language, record, and survivable form within this world.

Rewards:


	Memory Fidelity increased

	Intelligence utilization efficiency improved

	Pattern retention enhanced

	Procedural learning accelerated

	Mind-body integration improved



Kira went very still.

Then laughed once under her breath.

Liora saw her expression change. “What?”

“I got an achievement.”

Sela looked from one to the other. “For what?”

Kira pointed at the book in Liora’s hands.

“For donating educational sports propaganda to the church.”

Liora’s head tilted. “Propaganda.”

“Not important.”

“It very much sounds important.”

Kira was already feeling the reward settle in.

Something in her mind had just aligned.

Thought ran cleaner. Memory held more firmly. Information she already possessed seemed easier to grip, easier to arrange, easier to keep from slipping loose at the edges. The marsh map on the table looked different in the way a puzzle looked different once the corners were in. The route pieces held together more cleanly in memory.

And there was more.

Her body felt it too.

Tiny corrections.

Cleaner signals.

A subtle ease in the way intention met movement.

The connection between knowing and doing had tightened. Practice she’d already survived—the runs, the drills, the falls, the repetitions Caelan had hammered into her—felt closer to the surface now, more ready to answer. Muscle memory wanted to arrive faster. Her body seemed suddenly more willing to learn what her mind had already paid for.

“Oh,” she said softly. “That’s nice.”

Liora was still watching her with the alert attention of a woman who knew she had just witnessed a system event tied to her own domain and would be writing about it for the rest of her life.

“You felt the reward.”

“Yes.”

“What kind?”

Kira exhaled slowly. “Memory. Thinking. The sense that my brain just upgraded its filing system and sent the patch notes to the rest of me.”

Sela frowned. “Patch notes?”

“Still from my world.”

Liora was already opening to a fresh line in her notes. “You continue to generate vocabulary at a frankly offensive pace.”

Kira grinned. “You’re welcome.”

Liora looked down at the manual again, and this time the reverence in her face belonged to preservation.

“This will be copied,” she said. “Properly. Annotated if needed. Stored in both common and restricted references depending on its spread and consequence. If it becomes culturally significant—”

Kira lifted a hand. “I love everything about how your brain works.”

“That is because mine is helping you commit a terrible act more efficiently.”

“Yes,” Kira said. “That’s definitely part of it.”

Liora closed the manual carefully and set it aside where it would not be damaged by the chaos about to continue.

“Enough wonder,” she said. “You’re leaving soon.”

And just like that, the room tipped back toward urgency.

The ball stayed in Kira’s hands for one more second.

She looked at it.

Then at Sela.

Sela’s whole face softened.

“You should leave that too,” she said quietly.

Kira nodded.

“Yeah.”

She set it beside the manual.

A world in two objects.

One game.

One book.

Both staying here.

Good.

Liora lifted the cloak.

“Now,” she said. “Messenger first. Mourning later.”

That felt exactly right.

Kira stepped forward, and Liora settled the cloak over her shoulders.

It was lighter than it looked, cooler too, and when the hood came up the room’s attention blurred around the specifics of her face for half a breath before memory caught up.

Kira blinked.

“Okay,” she said. “That is deeply cool.”

“Useful,” Liora corrected.

“Whatever! I like it!  It actually feels … magical.”

Sela stood and came closer, eyes fixed on the cloak, the satchel, the whole ridiculous, elegant, terrifying reality of what they were about to do.

“You really look like someone important in that.”

Kira gave her a crooked smile. “Apparently. Which is a terrible development for everyone.”

Liora handed her the satchel next.

“Sealed packet inside,” she said. “Blank to anyone who opens it illegally, meaningful to the right eyes if you need to invoke the role. Don’t improvise more speech than necessary. Messengers of Jaheira are respected partly because they waste very little sound.”

Kira nodded. “A dream profession.”

Then she looked toward the door.

Toward where Caelan would come.

Soon.

Too soon.

Her expression shifted.

Liora saw it and set a sheet of paper and ink in front of her without being asked.

“Make it brief,” the priestess said. “If he reads more, he’ll think there was time to argue.”

That, unfortunately, was perfect.

Kira took the pen and wrote:

Sela is safe with Liora.

Don’t follow me.

I’m taking the northern path.

I’ll return when I can.

—K

She looked at it.

Then added, beneath:

For once in your life, don’t make this about being heroic at me.

Sela laughed once and then covered her mouth with both hands because the laugh had come too close to crying.

Liora took the note, folded it, and tucked it into the satchel she’d leave for him with the rest.

“Good,” she said.

Kira took one slow breath.

Then another.

She shifted under the cloak and felt the wound pull. Not healed. Not close. Just quiet enough to betray her later.

The room had changed again.

Recovery had become departure.

Liora moved to the far wall, pressed her hand against what had looked to Kira like fixed shelving, and released a hidden catch. A narrow door opened inward behind the bookcase with a hush of stone and old wood.

Cold air breathed out of the dark below.

Tunnel.

North.

The city under the city.

Sela made a broken little sound and stepped in close, then closer, and finally wrapped both arms around Kira with all the force of someone trying not to waste one second of contact she wasn’t promised again.

Kira held her just as hard.

“Hey,” she murmured.

Sela shook her head against her shoulder. “No.”

That nearly broke her.

Kira swallowed and kept her voice steady anyway. “You’re staying where it’s safe.”

“I hate that you’re doing this.”

“I know.”

“I hate that it makes sense.”

“I know.”

Sela pulled back just enough to look at her. Her eyes were bright and furious and loving in the way only real fear ever drew out properly.

“Come back,” she said.

Kira smiled, small and crooked and real.

“That’s the plan.”

Then she turned, because there are only so many times in one life a person can choose not to look back before the choice stops being strength and starts being self-harm.

The tunnel stairs waited below.

Liora took a lamp from the wall and handed it to her.

“The passage bends twice, then forks. Take the left branch at the cistern and keep climbing after the old iron ladder. You’ll emerge in a service stall near the north quarter. Walk. Don’t run. Keep the hood up. Once you’re beyond the gate and out of sight, cut into the bog and don’t touch the proper road again unless death gives you no other preference.”

Kira nodded.

The route held in her mind cleanly now, the details sitting where she put them.

Good.

She stepped onto the first stair.

Then the second.

Behind her, Sela said her name once.

Kira stopped and looked back just enough to see them.

Sela, trying not to shatter.

Liora, composed and dangerous and already planning around her absence.

The ball and the manual on the table.

Proof that something from her had stayed.

Good.

“Tell him,” Kira said, “that if he says ‘I told you so’ when I get back, I’m haunting him.”

Sela laughed through tears.

Liora almost smiled.

Then Kira went down into the dark.

  

    
        Chapter 44

    
    
    
    
  The tunnel dropped away under the library in a tight run of old stone steps, and Kira took them with the hood up, the satchel at her hip, and a grin she probably should’ve felt worse about.

She was alone.

Really alone.

No Caelan ten steps ahead pretending he wasn’t constantly scanning three futures at once. No Sela beside her making worried noises and then doing the reckless thing anyway out of loyalty. No one to glance at when the plan turned bad and silently ask whether this was still somehow the best available idea.

Just her.

The hidden passage.

The city above.

The swamp ahead.

The dungeon waiting somewhere out in the wet dark like a dare written by a god with boundary issues.

Scary.

Exciting too, though.

That part mattered.

Her side hurt with every step, but the pain had changed shape. Earlier it had felt urgent, personal, like the wound was still trying to negotiate ownership of her body. Now it felt meaner and more distant, held inside bandages and stubborn healing and whatever impossible biology this world had handed her. It still pulled. It still burned. It still made her careful.

But she was moving.

That kept sneaking up on her in the strangest moments.

Not in the dramatic ones. Not when people were watching. In places like this, underground and alone, where her body kept doing things it had no right to do if Earth had been the only standard she knew.

She wondered, not for the first time, what this healing would’ve meant there.

What would’ve happened if she’d had this body, this recovery, this world’s medicine. If some priestess could’ve looked at all the broken, half-working, hopeless parts of her old life and said, yes, that’s awful, give me until morning.

Maybe it would’ve taken longer than that. Maybe not. Here, people got arms back. Here, churches fixed things that Earth would’ve made into diagnoses and wheelchairs and lifelong management plans. Here, sickness felt almost insultingly solvable.

You cough blood? Go see the church.

Your bones are wrong? Go see the church.

Something inside you is trying to kill you? Church.

You’ve been cursed, maimed, fevered, rotted, hexed, spiritually bludgeoned, structurally betrayed by flesh itself? Great news. There’s likely a goddess for that.

Sure, on the other hand, this world also had necromancers making body-horror projects in alleyways and men trying to abduct her because they were depraved, ambitious, offended by soccer, offended by dancing, offended by breathing—honestly, the exact motives were getting crowded.

Still.

Tradeoffs.

Kira smiled to herself and kept going down the steps.

The passage smelled like damp mortar, cold stone, old roots, and still water. It bent once, then again, exactly the way Liora had said it would.

Good.

Helpful.

The new achievement had done something lovely to her head. The route sat in memory where she’d put it. Directions stayed sorted. Even her own movements felt cleaner, like the line between idea and action had tightened.

That was going to be fun later.

Potentially dangerous too, but mostly fun.

At the cistern she slowed and looked into the old water below. Her vision shifted as easily as thought now, layers sliding into place over the world. The tunnel sharpened. The water picked up depth and age and some faint residue of meaning that probably came from being old, hidden, and under a library full of scholars who absolutely seemed the sort to bury secrets under architecture.

Nothing moved.

No eyes.

No lurking tunnel thing.

No final stupid obstacle before freedom.

Good.

She kept going and opened her media overlay because if she was going to flee a corrupt city alone through hidden passages and into a haunted marsh, she was doing it with a playlist.

“This,” she whispered to herself, “is a historically important walk.”

The first song was obvious.

I’m Gonna Be (500 Miles).

She laughed the instant the opening hit.

“Oh, that’s disgusting. Perfect.”

She climbed the next stretch with the song in her ears and a stupid little smile on her face, singing under her breath because there was no one around to hear her and because being alone meant she could be as ridiculous as she pleased.

Would she walk five hundred miles?

Honestly, at this point, probably.

Would she walk five hundred more?

Ask her after the swamp.

By the time she found the iron ladder and started up, she’d added three more songs and was actively feeling better about the whole situation.

Still hurt.

Still hunted, probably.

Still on the way to a dungeon people with classes and sense had died trying to challenge.

But this part was incredible.

Moving under her own power. Building a soundtrack for her own terrible choices. Climbing a ladder because her body answered her now.

Halfway up, the ridiculous urge to cry hit hard enough to blur the next rung. Her body kept proving things she had stopped daring to ask from life years ago.

So she climbed harder.

At the top she found the concealed hatch, eased it open, and emerged behind the back wall of a service stall in the north quarter.

Produce crates.

Onion smell.

A bent broom.

Sacks stacked against warped boards.

Ordinary urban nonsense.

Beautiful.

She adjusted the satchel, straightened the cloak, and stepped out into the lane like she belonged there and expected the city to stay out of her way.

The cloak did half the work.

People saw her and read category first. Messenger. Jaheira. Important enough to ignore. Sacred enough to avoid getting clever with. A woman with a purpose and enough institutional weight behind it that random meddling felt like an excellent way to create unnecessary paperwork and maybe divine irritation.

Kira loved systems that operated through mutual social understanding. They scaled beautifully.

She walked.

Steady.

Focused.

Just enough speed to suggest purpose.

Just enough calm to say, yes, I do this all the time, please remain irrelevant.

The city was still buzzing from the morning’s chaos. You could feel it in the air. Guards moved with that brittle extra alertness people wore after something ugly had happened and nobody important had agreed on the same version of it yet. Citizens clustered at corners. Rumor traveled faster than carts. Everyone looked like they were trying to know something before their neighbors did.

Good.

Stay distracted.

Let the messenger through.

She layered her sight now and then as she crossed from lane to lane, mostly because she could and partly because she wanted to see if the world gave anything away when looked at properly.

Sometimes it did.

A sharper edge here.

A residue there.

The city thick with old use and pressure and human intent. Places where prayer had soaked into stone. Places where fear had. Little hairline fractures in reality that probably meant nothing until they meant everything.

As she neared the north edge, the world picked up another stain.

There.

A faint wash over the distance beyond the walls, stretched low across the marshland like bruising in the air. Spiritual damage, probably. Or the beginning of it. The outer field where the Court’s wrongness had seeped into the land and taught it some bad habits.

Kira felt a little thrill go through her.

“There you are,” she murmured.

Useful to see.

Hideous to know.

Still useful.

The north gate came into view a few minutes later. The guards noticed the cloak and shifted immediately. Respect. Caution. A category they understood and did not want to mishandle.

One of them stepped forward and bowed just enough.

“Messenger.”

Kira gave him a short nod.

Liora had been right. The role carried itself if you didn’t overplay it.

“North road?”

Another nod.

He stepped aside. “Safe travel.”

Ambitious phrase.

Nice of him to try.

Kira passed through the gate and out of Merehaven.

The city clung to her for a little while still in smell and sound and the tension riding her shoulders, but each step north loosened it. The road bent out ahead in a muddy line, skirting the first ugly stretches of marsh. Wind moved through the reeds. Salt and rot and wet earth mixed in the air. The world opened up.

She stayed on the road long enough to be seen leaving it.

That mattered.

One messenger going north: ordinary.

One messenger vanishing into the bog too quickly: memorable.

So she walked. Let the gate shrink behind her. Let the road carry her awhile. Let anybody looking think they understood her destination.

Then she checked over one shoulder and the other and saw nothing close enough to worry her immediately.

Good.

She kept the music going and added Go Your Own Way because if there was ever a day for emotional overstatement set to excellent percussion, this was one.

“Solid choice,” she told herself.

The road angled one way. The marsh slumped off the other. Out there lay the real path Liora had marked: direct, brutal, spiritually harmful from the beginning, exactly the sort of route sensible people avoided and Kira, through no fault of her own, had become uniquely suited to abuse.

She touched the cloak at her shoulders.

Useful in the city.

Less useful in water up to the chest.

Soon.

She ran through the route one more time in her head. The new achievement held it together beautifully. No slipping pieces. No half-lost sequence. Just a line through bad ground and worse pressure.

Fastest route.

Shortest exposure.

Trust the map.

Trust the weird eyes.

Trust the fact that Caelan would choose the road and she was absolutely not choosing the road.

Good enough.

She smiled under the hood, shifted the satchel, and stepped off the road toward the reeds and the waiting bog.

The bog took her first boot and tried to keep it.

Kira lurched, yanked free with a sound of immediate betrayal, and stared down at the mud clinging to the leather.

“Oh, we’re doing this.”

Step two got worse.

The ground didn’t behave like ground. It sighed. It shifted. It accepted her weight with the reluctance of something deeply offended to be walked on and then changed its mind halfway through. Reeds brushed her legs in damp little hisses. Cold water slid over her boots and into places boots were specifically invented to prevent.

She took three more steps and stopped.

“This is disgusting.”

The bog, to its credit, made no attempt to argue.

She tried another patch of earth that looked firmer and sank almost to the ankle.

“Oh, come on.”

A few more yards in, she learned something important: marshes had texture in the same way crimes had texture. There were kinds of wet. Kinds of soft. Kinds of unstable. Kinds of ground that only existed as a rumor spread by grass. Some places gave under her in a slow offended slouch. Some grabbed. Some slid. One stretch produced a sound beneath her boot so intimate and revolting she actually looked around to make sure no one had heard it.

No one had.

The reeds, however, knew.

She pushed farther in, mouth tightening, satchel hitched high, vision layered and working overtime. The route in her head stayed clean, every turn and angle holding together beautifully thanks to her newly upgraded brain.

Well done, brain.

Honestly, fantastic work.

You’re welcome, other parts of Kira, she thought. Glad you could join the team.

A patch of black water spread ahead of her, reflecting the sky in broken pieces. She angled toward shallower ground and immediately found the exact opposite.

The bog swallowed her nearly to mid-calf.

Kira froze.

Slowly, with all the dignity she could still salvage, she looked down at the murk around her legs.

“Are there leeches?”

Her own mind answered at once:

Obviously there are leeches. This is a wet nightmare. Leeches were practically unionized here.

Kira made a face at the world.

“Oh my god.”

She moved faster after that, which made the next hundred yards both more athletic and more humiliating. The water climbed. First shin, then knee, then higher in one sagging stretch where the land gave up entirely and she had to catch herself on a clutch of reeds before pitching face-first into swamp.

“This,” she gasped, “is the worst thing that has ever happened to fashion.”

The cloak lasted about thirty seconds more before she admitted it had become a very elegant drowning hazard. It wanted to drag. It wanted to collect half the marsh and become a personal ecosystem. She scrambled onto the least offensive patch of roots she could find, peeled it off, folded it as neatly as anyone could while standing above bog water and active despair, and stored it away.

Better.

Now she was just herself.

Wet.

Hunted.

Possibly leech-adjacent.

Excellent.

She slogged on.

The music in her ears shifted to Runnin’ Down a Dream, and that felt exactly right. Somewhere between the beat and the sheer absurdity of her situation, she found herself grinning.

Then, because her brain was a traitor, she heard Caelan in her head.

Not literally.

Gods, hopefully not literally.

Just the idea of him. That tone.

Move faster. This is not how you move through a bog. You move with purpose and authority. You are master of your emotions, not their servant. The ground does not dictate your pace. You do.

Kira squinted at the reeds.

“Fine,” she muttered. “I’m moving.”

And then, under her breath, in a much less Caelan-approved tone:

“Also, I would like to see you say that with swamp water in your underwear.”

That improved her mood dramatically.

She tested the rhythm of the terrain after that. Shorter steps where the grass looked overconfident. Longer ones where root systems actually held. She used her sight in layers, ordinary vision overlaid with the subtler strangeness beneath it, reading depth and pressure and the places where the land itself seemed warped by old spiritual injury.

That helped.

It did not make the marsh less disgusting.

At one point she felt something slick slide across her calf and nearly achieved a level of panic usually reserved for battlefield conversions.

She jerked backward so hard she almost fell, stared down into the black water, and found—

a reed.

Just a reed.

Kira closed her eyes.

“Great. Amazing. Love that reaction. Very measured. Very queenly.”

She kept going, now with the full and miserable awareness that huge portions of her body were currently involved in an environment she would never, under any ordinary circumstances, have consented to.

“My girl parts are in bog water,” she informed the heavens.

No answer came.

Typical.

“At least nobody can see if I pee.”

She made it two more steps before recoiling from her own sentence.

“Wow. That was appalling. We’re doing great.”

The marsh opened into a broader blackwater cut ahead, too deep to wade and too narrow to respect. Kira stopped at the bank and stared at it.

The surface looked perfectly innocent, which in this environment meant it was planning something.

She hitched the satchel high, took one breath, then another, and said, with formal dignity, “I object.”

The water remained unmoved.

“Fine.”

She slid in.

Cold hit her like an insult.

The current immediately got personal.

Her side complained.

Her clothes dragged.

She kicked anyway.

Three ugly strokes later she hauled herself onto the far bank in a tangle of roots, reeds, and swamp-born humiliation, breathing hard and dripping like a cautionary tale.

“Well,” she told the bog, “that felt invasive.”

She pushed up and kept going.

The old Kira and the new one were making an excellent team out here. The old one supplied commentary, complaints, and a running civic case against wetlands. The new one adjusted, balanced, tested, and moved. The old one panicked about leeches, infection, and whether there ought to be a formal achievement for going from clean to appalling in record time. The new one found footholds in root beds and didn’t waste momentum where the ground was willing to be briefly useful.

Honestly, they should’ve collaborated sooner.

The spiritual damage began quietly enough that she almost missed it under the sheer sensory assault of the marsh.

A pressure behind the eyes.

A drag at the edge of thought.

Something in the air that felt less like weather and more like history with teeth.

Kira slowed.

There.

The field.

She could see it better now that she was inside it. The marsh ahead wore the Court’s influence like a stain under the world. The land itself looked remembered in the wrong direction, too soaked in old death and trapped pressure to behave like ordinary wilderness anymore.

Her skin prickled.

Something in her soul braced.

Then the interface flashed.

Soul Resistance — Rare

Level Increased

Kira stopped in thigh-deep water and laughed once, breathless and delighted.

“Well done, everyone,” she said. “Excellent work. Brain, soul, assorted cooperating systems—very proud of the group effort.”

The pressure stayed.

Her footing inside it changed.

That was the best way to describe it. Her soul had nearly slipped on first contact and then caught itself, adjusted, and found a better angle. The drag remained real, but she understood it faster now. She could lean into it instead of getting blindsided by it.

Good.

Good enough.

She squared her shoulders, shoved wet hair out of her face, and waded deeper into the bog toward the part of the world everyone with sense had gone around.

The old bruise of the Court lay over the marsh, and Kira stood in thigh-deep water with reeds brushing her hips while the interface settled.

Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 2

There.

Much better.

She squinted at it. “See? That’s useful. Give me the new rank every time. We’re learning.”

The pane lingered, then widened.

Kira blinked.

Well.

Look at that.

A little branch arrow pulsed beside the skill line. She touched it, and the interface unfolded into a cleaner sub-pane with options.

Display Details

Pin to Active View

Mute Repeat Notifications

Mute Noncritical Notifications

Kira stared at it, wet to the thighs in cursed swamp water, and felt a deeply sincere surge of affection.

“Oh, now you’re talking.”

She opened the detail pane.

Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 2

You have adapted to direct hostile spiritual force.

Improved tolerance to soul-drag, soul-stun, low-grade erosion fields, and identity-friction phenomena.

Further development expected through continued exposure and survival.

Identity-friction phenomena.

Kira snorted. “That is a very elegant way to say this place is trying to sand me down like cheap furniture.”

She pinned it to active view, muted repeat notices, and left the rest alone.

Good.

Brain.

Excellent work.

The rest of Kira would like to apologize for years of underappreciation.

She started moving again with a new objective threaded into the misery.

Undead.

Dead things had habits. Habits meant patterns. Patterns meant leverage. And if the marsh around the Court had been marinating in badness for a year, then anything awful out here had probably learned to use water, reeds, roots, shadow, silence, and every other disgusting advantage available.

Did undead hang out underwater?

That felt like the kind of question whose answer got people killed in embarrassing ways.

She pictured some corpse thing sitting under the surface like a patient alligator with religious trauma and very strong opinions about ankles.

Her whole body tightened.

“Oh, absolutely not.”

She let her sight shift.

The marsh gave up another layer.

The ordinary world stayed where it was—reeds, black water, slick weed mats, root tangles, patches of false ground pretending to be land. Over it came the deeper filter, the one that showed scuffs and stains and old wrong passage. Here a dragged mark. There a rubbed place where something dead had crossed often enough to leave a record. Farther left, a darker knot in the reeds where too much bad had settled and stayed.

“Oh,” she said softly. “Now we’re talking.”

That was useful.

Very useful.

Kira angled right, skirting the worst of one old stain, then stopped when another crossed what had looked like the easiest route. Her normal vision offered calm water and a clean line through. The deeper layer showed the trace widening near the center, as if whatever used that crossing liked to pause there.

Nope.

“No, thank you,” she told the water.

She climbed across a messy tangle of roots and half-rotted sedge instead, slipped once, caught herself, and came out on firmer ground with a spark of satisfaction she did not bother pretending was dignified.

That was her first real solo win.

Small.

Wet.

Ugly.

Still a win.

“We’re learning,” she told herself. “This is growth. This is adaptation. This is deeply offensive personal development.”

The music shifted in her ears, and she barked out a laugh when she recognized what came on next.

Of course.

Naturally.

She glanced around the empty bog, then sang softly into the damp air just to hear a human voice.

“I would go out tonight, but I haven’t got a stitch to wear…”

The line drifted over black water and reeds and root-shadow, and hearing herself out here did something strange to her chest. It made the whole swamp feel bigger. Also smaller. A place could seem infinite right up until one person put a voice into it and reminded the dark that it had company.

She sang the next line too, quieter now, smiling in spite of herself.

Then a step went wrong and the bog made a long wet sound under her boot like it had a mouth.

Kira yanked her foot free and glared at the marsh.

“Don’t start.”

The ground lifted after that and gave her a brief stretch of something almost walkable. Wet grass. Soft earth. Puddles with bad attitudes. She took advantage, moving faster, testing her footing, letting her newly cooperative body do what it had apparently decided it was finally ready to do.

That still felt a little miraculous.

Also a little insulting.

Like her body had spent years sitting in the back of the classroom and had only just now decided to start answering correctly.

Fine.

Better late than never.

Farther in, the marsh started getting weird in ways that had nothing to do with mud and everything to do with memory.

Some pools reflected sky and reeds exactly as they should. Others held onto a darker version of the same scene, slightly delayed, as if the water had chosen a worse moment and preferred it. Sound shifted too. A bird cried somewhere distant and it arrived too close. Her boots splashed and the echo came back thinned out and wrong.

Kira slowed at one of the darker pools and crouched.

The surface showed her—wet hair, sharp face, gray light, reeds.

Then the reflection lagged by half a breath and showed her with a pale blur at one shoulder.

She turned instantly.

Nothing there.

Her pulse kicked once.

“Okay,” she whispered. “You can stop doing that whenever.”

She got away from that pool quickly and with what she hoped was an air of deliberate tactical withdrawal rather than swamp-spooked girl sloshing off in a hurry.

As she moved, the stains in the world began sorting themselves in her head. Some were old tracks. Some were places where something had happened and then gone still. Some felt thin enough to cross. Others had a fed look to them, the spiritual equivalent of fresh teeth marks.

She started choosing between them.

Avoid that.

Cut across that one.

Trust the map.

Trust the weird eyes.

Trust the new and improved brain.

Honestly, this was the first time in her life body and mind had ever worked together at this level, and it was incredible. Thought moved. Feet followed. Decisions translated into motion before doubt could sit down and start filing objections.

Somewhere in the back of her head she imagined her brain in a tiny office kicking open a door and announcing to the rest of her:

Good news, idiots. I fixed us.

You’re welcome.

She reached another cut in the marsh, broader than the last, water black and still under a drift of floating green. Kira stopped at the bank and shifted her deeper sight over the far side.

There.

An old line crossing farther upstream where the cut narrowed under a fallen trunk. Faint. Narrow. Probably passable.

She grinned.

“Oh, we’re getting good at this.”

The bog remained disgusting.

But now it was disgusting in a language she was beginning to understand.

And that changed everything.

The haze sat ahead of her in a low white drift where no weather had any business being.

Kira stopped in shin-deep black water and narrowed her eyes.

At first it looked almost harmless. A little patch of localized fog caught between reed clusters and dead, gray sedge. Then her layered sight settled over it and the truth of it showed through. The haze did not move like fog. It clung. It breathed in tiny inward pulses. The world around it looked rubbed thin.

And the closer she got, the more she felt that awful little sensation at the back of her neck.

Watched.

Not seen exactly.

Measured.

She stood very still and let the music in her ears drop to background while her thoughts climbed over one another.

Okay.

That was bad.

Which meant it was probably useful.

Her interface still held Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 2 pinned at the edge of her vision, and Kira stared past it at the haze and felt something old and electric wake up in her.

Not fear.

Well, yes, fear. Plenty of that. But underneath it—under the good sense and the disgust and the perfectly reasonable desire to avoid becoming spiritually exfoliated in a haunted swamp—something else clicked into place.

The thrill.

The old one.

The one from Earth, from screens and systems and badly secured networks and the little bright pulse that came when a locked thing stopped being a wall and started being a puzzle.

Her mouth curved.

“Oh,” she said softly.

The haze drifted.

The sense of being watched deepened.

Kira grinned anyway.

“No, I know what you are.”

Not literally.

Probably.

Hopefully.

But she knew the shape of the problem.

This wasn’t just damage.

This was a threshold.

The System liked thresholds.

It liked adaptation under pressure. It liked near-failure. It liked event states, not comfort zones. She had seen enough of her own sheet now to understand that much. Constraint-Born Adaptation. Survivor of the Last Threshold. Mind Beyond Ruin. Half her existence was basically one long receipt proving the System rewarded people who kept functioning while everything went wrong.

Standing outside the haze and admiring it would do nothing.

Walking in and staying there until she fell over would also do nothing useful, beyond maybe killing her in a very educational way.

So.

Intervals.

Her heart kicked harder.

“That’s insane,” she whispered.

Then, after a beat:

“That’s absolutely the play.”

She moved closer.

The white drift sat between two black-root hummocks and a stretch of low water green with surface scum. Her deeper sight showed the patch more clearly than her normal vision did. The edges were ragged, the center denser, and the whole thing left a faint tearing sensation in her head just from being looked at too hard.

Kira stopped at the edge and tested it the way one tested any lethal mistake: with one foot and deep suspicion.

The first step into it felt like walking into cold static.

Not temperature.

Texture.

The inside of her skull prickled. Her thoughts lost their crispness around the edges. Her sense of herself wavered by a hair—just enough to notice, just enough to make anger flare instantly in response.

Mine, she thought.

The haze pressed.

Kira stepped back out.

Her breath came faster than it should have. Not from exertion. From the weird intimate wrongness of having something lay fingers on the shape of her mind.

The interface flickered but did not update.

Good.

Useful.

That meant it took more than one touch.

She stood there for a second, wet to the knees, pulse climbing, and laughed once in disbelief.

This was absurd.

She was standing in a swamp, about to deliberately soul-train against a haunted patch of spiritual weather like some kind of deeply unlicensed body hacker.

Honestly?

Amazing.

“Okay,” she muttered. “New plan. We break me better.”

She stepped in again.

This time two steps.

The static became drag. The world went subtly distant, like she was hearing it through cloth. The song in her ears blurred at the edges. Her name still felt like hers, but only because she grabbed it and held it.

Kira.

Kira Asher.

In a bog.

In a body.

In a very stupid patch of magical nonsense.

The haze thickened around her calves and knees. Her mind wanted to slide. Not collapse. Slide. A little sideways. A little less defined.

She stepped back out.

There.

That was the trick.

The moment of slip.

That was where the System would care.

A slow grin spread across her face.

“Oh, that’s filthy.”

It felt exactly like finding an admin panel someone swore didn’t exist. The rules were intact. She had simply found the part where they told the truth too loudly.

The old thrill came back hard then, and she actually bounced once on the balls of her feet before her side reminded her not to get too expressive.

“Hacker brain,” she whispered reverently. “You beautiful menace.”

She looked at the haze again, then at the pinned skill, then around at the bog.

Still watched.

Something out there had noticed her.

Fine.

Watch.

She started building the loop.

Step in.

Hold until the slide began.

Step out.

Recover.

Repeat.

By the third pass she realized standing still wasn’t enough. Her sheet didn’t just reward endurance. It rewarded adaptation. Creative compensation. Function under hostile conditions.

So she added movement.

One step in.

Turn.

Step sideways.

Keep the world sorted.

Step out.

By the fifth, she added identity.

Kira.

Kira Asher.

Bog.

North.

Court.

Move.

It helped.

Of course it helped.

The haze wanted blur. So she answered with definition.

By the seventh pass she was laughing under her breath.

It hurt.

It sucked.

It was working.

The static bite at the edge of her mind came faster now, but she met it faster too. She could feel herself catching the slide earlier, bracing against it before it stole too much ground.

The interface flashed.

Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 3

Kira barked out a sharp delighted laugh.

“Yes.”

There it was.

There was the hit.

The pane widened briefly, and she didn’t even need to read all of it to feel what had changed. The next time she stepped into the haze, the drag still came—but her footing inside it held better. Her thoughts stayed more distinctly hers. The world tried to soften at the edges and she answered by becoming more sharply herself on purpose.

“Oh, that’s so broken,” she whispered. “I love it.”

A movement to her left froze her mid-step.

Not in the haze.

Outside it.

Farther back, half-hidden beyond a ragged wall of reeds.

Kira went still.

The bog went still with her.

There was no shape she could name right away. Just a wrongness in motion. Something white-gray and low sliding through reeds that didn’t bend enough for whatever passed them. Her deeper sight caught only a smeared absence, like the thing was more interested in being where vision failed than where it succeeded.

Watching.

Definitely watching.

Kira stared at it for one long second.

Then, because her brain was on fire and she had exactly one active ability that qualified as delightfully stupid, she opened Cultural Transmission, hit Generate Ball, and caught a football in both hands.

The watching thing paused.

Kira looked from it to the ball.

Then grinned very slowly.

“Oh,” she said. “Now we’re improvising.”

She hurled the ball hard into the reeds ten yards to her right.

The splash and rustle were immediate. The thing in the reeds twitched toward the sound—more instinct than thought, apparently—and Kira was already moving the opposite direction, skirting wide around the haze patch with all the speed the marsh allowed.

Her boots sank.

Water splashed.

Reeds slapped her thighs.

She kept going, heart hammering now for completely different reasons.

Behind her came another rustle, sharper this time, then silence.

Kira did not look back.

“Okay,” she breathed, almost laughing. “That is either genius or the beginning of a much bigger problem.”

Probably both.

She angled up onto a mess of roots, dropped back into water on the far side, and let herself slow only when the white haze had faded behind her and the sense of being watched had loosened by a degree.

Her interface flickered once more.

No rank-up.

Fair enough.

Diminishing returns.

Makes sense.

Kira grinned through wet hair and swamp stink and adrenaline.

The System could be gamed.

Not infinitely.

Not safely.

But intelligently.

That was enough.

That was more than enough.

She touched the pinned skill line with one finger and said, softly, like a promise to herself and a warning to the swamp both:

“We are going to do terrible things to your intended progression curve.”

Kira learned quickly that surviving the marsh and surviving what lived in it were two very different sports.

The bog itself wanted to drown, trip, stain, chill, and generally degrade her into something amphibious and bitter. The dead things in it wanted patience. They wanted still water, blind angles, rooted shadows, and the exact second a traveler decided a patch of reeds looked harmless enough to trust.

Kira stopped trusting anything.

That helped.

She moved in broken lines now, not one clean path but a series of decisions. Root rise. Mud shelf. Half-drowned hummock. Sedge mat. Fallen trunk. Patch of black water that looked empty until her death-filter skimmed across it and showed a pale thread of old passage lying under the surface like a warning written in bruises.

Nope.

She cut left.

A low shape slid through reeds behind her, just enough movement to catch the edge of her eye and throw cold into her spine. She dropped at once, crouching in a clutch of dead rushes with swamp water soaking one knee and the satchel tucked tight against her body.

Still.

Still, still, still.

The thing moved past.

She never got a clean look at it. A shoulder, maybe. A skull shape too long to be human. The suggestion of a back hunched wrong under wet rags or rotted hide. It crossed a strip of shallower water twenty feet away, barely disturbing the surface, and the deeper layer of her vision showed the world flinching around it.

Kira held her breath until it was gone.

Then another beat.

Then two.

Only when the reeds stopped whispering in that direction did she let herself exhale.

Her interface flickered.

Stealth — Rank 2 (Common)

Kira blinked once.

“Oh,” she breathed. “That is deeply fair.”

The pane held a second and vanished.

Good.

Useful.

No chirping.

She appreciated a system that could learn when to shut up.

She rose slowly and kept moving.

This became the rhythm.

Advance.

Check.

Shift the filter.

Read the stains.

Hide.

Twice she flattened herself against black-rooted hummocks while dead things drifted through channels she would have crossed a minute earlier if she’d been less careful. Once she climbed onto a rotten fallen trunk, balanced there with arms out and teeth gritted, while something pale and slick moved through the water below, just visible as a long blur with fingers that opened and closed as if testing for current or prayer.

She did not breathe.

She did not speak.

She did not think anything helpful.

Afterward, when it was gone, she thought several extremely helpful things.

Mostly profanity.

Another flicker.

Stealth — Rank 3 (Common)

“Okay,” she whispered to her HUD. “Apparently panic with discipline counts.”

That felt right.

The new and improved brain kept paying dividends. Her thoughts stayed sorted even when adrenaline hit. The marsh had stopped being one big disgusting betrayal and had broken into parts she could name and react to. Water. Ground. Echo. Trace. Fresh passage. Older stain. Places where the dead lingered. Places where they merely crossed.

And all the while her eyes kept getting stranger.

That was the part she wanted.

The bog was terrible. The dead were terrible. Being alone was a lot. But the sight—

that was hers.

Her advantage.

Her weirdness.

Her opening.

By the time she found the next white-haze knot, smaller than the last and tucked between two shelves of root and marsh grass, she was confident enough to do something far more reckless than running.

She sat down in it.

Not all the way in the center. She had learned enough not to be idiotic about her idiocy. But near enough that the drag touched her mind and the world softened around the edges.

Kira folded herself onto a root shelf with water lapping below and closed one eye, then the other, then let both open into layered sight.

“All right,” she murmured. “Class is in session.”

She reached for the different modes the way she’d begun to think of them: low-light sharpen. death-stain. in-between overlay. movement emphasis. spectral edge. None of them came with names from the System yet, so she named them herself in the privacy of her own head like tabs in a browser that was steadily becoming sentient.

Low-light sharpen settled first.

Easy.

Familiar.

Then the death-filter over it.

The marsh changed shape. Edges glowed in different priorities. The world looked scored and rubbed where old wrongness had passed through.

Good.

Now add the in-between.

That was harder.

Her head pulled in two directions at once. One layer wanted surfaces and physical lines. Another wanted significance. Residue. Meaning. The result was messy for a few seconds—a headache with scenery—until she stopped forcing it and instead let one layer sit slightly behind the other.

There.

Better.

A lot better.

The bog around her resolved into something almost readable. Physical ground in front. Spiritual damage in a softer second layer. Her breathing in the middle tying them together.

Kira smiled slowly.

“Oh, we’re cooking now.”

She kept at it.

Shift.

Hold.

Relax.

Rebuild.

At one point she nearly gave herself cross-eyed soul vertigo and had to pinch the bridge of her nose while the haze tugged at the shape of her thoughts. At another she managed to stack movement-priority over the death-filter and got a sudden, wonderful sense of how fresh passage disturbed the older marks.

Useful.

Very useful.

Her interface rewarded the work in the quietest way possible.

Layered Spectral Perception — Emerging

Control improved

Kira sat up straighter.

“Yes.”

No rank yet.

Fair.

Still yes.

A sound across the water made her freeze.

Not close.

Not immediate.

But present.

She turned her head slowly and looked out over a stretch of blackwater broken by reed islands and one long silver-gray sheet of still surface.

A woman walked across it.

Kira’s entire mind stopped to make room for that sentence.

The figure moved at a distance first, pale and upright and wrong in the graceful way things were wrong here. Then the layers of sight caught and the image sharpened.

Elven.

Female.

Tall.

Beautiful in that knife-fine impossible way old ruined things sometimes were.

Her gown—or whatever remnants of one still clung to the shape—trailed light instead of cloth in places. Her hair drifted around her as if underwater though she stood on the water itself. Not floating. Walking.

Kira stared.

“There it is,” she whispered. “Yeah. There it is.”

The ghost did not look at her.

That somehow made it worse.

Its face was turned slightly toward some point far beyond Kira, some old direction written into the remains of whatever life had once lived there. Beauty still clung to it. So did ruin. The two had fused into something terrible and elegant. Its mouth moved once, perhaps speaking, though nothing reached Kira but a faint skimming disturbance over the water and a sensation like grief walking upright.

The ghost crossed the blackwater without ripple or sink, passed between two reed banks, and continued on as if Kira did not exist.

Maybe she didn’t, to something like that.

Kira stayed very still until it vanished into marsh mist and distance.

Then she let out a breath she had not realized she’d been holding.

“Well,” she said softly, “that’s going to live in my head forever.”

The haze around her bit a little harder where she’d forgotten it, and she refocused immediately.

Right.

Not dead yet.

Continue being not dead.

She worked the filters another few minutes, carefully this time, more respectful now of how much this place could produce without warning. Her eyes were getting stronger. Not just sharper—smarter. The layers fought less when she let them sit in relation instead of trying to force a merger. One in front. One beneath. One catching motion. One catching old harm.

By the time she rose from the root shelf, she had a better handle on the death-filter, a better sense of how to keep the in-between from overwhelming it, and a quiet confidence that she could get still more out of both if she lived long enough to practice.

Her interface flickered once more.

Stealth — Rank 4 (Common)

Kira laughed under her breath.

“All right. Fine. I’m subtle now. Everyone remain calm.”

Then she slid back into the reeds and kept moving, bouncing from patch to patch through the marsh with more purpose than before, a little harder to surprise and her heart trying to beat out of her chest.

  

    
        Chapter 45

    
    
    
    
  Caelan reached the library on a horse that was not Dawncleaver and in a temper he was keeping on a short leash for everyone’s sake.

The city had told him enough on the way to make the shape of it plain. Open necromancy in the north quarter. A construct raised inside warded bounds. An Escharan paladin answering with Final Rite and a level of violence several witnesses described with equal parts awe and civic offense. Rumor had done what rumor always did and improved the rest. By the time he crossed the square, he had heard three different versions of the same event and trusted none of them.

No one had mentioned Kira or Sela or any shape of them.

That omission worried him more than panic would have.

He dismounted in front of the library steps and handed the reins to the first temple hand quick enough to take them. The boy flinched at the look on his face and then tried very hard not to.

“Water him,” Caelan said. “Then forget I was abrupt.”

“Yes, sir.”

He took the steps three at a time.

The library had gone quieter than usual. Priests and attendants still moved with purpose, but voices stayed low, as if the whole place understood that something sharp had entered the city and preferred not to invite a second visit. Caelan crossed the outer hall under the eyes of people who recognized class before face and saw at once that one of the private reading rooms had been cleared.

Liora met him at the threshold.

No surprise there.

She had changed since he had known her in youth. Time had refined rather than softened her. The beauty remained, but it had gone cooler, more deliberate, worn now by a woman who had made a life of knowledge and become dangerous in it. Her robes were orderly despite the day. Ink marked two fingers of her right hand. Her eyes took him in once and missed very little.

“Caelan.”

“Liora.”

No embrace.

No wasted softness.

No time.

He looked past her and saw Sela in one of the reading chairs, hands knotted in her lap so tightly the knuckles had gone pale. Her cheek was bruised. Her eyes were swollen from effort and tears both. She stood too quickly when she saw him.

“Caelan.”

That nearly got him. She said his name like safety had finally entered the room.

He stepped into the room and shut the door behind him.

“What happened in the streets?”

Liora answered at once.

“A Manassian operative intercepted the girls while your summons occupied you. He attempted a quiet stop first. When that failed, he cast openly. The district wards caught it. An Escharan Paladin answered. He raised a flesh construct before she put him down.”

Caelan’s jaw tightened once.

“The girls?”

“They ran,” Liora said. “Poorly at first. Better as necessity improved them.”

Sela swallowed. “There was a man. Scarred. He tried to help us first. Or pretended to. Kira didn’t trust him.”

Caelan’s attention sharpened.

Sela kept going, voice rough. “He said he could get us past the men chasing us. Then he turned on us. Kira cut his throat. We ran. He came back later.”

Liora said, “From their description, I suspect the man was Tavin.”

Caelan looked at her. “Why?”

“Because Merehaven is cursed with families who breed their own reputation,” she said. “Tavin is one of them. Young enough to be reckless. Mean enough to enjoy fear. Scarred enough to be remembered. And attached, unfortunately, to his father.”

Caelan waited.

“Garron,” Liora said. “A long-standing menace. Survives by filth, timing, intimidation, and knowing exactly how much violence the city is willing to tolerate from useful monsters. If the scarred one was Tavin, then whoever reached for the girls did not reach far. They simply reached downward into the city’s old rot.”

“Kira.”

Sela’s face changed at once and her eyes cut to Liora.

Liora’s face remained firm.

“How is she?”

Liora answered with the same maddening precision she brought to every serious thing.

“She was struck by necrotic force. The attack was meant for Sela. Kira took the edge of it throwing her clear.”

He felt something cold settle under his ribs.

“A priest of Manassus laid necrosis on an unclassed girl in my care,” he said, very quietly.

Neither woman answered that.

They did not need to.

“How bad?”

“Bad enough to matter,” Liora said. “Not bad enough to kill her once she reached sanctuary. I arrested the spread before it seated itself too deeply.”

He closed his eyes for one beat and let go the breath he’d been holding.

The city had managed, in one morning, to become even more offensive than advertised.

He opened them again.

“She was clear?”

Sela nodded immediately. “Yes.”

He looked at her.

“She was scared,” Sela said. “But she was clear.”

He believed her.

That did not improve his mood.

“Where is she?”

Silence answered first.

Not long.

Only long enough.

He looked from Sela to Liora, expecting one of them to say resting, or asleep, or in the next room under watch.

Sela’s face gave the truth away before either of them spoke.

He went still.

“Where is she?” he asked again.

“She is gone,” Liora said.

He did not move.

Sela lowered her eyes.

“When?”

“Long enough that she has a lead on you,” Liora said.

He held her eyes a moment.

“How long?”

“Enough to matter.”

“What condition was she in when she left?”

“Weak,” Liora said. “Wounded. Still in pain. Still entirely herself.”

“What did you send her with?”

“Food. Water wraps. Cord. Route instructions committed mostly to memory. Enough to move quickly. Not enough to waste.”

He let each answer settle where it belonged.

Then: “She left alone.”

“Yes.”

Sela’s hands tightened harder. “Caelan—”

He lifted one hand just enough to hold the room steady, not to silence her but to keep the order of things intact.

“Why?”

Liora met his eyes.

“Because Sela cannot survive the Court. Because you would have gone with Kira and accepted the cost beside her if you had the chance. Because Kira knew that. Because she would not permit it if she could move first.”

“And you agreed.”

“Yes.”

There was no apology in it.

Good.

That would only have wasted time.

“She was wounded,” he said.

“Yes.”

“She is unclassed.”

“Yes.”

“And you still sent her north.”

Liora’s expression stayed calm, though he knew her well enough to see the strain under it.

“No,” she said. “I helped the least-wrong candidate leave before your virtues made the worse decision.”

Sela flinched at that.

Caelan did not.

Because that, at least, was honestly argued.

There had been a time when he might have mistaken Liora’s calm for distance.

He was older now.

He recognized mercy when it had been forced to dress itself as arithmetic.

He took one slow breath.

Then another.

“She chose this.”

Sela answered before Liora could.

“Yes.”

Not loud.

Not polished.

True.

“She chose it. I hated it. I still hate it. But she chose it.”

He believed that too.

He held out a hand.

“The note.”

Sela looked to Liora by instinct and hated herself for it immediately. Liora spared her by moving first, crossing to the side table and returning with the folded paper.

Caelan took it and read.

Sela is safe with Liora.

Don’t follow me.

I’m taking the northern path.

I’ll return when I can.

—K

Then the last line.

For once in your life, don’t make this about being heroic at me.

He stared at that for one long second.

Sela made the mistake of looking hopeful.

Caelan folded the note once, very neatly.

“She has developed a talent,” he said, “for being disrespectful while correct enough to make it inconvenient.”

Sela let out one wet half-laugh and covered her mouth.

Good.

Let her breathe.

He tucked the note into his belt.

“Which route does she expect me to assume?”

That changed the room.

Not much.

Enough.

Liora’s eyes sharpened. Sela went still again.

There it was. The shaped truth. He had known it the moment Liora told him Kira had a lead, but now they all had the courtesy to acknowledge it without pretending otherwise.

Liora said, “The route you can survive.”

So.

Not the true one, then.

He nodded once.

That was enough. He would not press harder. He had the authority to push. He just did not have the right.

Sela looked miserable.

“We couldn’t tell you.”

“I know.”

“You’re angry.”

“Yes.”

“At us?”

He considered lying.

Chose not to.

“Partly.”

She swallowed hard.

He stepped closer and put one hand briefly on her shoulder.

“You did what you thought gave her the best chance.”

Sela blinked fast and nodded once.

“It did,” Liora said.

He looked at her.

“You are far too sure for such a situation as we are in.”

“I am sure enough to have helped her go.”

There was history in that line and no time to sort it.

He turned toward the door.

“Caelan,” Sela said.

He stopped.

“She was scared,” Sela said softly. “She just went anyway.”

That landed effectively.

He had never mistaken courage for the absence of fear. That was a child’s definition. Real courage shook. Real courage bled. Real courage knew enough to be frightened and moved anyway.

He inclined his head once.

“I know.”

Liora said, “If you go after her now, you will already be behind.”

“Yes.”

“You will not catch her by riding north and hoping conviction closes distance.”

“No.”

That drew the faintest shift at the corner of her mouth. Recognition, perhaps. He was still himself, then.

Good.

He opened the door.

“Perrin?” he asked without turning.

“In the stables,” Liora said. “Trying very hard to look older than today made him.”

“Good.”

He stepped into the hall.

Then paused and looked back one final time.

“If she returns before I do, keep her here until I get back.”

Sela almost smiled through the wreck of herself. “That seems unlikely.”

“It would be educational for all of us,” he said.

Then he was gone.

***

Caelan left the library with Kira’s note tucked inside his coat and no peace in him anywhere.

The square outside had the indecency to look ordinary. Carts still rolled. Traders still called. Merehaven still smelled of fish oil, marsh rot, rope, smoke, and civic corruption. The city had nearly handed two girls to death before noon and now went on being itself.

He crossed it quickly.

Not running.

Not advertising.

Nothing in him wasted on theater.

The note sat against his ribs like a splinter.

Don’t follow me.

He was angry with her for writing it.

Angrier because it was exactly what she would write.

By the time he reached the stable yard, his temper had settled into something colder and more useful.

Dawncleaver lifted his head over the stall and fixed him with the look of a warhorse who had already been briefed on the failures of lesser creatures and found them tiresome.

Caelan went to him first.

He laid a hand against the stallion’s neck and felt heat, readiness, and the kind of steady living force that asked no complicated questions and gave no dishonest comfort.

“You do not come past the last sound ground,” he said quietly.

Dawncleaver snorted once, hard.

Agreement enough.

Perrin emerged from the next stall with a brush still in hand, trying to be useful enough to hold the world together by effort alone.

“Sir.”

“Tell me.”

Perrin did.

He gave it cleanly. The lane. The construct. Kira hurt badly enough to be unmistakably hurt. Sela holding her up. A scarred man too close. Dawncleaver deciding the matter with speed and personal conviction. Perrin proving wise enough to stay on the horse and useful enough to get the girls where they needed to go.

No boasting.

No dressing it up.

Good boy.

When he finished, Caelan asked, “The horse?”

“Sound, sir. Angry. Proud of himself.”

“As he should be.”

That put a little life back into Perrin’s face.

Caelan nodded once and stepped into the tack room.

He gathered what he needed with the speed of long habit. Road kit first. Marsh gear second. No foolish weight. No dead burden. Water. Wraps. Cord. Field oilcloth. Spare blade. He changed his outer layer for one better suited to wet ground and harder travel and kept his thoughts in order by force.

Kira had gone north wounded.

That was the fact.

Everything after that was mud.

She had not gone because she believed herself unbeatable. She had gone because she believed herself the least-wrong answer, and he hated that he could see the logic in it even now. She could survive what would begin eating at him too quickly if he tried to follow the same line through the bog. Liora had said as much. He had known it before she said it. Ariana’s favor fortified him, yes. Oath and service had tempered his soul, yes. That did not make him suited to that particular wound in the world.

Kira might survive the erosion.

The dead between here and the Court were another matter.

That was the shape of his fear.

Not the heart itself.

The road to it.

The things in blackwater.

The things in reeds.

The things that hunted by patience and weakness and one bad misstep.

He tightened a strap and thought of her gait the first days he had run her. All that mind and almost no habit in the body to answer it. Sharp as a blade in thought, stumbling like a colt in motion. And then the weeks after. Hard miles. Bruises. Repetition. The stubborn, infuriating way she improved because she refused not to.

Definitely not elegant.

No polish to speak of.

She and the word athletic had been mortal enemies.

But no longer helpless in her own body either.

That, more than anything, made the road north feel like a judgment he could not soften. He had made her stronger. Strong enough to try this. Strong enough to leave him behind for reasons he could not call foolish.

He came back out into the stable yard and checked Dawncleaver’s tack himself.

The stallion stood still for it with grave patience, as if permitting ritual before proper work began.

“You know enough,” Caelan murmured.

Dawncleaver flicked an ear.

He did.

Perrin hovered near enough to help and far enough not to crowd. The boy had sense.

“If I do not return by tomorrow night,” Caelan said, tightening the last strap, “you remain where the library tells you. You do not improve on my orders. You do not decide to be brave in some new direction.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You keep these horses sound. You keep your mouth modest. If anyone asks where I’ve gone, you know less than they do.”

“Yes, sir.”

Perrin hesitated.

Then: “Will you bring her back?”

Caelan looked at him with a raised eyebrow.  Reassessing.

It was a clean question asked by a lad who was sharper than the credit he was given. No hunger for story in it. Only the raw and unfair hope of someone who had helped save a girl once and wanted that not to be the last useful thing done for her.

“I will try.”

Perrin nodded as if that were enough.

Caelan mounted.

Dawncleaver gathered underneath him at once, pleased to have the argument settle into movement.

The city opened northward in streets that had not yet heard enough truth to deserve their own rumor. Caelan rode through them with Kira’s note warm against him and his mind narrowed to road, time, distance, terrain.

He would take the north road as far as reason allowed.

Learn what he could from those coming south.

Judge how far the corruption had spread since last men with sense spoke of it plainly.

Find where horse ended and foot began.

Do what he could still do without stepping where Kira had gone specifically to keep him out.

It was not a good plan.

It was simply the best one left to him.

The gate came into view.

The guards saw him coming and moved with unusual speed, whatever they had heard of the morning now enough to make them courteous in earnest.

He did not slow more than necessary.

Then, just before the gate mouth widened enough to spill him north, motion caught his eye off to the right.

A scarred man moving fast toward the stable lane.

Not glancing about.

Not wandering.

Heading somewhere with purpose.

Caelan’s hand tightened on the reins.

The face was wrong in ways that stuck. Hard young features spoiled by scars and meanness and the kind of confidence only men with too much tolerated ugliness ever wore. He had not seen him in the alleys. Had not seen him in the attack. But he knew at once what he was looking at.

Tavin, perhaps.

Or one close enough to wear the same rot.

Headed back toward the stables.

Toward Perrin.

The realization narrowed the city around him in one clean, merciless instant.

If he rode north now, the boy died.

Maybe not certainly.

Close enough for judgment.

Perrin had brought the girls through.

Perrin had done the brave thing once already.

Leaving him to be butchered for it while Caelan chased a road he knew he could not follow to the end—

No.

That settled too cleanly to be argued with.

Trust the girl.

He hated that.

Trust the goddess.

He both hated and loved that more.

Do the work in front of you.

Caelan’s jaw hardened.

He had asked, in the stable yard, whether the summons and separation had been trap only, or also providence with harder edges than he liked. The question had not stayed unanswered long.

Very well.

He reined Dawncleaver around so sharply the stallion tossed his head, as if the violence had met his standards.

The gate guards shouted after him.

Someone in the street jumped clear.

A cartman swore with admirable invention.

Caelan barely heard any of it.

Kira had gone where he could not save her by proximity.

That bitterness would have to wait.

Perrin, however, was still inside the range of his blade.

And if Tavin had chosen the stable yard for his next piece of courage, then the city was about to learn what happened when Ariana’s Avenger ran out of patience before dusk.

***

Tavin had already vanished by the time Caelan drove Dawncleaver back across the street and into the tighter lanes behind the market.

The boy knew these streets the way rats knew drains: by instinct, by repetition, by growing mean in them. Caelan caught flashes only. A scarred profile at one crossing. A shoulder slipping behind stacked barrels. The wake of startled pedestrians who had just been brushed past by someone moving with ugly purpose and no interest in apology.

Then nothing.

Caelan reined Dawncleaver down in the shadow of a cooper’s shed and listened.

No shouted alarm.

No cry from the yard.

Not yet.

Good.

He dismounted, loosely tied Dawncleaver where the horse could tear half the lane apart if needed, and crossed the last distance on foot.

The stable yard lay open ahead in the flat gold of late day. Perrin was there, brush in hand, working at Hazel’s shoulder with the grave concentration of a boy trying to be useful enough to hold the world together by effort alone. The other horses shifted in their stalls. Harness creaked softly. A bucket rang once against wood.

Ordinary sounds.

Caelan slipped into shadow beside the tack room wall and became still.

He did not enjoy this part.

He knew how to wait.

He had done it in ruined chapels, tree lines, burned keeps, plague roads, and moonless courtyards.

That did not make it pleasant.

Especially not now.

Every heartbeat spent here was one Kira used to widen the distance north. Every breath was time she did not have, and yet this too was duty. Perrin had helped the girls. Perrin had chosen courage before he had enough years to know what it could cost him. If death came for the boy because of that, and Caelan rode on while seeing it form, then the stain of it would be his.

So he waited.

Hazel lifted her head first.

Not with panic.

With attention.

Her ears went forward. Then one angled back toward Perrin.

The boy noticed the horse before he noticed the danger. Good stable hands always did.

He looked up, brush pausing in his hand.

“Easy, girl,” he murmured.

From the gap behind the rear stalls, Tavin stepped into the yard.

He moved with the confidence of someone who had done ugly work in close spaces before and expected this to be another easy errand. One hand hung loose. The other kept low near his side. He had cleaned up enough of himself to pass a first glance at distance, but not enough for the truth to miss anyone who mattered. The scar at his throat stood out angry and red where Kira’s blade had opened him. His eyes fixed on Perrin with a kind of petty satisfaction that made the whole thing smaller and fouler at once.

Perrin went white.

The brush slipped from his fingers.

Tavin smiled.

There.

There was the crime.

Caelan stepped out of shadow.

“Pick a different sin.”

Tavin froze.

For one heartbeat he did not understand what he was seeing.

Then he did.

The color went out of his face so fast it might have been pulled.

Caelan did not raise his voice.

Did not draw yet.

Did not hurry.

He simply walked forward once, and the whole yard changed around him.

Hazel stamped.

Zenyatta bared her teeth over a stall gate.

Perrin made a strangled sound and stumbled backward into the post behind him.

Tavin recovered first in the only way men like him ever did.

He bolted.

Not toward the lane.

Toward Perrin.

Because of course he did.

Because if he could not escape cleanly, he would still try to make the moment filthy.

Caelan moved.

Clean motion.

Without flourish.

His hand found the hilt, steel cleared leather, and the flat of the blade struck Tavin across the wrist with a crack sharp enough to send the knife spinning into the dirt before Perrin had time to understand he had been holding his breath. Tavin screamed, more from surprise than pain, and twisted hard away, trying to use his momentum to throw himself toward the back fence.

Caelan hit him in the ribs with his shoulder and drove him bodily into the side of the nearest stall.

The boards boomed.

Dust shook loose.

Tavin folded, gasping.

He was quick.

He was mean.

He was very much not quick enough.

He came off the boards with a hidden little blade in his left hand.

Caelan caught that wrist too.

Hard.

Bone shifted under the grip with a wet, ugly pop. Tavin made a sound that started in fury and ended somewhere much closer to fear. Caelan stripped the blade from him, dropped it, and put him on his knees in the straw with one hand twisted behind his back and the point of his own sword resting at the base of his throat.

The yard went silent.

Perrin stared.

Caelan did not look away from Tavin.

“Name.”

Tavin spat blood into the straw and tried for bravado. “You know who I am.”

“Then answer quickly and save us both the irritation.”

For one second Tavin considered another lie.

He must have found something in Caelan’s face that made the effort seem expensive.

“Tavin.”

“Good.”

Caelan put just enough weight on the blade to dimple skin.

“You came here for the boy.”

Tavin’s breath hitched.

That was answer enough.

Behind them Perrin made a tiny, horrified noise.

Caelan kept his eyes on Tavin.

“Who sent you?”

Tavin’s mouth curled, though pain was starting to shake the expression apart. “Nobody sends me.”

Caelan twisted the captured arm one fraction farther.

Tavin screamed.

Hazel slammed a hoof against wood in violent approval.

“Try again,” Caelan said.

“Go to hell.”

A fair sentiment.

Poorly timed.

Caelan’s voice stayed level. “I have walked enough of it to recognize when a man mistakes refusal for strength.”

Tavin was panting now. Sweat had broken across his face. The hand under Caelan’s grip no longer looked useful.

“Did your father send you?” Caelan asked.

That got him.

Not confession.

Not words.

A flinch.

A sharpened hatred.

Enough.

Good.

“Does Garron know you are here?”

No answer.

Caelan could almost hear the thought in him now. Not noble silence. Calculation. What could be endured. What might still be lied around later. What name must not be spoken.

Good again.

That was answer too.

Tavin made one final attempt then, sudden and stupid with pain. He threw his weight sideways, trying to take Caelan’s footing out from under him and roll for the dropped knife in the straw.

Caelan let him move just far enough to prove the intent, then kicked the inside of his knee.

The joint gave with a crack.

Tavin hit the ground shrieking.

Perrin flinched so hard Caelan finally looked at him.

“Out of the yard.”

The boy did not argue.

He ran.

Caelan turned back to the man in the straw.

He had never enjoyed this type of thing.

He wished, not for the first time in his life, that men chose less predictably ugly roads.

Tavin lay on his side, one arm useless, one knee ruined, trying and failing to gather himself into something that did not look broken.

Caelan crouched beside him.

“You hunted two unclassed girls,” he said. “One opened your throat. You survived and came here for the boy who helped them.”

Tavin glared at him through pain and hate.

Caelan’s expression did not change.

“You chose every step.”

The Avenger’s blade shifted once, catching the afternoon light.

“And now you have reached the end of the road you picked.”

For the first time, true fear showed. Not remorse. Recognition. Consequence had finally arrived.

Caelan saw it and felt no pleasure in it at all.

Only certainty.

“Pray,” he said.

Tavin tried to scramble backward through the straw on one good leg and one elbow.

There was nowhere to go.

The light that answered Caelan was not loud.

It did not need to be.

It gathered along the blade in a clean white line, sharp as judgment and free of spectacle.

When it moved, the yard went still before the horses, before the blood even had time to settle into what it had become.

Then it was over.

In discipline for himself.

Necessary killing was still killing.

It deserved a guarded soul.

When he rose, the yard smelled of straw, horse, blood, and the faint clean edge that holy power left in the wake of necessary killing.

Perrin stood at the far end of the lane, pale and rigid and trying to look like he had not nearly watched death walk right up to him and ask for his name.

Caelan wiped the blade and sheathed it.

The boy looked at the body.

Then at Caelan.

Then away again.

“Sir,” he said, and his voice failed him halfway through.

Caelan crossed the yard to him.

“You did nothing wrong.”

Perrin swallowed hard.

“He was going to kill me.”

“Yes.”

Perrin nodded, then shook his head, as if both answers had crowded into him at once.

“I stayed,” he said.

“You were told to stay.”

“I thought that meant I was being brave.”

“It did,” Caelan said. “It also meant you were in danger.”

The boy went very still around that.

Caelan did not soften it. Soft lies taught boys to bleed later.

“You did well,” he said. “Now you live long enough for that to matter.”

Perrin blinked hard once.

“Yes, sir.”

Caelan looked back toward the open rear gap of the yard, the one Tavin had used.

Garron.

Still breathing.

Still in the city.

North pulled at him.

So did the body in the straw.

So did the boy shaking beside him.

Caelan had wanted a road.

Ariana had given him a city.
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  The swamp changed slowly enough to be creepy about it.

For a while it had just been mud, blackwater, reeds, and personal humiliation. Then the ground started remembering that people had once given it instructions. Stone rose through the marsh in broken lines. Low retaining walls slumped under moss. Marker posts leaned drunkenly out of the water. Here and there a square edge surfaced under the slime, too deliberate to be natural.

Kira slowed and turned in a slow circle.

“Cool,” she murmured. “The haunted swamp has zoning.”

Her eyes loved this part.

The white haze lay over everything now, woven through the drowned approaches in pale streamers and low drifting sheets. It clung to the old stone. It pooled in the hollows. It moved through the reeds like something with a tide of its own. Her mind felt that familiar drag almost constantly, the fuzzy edge returning to her thoughts, but her eyes cut through it cleanly enough to make the place readable in layers.

And underneath the haze, the entrance land showed its bones.

This had been ceremonial once. Processional. Important. Rich dead people had definitely spent money here.

“Where’s the sign,” she muttered, “that says ‘Dungeon Entrance: Good Luck, Idiot’?”

The System, rude as ever, offered no helpful plaque.

Ahead, between two vast broken pylons, the old approach sloped downward into a broad funerary court drowned in fog-light and silence. Reliefs climbed the stone in worn bands: mourners, veiled figures, stars, processions, fire. Water ran in thin lines through old carved channels and disappeared into cracks black with age.

Kira stood there on a half-submerged strip of stone and felt her whole body tighten.

There you are.

This was it.

What the System counted.

What the whole swamp had been bending toward.

She took one careful step down and almost laughed.

Traps.

Of course there were traps.

Her sight caught them immediately. Fine seams in the stone. Pressure lines under shallow water. Tiny runic cuts disguised as decorative scoring. One stretch of walkway looked ordinary until her eyes peeled back the surface and showed a deadfall trigger built into the sidewall. Another section wanted weight in exactly the way venomous things wanted fingers.

Kira crouched slowly, staring.

Then she grinned.

“Oh, you poor bastards.”

All those dead delvers. All those greedy priests and mercenaries tromping through here with ordinary eyes and heroic confidence. Meanwhile her weird, busted, glorious visual nonsense was lighting the place up like a rigged carnival game.

She moved left, slower now, testing every step and every wall seam. The hidden shapes came easier once she trusted what she was seeing. Panels where there should have been solid stone. Hollow places behind carved reliefs. Thin mechanical lines running into spaces nobody had meant to advertise.

One whole section of funerary mural—a procession of candle-bearers with exquisitely mournful faces—sat wrong against the wall.

Kira leaned closer.

There.

A door.

Hidden beautifully.

A door all the same.

She pressed her palm to the edge and after a few moments of fumbling found the seam.The panel shifted inward half an inch with a sigh of stone rubbing stone.

A hiding place.  Well, likely a closet used for something useful, but NOW it was a hiding place.

Kira’s smile widened despite herself.

This. she respected.

A tiny alcove waited inside, dry and narrow and exactly deep enough for one person to flatten against the back wall and disappear while something ugly wandered by.

“Okay,” she whispered. “That is extremely my thing.”

The place still wanted to kill her.

Important to remember that.

But now it wanted to kill her inside a structure full of secret compartments and trapwork her eyes could cheat through, which honestly felt a lot more manageable than open swamp chaos.

Dungeon logic.

Maybe not game logic exactly like her old world designed. This place had too much grief and too much history for that. But close cousins. Hidden routes. Safe pockets. Side paths for careful people and obvious paths for idiots.

Which meant, naturally, Kira might actually stand a chance.

A soft scrape drifted up from below.

She stilled.

That sound had cloth in it.

Or bone.

Or both.

Another came after it, slow and deliberate, followed by a hush like something tall passing through reed-dry silence.

Kira eased the panel nearly shut.

The alcove went narrow and dark around her, but not blind. A finger-width seam remained between panel and stone, angled toward the descending court below.

Her view was angled just right so she could see deep into the court even from this hidden position.

Someone or maybe the system had built this dungeon with places to wait, watch, and survive.

Kira lowered herself inside the recess until her eye found the slit.

The court opened in pieces.

Cracked terraces. Drowned braziers. Broken statuary. White haze moving through all of it in patient folds. Beautiful once, in the expensive sorrow way old tomb architecture always aimed for. Beautiful now too, if your standards for beauty included haunted nobility collapsed into a soul-eating death maze.

Movement crossed the lower approach.

Kira stopped breathing.

Something drifted through the slit’s narrow view, trailing pale tatters and white-lit eyes.

She pressed herself flat against the back stone.

The thing passed close enough for the seam to frame it in fragments.

A shoulder.

A long, too-thin neck.

Hands hanging wrong beneath ruined cloth.

Its head turned as though listening to a song the living could not hear.

Kira barely breathed. The creature moved on.

Her HUD flickered at the edge of her vision.

Stealth - Common – Rank 5

A pulse of ridiculous gratitude hit her.

“Thank you,” she mouthed at the System, because finally, finally one of the cosmic powers in her life understood the value of shutting up and hiding.

She waited until the drifting figure had gone, then slid back out with every nerve lit.

Working, then.

Dangerous. Uncomfortable. Deeply unfit for recommendation to anyone she liked.

But working.

She moved deeper into the entrance court by stitching her path together from things other people wouldn’t even have seen. One safe strip of stone. One hidden recess. One dry ledge behind a cracked memorial slab. Her body followed her thoughts with a cleanness that still startled her in moments like this. Quick enough now. Sharp enough. Good enough to matter.

That almost made her emotional if she looked at it too directly, so naturally she didn’t.

Instead she kept going.

The haze thickened around the lower court and the fuzzy feeling rose with it, rubbing at her thoughts, making her work a little harder to keep her edges clear.

Kira Asher.

Still here.

Still moving.

Still too stubborn to dissolve politely.

She slid one hand along the wall and stepped around a pressure seam that would have punished a normal footfall. A moment later her eyes caught another false panel tucked behind a long carved relief of kneeling mourners.

Bigger than the first one.

Interesting.

She turned toward it, reached for the seam—

—and a voice behind her said, clear as judgment,

“What in the System’s forsaken name is an unclassed girl doing in this hell?”

Kira made a sound she would deny under torture.

She spun so fast her wet boot skidded sideways and tried to kick out but she caught herself from falling at the last second, knife already halfway out, heart trying to launch itself through her throat.

The wall behind her stood open.

And in it stood a woman in armor.

Dead.

Very dead.

Also somehow more composed than most living people Kira had met.

She was tall, armored, and stunning in the least comforting way Kira had ever seen.

Ghost-light traced the edges of her armor in pale blue-white flame. The old plate was severe and elegant, worked in clean lines that made it look ceremonial until the sword reminded Kira ceremony had teeth.

The blade rested point-down in one gauntleted hand, spectral and still.

Her pale hair was bound back from a face death had failed to make ordinary. High cheekbones. Stern mouth. Cold luminous eyes. Beauty remained, but it had gone hard and exact, all grace sharpened into judgment.

She looked like someone carved for a temple that expected its saints to carry blades.  And use them – regularly.

Kira stared.

Okay.

That was so much worse than a regular ghost.

Her eyes locked onto Kira’s.  They weren’t hungry or vacant like she would have expected in the undead. Just profoundly unimpressed.

Kira stared back, every thought in her head briefly turning into static.

Then one rose above the others with perfect clarity:

Okay. That is so much worse than a regular ghost.

The dead woman’s gaze dropped to the knife in Kira’s hand, then back to her face.

“Well?” she said. “Have you forgotten how to speak, or are you still rearranging your bad decisions into a strategy?”

Kira opened her mouth.

Nothing came out.

Which, somehow, made the ghost look even less impressed.

Kira found her voice in pieces.

“Hi,” she said, because apparently when surprised by armored death in a hidden wall, her brain defaulted to awkward.

The woman in armor looked at her as if that answer had personally offended three gods.

“Start over.”

Kira swallowed.

Fair.

“My name is Kira.” Her grip on the knife eased by a degree. “I’m… having a truly terrible day.”

The ghost remained a judgmental statue for a moment, then her head shook.  Wispy ghost hairs floating around that hauntingly beautiful, yet very stern face.

“You are unclassed,” the armored ghost said matter-of-factly. “You are alive. You are inside a cursed funerary complex overrun by wraithfire, drowned dead, and enough bad decisions to found a city. Yes. I had gathered that your day lacked ease.”

Kira stared at her.

Oh no.

The dead woman had timing.

The ghostly woman stepped fully out of the hidden alcove. She moved like someone who had once worn armor every day and had never once treated it like costume. The white-blue fire tracing her edges did strange things to the stone. Her presence pressed at Kira’s skin and, deeper than that, at whatever part of her soul had learned that pressure could be felt there too.

The fuzzy drag sharpened.

Her pinned skill flickered once at the edge of her sight.

Useful.

Interesting.

The paladin saw something change in Kira’s face.

“What was that?”

Kira hesitated.

The woman’s gaze sharpened. “Choose quickly whether you think lying to me is clever.”

“Wow,” Kira said. “You really come in hot.”

“I am dead, not patient.”

Kira exhaled once through her nose and made the call.

“I can resist it,” she said. “The haze. The soul-grinding part. At least more than I should be able to.”

The woman went still and her eyes narrowed to slits for an instant.

Not theatrical stillness.

Soldier stillness.

The kind that meant every part of her had just snapped into a more dangerous kind of attention.

“You …can what?”

Kira lifted one shoulder. “Resist it. Some. Enough to still be me, apparently.”

The woman’s eyes moved over her once, slowly this time, as if reassessing every visible fact and finding none of them helpful.

“Unclassed. Alive. Alone through the outer approaches.”

“Yes.”

“And still resisting wraithfire erosion.”

“When you stack it like that, I do sound annoying.”

The woman folded one armored arm over her chest.

“I say it like that because I want to hear how much of your confidence is ignorance.”

Kira almost answered too quickly, then stopped. That felt like the test. Not whether she had bravado. Whether she knew enough to mistrust it.

“I don’t think I’m fine,” she said. “I think I’m still here. Those are different.”

The ghost studied her for another second.

Apparently that had been the right answer.

“Kira,” the woman said at last. “Put the knife away. If I meant to kill you, we would not still be discussing it.”

Kira did as told, though she did it with the care of someone who had already learned today that fake safety was an absolute thing.

The woman noticed that too.

Of course she did.

“Better,” she said. “Caution is not the same thing as fear. Many people discover that too late.  Too many of their bones lie in these halls in fact.”

Kira shifted her weight, trying very hard not to think about how much more intimidating criticism became when delivered by a dead paladin hidden inside a haunted wall.

“So,” she said. “Are you going to tell me your name, or do I keep calling you the scariest alcove in the building?”

That got it.

A real reaction this time. Brief. Dry. There and gone.

“I am Dame Seralyth Vey.”

The name landed like old iron.

“Kira Asher,” Kira said again, because introducing yourself felt right if the dead knight had bothered to do it properly.

Seralyth’s gaze sharpened at the surname, but she did not comment.

Instead she asked, “Which approach did you use?”

“The wet one.”

Seralyth’s stare did not change.

Kira sighed. “The marsh. Direct from Merehaven.”

“Alone?”

“Yes.”

“By choice?”

“Mostly by theft of opportunity.”

That earned her nothing. Not even a blink.

Seralyth asked, “What did you encounter before the court?”

Kira glanced toward the seam. “Mud with ambition. Water that felt invasive and very hostile. Several dead things I did not stop to introduce myself to. One pale woman walking across blackwater like she was popping down to the convenience store to grab a drink.”

Seralyth’s expression changed by half a degree.

That, apparently, had been the important part.

“You saw one of the higher dead before entering.”

“I saw something beautiful, dead, and extremely above my current pay grade.”

“Pay grade.”

“Measure of how much a situation is allowed to be my problem before someone owes me compensation.”

Seralyth absorbed that with grave dislike.

“This situation exceeds it.”

“I had gathered.”

Seralyth accepted this in silence, which somehow made it feel officially classified.

Then she moved closer.

Kira held still. The air around the paladin felt denser up close, more charged. The white-blue fire that wrapped her was cleaner than the haze outside, but far more intense. Being near her made the soul-drag sharpen around the edges of Kira’s mind—

—and then, strangely, settle into something more legible.

Kira blinked.

Wait.

She focused on the pinned skill pane.

It trembled faintly at the edge of her vision, as if considering good news.

Oh.

Oh, that was interesting.

Seralyth saw her attention flick.

“You feel something.  Obviously, but you do not react as others do to the distortion.”

“That depends,” Kira said. “I mean, yes I feel something but are we talking about your terrifying dead-person aura, or the part where standing near you is somehow making my resistance stand at attention?”

The spectral knight focused in…

“What.”

Kira pointed vaguely between them. “This. You. The… I don’t know. Wraithfire saturation? I can feel the drag harder near you, but I can also feel my resistance adjusting faster. I think proximity matters.”

Seralyth stared at her long enough that Kira began wondering whether she had finally said something so weird a dead woman had run out of responses.

Then the paladin said, very slowly, “Say that again.”

Kira did.

This time Seralyth looked away, not dismissing the claim but turning it over like a blade she wasn’t sure she wanted to sheath.

“That would explain things,” she murmured.

“What things?”

“Why you are still coherent.”

“Always nice to hear.”

Seralyth ignored that.

“The System does not grant resistance because pain occurred,” Seralyth said. “Pain is common. It grants resistance when the soul demonstrates a repeatable answer.”

Kira stared.

“Oh,” she said softly. “That’s why the intervals mattered.”

“If you say so.”

“Because I wasn’t just enduring. I was producing the same correction under pressure.”

Seralyth’s gaze sharpened with reluctant approval. “From what I know that is the correct interpretation.  I am no scholar on the topic, but I attended well enough in my schooling.”

Kira looked down the hall at the white haze moving over the drowned court.  She was somewhat lost in the science behind it all and barely heard Seralyth.

“Wraithfire erodes the boundary,” she said. “The part that says this is me and that is not.”

For a moment, Seralyth did not answer.

Then she said, “That is the nearest useful phrasing. You are an enigma in many ways, Kira Asher.  You say odd things and you jest in dark halls filled with danger.  You wander about both physically and mentally it seems, yet I see a sharpness in you under all that façade.”

For one bright awful second, Kira felt proud. Then suspicious of feeling proud in haunted murder architecture.

“So I’m making a strong first impression.”

“You are making an unprecedented one.”

Kira smiled despite herself. “I’ll take that.”

Seralyth studied her a little longer, then turned her head slightly toward the dark below the lower court.

“Come inside,” she said gesturing toward the alcove.

Kira did not move.

That got a direct look.

“You distrust me.”

“Yes, I don’t make a habit of getting into unmarked vans because they are full of candy or books either.  So, try not to get offended.” Kira said.

The knight only stared at Kira for a moment.  Something in her face decided not to challenge the parts of the response she didn’t understand and finally she said, “Good.”

Seralyth turned and stepped back toward the hidden seam in the wall.

“I distrust nearly everything here,” she said. “You will survive longer if you continue the habit. But if you remain standing in the open, one of the lower dead will eventually notice you properly, and then I will have spent time on a conversation whose ending I dislike.”

Kira looked from the open wall to the court beyond, where drifting haze moved through broken statuary and old funerary stone like patient breath.

Then back to the paladin.

“Okay,” she said. “That was convincing.”

She slipped through the seam into the alcove.

It was tighter than it had looked from outside, but dry, and much deeper than the first recess she’d found. Old stone shelves ran along one side, empty now except for dust and a broken iron lamp bracket. The air inside held less of the haze, though the soul-drag still threaded through it like a constant low note playing at the base of her skull.

Seralyth touched the wall behind them, and the panel eased shut sealing the room in what would be total darkness.  The only sources of light were the knight encased in wispy white fire and the white haze that drifted around in pockets.

The grating sound made Kira jump a little anyway.

The paladin noticed but pretended not to.

Appreciated.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Then Seralyth said, “Let’s start over.  Tell me how you got here.”

That could have meant the court.

The swamp.

This world.

Existence in general.

Kira chose the version least likely to start with well, technically—

“I came through the marsh,” she said. “Through the bad route.”

Seralyth’s gaze sharpened. “The direct approach.”

“Apparently.”

“That should have ruined you.”

“Strong start to the day, yes.”

“And yet.”

Kira leaned one shoulder against the alcove wall and thought about how much to say.

The answer, she suspected, was enough.

Not everything.

Enough.

“I can see the haze,” Kira said. “I can see the stains. The old movement. The hidden places.”

Seralyth’s gaze sharpened. “And the erosion?”

“I can feel it.”

“That is not the same as surviving it.”

“No,” Kira said. “But I’ve been practicing.”

The paladin tilted her head and looked down at Kira.

“Practicing.”

Kira winced. “You’re putting a lot of judgment into one word.”

“It sounds like a confession spoken by someone with a strained relationship to survival.”

“Okay, in my defense, I am still standing.”

“That is not a defense. Many fatal things work once.”

Kira opened her mouth, thought better of it, and closed it again.

She decided to swallow the obvious argument.

Seralyth studied her with an expression Kira was beginning to understand as deep professional concern mixed with unwilling respect.

“You are either very brave,” Seralyth said, “or very poorly governed.”

“Those can overlap.  In my case it’s a bit more column B while I negotiate heavily with column A to get in the fight.”

“I can only infer that you are saying you’re not brave but you’re trying to get there.  If so then, yes,” the paladin said dryly. “I see that.”

Then Seralyth gave Kira the narrowest possible courtesy: she turned her attention back to the court without ordering Kira away from the seam.

Not trust.

Access.

Kira knew better than to waste either.

“There is more here than shambling dead and simple traps,” Seralyth said. “Some of the named remain themselves in pieces. Some remember duty. Some remember grief. Some remember only enough to hate with structure.”

Kira moved up beside her carefully. “Named?”

“Those who mattered before the ritual failed. Those the dungeon strengthened instead of erasing or overwriting.  Or perhaps I should say the System since its truly the System making the final call, but sometimes the System does give the dungeons it creates some level of autonomy.”

“And you’re one of them.”

Seralyth was quiet for one breath too long as she appeared to look inward.

“Yes,” she said at last. “For my sins.”

Kira looked at her side long. “That sounds promisingly tragic.”  She covered her mouth and went wide eyes as she realized that may come across as callous to her new friend, but Seralyth didn’t seem to mind at all.

“It is.”

Kira let that sit.

After a bit of quiet she asked the real question.

“What happened here?”

Seralyth Vey looked up at the stone ceiling overhead.  Her face turned in the tight passage as if she could peer through the walls at the haze, the broken processional stones, and the endless white drift of wraithfire moving through all of it like a dark memory with teeth.

Her answer came low and exact.

“This place was meant to guide the dead onward,” she said. “Now it teaches them how to stay.”

Kira felt that all the way down.

The sentence had edges.

Worse, it had implications.
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  Seralyth kept facing away when she said it.

Her attention stayed on the drowned court beyond the seam, on the drifting dead below, on the old processional way where ceremony had outlived mercy and memory had soured into pattern.

Kira leaned just far enough to see without getting in the woman’s way.

“Okay,” she said softly. “That’s an amazing sentence and also a horrific sign.”

Seralyth’s gaze shifted to her for one dry heartbeat.

“You speak in turns.”

“I cope in turns.”

“So I observe.”

Kira almost smiled.

The paladin kept her eyes on the court below. “Before I take you farther, you will understand the shape of the wound you are standing in.”

“Love a cheerful orientation.”

“You will also answer one question with complete honesty.”

Kira’s smile thinned. “That sounds less like orientation and more like a trial.”

“It is both.”

Of course it was.

Seralyth’s hand rested on the pommel of her spectral sword with the easy precision of a habit death had failed to take from her.

“The purpose was simple,” Seralyth said. “The dead entered burdened by name, office, grief, blood, and memory. The Court stripped those weights away in order, witnessed what remained, and sent the soul onward.”

Her gaze stayed on the white haze below.

“Then someone changed the destination.”

Kira went very still.

“Changed how?”

“Rewritten.”

That, at least, she understood.

“Someone altered the ritual.”

“You have the shape of it.”

The word landed colder than explanation would have.

“The road meant to carry souls beyond was keyed elsewhere,” Seralyth said. “To a plane of hostile death-aspect force that should never have touched this world. The System found the wound afterward and did what the System does. It gave the wound form.”

“Floors,” Kira said.

“Yes.”

“Cycles.”

“Yes.”

“Hunger.”

“Yes.”

“A core.”

Seralyth’s silence answered that one.

Kira looked through the seam at the drifting haze below.

“So every party that dies here adds to it.”

“Every death. Every fragment of trapped will. Every reinforcement of the breach.”

“The core condenses the mess.”

“The core condenses what this place has become.”

Kira’s stomach tightened.

Power she could understand. Appetite was worse.

“And people keep coming for it.”

“Yes.”

“I mean, why not throw yourself into the meat grinder?”

Seralyth looked Kira up and down as she tilted her head, but she chose to remain quiet on the hypocrisy. “The lower one goes, the hotter the wraithfire burns,” Seralyth said. “By the third level the place feels less like architecture and more like a breach wearing walls. At the heart, even I would choose distance.”

Kira looked at the pale fire around Seralyth’s armor.

“You’re remade by this stuff.”

“Yes.”

“And the core is worse.”

“Yes.”

“Fantastic.”

Seralyth turned her head slightly. “Hatred is too simple a word. This place is wound, prison, weapon, and grave. The core is its gathered consequence.”

“That’s much worse than hatred. Thank you.”

Seralyth allowed the sarcasm to pass.

Kira studied her properly while she had the chance. The armor. The bearing. The way the sword sat in her hand like it had been born there. White-blue fire wreathed her, banked and disciplined. The woman had the vibe of someone who had once made tyrants apologize.

“Your goddess,” Kira said carefully, guessing. “She still reaches you?”

Seralyth’s eyes settled on her fully.

“Mirelia still calls,” she said. “The Whispering Wrath does not misplace her dead, her oaths, or her grievances.”

That landed.

“Wow,” Kira said. “That’s an extremely intense thing to hear in a hidden wall.”

“You are in a hidden wall beneath a cursed funerary ruin. I fail to see where gentleness entered your expectations.”

“Point taken.”

Seralyth turned back to the seam, though her voice changed by a degree. More personal. More dangerous.

“She governs vengeance and fate,” the paladin said. “Measured wrong. Remembered debt. The shape of consequence when patience has ripened long enough. Mirelia is quiet because she has earned the right.”

Kira let that sit with the armor, the gaze, the terrifying poise.

“Oh,” she said quietly. “Yeah. That tracks.”

“Does it?”

“Yes. You have a very exacting dead-person energy.”

That almost did it again. Something in Seralyth’s mouth remembered the route toward a smile and disciplined itself back into place.

Kira shifted onto the stone bench worked into the back wall of the alcove. Her legs appreciated it. The rest of her appreciated it. Several major systems within Kira submitted formal approval of sitting.

Seralyth remained standing.

Kira tipped her head back against the wall and studied her.

“So,” she said, “what were you before all this? I mean here. In this place.”

Seralyth’s face changed by a degree. More distant.

“I came with a party.”

Kira sat up straighter. “Delvers.”

“Yes.”

“You made it far.”

“Far enough to mistake distance for readiness.”

Kira kept quiet.

Good instinct, apparently.

Seralyth rested one gauntleted hand more firmly on the hilt of her sword.

“We reached deep into one of the corners of the second level,” she said. “Farther than most. Strong enough to grow careless. Lucky enough to mistake luck for permission.”

Kira’s mouth went dry. “And then?”

Seralyth’s hand settled on the pommel of her spectral blade. “Then the Court answered us.”

The paladin’s gaze drifted past the seam and away, following some old corridor only she could still see cleanly.

“The wraiths came in force,” she said. “I carried my sister out first. Then another. I went back for one of our front line. He was heavy, bleeding, and very much worth the effort. The route narrowed. The swarm found us before I reached the upper turn.”

Her voice held.

That made it worse.

“I remember killing until my arms ceased answering me. I remember dragging him anyway. I remember seeing the next corner and thinking one more.”

“One more step. One more breath. One more life I could pull from certain doom.”

The alcove held silence.

“Then I woke as this,” Seralyth said.

Kira looked down at her own hands. Living hands. Wet, scraped, still shaking a little if she was honest enough to notice.

“Your sister got out?” she asked.

“She did.”

“She lived.”

“Yes.”

One good thing, then.

Small. Stubborn. Enough to matter.

Seralyth watched the thought cross her face.

“She should have died,” the paladin said. “She lived anyway.”

Kira looked up.

Faith lived in that answer like a blade left on an altar. A record of wrong odds corrected by will, blood, and a goddess who apparently kept very exact accounts.

“You still sound like you’re guarding her,” Kira said.

“I should be.”

“You’re dead.”

Seralyth’s look could have cut thread.

“My oath did not die with me.”

Right.

Better answer. Worse implications.

Kira nodded once. “So you stayed.”

“I have endured.”

“That sounds more accurate.”

“Yes.”

The court held Seralyth’s gaze again.

“I remained long enough to learn the place. Long enough to understand what the dungeon had done to the old wound. Long enough to speak with the one who knew more.”

“The funerary director.”

“Yes.”

“Still here.”

“Yes.”

“She’s still coherent?”

Seralyth considered.

“In ways,” she said. “More than many. Less than she deserves.”

Kira blew out a breath.

Every answer in this dungeon arrived with layers and footnotes and, apparently, a personal tragedy folded into the binding.

“Okay,” she said. “I’d like to meet her, which means there’s a whole process attached.”

“There is.”

“Excellent.”

Seralyth glanced at her.

“You continue to answer difficulty with sarcasm.”

“It’s a structural support.”

“That much I believe.”

Kira gave her a crooked grin. “See? We’re bonding.”

“We are doing no such thing.”

“Sure. Keep the denial warm. One day we’ll be judging terrible dungeon architecture together and you’ll realize I called it early.”

Seralyth shook her head and chose the dignity of silence.

Then her attention sharpened again.

“Begin with the resistance.”

Kira blinked. “We’ve reached the interrogation portion?”

“We have reached the useful portion.”

“Love impossible standards.” She shifted on the stone bench and made herself line the pieces up. “I got hit with soul stuff before. Outside the dungeon. It should’ve flattened me harder than it did. After that I had resistance already, which seemed like something I should maybe keep to myself for a while. Then in the swamp I found denser haze pockets and started testing them.”

“Testing,” Seralyth repeated.

Kira heard the judgment in that one word and accepted it as earned. “On purpose. Very controlled. Very scientific. Very stupid-looking from the outside.”

“I have seen devotion take worse forms.”

“Excellent. I’m in the respectable part of crazy.”

Kira held up her fingers and counted it off. “I’d step in until the slide started. Step back out. Regain definition. Repeat. Then I realized the System cared more when I crossed the line than when I stood there suffering beautifully. So I started doing intervals. Then movement. Then focus. Then hanging onto my name and trying to stay edged.” She tapped one finger against her temple. “It likes blur. I pushed back.”

Seralyth’s attention sharpened. Her gaze moved over Kira the way a battlefield commander might study a cracked shield still holding under pressure.

“That was well judged,” the paladin said.

Kira held still.

Coming from Seralyth, the words felt cold. Like being classified as temporarily useful by an armed theological disaster.

“Great,” Kira said. “I’ve always wanted to be a promising liability.”

“You are more liability than promise.”

“Good ratio to know.”

Seralyth looked her over slowly.

“You speak of this as though it were difficult and manageable.”

Kira’s mouth went dry.

“That feels like a bad sign.”

“It is.” The paladin’s voice stayed calm and took on the tone she might have used when speaking to a classroom full of cadets. “Child, trained adventurers labor years to harden even common resistances with confidence. Venom. Cold. Fear. Flame. Those are the usual first lessons, when the lessons take at all. Soul resistance is rarer. Unheard of, really. Unwelcome in its methods.”

Kira listened carefully.

Seralyth took one step closer. The white-blue edge of her wraithfire sharpened in the alcove, and the air changed with it. The haze pressing at Kira’s thoughts suddenly felt cleaner, denser, more direct.

For one second, her name came apart at the seam.

Kira.

Asher.

No.

Kira Asher.

She gripped the stone bench hard enough for pain to become useful.

Her HUD flickered.
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Kira blinked. “Oh. That’s absolutely you.”

Seralyth examined Kira intensely before she spoke. “It rose.”

“Yeah.”

“How quickly was it moving before this?”

“Slower.”

Seralyth went very still. “Then proximity to denser wraithfire is accelerating the adaptation.”

Kira pointed between them. “That was my extremely scientific conclusion too.”

“Do not decorate luck with self-congratulation.”

“It’s luck until the data repeats.”

“That remains to be seen.”

“To begin developing a resistance to soul damage before classing is absurd,” Seralyth said. “To force it upward deliberately is worse. To have it answer like this suggests something else.”

“Such as?”

“Blessing. Marking. Bloodline. Intervention.” Seralyth folded one armored arm across her chest. “Were your parents champions of Eschara? Of Mirelia? Ariana? Was your soul dedicated at birth? Claimed in ritual? Touched by a god? Is there old power in your line?”

Kira almost laughed. The real answer had too many impossible parts and every one of them sounded worse spoken aloud.

“My parents were nothing like that,” she said carefully.

Seralyth looked unconvinced down to the bones of her posture.

“Then something has laid hand on your fate,” Seralyth said. “People do not wander into this place unclassed and begin building soul resistance by accident. Mid-grade delvers would envy what your profile is doing.”

Kira went quiet.

Seralyth studied her with open severity. “Take no comfort from that. Strange survives differently than strong, and often for less time.”

Kira swallowed the first joke that tried to climb out.

“Good to know.”

“This place notices deviations.”

“Of course it does.”

“It has fed well on hundreds of them.”

Kira looked toward the seam.

The haze moved below in slow pale folds.

“Right,” Kira said. “So I’m interesting, and still extremely edible.”

“Yes.”

“Good distinction. Horrible distinction.”

“If you live long enough to learn it properly, it may serve you.”

Seralyth shifted slightly, and the pressure around her sharpened.

Kira felt the drag immediately. The little grinding attempt at blur. Now she felt the answer too: her soul tightening back, correcting faster around the edges.

The pinned pane trembled.

No level.

Only a warning that could become progress if she was stupid enough to stand there longer.

“Near me,” Seralyth said, “it worsens.”

“Near you,” Kira said, “it gets denser. The drag hits harder, and the adaptation spikes too.”

Seralyth’s eyes sharpened. “Explain.”

“Ambient haze feels broad. Diffuse. Like background damage. You feel organized. Cleaner. More direct.” Kira frowned, chasing the shape of it. “It’s easier to train against something with a point.”

“That is an ugly sentence.”

“It’s an ugly dungeon.”

“The lower atmosphere wears at whatever enters it,” Seralyth said. “Traps give the wraithfire direction. Chambers give it shape. The dead give it memory. Those remade by it give it pattern.”

“And you?”

Seralyth’s mouth tightened. “I remain myself inside more of it than any living soul should endure.”

Kira went quiet.

No one handed over an answer like that lightly.

“So the stronger the pattern, the harder it hits.”

“Yes.”

“And if I survive the hit, my resistance gets a clearer problem to solve.”

Seralyth studied her.

“The System grants resistance when the soul demonstrates a repeatable answer,” she said. “Pain is common. Correction is rarer.”

Kira stared.

“Oh,” she said softly. “That’s why the intervals mattered.”

“Yes.”

“The intervals gave the System the same failure point over and over.”

“Recklessly,” Seralyth said.

“Usefully.”

“Those can coexist. They should never be married.”

“No promises.”

Seralyth looked through the seam toward the drowned court.

Somewhere below, metal scraped stone.

Then came voices echoing off the walls from somewhere deep.

Male. Living. Yelling.

Kira straightened.

Seralyth’s expression hardened with immediate displeasure.

“Please tell me those are mournful architectural echoes.”

“They are delvers,” Seralyth said. “Eight men. Classed. Armed. Damaged. They have been on the second level for hours.”

“Damaged how?”

“One has begun losing names.”

Kira’s blood cooled.

“That’s bad.”

“Yes.”

“And they’re still going deeper.”

“They want the core.”

“Lovely.”

“Greed survives many forms of erosion.”

“Apparently including common sense.”

Seralyth listened a moment longer. “They fought hard recently. The lower dead are thinner along parts of the second level because of it. That is your only good fortune.”

Kira pushed up from the bench and immediately regretted how much her body had enjoyed sitting down.

The HUD flickered as she rose.

For a breath, the alcove tilted.

Worse than physically.

Her sense of where she ended and the wraithfire began smeared thin, then snapped back with enough force to make her teeth ache.
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Kira let out one short breath.

Seralyth caught it. “It moved again.”

“Yes.”

“Then every moment here matters.”

“Yeah,” Kira said quietly. “I’m starting to get that.”

Seralyth looked at her for a long moment.

Then her voice lowered.

“Why are you here?”

Kira met her eyes.

“For the core.”

That landed hard enough to change the room.

Seralyth’s face did very little.

It did enough.

“You are here for what.”

“The core.”

“You entered this place unclassed, wounded, and alone to reach the core at its heart.”

“When you say it like that…”

“I say it like that because the phrasing deserves the full insult.”

Kira rubbed a hand over her mouth and could only shrug in response.

Seralyth came one step closer. The white-blue fire around her armor brightened softly at the edges, and Kira felt the haze answer in the back of her thoughts. Her resistance braced like a hand closing around a blade.

“You cannot fight your way through this place,” the paladin said.

“I know.”

“You cannot outrun everything below.”

“I know.”

“You are one bad corridor away from becoming a lesson. Kira Asher, I have watched many die. I have no wish to hear your screams.”

Kira met her eyes.

“I know.”

Seralyth held the look.

Then, quieter:

“And yet.”

There it was.

The real question.

The one under all of them.

Kira felt the funny answers rise first. Because they always did. Because humor was easier than honesty and she was tired enough and hurt enough and deep enough into the dead that the easy line would have been a relief.

None of them survived Seralyth’s face.

So she told the truth.

“Because if I turn back, someone better than me will come in after me,” she said. “He’ll call it duty. He’ll mean it. And I won’t let him spend his soul for mine.”

Seralyth went very still.

This time the stillness carried weight.

Mirelia’s weight, maybe.

Oaths and memory and old debts and all the hard exacting parts of faith that did not waste words where silence would do.

When the paladin finally spoke, her voice had changed by one precise degree.

“That,” she said, “is a worthy answer.”

Kira swallowed.

Coming from Seralyth, worthy felt heavier than praise.

The dead paladin inclined her head once. Respect. A measured thing.

“You have grit,” she said. “More than is healthy.”

“You say that like it’s a flaw.”

“It becomes one eventually.”

“Still sounds useful before eventually.”

Seralyth’s mouth almost moved.

“Do not make philosophy out of poor self-preservation.”

“I prefer branding it as commitment.”

“I prefer accuracy.”

“See? We both have hobbies.”

Seralyth let that pass, which Kira chose to count as progress. She turned back to the drowned court.

“Very well, Kira Asher. I will tell you what I know of this place. You will tell me everything your resistance reveals as we move. Then I will decide whether helping you is wisdom or one more offense against what is left of my soul.”

Kira smiled despite the ache in her body and the white haze scraping at the edges of her mind.

“Okay,” she said. “That sounds promisingly terrible, which is apparently my brand now.”

Seralyth’s gaze remained fixed on the court.

“You make that phrase sound optimistic.”

“I have range.”

“I am beginning to fear that.”

The dungeon held perfectly still.

That was worse.

Something inside it had begun to count.

Kira felt it beneath the stone and behind her ribs, a silent measure starting in a language her soul almost understood. She had crossed a threshold deeper than the entrance. Mercy had no part in it.

Seralyth opened the seam wider, and ghost-light spilled across the drowned stone outside.

“Then move exactly where I tell you. If you force me to save you before I have finished deciding whether you merit the trouble, I will hold it against you.”

Kira’s mouth twitched. “That feels weirdly motivating.”

“It was meant to be.”

The court waited. The haze drifted. The dead kept their patient arrangements below.

And Kira, with her weird eyes, aching side, and soul still trying to remember its own borders, followed Dame Seralyth Vey deeper into the ruin.
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  The first floor taught Kira very quickly that “fewer than there should be” was still way too many.

Seralyth moved ahead of her through the hidden ways with the confidence of someone who had once walked these halls alive and had spent her death correcting for what time, water, the System, and planar catastrophe had done to them since. Kira followed where told, one hand brushing old stone, the other close to her knife, eyes shifting through layers every few steps to catch seams, traps, and things that wanted to pretend they were architecture.

The place had the beauty of grief with money behind it. The first chambers beyond the entrance had been built for ceremony: wide mourning rooms, waiting alcoves, record halls, processional turns where families had once stood in black and jewels and said important things over expensive bodies. Cracked mosaics still clung to the floors in places where floodwater had spared them. Gold leaf glimmered dully in carved cornices. Veiled figures watched from reliefs on the walls, their faces worn smooth by time and bad metaphysics.

Kira kept wanting to stare. The dungeon kept politely offering reasons to keep moving.

Seralyth put out one gauntleted hand and Kira stopped at once.

Ahead, in a broad chamber whose pillars had sunk at drunken angles into the floor, something moved through the haze.

It came around a broken bier in pieces. A shoulder first. Then the jut of a spine too sharp for skin. Then a face that looked as though death had started with hunger and kept going out of boredom. Its jaw hung wrong. Its eyes burned white with a faint blue tint. Clawed hands dragged against the stone as it walked with a stop-start lurch that made Kira’s shoulders crawl.

She leaned close to Seralyth and breathed, “I know that one.”

Seralyth kept her gaze ahead. “Do you.”

“Ghoul,” Kira whispered.

That earned her the slightest turn of the head.

“You know the word.”

“I’ve seen dead things before. Different world. Less accurate smell.”

Seralyth accepted that with the visible reluctance of someone who had already decided Kira contained too many unexplained categories and had no room left for more.

“It is a ghoul,” the paladin said softly. “This one’s pattern is half-starved. Quick when it commits. A poor climber. It bites first when it can. The claws matter less than the mouth. Once it catches living flesh, it tears toward the heat.”

Kira stared at the thing.

The ghoul paused, head lifting in a twitchy little angle as if tasting the air for whatever remained of life in it.

“Great,” Kira whispered. “So that’s still disgusting across worlds.”

Seralyth touched two fingers to the wall seam beside them and opened a hidden slit just wide enough for them to slip through.

“Inside,” she murmured.

Kira moved fast and silently, pressing into the narrow space just as the ghoul lurched past outside. Up close it smelled like wet crypt cloth, stagnant water, and old meat left to rot in the sun. Kira kept very still until the sound of its claws faded.

Then she exhaled through her mouth.

“That’s one hundred percent a ghoul. Kind-of-close to the one I saw outside this small town a little over a month ago, but not exactly.  Way more wispy white flame on it and by that, I mean the other one had none and this one is covered in it.” she whispered.

Seralyth let the panel close again. “You sound pleased.”

“I’m pleased when a thing is horrible in a familiar category,” Kira whispered. “It makes my panic more specific.”

“Practical.”

Kira watched the sealed panel. “I’ve had to become very good at assigning terror to the correct folder.”

Seralyth’s gaze settled on her for a moment. “I have observed as much in our short time together.”

Seralyth was beginning to look as if posthumous patience had not been one of Mirelia’s gift suites. They moved on.

The first floor unfolded in a sequence of ritual rooms, preserved badly and beautifully enough to keep Kira’s brain chasing both awe and terror at once. One chamber held rows of narrow stone couches where the dead must once have lain in preparation, each one carved with stars and ceremonial flames. Another had shelves for scroll tubes and memory tablets, most rotted or collapsed but still arranged in elegant order. A third opened into a circular hall ringed by cracked mirrors of dark polished stone that caught her reflection half a breath too late and made her move through it with her shoulders up and every nerve lit.

In between them, the dead drifted.

The dead came singly, never as clean crowds or simple swarms. That would have been easier. These were single horrors, each with enough space to feel intentional.

One thing flowed along the ceiling like a stain made of ribs and smoke, its edges dissolving and reforming in shadow-fire while too many fingers flexed upside down against the stone. Another stood in the center of a prayer room like a burned priest cut out of midnight, white fire smoldering in the cavities where a face should have been. It held a staff fused into one arm and turned with agonizing slowness as if listening through the whole room at once.

Kira stared through a seam in the wall and swallowed.

“What,” she whispered, “is that?”

Seralyth’s gaze followed hers.

“Wraithbound husk,” she said. “Slow to wake. Fast when crossed. It throws lines of cold fire and binds feet with grief-weight if it has time to work.”

Kira blinked. “Grief-weight.”

“Yes.”

“That is the rudest phrase I’ve ever heard.”

“It is a rude affliction.”

“Excellent.”

They backed away from that room and took a side route through a funerary records passage whose floor still held old bronze inlay beneath the grime. Kira’s sight did most of the work now. Hidden seams and traps glowed to her in subtle little betrayals of line and pressure. The more careful she was, the more the place gave up.

A panel disguised as memorial script opened into a priest corridor.

A broken plinth concealed a pivoting section of wall.

A shallow flooded recess turned out to be a pressure-run death lane, which she only noticed because the runes beneath the water were trying very hard to pretend they were decorative.

Kira crouched at one intersection, studying the floor.

“Oh, wow,” she whispered. “That’s evil.”

Seralyth waited.

Kira pointed to what looked like a harmless strip of black stone between two carved mourning pillars. “Step there and something in the wall opens. Step there and that plate drops. Step there and…” She squinted harder. “I think the ceiling decides to participate.”

Seralyth’s gaze moved over the same stretch.

“You see all of that clearly.”

“Pretty clearly, yeah.”

The paladin looked at her sidelong. “Most delvers do not.”

“I am learning that my eyes are either the best thing that ever happened to me or the setup to a much larger problem.”

“Likely both.”

“That’s been my feeling too.”

They crossed by the narrow safe line between the triggers, Kira placing her boots where Seralyth told her and where her own sight confirmed. Halfway over, something rustled in the dark to their right. Kira turned instinctively and caught movement in a side chamber.

A thing with too many joints dragged itself from under a collapsed table, limbs bending in directions her skeleton found personally offensive. It was thin as famine, its skin stretched over bones like old paper over twigs, but its hands, if hands they were, ended in hooked lengths of darkened bone that clicked softly against the tile.

It moved with hideous patience.

Kira took one step back without meaning to.

“That one?” she whispered.

Seralyth watched it through the doorway, expression flat.

“Gravetalon.”

“Oh, absolutely not.”

“It hears poorly. Sees movement well. It prefers ankles, then hamstrings. If it gets you down, it continues until the room is quieter.”

Kira stared at the thing. “Those are terrible design notes.”

“Yes.”

“Did some god look at that and say perfect, ship it?”

“In this world,” Seralyth said, “that is always a dangerous question.”

They waited until the thing had scuttled away into another dark seam of the chamber, then moved on.

The farther they went, the more obvious the recent party’s passage became.

Sprung traps.

Scorch marks.

A cracked section of wall still smelling faintly of spent magic.

Blackened streaks where lightning had crawled over funerary stone.

A low patch of floor stained with blood dark enough to have been left hours ago instead of days.

Kira touched the edge of one scorch mark and looked down the corridor ahead.

“They really did clear a path.”

“Part of one,” Seralyth said. “Briefly.”

“Encouraging word choice.”

“They are alive enough to be useful to you. That is all.”

Kira nodded, though her stomach had started doing that quiet, unhappy thing it did when the shape of future trouble became too easy to picture.

Eight men.

All classed.

Already damaged.

Down below.

Amazing.

Perfect.

Love a dungeon with bonus social hazards.

They passed one more chamber on the way to the first descent. Kira nearly missed how strange it was because the architecture kept escalating in little ways now: richer carving, deeper stone, less flood damage, more signs that this level had once been for visible reverence and the next had been for actual sacred work.

This room had been a family mourning chamber once. You could tell because it was intimate by the standards of rich dead people. Low benches in a circle. A central stone table. Wall niches for lamps and offerings. The mosaic floor, though cracked through, still held a scene of stars reflected in black water.

Something knelt in the center of it.

Kira froze.

The figure was almost human from behind. Slender. Long-haired. Draped in what might once have been ceremonial robes. White-blue fire moved through the fabric in little veins. One hand rested on the stone table with such perfect stillness that for a second Kira wondered if it was one of the named, one of the partly sane, one of the lingering dead with memory enough to hurt properly.

Then the head turned.

Too far.

Too smoothly.

The face had been peeled away from one side down to teeth and bright fire. The remaining eye burned with terrible calm.

Kira nearly swallowed her own tongue.

Seralyth’s voice came low.

“Do not move.”

“Oh, I wasn’t planning to,” Kira whispered from somewhere near the back of her throat.

“Memoried mourner,” the paladin said. “It keeps posture and ritual longer than most. That makes it more dangerous. If it chooses a target, it stays with it.”

“Wonderful.”

“It can call others.”

“Even more wonderful.”

The creature’s gaze lingered on the doorway for one awful second.

Then it turned back to the table and resumed its kneeling vigil, as if trapped in some cycle of grief that only occasionally widened enough to include murder.

Kira let Seralyth draw her away by the forearm.

Once they were around the turn and behind a false wall again, Kira pressed her forehead briefly to the cold stone.

“Okay,” she whispered. “That one wins first-floor nightmare pageant.”

Seralyth’s mouth moved by the smallest fraction.

“You assign titles to everything.”

“It keeps me from making them people in my head.”

“That is a very strange sentence.”

“It is a very strange life.”

For a few breaths, they stayed there in the hidden slit while the haze drifted by beyond the seam and Kira’s resistance worked at whatever this place kept trying to make of her. The fuzzy edge came and went in little teeth now, manageable most of the time, nastier when they passed dense concentrations or creatures with more wraithfire wound into them.

Her HUD pulsed once.
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Kira blinked, then looked sidelong at Seralyth.

“You,” she whispered, “are fantastic for my build and terrible for my overall safety.”

Seralyth’s expression conveyed that she disliked both halves of that sentence for different reasons.

“It rose again.”

“Six.”

The paladin studied her in silence.

Then: “At this rate, you may actually survive long enough to become someone else’s very unusual problem.”

Kira brightened. "That is the nicest thing anyone has said to me today."

"I intended warning."

Kira smiled anyway. "I'll take accidental encouragement where I can get it."

Seralyth regarded her for a long moment.

"Your measure of encouragement requires refinement."

"You have no idea." Kira shook her head. "I haven't even told you about the chase through the city. Or the assassin. Or..." She let out a quiet breath. "Actually, saying it out loud makes today sound less believable."

Seralyth eased the panel wider.

At the end of the corridor beyond, the stairs waited in a broad throat of black stone.

Even from here, Kira felt the difference.

The first floor had haze in it.

The second floor had taken it into its walls.

The white drift thickened around the stair mouth in long ribbons and pressure veils. The walls themselves looked more worn there, not by time exactly but by stress, as if the deeper levels pressed upward in pulses through the stone. The air carried a low, almost inaudible hum that she felt more in her teeth than her ears.

“Okay,” Kira said softly. “That’s aggressively unfavorite.”

“Yes,” Seralyth said. “You begin to understand.”

The stair chamber had been a place of transition once. The architecture made that plain. Two black columns carved with descending stars flanked the opening. Reliefs of veiled priests guiding the dead downward lined the walls. Someone had once intended the walk to feel solemn and guided.

Now it felt like entering a throat.

The traps around it were meaner too.

Kira saw those first.

The hidden lines were tighter here, more elegant and much less forgiving. Trigger seams nested inside trigger seams. Wall channels that looked decorative until her eyes followed the path and found where they’d flood the stairs in white fire if tripped. False landings. Weight plates disguised as cracked treads. A whole side route that existed purely to convince desperate people they’d found a cleverer entrance before it murdered them.

Kira whistled very softly.

“Oh, these are personal.”

“Yes,” Seralyth said. “The deeper one goes, the less the place tolerates clumsiness.”

Kira looked at the drifting haze beyond the stair mouth, then at the traps, then at the blood mark smeared on one lower tread where some recent member of the party had either slipped, bled, or both.

“How many undead down there?”

“Fewer than there should be,” Seralyth said. “The party has been forcing its way through. That buys you space. It also means the ones left standing are the ones that survived them.”

Kira made a face. “Of course.”

“Some are stronger. Some are simply worse. The lower dead on the second level remember more violence.”

“And the third?”

Seralyth looked at her. “We will discuss the third when your feet have justified the second.”

Again: fair.

Kira stepped carefully to the safe side of the stair chamber and peered downward, her layered sight working hard now. The lower dark shifted strangely. The haze didn’t just drift there. It moved in ripples, in pulses, in faint veining through the walls like white fire threading stone from the inside.

She felt very small for one second.

Then she felt thrilled.

Then she was annoyed about being thrilled, because this was how people died in dungeons and became cautionary tales or motivational posters for future idiots.

“Okay,” she murmured. “Murder basement two.”

Seralyth gave her a look.

“What? We already established there’s a party.”

Kira looked up at the stern knight’s face… nothing! She could feel it… a smile was right around the corner.  It had to be!

The paladin drew a little closer, her voice low and exact.

“From here on, move slower than you wish and listen longer than you think necessary. The hidden ways narrow. The dead below answer sound faster. The classed men are near enough to matter, and they are becoming less themselves by the hour.”

Kira nodded once.

Seralyth’s gaze stayed on her.

“If I tell you to stop, you stop. If I tell you to hide, you vanish. If I tell you to back away from a door, wall, corpse, light, stair, sound, or memory, you do so immediately.”

Kira looked at her. “That was weirdly comprehensive.”

“I have had time to refine my caution.”

That, honestly, made sense.

Kira rolled her shoulders, tightened her grip on the knife, and looked down the stairs again.

Below them waited the second level, the damaged party, the deeper lore, the hidden study she didn’t know existed yet, the director, the next leap in resistance, and more ways to die than she currently had time to catalog.

Amazing. Perfect. Exactly the kind of situation her life had apparently become.

She took one steadying breath, then glanced sideways at Seralyth.

“All right,” she said. “Lead on, terrifying fate nun.”

Seralyth looked at her for one dead, unimpressed second.

Then she turned and stepped toward the stairs, and Kira followed her down into the level she was professionally prepared to hate.

***

The second level took the first floor’s manners away.

The stairs turned twice through black stone and old script, and somewhere in those turns the place stopped pretending it was a house of grief and admitted it had been built for work. Sacred work, which Kira’s growing experience translated as comfort’s natural enemy.

She followed Seralyth down one careful step at a time, one hand on the wall, the other near her knife, eyes cutting through haze and stone and trap logic in layers.

The carvings had changed. Upstairs, the walls had been full of mourners and processions and expensively arranged sorrow. Here the reliefs showed wrapped bodies on carrying tables, priests with vessels and blades, ledgers, scales, veils, names. Functional death. Official death. The kind with titles and procedures and proper storage.

Kira made a face. "That is a truly awful sentence."

"It was a truly serious place."

Kira snorted before she could stop herself.

Seralyth looked over.

"Something amuses you?"

Kira shook her head, still smiling.

"You do, occasionally."

Seralyth considered that.

"Curious."

They reached the bottom of the stairs and paused in the shelter of a cracked pillar. The landing chamber spread out ahead in a long rectangular hush of black stone, inspection tables, broken niches, and floor channels that had once been intended for something ceremonial and clean and now just made Kira think blood had definitely gone places on purpose here.

The white drift hung thicker too. It moved through the room in pale ribbons and low pools like something thinking slowly.

The dead moved inside it one at a time.

That was somehow worse.

A crowd was panic.

One thing was judgment.

Seralyth touched two fingers to Kira’s wrist and Kira dropped lower at once.

Something came through the far arch at a low run, then rose halfway upright and kept coming.

Broad shoulders. Long arms. Too much reach. A torso caved inward in places and lit from within by white-blue fire burning through the gaps. Its face looked assembled out of bad intentions and starvation.

Kira’s whole body went cold and alert in the same second.

“Oh, no,” she whispered. “That thing has athlete energy.”

“Rendwalker,” Seralyth murmured. “It launches farther than you will enjoy. Hands first. Teeth second.”

“That is an upsetting order.”

“It should be.”

The creature stopped in the center of the chamber and lifted its head. For a second Kira thought it had them. Then it gave a low snapping twitch and bounded off through a side hall in three brutal, ugly leaps.

She waited until the sound had gone before breathing again.

“Too much knees,” she whispered.

Seralyth’s gaze slid to her.

“I have yet to find a use for that measurement.”

Kira kept watching the empty arch. “You should. More knees always means the designer hated us.”

They moved after that in slices and pauses, Seralyth guiding her from one seam of safety to the next while Kira’s eyes did the work of ten ordinary delvers. The second level’s trapwork was finer than the first floor’s. Meaner too. Upstairs the traps had wanted to punish mistakes. Down here they wanted to catch people who thought they were clever.

A floor seam turned out to be a false answer tucked inside a real one. A carved border disguised a pressure line that would trigger a second mechanism after the first had already made you think you’d survived. A side path practically winked at her, inviting and symmetrical and absolutely built to murder anyone proud enough to take it.

Kira crouched at one crossing and stared.

“Oh,” she whispered reverently. “That’s filthy.”

Seralyth waited.

Kira pointed without looking away. “That plate drops the floor. That panel fires from the wall. That cracked tread there is the fake bypass. Step there because you think you’re smarter than the other two and something in the ceiling gets a vote.”

Seralyth studied the lane in silence.

"You see what others do not."

"Yeah." Kira sat back on her heels. "Cheating eyeballs really ruin ordinary architecture."

"Most who entered this place would have called your sight a blessing."

Kira's mouth tilted. "Anything the gods hand out with this many side effects probably comes with fine print." She looked back at the hidden seams in the stone. "Still... I'm not giving it back."

Seralyth was quiet for a moment.

"No," she said at last. "I do not believe you would."

They crossed through a hidden slit behind a memorial wall and into a narrow service passage no mourner had ever been meant to see. The stone there was plainer, the air drier. One of the old practical corridors. Somewhere ahead water dripped in a rhythm just far enough off to be irritating.

Her HUD pulsed.

Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 7

Kira blinked.

That number had weight now. Actual movement. Actual hardening. The dungeon kept trying to file pieces off her soul. Something in her kept replying with an increasingly impolite refusal.

She let out one quiet breath.

Seralyth heard it anyway.

"It rose."

"Seven."

The paladin went still by a degree.

"That is faster than training usually allows."

Kira rose and brushed the grit from one knee. "I'm starting to think 'usually' and I aren't on speaking terms."

"That is one way to frame catastrophe."

Kira's mouth twitched. "If I survive, it counts as self-improvement."

Seralyth looked at her as though optimism in the face of catastrophe bordered on heresy.

Voices drifted through the wall ahead.

Both of them froze.

Male. Low. Tired.

Alive.

Seralyth moved first, ghost-quiet, drawing Kira after her to a viewing slit hidden behind a carved lattice clogged with age. Kira crouched and peered through.

The other party had made camp in what must once have been a chamber for ritual attendants. Broken benches. One cracked central table. Packs and bedrolls lay scattered just loosely enough to say temporary, just tightly enough to say men who slept with weapons within arm's reach. A brazier had been ripped from some older fitting and set on the floor, its light throwing harsh, uneven shadows across eight exhausted figures who looked like the dungeon had been chewing on them for hours and hadn't decided whether to swallow.

All classed.

All armed.

Kira devoted one deeply judgmental second to professional observation.

The leader was obvious. Huge. Shaved scalp. Heavy beard. Built like some ancient sculptor had gotten really into rage and protein. Tattoos glowed along his arms before disappearing beneath his armor. At first they looked tribal. Then she realized they shifted ever so slightly whenever the firelight caught them.

She stared.

Then, barely above a breath, "That man looks like he bench-presses horses until the horses get tired."

Seralyth's gaze flicked to her and back.

"The large one commands them."

"Yeah," Kira whispered. "I got there."

A healer sat with one knee down beside a bloodied man, one hand lit with a soft golden energy that seemed to soak into his patient while two swords rested close enough to suggest his god approved of multitasking. He had the kind of face that looked severe even while mending someone.

Kira angled her head. “Symbol?”

“Riylar,” Seralyth said. “War, storm, discipline and the blade.”

Kira watched the priest heal with one hand while the other stayed near the hilt of a blade.

“Yeah,” she murmured. “That tracks hard.”

The rest sorted themselves by instinct.

One gaunt caster whose eyes moved too much.

Two men with shield shoulders and the posture of people staying upright on sheer stubbornness.

An axeman cleaning blood from his beard with visible resentment.  He mostly just smeared the red gunk around.  Kira’s face scrunched up in disbelief.

A younger man was staring into the brazier like he was hoping to have some revelation about how fire worked.

And one narrow-faced creep with a mouth that suggested every woman in a hundred miles should immediately become busy somewhere else.

Kira disliked him on sight with a speed she respected in herself.

Then there was the one whose soul was starting to slide.

He sat too rigidly. Watched the others too often. Blinked like the room kept changing shape around him when no one else could see it.

He looked at the axeman across from him and said, “Jorren.”

The axeman grunted.

A beat passed.

Then the pale man frowned and said, “…Jorren?”

The room changed.

Tiny movement.

Huge meaning.

The leader stopped sharpening his blade.

The Riylar priest turned his head.

One of the shield-men went very still.

The pale man realized it exactly as everyone else did. Shame crossed his face, followed almost immediately by anger at having shown it.

"Forget it," he muttered.

Nobody laughed.

Nobody did anything to help him either.

One of the others said, very quietly, "He asked twice."

The narrow-faced one murmured, "Told you he was slipping." His fingers tapped softly on the hilt of a very dangerous looking blade sheathed on his hip.

Kira felt it like a stone dropping into her chest.  She’d never felt such an aura of potential violence.

Seralyth's voice came low beside her.

"That is how it begins."

Kira nodded once.

The pale man stared into the brazier with the rigid posture of someone refusing to understand what had just happened.

The leader said, "Eat. Rest. We move when our priest says we move."

The man didn't look up from his charge.

"He stops shaking first."

"He stops when I say he does."

That was enough for the room.

Kira eased back from the slit.

"They're falling apart," she whispered.

"Yes."

She looked toward the corridor leading deeper.

"And they're still ahead of us."

Seralyth met her eyes.

"That is the correct conclusion."

Kira scrubbed one hand down her face and looked through again.

The narrow-faced one was saying something filthy or murderous under his breath. One of the others snorted. The leader ignored it.

The Riylar priest did not.

His stare cut sideways without heat, and the whispering stopped.

Interesting.

The men had layers. Ugly ones, mostly. Still, layers.

The leader finally spoke again. "Core better be worth it."

The narrow-faced one grinned. "If it is, I'm buying a month of silk and forgetting this place exists."

"We got to take the core first," the leader said.

There it was again.

Everybody wanted it. Everybody thought they would be the exception. Everybody believed they could take something from this place without leaving part of themselves behind.

The pale man turned suddenly toward the priest.  His eyes vacant and panicked.

"What's your name?"

The priest's expression barely changed. His eyes did all the work.

"Tavian," he said.

The pale man stared at him.

Confusion came first.

Then sickness.

Then anger.

Finally, fear.

Kira pulled back from the slit before the room could give her anything else to hate.

"Yeah," she whispered. "Hard pass."

Seralyth inclined her head. "They will move again soon."

"Then we move now."

"Yes."

They left the viewing slit and wound through two more service passages before the stone changed around them again. The hall ahead had been built for importance. Polished black walls with silver inlay. Ceiling ribs carved like interlocking blades. Script framing the doors in long vertical bands. The place had become more elegant the deeper they went, which felt rude because it was so much more dangerous.  The Wraithfire grated at her so hard her back teeth were hurting and the constant hum in her brain was becoming very difficult to ignore.

Kira’s eyes tracked hidden seams still, old pressure plates, dormant triggers, and one trap tucked into a threshold so beautifully she almost admired it before remembering admiration was how dungeons got you.

“This level,” she whispered, “has the energy of a very polite murderer.”

Seralyth glanced at her. “That is closer to truth than I like.”

A broad crossing opened ahead. Blood marked the threshold in dragged streaks. One section of floor had broken upward from a sprung mechanism, black shards scattered across the hall. The wall beyond was scorched in branching fans of magical impact.

Kira crouched and touched the edge of the blood.

Still tacky in the center.

She wiped her fingers on her trousers and looked up, her eyes asked the question Seralyth didn’t need words to fill in the blank.

“Yes.” Was all she said.  Others had come through.  It had not gone well.

Seralyth was still and very attentive.

Kira listened too.

At first she heard only the haze shifting through her skull and the distant murmur of the men they’d left behind.

Then:

a scrape

a wet drag

the sound of something still trying very hard to continue being awful

She looked at Seralyth.

The paladin’s expression had flattened into intent.

“What is it?”

“Something they failed to finish.”

“Excellent.”

Seralyth moved first, following a line through the floor Kira hadn’t even seen until her eyes refocused and caught the trap seam hidden under the stone sheen. Kira followed, low and silent, and together they approached the opening in the next chamber.

She saw the thing in fragments.

A collapsed section of carved stone had pinned part of it. The rest kept fighting the insult. It was long and wrong and built from too many answers to the same question. Arms where no arms belonged. Ribcage split wide around a furnace of white-blue fire. Spine like a row of hooked knives. One side of the head crushed inward, the remaining eye burning with furious, stupid persistence.

It kept clawing the floor and trying to drag the rest of itself free.

Kira’s face went blank.

Then: “Nope.”

“Carrion splice,” Seralyth said.

“Oh, absolutely fuck that.”

“It is likely pressure-made rather than crafted. Saturated remains. Desperate contact. Too much death too near itself for too long.”

“That sentence improves absolutely nothing.”

“Just informing you.  You seem the curious type.”

The thing jerked, found leverage with one of its misplaced limbs, and pulled itself forward an inch with a sound like heavy furniture bring dragged up a hill of pebbles.

Kira took a careful step back.

“Can it smell us?”

“Yes.”

“Can it get out?”

“Eventually.”

“Cool.”

Seralyth looked at her.

“Sorry,” Kira whispered. “Instinctive sarcasm.”

“There is a hidden recess behind the left inscription wall. Large enough for one. Possibly two if one of them is dead.”

Kira’s eyes found the seam immediately.

God.

Her vision really was absurd.

“Got it.”

“Go.”

Kira moved.

The carrion splice heard her and shrieked in a voice that sounded like broken hinges dragged through wet cloth. White fire flared through the split cage of its chest. One arm slapped the floor hard enough to crack tile.

She hit the seam, shoved, slid through the opening, and turned just as Seralyth phased into the space after her and closed the panel on the thing’s furious scraping.

Silence held for one breath. Then came the scratching: persistent, mindless, close enough to feel through the stone.

Kira leaned back against the wall, pulse hammering.

“That,” she whispered, “felt unreasonably personal.”

“It would have become so.”

“Great.”

The hidden recess went back much farther than either of them expected and opened into yet another secret panel.  She promptly slid it open.

Kira slipped in first, turned, and caught the panel just as Seralyth came through after her. The false wall sealed with a low stone sigh. Outside, the carrion splice scraped once, hard enough to shiver dust from the ceiling, then began the stubborn, ugly work of making it apparent it wanted in with them.

Inside, the chamber held its breath.

Kira stared.

This was a room, a real one, private and deliberate. Built behind the working halls like a thought someone had refused to share.

“Oh,” she said softly.

The word belonged there.

Shelves lined one wall, bowed under the remains of scroll cases and tablets. A writing desk sat near the far corner, one leg propped on a folded tile to correct for the floor’s slight slant. A narrow bed frame stood against the inner wall with the ghost of a mattress long surrendered to time. There was a reading stand near a dead lamp niche, a low chest split by age, two clay jars with their lids still on, and a hooked peg by the door with nothing hanging from it now except a drift of old dust.

The room had once belonged to a person with habits.

That was what hit first.

The room had status and mystery, sure.

Seralyth moved one step farther in and stopped. Surprise touched her discipline.

“You’ve never been here,” Kira murmured.

“No.”

The room grew stranger.

Kira turned slowly, her eyes shifting through layers while the chamber gave itself up in pieces. Physical shape first. Then use. Then the small betrayals of long repetition. The desk had been worked at often. The reading stand even more. Someone had favored the shelves nearest the bed. Someone had once stood by that peg often enough to wear the stone faintly smoother at shoulder height.

“This is somebody’s hideout,” Kira said. “Or office. Or panic room with good furniture.”

Seralyth’s gaze moved over the bed, the desk, the jars, the shelves. “A private chamber.”

“Private with intention.” Kira crossed toward the desk. “This wasn’t overflow storage. This was ‘if anyone needs me, they can suffer for a while and learn patience.’”

That got the slightest turn of Seralyth’s head.

Kira pointed at the propped desk leg. “Look at that. Somebody noticed the wobble and fixed it. Somebody cared where the light hit the reading stand. Somebody kept work here that they didn’t want in the main halls.”

Seralyth glanced toward the wall behind the reading stand, where a narrow run of shelves had been built into the stone with more care than the outer passages had received in centuries.

“Yes,” she said. “I think you are right.”

The carrion splice threw itself against the outer wall again.

Kira flinched before she could stop herself.

Then looked annoyed about flinching.

Then went back to the desk because fear and curiosity had always been in a race inside her and curiosity had better endurance.

Dust lay thick over everything, but the room had been spared the worst of the damp. The desk surface still held old pressure lines and faint scratches. Three dark rings marked where cups or oil lamps had once stood. A long shallow groove near the edge suggested a tool laid down in the same place over and over again by a hand too busy to notice habit becoming pattern.

Kira crouched, peering.

“Whoever lived in here signed things with conviction.”

Seralyth looked at her.

Kira traced the scratch marks in the air. “Reed or stylus here. Weight of hand there. Frequent drawer use on the right side. They worked fast when they knew what they wanted and slow when they didn’t.”

“That is a remarkable number of conclusions from wood.”

“The repetition tells on the wood, and these eyes are basically feeding me an insufferable amount of detail about this place.” Kira said.

She eased open the top drawer. The swollen wood complained but yielded. Inside lay warped strips of black cloth, two writing reeds ruined by age, a square of red sealing wax gone dull and brittle, and a metal seal-stamp nestled in the dust as if waiting for a hand that had been late by several centuries.

Kira lifted it carefully.

Scales.

A blade.

Script around the edge worn too soft to read cleanly.

“This person had authority,” she said.

Seralyth stepped closer, not quite crowding her. “Yes.”

“Official enough to stamp things. Serious enough to do it in private.”

She set the seal back where she’d found it.

The shelves drew her next. Most of the scrolls had died badly. The cases had not. Dark lacquered tubes, clay cylinders lined in wax, stacked tablets cut with script so deep time had only taken the sharpest edges. One shelf held personal objects instead of records: a comb missing three teeth, a narrow bronze hand mirror gone black, a little jar of something long dried to stone, a pair of gloves stiffened into useless curves.

Kira picked up the comb, then set it back down with ridiculous care.

“She was real.”

Seralyth’s eyes shifted to her.

Kira gestured at the mirror, the gloves, the comb. “Human real. Whoever used this room had hair that annoyed her and hands that got cold and work that made her hide from people.”

That sat with Seralyth for a breath.

Then: “Yes.”

The word held little. Enough.

Kira moved to the reading stand.

A book lay open there, or what had once been a book. Time had swollen the pages into a fused block of warped vellum and ink bleed. One side had collapsed inward where damp had eaten the binding. Still, the stand had been angled with absurd precision toward the dead lamp niche beside it.

“She liked good light,” Kira murmured.

“You say that as if you know her.”

“I know control issues when I see them.”

That almost, almost got something from Seralyth.

Kira leaned closer to the ruined book, then frowned. Her sight sharpened. Old pressure remained where the pages had been handled repeatedly. More wear along the outer edge. Smudging near a lower corner. A thumb mark in one place where no page remained intact enough to justify it now.

“She kept coming back to the same section,” Kira said.

Seralyth looked from the book to her. “You can tell that.”

“Yeah.”

“How.”

Kira pointed. “That edge. That corner. More compression there. More contact. More hesitation too.” She looked up. “She was checking.”

Seralyth let that sit.

Outside, the scraping slowed. A wet drag. Then stillness. The quiet felt worse.

Kira turned from the stand and let her eyes pass over the whole room again. Bed. Desk. Shelves. Jars. Peg. Floor. Something tucked beneath the lowest shelf on the far wall caught and held.

She crouched.

“Well, hello.”

A box sat half-shadowed there, small enough to carry, too deliberate to overlook once seen. Dark metal. Hinged. Edged in rune bands. Frost silvered the seams.

Kira frowned. Actual frost, in this room, in this place. That got her attention fast.

Seralyth came to stand over her shoulder.

“What is it?” Kira whispered.

“I do not know.”

That made it better in the worst way: useless as an answer, honest as a warning. Seralyth’s voice had gone alert. Same as hers.

Kira reached out, then paused. “Touch it?”

Seralyth considered the box for one measured beat. “With care.”

Kira brushed it with two fingertips and hissed at once.

Cold bit her cleanly: hard winter packed into metal and waiting to make that everyone’s problem.

She jerked her hand back and shook life into her fingers.

“Oh, wow. That is offensively cold.”

Seralyth crouched beside her and studied the runes. “Containment.”

“You can read those?”

“Enough to read the containment. Its contents remain hidden.”

Kira leaned closer, eyes narrowing. “There’s a lock in there. Internal. Mechanical first, script-backed second I’m guessing.”

Seralyth looked at her. “You can see that.”

“I can see enough to distrust it properly.”

That satisfied the Paladin.

Kira hovered her hand over the seam this time instead of touching. “Keyway’s concealed.”

“Sealed.” Seralyth agreed as she looked over Kira’s shoulder. “Likely opened by spell or a special key.”

“Lovely! We find one piece of loot and it’s a mysterious frozen box.”

Her gaze moved from the runes to the shelf, to the desk, to the reading stand, then back to the box.

“This mattered.”

“Yes.”

Neither of them said why.

The room had already done that much.

Kira sat back on her heels and looked around again. “If this was a hidden private chamber in the working halls, and if this thing got tucked under the shelf instead of stored openly, whoever used this room either trusted no one or had exactly one problem they trusted less.”

Seralyth’s gaze stayed on the box. “Also yes.”

A pulse flickered at the edge of Kira’s sight.

Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 8

She blinked and glanced toward Seralyth.

The paladin saw the movement and nodded. “It rises again.”

“Eight.”

For the first time since entering the hidden room, Seralyth looked openly unsettled.

The room unsettled Seralyth less than Kira did.

“What did yours reach?” Kira asked quietly.

Seralyth’s gaze came back to her. “Before I died?”

“Yes.”

The answer came without hesitation.

“Nothing.”

Kira stared.

The paladin’s face did not change.

“None?”

“No.”

“Your whole party?”

“No.”

That sat in the room like a dropped weight.

Kira looked toward the hidden wall, toward the white drift moving through the halls beyond it, then back to the little pinned line only she could see.

Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 8

Eight.

Tiny in the grand scheme. Nowhere near enough. Apparently more than a dead paladin who had reached deep and stayed much longer saturated in the soul burning energy had ever managed.

“That’s insane,” Kira said.

“It is unusual,” Seralyth agreed.

“That is a very calm word for it.”

“I am a very calm woman.”

“Debatable.”

The Paladin looked over at Kira and Kira gave her a devilish grin to which the tall specter only answered with a head shake.

Seralyth’s focus settled on the faint point in space where Kira’s attention kept landing.

“We endured the place,” she said. “It never learned from us, and we never learned from it.”

Kira frowned slightly.

The paladin went on.

“We fought through pain. Through fear. Through soul-burn we barely understood. We held formation while we could. We prayed when prayer still seemed likely to matter. Every moment inside the Wraithfire remained an injury. Our souls gained scars where yours seems to be gaining instruction.”

That landed harder than the word nothing had.

Kira looked down at the box near her hands, then at the room around them, then back at Seralyth.

“So, whatever’s happening to me,” she said, “it’s more than ‘wow, good job surviving.’”

“Yes.”

“I think we have officially established it’s an actual anomaly.”

“Yes.”

Kira let out one tired breath through her nose.  That was good. Very good. Because that was the shape of it, wasn’t it? The dungeon was trying to take. Her soul kept answering by growing teeth. She looked down at the pinned skill again. Eight. Small. Inadequate. Useful.  She also felt the gaze of the system or some higher power looking down on her.  Outliers exist, sure, but this was plainly being manipulated.  She had no actual proof of it other than harkening back to her original conversation with the representative of the System.  When she’d been told someone was giving her the media from Earth. That was definite interference.

“When did you realize?” she asked. “About me, I mean.”

“That you were strange?” Seralyth asked.

Kira pointed at her. “See, I don’t love how often you say that like it’s a category.”

“What an odd question.  My first words to you showed you when.”

“Rude.”

“Unclassed and alive and making jokes in probably the most dangerous dungeon known in these lands.  I am uncertain how you are uncertain.”

Kira waited a moment then nodded.  “Fair.”

Seralyth’s gaze shifted briefly toward the hidden wall, toward the pressure of the dungeon beyond it, then returned to Kira.

“And now?” Kira asked.

Seralyth looked at the skill she could not see but clearly understood well enough through Kira’s face.

“Now,” the paladin said, “I think the Court is trying to kill you the same way it kills everyone else. The difference is that your soul is learning from the attempt and you have an actual shot at claiming that core.”

Kira let that settle for only a moment.  No sense in getting ahead of herself.  She adjusted the satchel at her side and pointed at the box. “I’m taking this.”

Seralyth’s eyes dropped to it. “Why.”

“Because this room cared where it put things.” Kira rose and brushed dust from one knee. “Because that box is the coldest object in a death maze powered by weaponized afterlife leakage. Because hidden room plus weird box equals plot.” She lifted one hand as Seralyth’s brow moved. “Imprecise word. Still true.”

The paladin looked from the box to the room and back again.

Then she nodded once.

“We take it if you can carry it quietly.”

Kira wrapped the box in one of the stiff black cloths from the drawer and slid it carefully into her satchel. The cold bit through the layers at once.

She hissed under her breath and shifted the weight against her hip.

"Congratulations," she whispered to herself. "You're carrying winter now."

She returned to the shelves and let her eyes choose. A clay tablet etched in older script than the rest. A narrow, wax-sealed scroll case. A stitched folio protected by lacquered covers. She couldn't have explained why those three. She trusted the feeling anyway.

The satchel settled against her side with a weight that felt disproportionate to paper and clay.

Seralyth had already returned to the hidden seam, listening through the wall.

"The thing outside has gone still," the paladin murmured.

Kira grimaced. "Because it got bored... or because it's waiting?"

"Yes."

Kira closed her eyes for half a second.

"I appreciate how consistently unhelpful that answer is."

Seralyth's expression didn't change.

"It remains accurate."

Kira sighed.

"Fair."

The little mirror. The gloves. The desk wedge. The ruined book opened to the same dead page forever. All of it arranged by a woman whose name they did not yet know, who had hidden a life inside the machinery of death and left enough of it behind that Kira could still feel the shape of her mind in the room.

That touched something in her she didn’t have time to unpack.

“Whoever she was,” Kira said softly, “I think I would’ve liked her.”

Seralyth opened the seam by a finger’s width and looked back at her.

“Because she hid from people to work in peace?”

“Among other things.”

That almost got another almost-smile. Almost.

“Come,” the paladin said.

Kira adjusted the satchel, felt the cold pulse against her side, and followed her back out into the hall.

The second level waited in black stone and white drift. Somewhere ahead, eight men sat in a room growing steadily smaller around their names. Somewhere below, the third floor burned hot enough to make the living into mistakes. And somewhere in all of that waited the director, the key, and whatever answer had once needed a hidden chamber to think near.

Kira stepped lightly after Seralyth, eyes wide, mind racing, humor loaded, and soul just stubborn enough to keep becoming harder to kill.

  

    
        Chapter 48

    
    
    
    
  The hall outside the hidden chamber felt tighter after the room.

Maybe it was the box at Kira's hip, bleeding cold through cloth and leather as though an arctic pole had learned to travel. Or maybe the second level had simply decided it was paying attention now.

Seralyth led.

Her ghost-light stayed close to the edges of her armor, pale and disciplined. The sword rode low at her side in the easy carry of someone who had worn readiness longer than fear.

Kira followed where told, her eyes working in layers. Seam. Pressure line. Residue. Hidden movement.

The dungeon kept offering geometry and malice in equal measure.

Her body kept answering fast enough to matter.

That still caught her by surprise.

Not the speed.

The certainty.

Some part of her no longer hesitated before deciding what mattered. She simply... knew. Her eyes found the hidden line. Her weight shifted before she'd consciously noticed the uneven stone. Every room became a problem already halfway solved.

Oh.

I can actually do this.

The corridor bent twice, passed a split relief of mourning priests, and opened onto a long embalming hall lined with black basins and bronze hooks gone green with age. White drift moved through the chamber in slow ribbons, pooling low and lifting again in thin streamers like something breathing through old teeth.

Seralyth raised one hand.

Kira stopped instantly.

Something crossed the far end of the room.

It drifted rather than walked, wrapped in ceremonial cloth burned down to pale streamers veined with white-blue fire. One arm ended in a hand. The other in a blade-thin length of fused black bone that clicked softly against the basin rims as it passed. Its head hung too far to one side, every movement carrying the dreadful composure of something that had once served sacred ritual and now served only itself.

Kira watched it for several seconds before speaking.

"I think," she whispered, "I'm getting concerned by how quickly my brain is just accepting new horrors."

Seralyth never looked away from the creature.

"Censer Revenant."

Kira nodded almost absently.

"Yeah... that sounds right."

"It is slow. Deliberate. If startled, it spits Wraithfire in wide arcs. It hunts by the scent of the living. I believe my proximity to you will mask you from it."

Kira's eyes stayed on the thing as it drifted through the room.

"So..." she murmured. "The correct strategy is making absolutely sure it never realizes I exist."

"Yes."

"I can work with that."

The revenant paused in the center of the hall and turned its ruined head slightly, as if listening for prayer or panic and willing to accept either. White-blue fire flared once beneath its wrappings like a buried furnace remembering ceremony.

Kira held perfectly still. Seconds stretched. A bead of sweat slipped between her shoulder blades. It traced a slow line down her back before disappearing into the waistband of her trousers. She resisted the absurd urge to flinch. The revenant lingered another heartbeat. Then it drifted through a side arch and vanished into the haze. Kira stayed where she was. Seralyth did the same. Neither of them moved until the silence settled back into place. Only then did they continue.

Kira's eyes lingered on Seralyth one heartbeat too long.

The world flexed.

Seralyth remained there: armor, sword, a composed dead woman moving through hostile stone with the ease of hard-won knowledge.

Underneath that lay structure.

Kira missed a step and caught herself before it made a sound. The paladin didn't turn, though one gauntleted hand shifted in a quiet warning to watch her footing. Kira obeyed.

Then she looked again.

"Threads" was simply the closest lie her mind could invent. Fine lines of gold wound through Seralyth with the unmistakable precision of divine oathwork, intertwined with white-blue currents carrying the same signature as the Court's wraithfire. Around both lay something else: a lattice folded back into itself until her eyes could no longer tell where one pattern ended and the next began.

It wasn't random.

That was the part that made her pulse jump.

There was structure here. Rules. Relationships. Her Eyes weren't inventing any of it. They were showing her something real.

She simply didn't know the language.

The realization hit harder than she'd expected.

Her Eyes weren't failing.

She was.

Not through stupidity. Through absence. She was trying to read a script written in concepts her mind had never possessed. Like staring at source code for a machine built on laws of physics she'd never learned, she could recognize repetition, hierarchy, dependency... without understanding what any of it meant.

It was there.

She was the bottleneck.

And for the first time since waking in Baer, Kira found herself wishing she were smarter.

Seralyth stopped at the next corner and turned just enough that Kira had to either meet her eyes or give herself away by body language alone.

"What do you see?"

Kira rubbed one eye. The sting refused to fade. She searched for words and found herself reaching for analogies instead, the way she always did when something sat just outside language.

"I don't know," she admitted at last. "Not really."

The words tasted wrong.

She almost never answered questions that way.

"My eyes keep insisting there's information there. Patterns. Relationships. Rules." She frowned, trying to pin down the sensation before it slipped away again. "It's like... looking at source code for something built on laws of physics I've never learned. I can tell it isn't random. I can see pieces repeating. I know they mean something."

She shook her head.

"I just don't have the language to read it."

Seralyth watched her in silence.

Kira looked back toward the corridor they had just crossed. The impossible lattice still clung to the paladin's soul, threading through the gold and the white-blue currents with maddening precision. Her Eyes kept trying to assemble it into meaning, feeding her fragments faster than her mind could organize them. Every time she thought she almost had it, the understanding dissolved into something she couldn't hold.

Her Eyes weren't failing.

They were simply reaching farther than the rest of her could follow.

That realization settled heavily in her chest.

For the first time since arriving in Baer, she wasn't limited by courage, or perception, or intelligence. She was limited by a complete lack of conceptual foundation. She was trying to read a language her world had never imagined.

"I think..." She let the sentence hang while she looked at Seralyth again. "I think the dungeon has done something to you."

The paladin's expression didn't change.

"Yes."

"I don't know what."

"No."

"I don't know how."

"No."

"But I know it shouldn't look like that."

Silence stretched between them before Seralyth spoke again.

"That is farther than anyone has reached before."

Kira let out a slow breath.

"It doesn't feel very far."

"No?"

"My Eyes can see that there's an answer." She looked down at the stone, frustrated by the admission. "I'm just not equipped to understand it yet."

Seralyth held her gaze for another heartbeat before turning back toward the passage ahead.

"Then perhaps understanding is the next thing they intend to teach you."

Something passed across Seralyth’s face then. Small. Controlled. The expression of someone who had gone too long without being correctly seen and had no habit left for what to do when it happened.

Then it was gone.

"We move."

Kira nodded and fell in behind her.

The corridors narrowed as they descended through the Court's hidden arteries. Grand ceremonial halls gave way to service passages built for priests, attendants, and those who kept sacred places functioning after the mourners had gone home. Even here the stone felt purposeful. Nothing seemed abandoned anymore. The deeper they traveled, the more the Court resembled a place still carrying out its duties.

That knowledge settled quietly inside Kira.

Somewhere ahead waited the Director and another piece of a puzzle she couldn't yet read. Somewhere behind them, eight armed men rested in a chamber already beginning to forget itself. And beside her walked a dead paladin bound by something Kira could finally see without having the faintest idea how to unravel it.

Later, she promised herself.

If she survived this place. If her Eyes kept reaching farther than the rest of her. If the System proved arrogant enough to leave that impossible knot where she could study it long enough to learn its language.

Later.

Seralyth stopped so abruptly that Kira nearly walked into her.

The paladin raised one hand without looking back. Kira froze, forcing herself to listen past the sound of her own breathing. At first there was only the slow exhale of the dungeon through ancient stone. Then it separated into pieces. Something scraped faintly somewhere ahead. Behind them came another sound, softer but unmistakable, the distant shift of weight against rock.

Seralyth tilted her head, listening longer than Kira could.

"We have company."

"Which direction?"

A heartbeat passed.

"Both."

Kira's stomach tightened.

Seralyth's gaze swept the corridor before settling on an ordinary stretch of black stone. She stepped to it without hesitation and laid one gauntleted hand against the wall. Pale fire lit the seams almost too faintly to notice. The stone sighed, and a narrow opening appeared where there had been none.

"Inside."

The chamber beyond was deeper than Kira expected. Not another archive or hidden sanctuary, just a forgotten workspace tucked into the bones of the Court. Broken shelving still clung to one wall. A cracked workbench leaned crooked beneath a film of dust that even the white drift seemed reluctant to disturb.

The opening sealed behind them until no trace of it remained.

Kira lowered her voice. "What's out there?"

"I do not know," Seralyth admitted. "Only that something approaches from ahead of us and I feel a very dense creature approaching from behind. That hall is death."

That answer carried more weight than certainty would have.

For a long moment Seralyth stood motionless, as though measuring distances through the stone itself. When she finally turned, there was decision in her posture.

"There is another way."

Kira waited.

"The Director resides below us. I should tell her of you. If she is in one of her more coherent states, she may be able to help. If not..." Seralyth let the thought trail away.

It took a heartbeat for the implication to settle.

Kira reached into her satchel, worked her canteen free from beside the runed box, and took a careful drink. The water was startlingly cold, almost painfully so. She looked at the canteen for a moment before screwing the cap back on. Apparently carrying a piece of supernatural winter had its advantages.

She let that distraction buy her another few seconds to think.

"You can reach her from here."

"Yes."

"So..." Kira glanced around the hidden chamber. It suddenly felt much smaller. "You're leaving me."

"I am."

"I don't love this plan."

"Nor do I."

The answer drew the faintest twitch at the corner of Kira's mouth before Seralyth continued.

"You will remain here. Stay silent. If anyone passes, you let them pass. Do not investigate. Do not follow. Whatever you hear beyond these walls, you remain hidden until I return."

"And if someone finds me first?"

Seralyth met her eyes without hesitation.

"Then I trust your judgment."

The words landed harder than Kira expected.

Not because they were comforting.

Because they weren't.

Seralyth wasn't promising to save her. She was acknowledging that she might not be there to do it.

Kira drew one slow breath and nodded.

"I'll be here."

The paladin inclined her head once. Pale wraithfire gathered around her boots, spreading across the floor in delicate lines that sank into the stone instead of scorching it.

"I will return with the Director," she said. "Or I will not return."

Before Kira could answer, Seralyth began to descend. The floor accepted her without resistance, swallowing armor, flame, and finally her steady gaze until nothing remained but cooling stone.

Silence settled over the chamber.

The darkness came a heartbeat later.

Kira hadn't realized how much of the world had been defined by Seralyth's ghost-light until it vanished. For a few seconds the room dissolved into featureless black while her Eyes adjusted, the strange sight she had come to rely on slowly peeling detail back out of the darkness. The walls returned first. Then the old workbench. The shelves carved into the stone. Dust hanging motionless in air that no longer seemed to move.

She let herself breathe.

Slowly.

In.

Out.

Again.

Nothing happened.

Which somehow made the waiting worse.

She settled onto the cold stone with her back against the wall, the satchel resting across her knees. The runed box continued bleeding its impossible chill into the leather. When she rested a hand against it, the cold bit through her sleeve almost immediately. Her canteen, tucked beside it, had grown cold enough to bead with condensation despite the dry air.

Ten minutes.

At least, she thought it had been ten.

The Court gave away very little. There was no wind, no shifting light, no comforting rhythm by which to measure time. Only distant sounds that arrived stripped of distance and direction. Once she heard stone scrape somewhere deep below. Later came a dull metallic clang that echoed through the hidden spaces before fading into nothing. More than once she caught herself listening so intently that her own heartbeat began to sound intrusive.

She wondered if the expedition had moved.

She wondered if the revenant still drifted its lonely patrol.

Mostly, she found herself wondering what Seralyth was saying to the Director.

The thought circled back to the same place every time.

My Eyes can see there's an answer.

She closed them.

It didn't help.

The patterns still lingered at the edge of memory, impossible geometries her mind kept trying to solve with tools it simply didn't possess. Every instinct she had insisted there was meaning there. Rules. Relationships. Something coherent enough that, given time, she could learn to read it.

That realization should have been exciting. Instead it left her feeling strangely... small. Not incapable. Just unfinished.

A faint glow appeared beneath the stone floor. Kira was on her feet before she consciously decided to move.

The pale light came first.

Seralyth rose through the floor in a controlled flare of white-blue fire, the wraithfire around her burning brighter than before, every line of her armor picked out in clean, disciplined light.

Then another figure rose after her, and the hidden chamber ceased to feel like a hiding place at all.

Kira flattened herself farther into the corner on instinct. There was nowhere meaningful left to retreat. The satchel rested across her lap, the leather stiff with frost where the runed box pressed against it.

The woman's presence reached her before she fully emerged.

Cold settled through Kira's clothes while heat crawled beneath her skin, neither sensation quite winning. Her arms prickled. The fine hairs along the back of her neck stood on end. Nothing actually hurt. Her body found no wound to complain about.

Her soul, however, seemed convinced something deeply consequential had just entered the room.

The woman completed her ascent and stood with effortless stillness, regarding the chamber as though it ought to have prepared itself more thoroughly for her arrival.

Seralyth was a flame. This woman was the thing flame aspired to become.

Wraithfire did not cling to her in disciplined lines or drift around her like a mantle. It lived through her, threading every fold of her robes, every strand of pale hair, every hard angle of a face that had long since ceased to concern itself with beauty while somehow remaining undeniably beautiful.

Not regal. Something older.

The quiet certainty of someone who had spent a lifetime standing within reach of power and had never once mistaken proximity for ownership.

Only then did Seralyth bow her head.

"Director."

The woman neither acknowledged the title nor dismissed it.

Seralyth turned slightly toward Kira.

"Dame Thessain Corvane," she said. "Director of the Court of Wraiths."

The Director's gaze never left Kira.

"The title has outlived its purpose."

"It remains yours."

For the first time, something almost imperceptible crossed the Director's face. Not approval. Recognition.

"So it does."

Her attention returned fully to Kira.

It remained there long enough that Kira had the uncomfortable impression she was being weighed against memories centuries older than herself.

"Why are you here, girl?"

There was no challenge in the question. No warmth either. Only the quiet expectation that truth would prove less troublesome than deception.

Kira straightened as much as the narrow alcove allowed. The wall remained firm against her back, the frozen satchel heavy across her knees.

"You wished to speak with me."

"I wished to hear your answer," the Director said. "Seralyth has already offered me hers."

Kira nodded once.

"I came to stop the spread."

Silence followed. Not skeptical. Evaluative. The Director's attention sharpened by the smallest degree.

"Did you."

"I did."

"An unclassed girl." Again the Director simply looked at her. "A pity."

Kira waited.

"Your lineage appears unusually resilient. In another age you might have strengthened a house worth preserving."

That was... Unexpected.

The Director noticed the flicker of surprise crossing Kira's face, though whether she understood it or merely catalogued it was impossible to tell.

"You entered this place intending to halt what seeps from this wound into the marsh." Her voice remained perfectly level. "Instead you sit beneath its heart, breathing the air of the dead while entertaining purposes far above the station the System assigned you."

Kira considered arguing.

She decided she understood the statement well enough not to bother.

"You did not come seeking the core, then," the Director continued. "You harbor no expectation of claiming the unclaimable."

"No." Kira shook her head with complete sincerity. "I'd never attempt something plainly impossible. I'm very practical."

Seralyth's head tilted by the smallest degree.

The Director, however, seemed satisfied.

"I believed as much," she said. "Sensible, even in light of your unfortunate circumstances."

She inclined her head toward the hidden seam.

"Observe."

Kira leaned carefully toward the narrow crack in the stone.

The corridor beyond revealed itself only in fragments. Boots. White drift curling across the floor. The edge of a broken column.

Then movement. One man slammed another against the wall hard enough to shake dust from the ceiling.

"What's my name?" the pinned man shouted. Terror cracked the words in half. "Tell me my name! Where are we?"

"Get hold of yourself!"

"No!"

Another of the expedition lunged between them. A fist struck. The man's head snapped sideways before the Riylar priest reached him, one glowing hand settling against his brow.

Golden light spilled across frightened faces.

The struggling man's breathing slowed.

His eyes lost their frantic edge.

"I..." He swallowed. "I don't know what happened."

One of the others gave a single humorless laugh.

"Five more hours down here and we'll all be asking."

"Enough," their leader snapped.

The silence that followed wasn't peace.

It was exhaustion waiting for another excuse.

The Director allowed Kira another heartbeat before speaking.

"You wished to stop the spread."

Her eyes remained on the men beyond the wall.

"Observe how little your intentions concern reality."

Kira eased back from the seam.

"I'm still here."

"You are."

The Director's gaze drifted to the satchel.

"The box remembers winter."

Not a question.

Recognition.

Kira rested one hand on the stiff leather.

"It hasn't warmed once."

"No."

A trace of something old crossed the Director's face.

"I remember that much. Though cold itself has become... theoretical."

Her attention returned to Kira.

"You recovered it from my study."

"I did."

"Seralyth repeated your observations."

A pause.

"You were... nearer the truth than most."

It was the closest thing to praise the woman seemed capable of offering.

"The chamber was never hidden," she continued. "Not until the System raised us into this parody and rearranged the Court to better suit its appetite. Much was changed. Enough remained to preserve the outline of truth while corrupting its purpose."

She folded her hands before her.

"It granted me a function. An inferior one."

Her expression never altered.

"I stand in judgment over those who descend seeking the core. In principle, I am the final barrier before the heart of this place."

"In principle?"

"I have yet to lift a finger."

The faintest pause.

"They die first."

Somewhere beyond the wall another voice rose, then vanished abruptly.

The Director neither turned nor acknowledged it.

"A handful have reached the descent to the third level," she said. "The force below stripped them of life before they managed three breaths."

Her eyes lowered slightly, not in sadness but remembrance.

"The System continues to classify this arrangement as viable."

Another pause.

"I find its optimism unsupported."

Kira caught herself agreeing before she intended to.

That seemed... dangerous.

The Director looked toward the stone beneath their feet.

"Eventually someone of sufficient power will recognize the acceleration and come to remove the core. Months, perhaps. Less, should the corruption reach a city."

Kira straightened.

"It already has."

The Director's attention sharpened immediately.

"So it has."

For the first time, urgency entered her voice—not panic, merely calculation.

"Then our remaining time has shortened."

Kira stored that away without thinking.

The Director's gaze drifted toward the hidden seam once more.

"If the core is removed, I may finally pass to Mother Eschara. This one..." Her eyes shifted briefly toward Seralyth. "...may yet find the place Mirelia prepared for her."

Silence settled over the room.

"I would have preferred vengeance first," the Director said quietly. "But those who engineered this profanation have almost certainly become dust. Those who meddle in such matters rarely escape the consequences of their own ambition."

There was no anger in the words.

Only the exhaustion of a grief repeated until it had worn itself smooth.

Kira felt something tighten inside her chest.

Then the familiar pulse brushed the edge of her awareness.
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Outside, somewhere deeper in the corridor, something shifted abruptly into violence.

A shout.

Steel rang against stone.

Someone cursed, the word cut off almost as soon as it began.

Seralyth turned toward the hidden seam immediately, every line of her body tightening with practiced readiness. Kira did the same.

The Director did not.

"The key to that box," she said, as though the corridor beyond had remained perfectly still, "rested in my pocket when I fell. It lies there still. My bones have had a thousand years to surrender. The key has not."

Kira looked back at her.

"It waits beside the place where I died," the Director continued. "Every bit as attainable as the core."

She offered no satisfaction in saying it. She stated the fact and left the cruelty to speak for itself.

Kira felt the thought settle almost before she knew she was thinking it.

You don't know what I know.

She kept it to herself.

Not yet.

Something quiet took root inside her instead. The Director believed the key would wait forever. Perhaps she was right.

Kira wasn't nearly so certain.

The Director studied her for another measured moment.

"I look forward," she said, "to continuing this conversation when you have joined us properly."

The words should have sounded like mockery.

They didn't.

They carried the quiet certainty of someone discussing tomorrow's sunrise.

She inclined her head with formal courtesy.

"May your passage be gentle," she said. "Such mercies are rare here."

Then Thessain Corvane sank back through the floor, star-bright wraithfire descending into the inferno below until only Seralyth remained beside Kira and the distant sounds of men beginning, at last, to come apart somewhere beyond the walls.

Kira watched the last of the Director's light disappear beneath the stone.

For a heartbeat the hidden chamber felt larger.

Then the pressure from below quietly reclaimed the space she'd left behind.

Seralyth turned toward her.

"Do not mistake her manner."

Kira blinked.

"Why would I?"

"Many among the living prefer their doom offered with softer edges."

Kira let that sit for a moment before answering.

"She's spent..." She glanced toward the floor, searching for a unit of time that meant anything anymore. "...longer than I can really picture watching people come down here convinced they'll be different."

Her eyes drifted toward the hidden seam.

"I don't think optimism survives that job."

Seralyth regarded her in silence.

"You carry yourself well."

That caught Kira off guard.

Did she?

She turned the thought over the way she always did, pulling at it from different angles until emotion gave way to something she could examine.

Back on Earth, death had never been an ambush. It had been a calendar. A narrowing hallway with dates attached. Maybe living beside inevitability had hollowed out the place ordinary fear was supposed to occupy.

Or maybe Baer had simply changed her more than she'd realized.

Neither explanation was especially comforting.

"I think," she admitted at last, "I should probably be more alarmed than I am."

Seralyth's answer came without hesitation.

"You are alarmed. You simply continue moving."

Kira let out a slow breath.

There wasn't much she could argue with in that.

Another burst of shouting carried through the wall.

The moment ended.

Seralyth tilted her head, listening through the stone.

"The men have turned north through the long hall."

"Toward the third-floor stairs?"

"Yes."

"And we aren't following them."

"No."

The certainty in that single word ended the conversation.

Seralyth rested one hand against the wall. The hidden seam opened without a sound.

"Their route reaches the stair chamber eventually," she said. "Mine reaches it first."

Kira pushed herself upright, her knees protesting before the rest of her body ignored them. The satchel settled against her hip, the runed box bleeding its impossible cold through leather and cloth. She adjusted the strap once and followed Seralyth back into the hidden arteries of the Court.

They moved quickly through a ribbed service corridor, crossed a square chamber where long-dead funeral tables stood in broken rows, and descended once more.

With every turn the pressure from below grew heavier.

Kira felt it now as a vast engine buried beneath the Court, something immense turning beyond sight. She couldn't hear it. Her bones couldn't feel it. Her soul could. Every pulse pressed against the edges of who she was, testing them, looking for somewhere to slip inside.

Her HUD flickered.
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She barely registered the notification before another surge rolled upward.

It hit like opening the door of an impossibly hot furnace, except the heat carried intention. Her thoughts tightened instinctively against it. Something inside her seemed to brace.

The pressure didn't lessen.

She simply yielded less.

The HUD flashed again.
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Kira caught herself against the wall.

"...Okay."

Seralyth glanced back only once. She saw the stumble, measured it, and continued without slowing.

They reached a broad side hall ending in a ritual chamber whose entrance had partially collapsed beneath the weight of centuries. Beyond the broken doorway stood a towering statue of a veiled priestess with both hands raised in solemn benediction over the dead.

Seralyth stopped just short of the threshold and drew Kira back against the wall beside it.

"Behind the statue," she murmured, "there is a concealed passage. It opens into the stair chamber."

Kira leaned carefully past the broken stone.

The chamber had once been beautiful.

Black stone inlaid with silver traced careful geometries across the floor. Low ritual basins occupied each corner. Reliefs of falling stars disappeared into waiting hands carved along the walls. The white drift gathered more thickly here than anywhere else she'd seen, flowing in slow ribbons that all leaned toward the unseen descent beyond the chamber as though even the air remembered where the dead were meant to go.

Between them and the statue wandered two things that looked like the Court's idea of an insult.

One dragged itself across four limbs too long for its body, pale hooks rising from its spine beneath skin stretched tight over muscles that crawled beneath themselves whenever it moved. Its face had surrendered almost entirely to a mouth filled with uneven teeth glowing faintly white-blue.

The other moved upright in abrupt, insect-like bursts. Blackened funeral wrappings clung wetly to its frame, and one shoulder had swollen into a fused mass of bone that twitched every few seconds as though trying unsuccessfully to become another head.

Neither creature appeared aimless.

They crossed and recrossed the room in irregular patterns, forever drifting back toward the hidden passage.

Kira watched them for several seconds.

"...I liked the ghoul better."

"Understandable."

"Can they see the passage?"

"Not directly."

"They can see me trying to reach it."

"Yes."

Kira exhaled quietly.

"Right."

Behind them came the unmistakable rhythm of running boots.

Her head snapped around.

Seralyth's expression hardened.

"They've turned back."

Of course.

The footsteps multiplied, echoing through the stone. Too many men. Too close. There wasn't enough distance left to disappear, and there wasn't enough time left to outrun them.

Seralyth drew one measured breath.

"When I move," she said, "go to the statue."

Kira looked into the chamber, then toward the approaching expedition.

"...That feels ambitious."

"It is the only path."

Fair enough.

The footsteps reached the end of the corridor.

Seralyth stepped into the ritual chamber.

She moved as though the room had been waiting centuries for someone worthy of it.

Wraithfire gathered tightly around her armor. Her sword came free in one smooth motion, pale and impossibly clean. The crawling horror reacted first, dropping low with a wet hiss. The taller creature snapped upright, releasing a sound that reminded Kira of a funeral hymn forced through broken lungs.

Seralyth reached it before the sound finished.

Kira almost missed the first strike.

One instant the creature was moving.

The next it wasn't.

White-blue fire burst outward as the blade passed through it, and the thing folded into itself before crashing across the polished floor.

The second creature lunged immediately.

Seralyth was already somewhere else.

Kira couldn't follow the sequence anymore. She caught moments instead of movements. A blade turned aside. A precise step that left grasping claws clutching empty air. A spectral edge punching through fused bone in a flash of pale light.

Nothing announced itself.

No overwhelming aura.

No divine spectacle.

Only timing so perfect it looked inevitable.

Every motion existed because every unnecessary one had been carved away centuries ago.

And then the expedition reached the far end of the hall.

Everything stopped.

A living girl.

A dead paladin.

Two abominations.

The hidden approach to the third floor.

For half a heartbeat the sheer impossibility of the scene stole language from all of them.

One man recovered first.

"What in the fuck—"

Another pointed straight at Kira.

"She's an invoker!"

"No."

The Riylar priest's eyes had gone milky white.

He stared directly at Kira, and she felt the brush of something intangible slide across her like fingers rifling through the edge of a page.

It made her skin crawl.

"Kira Asher," he said slowly. "Seventeen."

His brow furrowed.

"Race..." Genuine confusion entered his voice. "What in Riylar's storm is that?"

His expression darkened.

"No class."

That landed harder than the undead.

"No class?" one of the shield-men repeated.

"Down here?"

The narrow-faced man looked her over, disbelief giving way to something uglier.

"No class?" he said. "Then somebody's been keeping you alive."

"Get her!" another shouted.

"Kill the haunt first!" the leader roared over him.

Three men charged together.

Seralyth met them like judgment given steel.

Kira saw the first commit.

Before she fully understood the mistake, Seralyth already had.

The man's sword slipped harmlessly aside. He spun away under the impact of her guard and crashed into the dying creature behind him. The second found only empty air where the paladin had stood a heartbeat earlier before her blade cut behind his knee and the pommel of her sword drove into his jaw with brutal precision.

The third didn't rush.

He circled.

Waited.

Adjusted.

Smart.

Kira felt a flicker of respect before Seralyth turned to meet him.

Her HUD pulsed.
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The chamber had become a convergence point.

Seralyth's wraithfire. The pressure rolling up from below. The creatures. The expedition. The hidden pull toward the third floor. Kira felt all of it pressing against her awareness at once, as though the dungeon had finally decided subtlety was overrated.

Hands seized her from behind.

Kira moved before she consciously thought. She twisted, driving an elbow backward and wrenching one captor half a step off balance. For a heartbeat she thought she'd broken free.

Then the second man caught her other arm, and the first recovered.

Momentum vanished.

"Let go of me!"

"She's got some fight," one of them grunted.

The narrow-faced man looked her over with open appreciation.

"Even prettier up close."

Kira glared at him.

"Grow the fuck up."

A short bark of laughter escaped one of the others before the leader silenced him with a look. Whatever entertainment they'd expected had arrived several catastrophes too late.

Kira's attention snapped back to the chamber.

Seralyth still held the center.

Gods...

She was magnificent.

Three classed fighters pressed her while the wounded horrors lurched unpredictably through the room, yet every step she gave away seemed chosen long before anyone else realized why. One man stumbled over the corpse-thing writhing across the floor. Another nearly backed into the towering creature stalking in from the far side. Seralyth flowed through the confusion as though disorder itself had become another weapon in her hands.

Then someone panicked.

The lightning caster.

He threw out one shaking hand and screamed a word Kira didn't recognize.

Silver-blue lightning ripped across the chamber.

It struck Seralyth square in the side.

For an instant the world became white.

The crack followed a heartbeat later.

It wasn't merely loud.

It was architectural.

The sound slammed through the chamber hard enough that Kira felt it in her ribs before it rolled away into the corridors beyond, echo after echo racing through the Court.

Silence followed.

Not true silence.

Shock.

The caster stared at what he'd done.

His face drained of color.

He knew.

Every head turned.

Then the dungeon answered.

A scream rose somewhere beyond the chamber.

Another answered it.

Then another.

Claws scraped stone.

Something enormous struck a distant wall with enough force to shake dust from the ceiling.

Wet voices shrieked through corridor after corridor until the Court itself seemed to wake around them.

The men holding Kira tightened their grip.

The leader swore.

Tavian's voice cut cleanly through the panic, measured and precise, carrying none of the fear infecting everyone else.

The room dissolved into motion.

The men released Kira all at once, both reaching for their weapons instead.

She didn't wait to understand why.

She dropped.

Two creatures exploded through the space where she'd been standing an instant before. One sailed over her in a blur of hooked limbs and impossible hunger while the other crashed into the men who had been holding her, driving both backward in a spray of broken stone.

Kira rolled behind the shattered remains of a low funeral bench as steel, claws, and screams collided all around her.

One of the shield-men lashed out blindly.

It was a terrible decision.

His axe bit through his companion's wrist with a thick crack of steel through bone. The severed hand spun across the polished floor and came to rest near the broken base of a bier, fingers still curled around an absent shield.

The wounded man simply stared.

Then the blood came.

It pulsed between his fingers in bright, impossible rhythm.

Tavian moved.

Not quickly.

Precisely.

Both swords were already in his hands, their edges carrying a warm gold that neither flickered nor flared. Prayer flowed from him in the same steady cadence he'd used before, each word measured, each step deliberate. He opened one creature from hip to shoulder without interrupting a single syllable, turned beneath grasping claws, and drove his second blade through another thing's ruined mouth.

Only then did he look toward the severed hand.

One quiet word.

A thread of golden light stretched from his blade.

The hand skated across the stone as though reeled in by an invisible line. It struck the bleeding stump with a wet slap.

Another word. Gold flowed. Bone found bone. Tendon drew together. Skin sealed.

The man's breath caught in his throat as he stared at his restored hand in open disbelief.

There wasn't time to thank anyone.

Another corpse thing hit him before the wonder had finished crossing his face.

Across the chamber, Seralyth was still fighting.

The lightning had hurt her. Kira could see that much even through the chaos. The white-blue fire surrounding the paladin flickered raggedly now, guttering where the strike had torn through it.

It didn't change the way she moved.

That frightened Kira more than the lightning.

She still fought like art with a grudge.

Three classed men pressed her. Kira couldn't follow the exchange anymore. Steel flashed through white-blue fire. One man staggered backward with a burning line across his chest. Another folded as the ghostly hilt of Seralyth's sword struck his temple with a crack Kira felt more than heard. By the time she'd tracked one movement, the paladin was already somewhere else, every step stealing space, every turn forcing her enemies into one another's way.

Every breath tasted wrong.

The pressure rising from below folded over the screams until Kira could no longer tell whether the ringing in her ears belonged to the lightning or the dungeon itself. Every direction held something trying to erase her. Men shouted. Wraithfire hissed. Somewhere stone cracked beneath impossible weight.

Another pulse rolled through her.

Her HUD returned.
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She swallowed hard against the wave of nausea and kept moving.

Staying still had become the more dangerous choice.

She slipped from behind the broken bench and ran low toward the statue, planting each foot only long enough to launch into the next step. One of the men caught the movement and shouted something she never heard through the ringing.

Another reached for her.

A corpse-thing slammed into him from the side before he managed a second step.

Good.

Be busy.

Kira darted between a fallen basin and a shattered pillar. Every time she found a path, another horror erupted through a doorway or vaulted broken stone into it. There was no room left for anticipation anymore. Every danger existed immediately, forcing the next decision before she'd finished making the last.

Then something enormous filled the doorway.

It had to duck beneath the lintel.

Only then did the rest of it follow.

Layer upon layer of stitched corpses formed a body too broad for anything that had once been human. One arm ended in a claw the size of a shield. The other had swollen into a ridged mass of bone that pulsed with dull white light beneath stretched flesh. Its face was little more than skull wrapped in torn skin, furnace glow burning through empty places where eyes should have been.

When it roared, the chamber itself seemed to recoil.

Even the expedition faltered.

Tavian did not.

He turned, gold flowing from both blades now, and spoke a single word that rang through the chamber like a cathedral bell.

Across the chaos, Seralyth looked at him.

Their eyes met.

Tavian inclined his head.

The gesture carried neither triumph nor hesitation. It was the quiet acknowledgment of one servant recognizing another before duty demanded they stand opposed.

Seralyth returned it.

Then the prayer reached her.

Golden circles unfolded beneath her feet, climbing through her in widening bands of light. They passed across her armor, through the white-blue fire of her body, and continued upward, gathering every strand they touched into their orbit. The wraithfire stretched toward the spell, drawn into its rhythm as though it had finally heard a voice it had been waiting for.

Kira's stomach dropped.

The priest wasn't trying to kill her.

He was trying to release her.

She understood one heartbeat too late.

"No..."

Seralyth had known.

The instant she'd seen Tavian.

She had stepped into the prayer anyway.

She had gathered the room around herself. Every monster. Every blade. Every frightened pair of eyes.

She had bought Kira one chance.

Her head turned.

Just enough.

Across the wreck of the chamber, through smoke, screaming dead, and desperate men, she found Kira.

There was no fear in her face.

No regret.

Only certainty.

Go.

Kira didn't.

She couldn't.

Some stubborn, terrified part of her refused to believe this could be the end.

The circles brightened.

Seralyth's outline softened, the white-blue fire composing her body loosening into long ribbons that drifted upward through the golden light. She came apart gently, each strand carried away until only empty stone remained where she'd stood.

It happened with such quiet finality that Kira's mind refused to accept it.

"No!"

She lurched forward before she realized she'd moved, one hand reaching toward empty air as though she might still catch someone already gone.

The scream tore itself out of her.

Raw. Broken. Useless.

One of the expedition wheeled toward her immediately. "There!"

He took two running steps before the leader slammed a hand into his shoulder hard enough to throw him sideways.

"Fight this hell or I'll cut you down myself!"

That settled the argument.

Barely.

The chamber surrendered completely.

The massive corpse-thing plowed through two lesser dead as though they scarcely existed, its shield-sized claw hurling one of the shield-men into the wall with enough force to crack stone. Another horror vaulted the shattered base of a bier in a spray of chips and white haze, all teeth, hooked limbs, and blind appetite. More poured through every open corridor.

The room did not fill.

It overflowed.

Kira's HUD flashed.
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The notification barely registered.

The ringing behind Kira's eyes swallowed half the chamber. Sound arrived in broken pieces now, painfully sharp one heartbeat and strangely distant the next, as though the Court itself had forgotten how echoes were meant to behave. She forced herself to move.

The statue loomed ahead, its veiled stone hands forever raised above the dead in a blessing that had long since outlived its purpose. Kira threw herself behind its broad base just as one of the newly arrived horrors crashed through the space she'd occupied a heartbeat earlier, colliding instead with a fallen mercenary in a frenzy of claws, teeth, and white-blue fire.

To her right, the half-mad swordsman had finally broken. He wasn't shouting words anymore, only raw, ragged noise as he hacked wildly at everything within reach. One of his own companions stumbled too close. Steel flashed. Blood followed. The wounded man reeled backward clutching his shoulder, cursing through gritted teeth while the other barely seemed to notice what he'd done.

Tavian moved through the center of the chaos like the still point around which everything else revolved.

Gold flowed from both blades as naturally as breath. His prayer never faltered. Every stroke completed another line of the litany, every measured step another act of devotion. One sword opened a lunging corpse from throat to sternum. The second turned seamlessly into a healing invocation, golden light knitting torn ribs across a wounded man's side before the same motion became a ward that hurled two shrieking dead away from his flank. When the half-mad mercenary stumbled into his path, Tavian turned the frantic blow aside without breaking cadence and struck the man across the jaw with the flat of his blade, sending him reeling back into the fight.

There was no separation between his faith and his swordsmanship.

They were the same discipline expressed through different motions.

For a handful of impossible breaths, the priest became the chamber's axis. Monsters crashed against the edges of that certainty. Men rallied around it. Even the dead seemed forced to bend their assaults around the calm geometry of his advance.
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Too much.

Too close.

Every creature in the chamber carried saturation. The pull from the stair gnawed at the room itself. The expedition had come apart. The dead kept coming.

Kira's thoughts felt wrapped in hot cotton and razor wire at the same time.

The hidden seam behind the statue burned in her vision.

There.

She found the catch with numb fingers and shoved.

Stone shifted.

A narrow slit opened behind the statue's base.

One of the mercenaries saw it.

"There!"

He hacked desperately toward her, forcing back a lesser corpse thing with clumsy, exhausted swings.

The leader caught him by the shoulder and hauled him sideways.

"Leave her!"

His shield slammed into another charging horror.

"Hold the line!"

The room answered by proving there was no line left to hold.

More dead poured through every opening.

One came skittering across the wall before dropping onto a shield-man's back, every joint bending where no joint should. Another slipped beneath the great corpse thing's sweeping arm and opened a mercenary from hip to groin in a spray of blood.

Someone screamed for the gods.

Someone else screamed at them.

Kira couldn't tell which sounded more desperate.

She slipped through the opening behind the statue and looked back once.

Tavian still stood at the center of the chamber.

Blood ran freely from the corner of his mouth. Three long tears marked his shoulders where claws had found him. Gold still burned along both blades.

He turned once. Not toward Kira. Toward the men. His eyes moved across each of them with terrible clarity. The wounded. The dying. The already dead. No hesitation. No panic. Only acceptance. His prayer changed. The cadence slowed. Deepened. A final invocation.

Light gathered around him in a perfect column, bright enough that even the dead recoiled from its edges.

Kira understood. He wasn't abandoning them. He had already judged the room lost. Riylar still had work for him beyond these walls. The light swallowed him. One heartbeat later - he was gone.

The mercenaries nearest the empty space stared in open disbelief. Then the dead reached them. Kira tore her eyes away and shoved the hidden door closed. Stone settled into stone. The screams dulled. Not enough. Never enough. The chamber became a muffled catastrophe on the far side of the wall. Darkness stretched ahead.

Kira turned and ran. The passage sloped gently downward before bending sharply to the right. The pressure from below struck her like opening the door of a furnace built inside the earth itself, a white inferno buried beneath the Court, pulling everything toward it with patient, terrible certainty.
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Kira hit the corner with one hand, pushed off the wall, and kept running. Behind her, beyond stone and darkness, the Court continued to devour the living.

  

    
        Chapter 49

    
    
    
    
  Kira ran until the passage bent sharply enough to hide the sealed door behind her.

Only then did she stop.

One hand found the wall. The other pressed against her ribs as though it might keep the rest of her from shaking apart.

Behind her, muffled by stone and distance, people died.

The sounds arrived in fragments. A scream cut short. A heavy impact. Someone shouting what might have been a prayer, a curse, or a friend's name before the walls chewed the words into something that was only pain with shape.

Kira stood there and breathed. They chose that path. They chose the core. They chose this place. She had chosen too. If this ended badly, she'd simply joined them a little later.

Her mouth twitched despite herself. Well. If she died today... these had been the best few weeks of her lives. That thought hurt more than she'd expected. She pushed away from the wall and started walking again. Music helped. Or at least it gave panic something else to climb over. She flicked through playlists in impatient bursts as the corridor sloped steadily downward and the pressure from below thickened until it felt almost physical. Too triumphant. Too soft. Too tragic. Absolutely not. She refused to die to that soundtrack. Something older caught her instead. Piano. Strings. A woman's voice that belonged in candlelight, old stone, and buildings with better manners than this one. Perfect. The dungeon desperately needed classing up. So did she. The passage ended at another concealed door.

Kira slowed immediately.

She put one eye to the narrow seam. Nothing. Which meant almost nothing. Still...she took the small victory. Her fingers found the hidden catch. Stone shifted with barely a whisper, opening just far enough for her to slip through sideways. Something brushed her shoulder. Cloth. She froze. A tapestry covered almost the entire wall.

A woman looked down from woven threads preserved far beyond any sane lifespan, serene and impossibly beautiful. One hand rested in blessing. The other cradled falling light that spilled over the kneeling figures gathered below.

Eschara. It had to be. The cloth should have rotted centuries ago.

Instead it hung rich with color, untouched by time.

Magic. The System. Probably both. Which raised an intensely irritating philosophical question. Was the System just magic with paperwork? Later.

She had bigger problems. The chamber opened around her. It was vast. Rectangular. Built for ceremony on a scale that assumed eternity was available for planning. Black stone stretched beneath white-silver inlay. Pillars wrapped in funerary script disappeared into the gloom overhead. Everything breathed Wraithfire. Not in pockets. Not in storms. The room held it the way the sea held salt. At first the air looked clear. Then her eyes adjusted. White drift filled every span of the chamber, flowing in slow currents that gathered almost imperceptibly toward the broad stair at the far end.

Beyond it... the third floor burned. Kira stood perfectly still for a time.  Then.
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The notification hit, and something shifted. Or maybe it was her. For one deeply unsettling heartbeat, the pressure no longer felt like something pressing against her. It felt internal. As though she'd been breathing the room for so long that some part of it had decided to stay.

Her bones felt... saturated. Kira looked down at her wrists. The faint tracers beneath her skin, that warm starlight she'd grown so accustomed to she rarely noticed it anymore, had changed. Hair-thin threads of white-blue now braided through the gold, carrying the same pale glow as the haze drifting through the chamber. "That," she whispered, "feels like information I would've preferred much later."

She turned one wrist slowly. The cold fire beneath her skin moved with her. Nothing hurt. There wasn't a mark on her. She found that somehow less reassuring. Across the chamber, the great stair blazed. White radiance flooded every step, thick enough that it no longer felt like light. It pooled and flowed across the descent like something almost liquid, warping the air above it in slow, constant waves. It reminded her of standing too close to an industrial furnace, except this heat belonged to something that had never cared about flesh in the first place. Looking at it made the fine hairs along her arms rise. Stepping into it...

Stepping into it felt like volunteering to walk into the heart of a star while hoping confidence counted as protective equipment.
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Kira swallowed. Okay. That was... fast. She scanned the edges of the chamber.

A long hall opened to her left. Shapes moved within it.

Slow. Wrong. Too many legs in one case. Almost none in another. She looked right. More silhouettes.

One hung motionless from a doorway by impossibly long arms. Another drifted across the floor with a chest too broad for the narrow head balanced above it. None of them crossed the threshold. She watched another heartbeat.

"They're avoiding this room." The realization settled quietly. Not because it was safe. Because whatever waited beyond that stair frightened them more than she did. Kira turned back toward the tapestry.

Up close, Eschara looked less like a queen than someone who had simply refused to let sorrow make her cruel. The face woven into the ancient cloth carried no triumph, no judgment. Only an impossible patience that made Kira think of hospital rooms, hospice workers, and people who sat beside grief because leaving wasn't an option.

Maybe that was accurate. Maybe it was very expensive religious advertising. Either way...

It worked. Kira bowed her head. "Hi." She immediately felt ridiculous. "I don't really know how this part goes." The admission echoed softly beneath the vaulted ceiling. "I'm not asking for a miracle." She glanced toward the burning stair. "Honestly, I think we're probably past miracles."

A slow breath.

"I just wanted you to know..." She searched for words that didn't sound rehearsed. "...I'm going to try." Her eyes lifted to the goddess again. "I don't know if helping these people is still your responsibility."

Another glance toward the inferno below.

"...or if something down there stole that from you." The thought landed harder than she'd expected. "But if it didn't..." She straightened a little. "...then I'll do what I can."

The room breathed white around her. She drew one more slow breath, feeling faintly ridiculous and deciding that was probably unavoidable. "And if you could help me make it down those stairs without my soul catching fire, I'd really appreciate it."

Nothing answered.

Not disappointment. Not reassurance. Just the patient silence of an ancient place that had forgotten the difference between waiting and eternity.

Kira lowered her gaze. "And... Mirelia." The goddess's name felt unfamiliar on her tongue. "Your paladin was incredible. Thank you for sending her."

Ariana came to mind next, followed by Caelan.

"Please keep them safe. All of them." Her voice softened. "And... pointed in useful directions."

She let the words hang there for a moment before giving the tapestry a small, almost embarrassed nod.

"I'll try to do the same."

Across the chamber, the great stair continued to glow with patient, terrible certainty.
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The increase barely surprised her now. The pressure had become constant, no longer arriving in waves but settling into her like another layer of gravity. Somewhere deep inside, something tightened by another fraction of a turn.

For one heartbeat, the world went very still.

Then the System struck like a bell inside her skull.

Clean panes of light unfolded across her vision, bright enough to push the chamber itself to the edges of her awareness.



Legendary Achievement Earned

Threshold of Resistance — Legendary

You have crossed a threshold few ever reach.

You have raised a Resistance to Rank 20.

Only 58.7% of all classed individuals in recorded history have ever achieved this milestone.

You accomplished it without a class.

Recorded instances fall below one in a billion inducted lives.

Your resistance has been recognized as foundational rather than incidental.

Wraithfire Adaptive has evolved into Wraithfire Mastery.



Wraithfire Mastery — Legendary

You have endured prolonged saturation within a hostile Wraithfire environment and adapted beyond accepted thresholds.

Effects:


	Greatly increased tolerance to Wraithfire pressure and ambient soul-erosion effects.

	Improved coherence and identity stability within Wraithfire-saturated environments.

	Enhanced perception and intuition regarding Wraithfire-aspected energies.

	Limited passive affinity established with nearby unbound Wraithfire.

	Future control, refinement, or integration pathways may unlock under appropriate class, core, or aspect conditions.





Kira stopped in the middle of the chamber and simply stared.

The glowing panes reflected faintly in her eyes while the third-floor stair continued to burn across the room, patient as ever.

"...Well."

She read the notification again.

Then a third time.

"I don't think that's supposed to happen."

The System, unsurprisingly, declined to elaborate.

The panes lingered just long enough for the numbers to settle, for the absurdity of their rarity to register, then dissolved back into her HUD as though they had always belonged there.

The room changed.

No.

She changed.

The wraithfire still filled the chamber like thin poisoned soup. The broad stair ahead still looked like a descent into the world's most spiritual crematorium. The pressure in the air still leaned on her hard enough to matter. But it no longer felt entirely foreign. It had texture now. Character. Her eyes began to tingle.

Kira lifted a hand on instinct, then let it fall again when touching them accomplished exactly nothing. The sensation deepened, not painful but strangely intimate, as though her vision had begun learning a language the rest of her mind couldn't yet speak. The white-blue haze sharpened, then resolved into layered currents. Some drifted lazily through the chamber. Others pulled steadily toward the stair. A few clung stubbornly to the ancient stone, as though old purpose still held them in place.

Then she noticed something stranger.

The room acknowledged her.

Not awareness.

Recognition.

Some part of her had become enough like this place that it no longer rejected her quite so completely.

"That," Kira murmured, "is either extremely encouraging or the opening sentence of a disaster."

She looked down at her wrists. The familiar tracery beneath her skin still carried threads of white-blue woven through warm gold. That should have frightened her more than it did. Instead it looked less like contamination and more like adaptation.

Across the chamber, the great stair remained utterly unimpressed.

White radiance flooded every step, so concentrated the air above it rippled without pause. Pale tongues of wraithfire drifted upward in slow, deliberate currents, yet none of the creatures lingering in the side halls would come anywhere near it. Kira looked left. A thing with far too many joints watched from the mouth of a corridor without advancing. To her right, a broader shape crouched beneath an archway, its white-lit eyes fixed on the stair while every instinct it possessed refused to carry it closer.

"See," Kira said quietly, "that's the part I find deeply unhelpful. You're practically made of this stuff, and even you think those stairs are a terrible idea."

She studied the descent again, and this time the difference finally clicked.

The rest of the chamber held wraithfire the way air held humidity.

The stair held purpose.

Everywhere else the energy lingered, seeped, and saturated. On the stair it flowed with intent, gathered into something active instead of ambient. It wasn't simply present there.

It was doing something.

Kira drew one slow breath and let it out.

Legendary achievement.

Wonderful.

Statistically impossible.

The stairs still wanted her dead.

Some accomplishments had spectacularly bad timing.

She shifted the satchel higher on her shoulder and started toward the broad descent, one careful step at a time. Her eyes drank in the white-blue currents flowing through the chamber, tracing pressure, movement, and structure with an ease that would have seemed impossible only hours ago.

The creatures in the side halls watched her.

None followed.

Kira wasn't sure whether that should have been reassuring.

She approached the first step as though it had personally offended several gods and still seemed capable of offending a few more.

Then she stepped onto it.

The world narrowed to survival.

The wraithfire thickened around her immediately. Above, it had been pressure. Here it became immersion. It wrapped her from every side, pressing through cloth, skin, breath, and thought. The air, if this place still deserved the word, rushed upward in endless white-blue currents that flowed around her like a river climbing toward the surface.

She kept going.

The stair spiraled downward in broad, graceful curves. Black stone disappeared beneath pale runes that glowed through the flood of wraithfire. Someone had carved these steps with extraordinary care. Every line had been measured. Every curve deliberate.

Of course.

The most beautiful architecture in the entire Court led directly into spiritual reactor breach hell.

The first wave hit.

Cold.

It clenched her jaw so hard her teeth ached.

Heat followed immediately, pouring through her until sweat beaded across her back, beneath her arms, and along the base of her neck.

Then the cold returned.

Deeper.

As though the white fire had reached beneath skin and muscle and found bone.

She staggered one step.

Caught herself.

Kept walking.

That was when she realized something deeply strange.

Her body wasn't simply enduring it.

It was responding.

The cold lingered a fraction less than before. The heat found new paths through her. Muscles shifted without conscious instruction. Her breathing changed on its own, each inhale a little steadier than the last.

She wasn't adapting because she decided to.

She was adapting because some part of her no longer waited for permission.
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She almost laughed from sheer disbelief. "Oh good," she whispered to nobody. "Excellent. Love adapting live." The pressure hadn't eased. Not really. Her body was answering it now, changing quickly enough to keep her moving, but every step still felt like walking through something fundamentally hostile to life. The realization settled over her with uncomfortable clarity.

This was why the Director had sounded so certain. Kira had just earned a Legendary achievement. Her resistance had evolved into something the System considered foundational. Her body was adapting in ways she barely understood. And this place was still winning, still grinding her towards dust.

She thought of Tavian. Of the expedition. Of every delver who had ever reached these stairs believing strength, levels, or another class skill would carry them the rest of the way. They had never been close. The third floor wasn't merely guarded. It was a place that asked a simpler question than any monster ever could. Can you exist here? Most people couldn't.

Billy Idol slid into her head at exactly the right moment.

Hey little sister, what have you done...

That helped more than it should have. A beat. A voice. Something shamelessly human cutting through all the white violence. Kira leaned on it and kept descending. The steps curved and curved and curved. She stopped trying to count them. Counting gave the place too much dignity. Better to focus on the texture of reality trying to fail around her.

The Wraithfire pushed outward constantly, as though it wanted the world farther away every second it remained here. She could feel another force resisting it, though she couldn't yet see that one clearly. Something vast, strained, and stubborn bracing itself against the breach, feet sliding backward one impossible inch at a time. The universe, maybe. The world's natural order. Some ancient law refusing to yield.

She squinted into the flow, trying to layer her new sight over it. The stair brightened. The runes sharpened. The moving energy separated into currents, pressure lines, and whip-thin structures that vanished the instant she thought she understood them. Too intricate. Too fast. Too alive in all the wrong ways.

Whatever held the breach back... was losing.

Slowly, perhaps. But losing.

Her skin had become absurdly sensitive.

The cloth of her shirt dragged across her shoulder blades, and she felt every thread. The damp seam beneath one sleeve brushed the inside of her elbow and somehow managed to feel like silk, grit, rain, and static all at once. Even a loose strand of hair against her neck demanded attention.

The wraithfire wasn't simply pressing against her anymore.

It was teaching her nerves new definitions of touch.
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She swallowed and kept descending.

One surge of pressure chilled the sweat on her skin until she shivered. The next flooded her with heat so abruptly it felt as though she were walking through a fever inside a blizzard inside a furnace.

"Cool," she muttered, her voice rough. "Perfectly normal."

Hey little sister, who's the only one...

The song surfaced again, stubbornly refusing to surrender to the dungeon.

Kira held onto it.

The stair wound deeper.

Her legs grew heavier. Every step demanded a decision now instead of simply happening. Her body still answered, but it did so through mounting resistance, as though the world had quietly tripled gravity and expected her not to complain.

She reached for the wall once.

The instant her fingertips brushed the stone she jerked them back.

Hot.

Cold.

The impossible contradiction punched straight through her palm and settled somewhere deeper, beneath skin and muscle, where nerves stopped having useful words for what they carried.

No railing. No comfort. Only beauty. Only pressure. Only the feeling of walking down the throat of a ritual that had survived long after its purpose. She caught sight of her wrists as the stair curved again.

The tracers no longer flickered. They flowed. White-blue threaded through the familiar gold in steady, luminous lines, and for one strange heartbeat her thoughts drifted inward. Bone. Marrow. The buried starlight House Vaelor had built into her from the beginning.

What if it wasn't just carrying the Wraithfire? What if it was learning to speak it? The House Vaelor body was trying. God, it was trying.

And the only thought that came back strong enough to matter was:

Please hold together.

Please hold together.

I just got you.

The stair ended.

Kira hit the bottom and nearly walked straight into the chamber because stopping cleanly had become more of an aspiration than a physical ability.

White. Not stone. Saturation. Light and Wraithfire had swallowed the room so completely that her eyes found brightness first and architecture second. Pillars emerged from the glare. Pale floor lines. The remnants of ceremonial geometry carved with impossible care.

The far wall never appeared. Because there wasn't one anymore. Reality had split open.

The rupture hung where the far wall should have been. It folded in on itself without ever closing, widening and narrowing in slow, impossible rhythms. Every pulse forced another flood of white-blue Wraithfire into the chamber, as though the world itself had been pierced and was bleeding something it had never been meant to contain.

Beside it hovered the core. Kira knew it as surely as she knew the back of her newly grown hand. Tiny. Absurdly tiny. No larger than a marble.

It drifted a few feet from the rupture, turning slowly through white... then blue... then white again. Every rotation caught the light pouring from the breach and returned it somehow purer, cleaner, infinitely more dangerous.

A little sphere with the appetite of a catastrophe.

Someone stood beside it.

At first her eyes refused to assemble the figure into a person. White fire came before robes. Presence before shape. Then the image resolved enough for recognition.

Thessain Corvane.

Even at this distance, even through the flood of Wraithfire, Kira had the distinct impression the Director had not expected company.

Kira's HUD pulsed again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 23

The chamber hit her anyway.

Not like pressure.

Like impact.

She managed one step.

The second nearly folded her in half.

The weight of the room settled over her all at once, pressing through flesh, bone, soul, and whatever lay beneath all three. Her knees buckled. She stayed upright for one stubborn heartbeat, then lost the argument and crashed to the stone hard enough to feel it in her teeth.

White glare.

Cold stone.

Billy Idol still singing somewhere in the shredded remains of her concentration.

...in the midnight hour, she cried, more, more, more...

Kira let out a breath that was almost a laugh.

"Yeah," she whispered. "That tracks."

She planted both hands beneath herself and pushed.

Nothing.

Not weakness.

Load.

The room simply weighed too much.

Her arms shook violently. Her thighs burned. Her lungs refused to decide whether they wanted heat or cold.

Then the realization arrived with startling clarity.

This wasn't because she was failing.

This...

This was her surviving.

Her impossible body.

The House Vaelor blood threaded through it.

The Titles.

The Legendary achievement she'd earned less than a minute ago.

Twenty-three ranks of Soul Resistance clawed upward in real time.

Every absurd advantage she'd gathered since arriving in Baer had piled together into a single desperate argument that she deserved to keep existing.

And it was only just enough to keep her from coming apart.

Her stomach tightened.

The Director had been right.

The expedition had never stood a chance.

Tavian's strength.

The classed delvers.

All their Skills and levels and confidence.

None of it would have mattered.

This place wasn't testing power.

It was asking whether reality itself could continue recognizing you as alive.

Kira forced herself onto one knee.

Stayed there.

Across the chamber, the tiny core turned through another slow revolution.

Beyond it, the wound in the world pulsed.

Thessain Corvane watched in silence.

And Kira, kneeling in the white inferno beneath the world, understood with perfect, miserable clarity that reaching the third floor had never been the challenge.

Surviving it was.

***

Eschara, Goddess of the Still, paced a chamber that was not a chamber.

It possessed walls only when she wished for walls, distance only when thought found distance useful. It existed above ordinary space and beyond mortal geometry, a precinct reserved for powers that could not be trusted too near creation. Soft radiance flowed through it in tides of silver and pearl, answering her temper without presuming to shape it.

She was not permitted upon Baer.

None of them were.

The law endured. Gods remained apart from the worlds except under conditions so narrow that whole ages passed without testing them. Their faithful walked where they could not. Their champions bled where they could not. Their dead came home to them when law and order held.

When they were permitted to die.

Her mouth tightened.

Far below, through distances that were not distances, she felt the funerary wound upon Baer like grit beneath a perfect seal. The old wrong endured. Souls consecrated to passage had been denied it. Her people had been trapped in profane recurrence, first through sabotage, then through the System's convenient cruelty. It had found catastrophe and declared it useful.

She knew the System well enough to distrust every kindness it offered. It ordered. It classified. It rewarded obedience and called necessity virtue.

Lately...

It had begun ignoring its own precedents.

That alone had kept her pacing.

The juncture below had not been foreseen. She did not walk the currents of possibility as Jaheira did. Death was her province. Passage. Mercy. Endings properly kept. She knew when souls were denied her. She knew the shape of sacrilege in that denial. Something impossible was taking form beneath the marsh, and it had drawn her attention with all the force of a funeral bell rung in blasphemy.

House Vaelor walked again.

She stopped.

Even now the thought resisted belief.

She had welcomed the last of them herself.

An empire older than kingdoms, spread across stars that the people of Baer had never imagined, had once stood beneath that name. They had governed wisely. They had built beautifully. Under their stewardship, worlds flourished. Hunger became a memory. Disease became an engineering problem. Knowledge accumulated faster than history could comfortably contain it.

And still...

It had not been enough.

They had believed refinement possessed no natural end. Flesh could be improved. Mind could be perfected. Soul could be strengthened. Even the System itself could be understood deeply enough to become another instrument in their ascent.

Generation after generation, they refined themselves.

Every triumph became the foundation for another.

Every limit became an invitation.

Until one day there were no children.

Their empire had outlived kings, species, and even suns.

It had not outlived its own ambition.

Dead by their own terrible success.

The wars that followed their passing had consumed civilizations.

She had mourned them then.

She mourned them still.

And now...

One existed again.

Not born.

Generated.

Eschara closed her eyes for a single heartbeat.

That alone offended the natural order.

Yet it was not what held her attention.

She looked deeper.

The structure...

Even at this impossible distance she recognized the elegance of it. House Vaelor had always possessed extraordinary architecture of flesh and soul.

This surpassed every record she remembered.

It was cleaner.

Closer.

She felt something ancient stir in her memory.

Then she saw the second soul.

Her eyes opened.

Impossible.

Not merely restored.

Changed.

Whatever had happened below was not the return of House Vaelor.

It was the continuation of a journey they had never lived long enough to finish.

Worse...

The core.

It had condensed beside the wound where no such thing had any right to exist, gathering itself at the edge of a rupture that poured soul-substance into a mortal world in quantities never intended to exist outside miracle, sacred rite, or proper divine custody.

An abomination.

She turned her sight downward.

The girl had reached the breach chamber.

That alone would have ranked among the stranger things Eschara had witnessed in many ages. Unclassed. Young. Bearing the perfected legacy of a civilization that had once spanned eight star systems. Steeped in enough Wraithfire to have dissolved twenty worthier candidates before they reached the final stair.

Now she knelt in the white flood, dying by increments only a death goddess could perceive.

Poor child.

She had seen courage before.

This was something else.

This was refusal.

The girl had no idea what she carried.

She believed she had chosen a body.

She could not yet know she had resurrected a question the universe had spent one hundred thousand years believing answered.

From impossibly far away, Eschara let the gentlest edge of her power brush the girl's hair. Not enough to violate law. Not enough to alter fate. A touch so slight it would arrive below as warmth, perhaps memory, perhaps nothing at all.

I would bring you home, she thought. But that wound would claim you before I could gather what remained.

The chamber shifted.

Another presence crossed the threshold.

No door opened.

None was needed.

Eschara turned at once, silver fire rising around her in instinctive answer.

"Who enters my precinct uncalled?"

"Eschara."

Only Ariana spoke her name that way.

She arrived first, as she so often had through lives neither of them bothered to measure anymore. Golden-white radiance flowed around her in quiet splendor, beautiful without vanity, gentle without weakness. She still possessed the old gift of reaching a room before conflict did, softening its edges until difficult truths found fewer places to wound. Some habits had survived mortality. Others, Eschara sometimes thought, had simply become divine.

Mirelia followed in crimson and black, every movement measured, every silence deliberate. Oaths, vengeance, and discipline clothed themselves in many forms. Mirelia had long ago discovered that elegance encouraged people to underestimate resolve, and she had never found reason to correct them.

Jaheira came last.

No brilliance announced her arrival. No spectacle accompanied her. She crossed the threshold with the quiet certainty of one who had already watched this meeting unfold from a dozen impossible angles and found none of them satisfactory.

Eschara let her gaze move from one goddess to the next.

No war gods.

No storm lords.

None of the draconic powers.

That absence disturbed her more than their arrival.

"A quorum?"

"Not formally," Ariana replied.

"Functionally," Mirelia said.

Jaheira offered neither agreement nor correction. Her attention had already passed beyond the precinct itself, fixed upon the world below.

As law required, Eschara opened her precinct fully.

"You are received."

"Our thanks," Ariana answered, inclining her head. Courtesy completed its work. Nothing remained now but purpose.

"We are running out of time," Jaheira said.

The words settled over the chamber with uncomfortable weight.

Eschara lifted one hand, and the breach below sharpened between them. The impossible tear. The tiny revolving core. The flood of Wraithfire. And the lone girl still forcing herself to remain upright beneath all of it.

"This should not exist."

"No," Jaheira answered quietly. "It should not."

"You expected it."

It was not accusation so much as observation. Jaheira did not answer immediately. She remained silent long enough that the silence itself became confirmation before inclining her head.

"I feared it."

Mirelia folded her hands behind her back without taking her eyes from the wound below.

"It has begun where you believed it would."

"Worse," Jaheira said.

The single word cooled the chamber.

Eschara studied her carefully. "You have seen this before."

"Fragments."

"Visions?"

Jaheira shook her head.

"Failures."

Even Ariana's radiance dimmed by the smallest fraction. Few beings in creation would have noticed the change.

Eschara always did.

"I do not understand."

"I know."

Jaheira's voice carried no triumph in possessing knowledge others lacked. Only the quiet weariness of someone who had repeated the same impossible explanation too many times.

"Many years ago, an Administrator of the System approached me. They sought my participation in a probability convergence, an imbalance stretching across multiple futures. Left unresolved, it ended in catastrophe."

"You accepted."

"I did."

"And you found no answer."

"I found many."

Her gaze settled once more upon the girl below.

"They all failed."

Silence spread through the precinct.

Eschara searched Jaheira's face, finding neither shame nor resignation there, only certainty.

"You speak as though you witnessed each one."

"I did."

"...How many?"

"I stopped counting."

Even Mirelia's composure shifted then, not with surprise but with the sharpened attention of a commander hearing that an unwinnable campaign had already been fought a hundred times.

"You remember them?"

"Enough."

Something cold settled beneath Eschara's composure.

"Explain."

Jaheira held her gaze for several heartbeats. When she finally spoke, her voice remained as calm as ever.

"Our brother instructed me."

That surprised all of them.

"The Recluse?" Ariana asked quietly.

"The Forgotten One?" Mirelia added.

"Tok," Jaheira said. "After considerably more effort than I had anticipated."

Silence settled over the precinct.

Tok had withdrawn from gods and worlds alike before most civilizations now remembered had taken their first breath. He concerned himself with long time rather than immediate events. Futures. Causality. The slow architecture beneath history. He answered almost no summons, and offered counsel even less frequently.

Eschara searched Jaheira's face.

"And you believed him."

"I do."

Nothing more needed saying.

If Jaheira trusted Tok's judgment, she had already challenged it from every angle worth questioning.

"He showed me what approached," Jaheira said quietly. "Not certainty. Convergence. Every future I examined within the System's reach collapsed into the same conclusion."

Ariana's brow furrowed.

"So you sought another future."

Jaheira inclined her head.

"When none remained within the System, we searched beyond it."

That drew all three goddesses' full attention.

"There are worlds beyond its present reach," Eschara said slowly.

"There are."

"You interfered there."

"We asked."

Jaheira's gaze drifted toward Kira.

"We found a dying child. We offered her another life."

"The second soul," Eschara said.

"Was our work."

Silence answered her.

"We believed additional structural complexity might survive where singular souls consistently failed. We built the induction around that premise."

"And House Vaelor?" Mirelia asked.

For the first time since entering the precinct, something almost resembling surprise touched Jaheira's expression.

"That..."

She looked again toward the girl kneeling in the breach.

"...was entirely her own choice."

Even Ariana looked down in renewed astonishment.

"You did not intend it."

"No."

"You could not have."

"No."

Jaheira folded her hands before her.

"Everything after that became hers."

The words settled over the chamber with unexpected weight.

"We sent agents," she continued. "Different worlds. Different histories. Different beginnings. We altered meetings, delayed wars, preserved lives that should have ended and ended others that should have survived."

Her voice never changed.

"They all failed."

She paused.

"This is the first branch that has endured long enough for us to stand here."

Ariana lowered her eyes.

"So every correction became another path to the same end."

"Until now."

Mirelia spoke without hesitation.

"Then we cease correcting."

The others looked toward her.

"We intervene."

"There will be consequences," Ariana said.

"There already are."

Mirelia left the words exactly where they fell. She had reached judgment. Ariana recognized the tone immediately. Nothing short of new truth would move her now.

"The law still binds us."

"It does."

Jaheira answered before the discussion could harden into disagreement.

"For this event..."

She looked toward the breach.

"...the law has been suspended."

The words settled over the precinct like frost.

Even Mirelia's expression shifted.

Eschara felt her own power stir.

"By whom?"

"The System."

Now even Ariana stared.

"It granted that?"

"No."

Jaheira's gaze remained fixed upon the girl below.

"It conceded it."

No one interrupted.

"The System orders. It records. It adapts. Across ages beyond counting, it has corrected every imbalance placed before it."

She looked toward the wound.

"Not this one."

Eschara followed her gaze.

Far below, the daughter of House Vaelor still knelt beneath impossible pressure. Every breath looked borrowed. Every heartbeat looked contested.

"That child?" she asked.

"The final viable possibility."

"Not the answer?"

Jaheira shook her head.

"No."

Only the last one left.

Mirelia's eyes never left Kira.

"Then we preserve the possibility."

The words echoed softly through the precinct.

Eschara turned them over.

The law suspended.

The System yielding ground.

House Vaelor walking again.

A soul carrying another soul.

A core born where none should exist.

And beneath all of it...

The oldest wound.

The dead denied death.

"What aid is permitted?" she asked.

"One intervention," Jaheira replied. "Precisely bounded. Sufficient only to prevent immediate failure."

"And afterward?"

Jaheira's answer came without hesitation.

"Afterward she succeeds by her own will..."

Her eyes remained on Kira.

"...or not at all."

"No future exists beyond that choice."

Ariana's expression softened.

"The System will erase the record of what follows."

"From mortals," Mirelia said.

"Perhaps."

"From itself?"

"Possibly."

Eschara looked sharply toward Jaheira.

"From us?"

"I do not know."

For the first time since their arrival, uncertainty entered Jaheira's voice.

"I believe that possibility is nontrivial."

"We may forget this ever happened," Ariana said quietly.

"Yes."

"That is intolerable."

"That," Jaheira replied with gentle certainty, "is irrelevant."

No one argued.

Far below, Kira tried once more to stand. She failed. Time had narrowed to almost nothing.

Eschara drew one slow breath. "Then tell us what must be done."

Jaheira stepped forward and opened one hand.

The wound brightened between them.

The tiny core. The impossible tear. The girl refusing to fall. All of it balanced upon a point no mortal should ever have reached.

"Be ready," Jaheira said.

Silver gathered around Eschara.

Gold answered from Ariana.

Crimson-black rose around Mirelia.

Ancient blue-white possibility flowed from Jaheira.

For the first time in uncounted ages, four goddesses stood together at the boundary of law...

...preparing to break it for exactly the right reason.

  

    
        Chapter 50 - Sovereignty

    
    
    
    
  Kira was dying.

She knew it with the intimacy of someone who had once lived alongside death for years.

Not to brag, Mr. Idol, she thought hazily while Rebel Yell thumped through the shredded remains of her concentration, but this is not my first death rodeo.

The first had been slow. Petty. Mean in a bureaucratic sort of way. A long erosion of parts. Piece by piece. Nerve by nerve. Function by function. That death had taken years to say what it meant. This one had no patience for any of that. This one was trying to sand her soul away in real time. Or souls. What did it even mean to have two souls? Did they fray separately? Did they overlap? If one died first, did the other get custody of the corpse?

Excellent questions. Catastrophically bad timing. Kira laughed once, hoarse and bright and just a little unhinged. Because she still could. Because some stubborn corner of her refused to surrender the right to be ridiculous on purpose.

She summoned a football. It appeared with cheerful System obedience, hung in the air for the briefest instant, then dropped onto the white-lit stone with a hollow thunk.

Cultural Propagation Tracker — 147 / 1000

Kira squinted blearily at the notification through the white inferno. "One forty-seven," she rasped. "Civilization marches on without me." She made no attempt to catch it. She doubted she could have lifted her arm high enough if she'd wanted to. So the ball simply rolled. Black and white and utterly absurd, it wandered lazily across the chamber toward a rupture in reality that was busily pouring soul-fire into the world. The sight hit whatever remained of her sense of humor with perfect precision.

She laughed. Actually laughed. "Did FIFA," she whispered between breaths, "ever dream of this?" The ball continued its slow pilgrimage toward cosmic disaster. Probably not. She had never even watched a full match. Highlights, mostly. The occasional impossible goal. Enough to know people could argue over football with near-religious conviction. And somehow... her lasting cultural contribution to another world might become : summon soccer ball and let it roll toward an existential catastrophe.

Honestly? Not bad.

Something touched her hair. So lightly she almost imagined it. A single strand lifted against her temple. Then settled again.

Kira frowned. Nothing in this chamber should have been capable of gentleness. The room bore down on her again before she could chase the thought. Her breathing hitched. Her body shuddered.

Kira's HUD pulsed again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 24

Then again.

Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 25

The pressure changed with it. Or perhaps she had. The tear no longer felt merely immense. It pressed against her with something almost personal now, as though the breach had finally noticed the impossible little thing still insisting on remaining herself inside its flood.

Across the chamber, Director Corvane approached through the white brilliance with the grave inevitability of an old sentence finally reaching its verb.

Kira had to fight simply to raise her head enough to see her.

"I told you this would happen," the Director said. There was no triumph in the words. No satisfaction. Only fact. She looked once toward the tear. The core. The girl dying between them. Then back to Kira.

"Rejoice in this much," she said quietly. "You have come farther than any before you."

Kira's gaze followed hers. Near the edge of the breach... beside a scatter of pale fragments that had once been someone's bones... something caught the light. Metal. Small. Half buried beneath white ash. A key.

The key to the box.

Kira made a sound that might have been a laugh. Or a sob. She tried to push herself upright. Bad decision. Whatever miserable equilibrium she had managed to maintain simply gave up. Her arms shook violently. Her shoulders folded. She pitched forward onto her hands and knees with all the elegance of a puppet whose strings had just been cut. Stone met her hard enough to rattle her teeth. She stayed there for a moment. Then she started to crawl. Or tried to. The chamber had become a pressure chamber, trying to crush her into the floor. Every inch demanded everything she had left. Her spine burned. Her legs felt poured full of molten lead. Her palms slipped against the smooth stone.

Kira's HUD pulsed again: Presence +1

She stared at it. "...Really?" The laugh escaped anyway. "Excellent." Another hand forward.

"My aura..." Another inch. "...has improved while I die on all fours in front of a cosmic paper cut."

The humor evaporated as another change struck.

Kira's HUD pulsed again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 26

It didn't feel like the others. This one landed deep. Something inside her locked into place with a heavy internal certainty, another hidden structure bracing itself against the impossible pressure surrounding her. She dragged herself forward. Perhaps an inch. Perhaps less.

The Director knelt beside her. "Not long now, little one," Thessain Corvane said. Her voice retained every measure of its authority. Yet something else lived within it now. In others, Kira would have likely heard pity. In the Director she got recognition. The quiet respect reserved for courage by someone who had watched far too much of it die.

"You fought well." She looked toward the tear. "You may rest."

Kira's breathing shuddered.

"Let the body go," the Director said softly. "Be still."

Something inside Kira exploded.

Mine. The thought wasn't spoken. It wasn't even fully formed. It simply existed. Hot. Bright. Absolute. This was her body. She had waited a lifetime for it. She had earned it by dying once already. Legs. Lungs. Balance. Hands. Strength. The simple miracle of standing because she wanted to stand. She was not letting some planar wound and a marble-sized catastrophe take that away.

I will fight for it. I just got you.

Her vision blurred. Focused. Blurred again. Faces drifted through the white. Sela. Caelan. Please stay in the city. Please don't come after me. You're incredible... but this is beyond you.

Maelis. Then the mage. What was his—

Teren? Tanor? No. Thinking had become slippery. Names refused to stay where she left them. The room surged white again. Liora. Beatrice. Good old Beatrice. Susan. The nurses. The women who had quietly become family while machines breathed for her and schedules ruled their lives and her father fought with invoices because money had been the only weapon left to him.

Then something stranger happened. A memory rose from somewhere impossibly deep. Not remembered. Recovered. She was little. Very little. Bundled into a booster seat in the back of a car. Her legs kicked happily inside thick winter pants because they still worked then, and because children never know which miracles deserve gratitude. Frost feathered the windows. Her breath misted the cold glass. Christmas lights drifted past outside in soft blurs of red, green, blue, and gold. Music played on the radio. Her mother...

...was singing.

Warm. Easy. So ordinary it hurt. The memory struck harder than the breach. Kira's fingers tightened against the stone.

Then the System came down like a guillotine.

One pane. Then another. Then dozens. White-blue and gold filled her vision as every racial trait she possessed ignited simultaneously. Not notifications. Revisions.

House Vaelor had reached a conclusion : Dying was unacceptable. Adaptation was required.



Racial Trait Evolution Detected

Extreme Environmental Pressure Recognized

External Authorization Acknowledged

Terminal House Vaelor Adaptation Response Engaged



Kira barely had time to register the words before the cascade began.



Sovereign Bearing

Presence contributes to intimidation, negotiation leverage, and morale projection at improved efficiency.

↓

Sovereign Gravity

Your presence no longer merely influences. It imposes.

Effects


	Presence more strongly resists external suppression, environmental diminishment, and hostile pressure intended to erode identity

	Morale projection and command authority significantly strengthened under overwhelming conditions

	Personal identity coherence reinforced while enduring impossible strain





Kira blinked through tears.

"...My vibe..." She coughed. "...my vibe fights back now."

Good. Excellent. Love that for me. The next rewrite was already underway.



Luminous Threading

↓

Prismatic Threading

Your body refines and translates hostile or unfamiliar energies with greatly improved flexibility.

Effects


	Compatibility broadened beyond light-aspected structures

	Foreign, corrupted, and unstable energies refined with dramatically improved efficiency

	Survivability increased during first exposure to unknown energy environments

	Future aspect, mana, and class interactions gain expanded refinement potential





That one hurt. Not because of the pain. Because it was true.

Her body... her beautiful impossible body... had been trying to do exactly that ever since she'd reached the third floor.

The next pane rewrote itself almost before she'd finished reading.



Dynasty Memory

↓

Inheritance Instinct

Recognition of structure has passed beyond learned patterning into embodied adaptation.

Effects


	Faster recognition of hostile environmental logic, ritual frameworks, pressure structures, and survival-critical systems

	Instinctive interpretation of structured danger significantly improved

	Body and cognition align toward adaptation before conscious comprehension





Her breathing caught. That... that explained her eyes. The hidden passages. Seralyth. The knot.

Everything.

The next pane struck almost violently.



Graceform Body

↓

Adamant Graceform

Every cell within your body has begun hardening against catastrophic conditions.

Effects


	Tissue resilience greatly increased under extreme environmental stress

	Balance, coordination, and bodily integrity strengthened beneath overwhelming pressure

	Cellular collapse, warping, and functional degradation significantly resisted





A broken laugh escaped her. Or maybe a sob. At this point she wasn't sure the distinction mattered. Three halves somehow made a whole.

Another rewrite materialized in her sight as the others began to take hold. It burned brighter than all the others that had come before it.



Final Inheritance

↓

Last Inheritance

Adversity no longer merely develops you. It refines you.

Effects


	Greatly accelerated adaptive growth beneath lethal or near-lethal pressure

	Damage, impossible environments, and overwhelming stress convert more readily into permanent advancement

	Rare developmental events significantly more likely to produce beneficial evolution instead of catastrophic failure





One final trait remained.

It had always been the strangest.

The one she had never fully understood.



Singular Line

Cannot access standard lineage reproduction tree. Gains compensatory growth elasticity.

It did not rewrite. It exploded.

The words scattered across her vision, dissolved into white-blue light, then assembled themselves into something colder.

Something final.



Singular Sovereign Line

No future line extends from you.

All generational possibilities are turned inward.

Effects


	Dramatically increased self-directed adaptation under existential threat

	Bones, organs, blood, nervous system, and higher cognition receive priority-response refinement during lethal environmental exposure

	Ocular, neural, and structural evolution accelerated when survival depends upon rapid transformation

	Lost generational continuity converted into immediate survival architecture





Kira felt it. Not in a metaphorical or symbol way. Not as some convenient System abstraction. Her body changed. Her bones ignited. Deep inside them, the hidden lattice she'd glimpsed only once before answered the Wraithfire with a fierce white-blue brilliance. It didn't resist the breach. It studied it. Her marrow burned. It may have felt like destruction, but she could somehow feel what her body was doing. This was her Vaelor structure working overtime.

Her blood carried that impossible brightness through every vessel in her body. Organs tightened, faltered, corrected themselves, then settled into something fractionally stronger than they had been moments before. Her heartbeat stumbled once, caught itself, and resumed with an unfamiliar rhythm that somehow felt... sturdier.

The sensation spread everywhere at once. Cells dividing. Proteins folding. Nerves rewriting themselves faster than conscious thought could follow. It wasn't healing. Healing restored. This was adaptation. Her body was rebuilding itself around a problem it had never been designed to survive. Or perhaps...

Kira thought wildly... it had been.

Her skin prickled from within. Her muscles tightened. Something deep inside her skull shifted. Then her eyes— God. Her eyes. The chamber unfolded. Not brighter. Not clearer. Larger. Reality peeled itself into layers.

Pressure gradients. Flow channels. Current vectors. Fields of resistance.

The chamber unfolded into structure. She saw the Wraithfire pouring from the tear and the fabric of reality straining against it, yielding in one place, holding in another. Nothing about it was random.

It obeyed laws. She simply hadn't possessed the senses to read them until now.

Information flooded her. Too much. Far too much. Her fingers dug into the stone until they hurt as her mind strained beneath the impossible weight of it. She was still dying.

But her body had begun answering. Something deep inside her shifted. Not in surrender. In understanding. Not yielding. Aligning.

The pressure that had been trying to grind her into spiritual dust met a body that had finally learned to answer in its own language.

The notifications blurred together. She no longer read them so much as felt them, each increase settling into her like another beam driven into the foundations of a collapsing house.

Something fundamental condensed inside her. Not exactly weight. More like substance. She became harder to move. Harder to erase.

The Wraithfire filling the chamber remained lethal, but it no longer struck a body incapable of answering it. The impossible force pouring through the room found structures suddenly willing to receive it, strip it apart, survive it, and make use of it.

Her bones blazed brighter. The hidden star-thread lattice deep within them answered with fierce white-blue light. Her blood carried that brilliance through every vessel. Her nerves stopped screaming and began transmitting again. Every sensation remained painfully vivid, but the helplessness had vanished.

Kira's HUD pulsed again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 27

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 28

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 29

She planted one hand beneath herself.

Then the other.

The floor still fought her. The tear still poured white catastrophe into the chamber. But this time her arms held. She brought one boot underneath herself, then one knee. Every muscle trembled with strain, furious adaptation, and absolute refusal to surrender the body she'd fought so hard to earn.

Kira's HUD pulsed again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 30

The Wraithfire possessed texture now. Direction. Temperament. When she lifted one trembling hand, the white currents bent around it by the smallest degree, no longer treating her as prey so much as something that had finally learned enough of their language to be acknowledged.

Only a few feet away from her, Director Corvane stood utterly still. For the first time since Kira had met her, the woman's composure slipped. Barely. One eyebrow rose. On that ancient, disciplined face, hope stepped into the light and failed to hide itself quickly enough.

Kira smiled. It felt exhausted. A little delirious. Entirely earned.

The Director's expression softened by a fraction. Then, with all the formality of a woman presiding over history instead of merely witnessing it, she stepped aside.

She didn’t speak. She had no need. The gesture said everything.

Go on.

Kira stood. Her legs shook, but they held. The chamber still pressed against her. The tear still pulsed like a wound driven through reality itself. The tiny core continued its slow, obscene rotation beside it.

She took one step. Then another.

Kira's HUD pulsed again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 31

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 32

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 33

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 34

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 35

The numbers blurred together in a rush of impossible adaptation. She felt each one.

Her heartbeat settled into a stronger rhythm. Air reached deeper into her lungs. Her vision sharpened another fraction as tiny muscles around her eyes adjusted without permission or instruction. Something deep inside her ribs flexed, corrected itself, and settled into a more efficient shape. Her entire body had become a workshop, every cell busily solving the same impossible problem.

Survive this. 

Her bones answered first. The hidden lattice threaded through them brightened until she could almost feel light moving inside the marrow itself. The white-blue brilliance spread outward with every heartbeat, carried through her blood, into muscle, tendon, skin, and nerve. Every pulse of Wraithfire that crashed through the chamber arrived as raw information instead of meaningless pain, and her body stripped it apart with frightening speed.

Kira's HUD pulsed again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 36

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 37

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 38

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 39

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 40

The pressure no longer settled on her evenly. It broke around her.

Kira blinked. She couldn't see what had changed, but she could feel it. Something had grown firm around the edges of her identity. Invisible. Unyielding. The crushing spiritual weight reached for her and met resistance before it ever touched the center of who she was.

Presence. Not the number. The thing the number had always been measuring.

She lifted one hand into the white-blue current.

Wraithfire folded around her fingers, divided into delicate ribbons, then flowed together again beyond them. The movement reminded her of water slipping around a stone polished smooth by centuries beneath a river.

The energy no longer behaved as though she were empty space. It adjusted. The chamber had begun accounting for her.

"Well..." Kira whispered, watching pale fire drift lazily across the back of her hand. "That is either incredibly encouraging or deeply concerning."

Billy Idol kept singing somewhere in the background of her consciousness, somehow surviving the apocalypse with remarkable professionalism.

She almost laughed because every heartbeat brought another tiny correction. Her breathing grew smoother. The trembling in her hands eased. Her balance settled lower through her hips without conscious effort. Muscles learned new tensions. Tendons adjusted their pull. Even the tiny movements of her eyes became more precise as the flood of impossible information stopped overwhelming her brain and started finding places to belong.

The room hadn't become easier. She had become more equal to it.

Kira's HUD pulsed again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 41

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 42

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 43

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 44

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 45

She took another step. It felt... lighter. Not because gravity had changed. Because every part of her now agreed with every other part about how to carry it.

The football rested near the edge of the breach, gently nudged back and forth by invisible currents. Kira smiled. Of course. She reached toward it. The nearest stream of Wraithfire folded politely around her wrist before continuing on its way. That... was new.

Before she could decide how alarming that ought to be, another pane burst across her vision.

Achievement Evolved

Wraithfire Mastery — Legendary has met an impossible threshold.

Reclassification in progress...

Kira blinked.

"Oh." A grin spread across her face. "We're doing this live."

The football still rested near the breach, rocking gently in invisible currents. She drew one foot back. The tear bulged and folded in on itself, another pulse of white-blue radiance washing through the chamber. She had honestly expected the ball to bounce off an invisible barrier, vaporize spectacularly, or perhaps submit a formal complaint to reality itself.

Instead... she kicked.

The ball skimmed over the stone, caught one subtle bend in the pressure flow, curved almost lazily at the last instant... and slipped cleanly through the rupture. Kira stared. Then both fists shot into the air.

"GOOOOOAL!" Her voice rang through the chamber with magnificent, completely inappropriate triumph.

Across the room, Director Corvane made the faintest sound in her throat. Approval. Disbelief. Resignation. With the Director, those three emotions occupied suspiciously similar territory.

The System answered.

Kira's HUD pulsed again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 46

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 47

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 48

Again: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 49

Kira's HUD pulsed one final time: Soul Resistance — Rare — Level 50

Everything stopped. Not the chamber. The tear continued to pulse. The core still turned in slow, impossible orbit. Wraithfire continued pouring into the room in endless white-blue torrents. But the moment itself seemed to hold its breath.

A System pane unfolded before her.

It dwarfed every notification she had ever seen.



Unprecedented Threshold Reached

Soul Resistance has reached Rank 50 before class acquisition.

No confirmed instance exists in recorded System history.

Mythic reclassification exceeded.

Unique designation granted.



Wraithfire Mastery — Mythic

has evolved into

WRAITHFIRE SOVEREIGNTY — Unique

Effects


	Wraithfire no longer recognizes you as purely hostile substrate

	Extreme tolerance to Wraithfire saturation established

	Passive affinity upgraded to active sympathetic response

	Identity integrity within Wraithfire environments massively reinforced

	Future class, core, and aspect interactions with Wraithfire will develop along unique pathways

	Further progression cannot be compared against recorded precedent





Kira simply stood there. Panting. Sweat cooled against skin that no longer felt entirely ordinary. The white currents of Wraithfire drifted around her with a curious sort of hesitation, brushing past without the relentless hostility that had greeted her only minutes before.

"No confirmed instance," she whispered. A tired smile spread across her face. "Yeah. That tracks." Her eyes lifted.

The core hovered beside the tear, turning slowly through shades of blue and white, no larger than a marble and somehow carrying the weight of an empire's worth of catastrophe. Enough. Kira crossed the remaining distance and closed her fingers around it.

The chamber convulsed. The tear flared in violent answer. Every current of Wraithfire snapped toward her before freezing in place, the entire room seeming to recoil around the point where her hand enclosed the tiny sphere.

The core struck her palm colder than winter and hotter than a forge. It fit there perfectly. Not comfortably… correctly. As though it had spent centuries waiting for exactly this hand.

Another pane crashed across her vision.



Unique Core Claimed

Heart of the Wraithfire Court

This core is singular.

No equivalent exists in current System records.

Do you wish to slot this core?

YES / NO



Kira didn't hesitate. "Hell yes." The answer landed. The core stopped being a marble.

It dissolved in her hand, not into liquid or light but into something her mind possessed no language for, a state somewhere between energy and intention. White-blue radiance poured through her palm, surged along her arm, and found every hidden channel in her body as though those pathways had existed only to receive it.

Kira folded over with a gasp that never became sound. Every luminous tracer beneath her skin ignited. White-blue raced beneath her wrists, climbed her forearms, spread across her shoulders and collarbones before diving inward. Deep within her bones, the buried star-thread lattice awakened in a single blinding instant.

She felt her marrow come alive. Her blood answered first, carrying that impossible brilliance through every vessel. Her nerves seized the current an instant later, no longer overwhelmed by it but conducting it with growing confidence. Her muscles tightened and released in smooth, involuntary waves as her body reorganized itself around the new reality flooding through it.

Her heart struck once. A tremendous, hammering beat that echoed through every inch of her. Then it settled. Not into its old rhythm. Into the rhythm it had always been waiting to find.

Kira inhaled. For the first time since entering the breach chamber, the Wraithfire-saturated air didn't merely pass through her lungs. Something in her chest caught it. Sorted it. Refined it. Distributed it.

The House Vaelor body the System had built for her had been starving since the moment it came into existence.

It had simply never possessed the language to describe its own hunger. Now it had found the food it had been born to digest. It answered with almost frightening enthusiasm.

Kira dropped to one knee, one hand braced against the stone, the other clutching her chest as wave after wave rolled through her. Her skin prickled from within. Every heartbeat carried more light than blood had any right to contain. One moment her thoughts felt impossibly sharp, the next they threatened to scatter beneath an avalanche of new sensation as organs, nerves, muscles, and senses all reinvented themselves at once.

The System, unsurprisingly, remained perfectly calm.



Core Slotting Confirmed

Heart of the Wraithfire Court — Unique

Core Aspect: Wraithfire

Status: Permanent



Another pane replaced it almost immediately.



Warning

This core has no equivalent in current System records.

Slotting permanently alters body, soul architecture, class compatibility, and future development pathways.



A ragged laugh escaped her. "...Little late for second thoughts."

The warning vanished.



Integration in Progress



The chamber returned gradually.

The tear. Director Corvane. The ancient bones. The tiny key gleaming beside them. The endless river of Wraithfire flooding from the wound in reality.

Except... that wasn't what she saw anymore.

Pressure gradients flowed through the chamber like invisible rivers. Energy bent around pillars, cracks, and broken stonework in graceful arcs, gathering at some points, shedding itself at others. Stress radiated from the tear in layered waves that folded through one another with astonishing precision.

The chamber had become a living equation. She couldn't solve it. Not yet. But she could read pieces of it. Information poured into her so quickly her skull felt too small to contain it. Every heartbeat unlocked another layer. Every breath revealed another current that had always existed beyond the reach of ordinary sight.

Then something happened that stole her attention from the room entirely. She felt mana. Not nearby. Not theoretically as some abstract word she’d learned playing video games a literal lifetime ago. Inside. It flowed from somewhere deep beneath her sternum, spreading through newly awakened pathways with quiet certainty. It wasn't a flood or an explosion. It felt... natural. Like discovering she'd possessed another sense her entire life and someone had only just remembered to switch it on.

She inhaled. The breath came back different.

Wraithfire entered her with the air, flowed through the core beneath her sternum, and emerged transformed. White-blue radiance spread through every hidden channel beneath her skin, reaching places that had waited silently since the day this body had been born.

A hunger she'd never recognized as hunger disappeared so completely she only noticed it because it had been there a heartbeat before.

She froze. That absence... felt like completion. For the first time since she had chosen House Vaelor, her body no longer felt like a magnificent thing waiting for something it had lost. It felt whole.

Another System pane appeared.



House Vaelor Core Ignition Recognized

Dormant lineage architecture responding to active core installation.

Mana pathways established.

Aspect integration underway.

Environmental adaptation accelerated.



There it was. The answer. Healing. The luminous tracers and her impossible senses. The way hardship had always made her stronger instead of merely tougher. None of it had been random. Her body had been preparing for this moment from the instant it came into existence. Now it finally had an engine.

She looked down at her hands. The white-blue tracers beneath her skin no longer resembled faint lines of light. They had become living channels, bright with circulating mana. Wraithfire drifted over her fingers and around her knuckles in slow, responsive spirals, still wild, still unmistakably dangerous, but no longer treating her as something entirely separate from itself.

Across the chamber, Director Corvane had gone perfectly still. That alone spoke volumes.

The Director's attention lingered on Kira's posture, the light beneath her skin, the subtle way the Wraithfire now curved around her instead of crashing blindly through her. Curiosity. For the first time since Kira had met her, it stood plainly on the ancient woman's face.

Kira managed a breathless grin. "Yeah..." She looked at another System pane sliding into existence. "...I'm getting some updates."

Corvane said nothing.

The slight narrowing of her eyes suggested she understood the tone, if not the invisible conversation itself.

Apparently satisfied that Kira remained conscious, the System continued.



Primary Attribute Advancement Framework Unlocked

Primary attribute advancement is determined by three recognized sources:


	Race Rarity

	Core Rarity

	Class Rarity





Kira felt her entire brain sit upright. Yes. Finally. Math.

The next pane unfolded.



Class Rarity: Primary Attribute Gain Per Level


	Common: +1 every 2 levels

	Uncommon: +1 every level

	Rare: +2 every level

	Epic: +3 every level

	Legendary: +4 every level

	Mythic: +5 every level

	Unique: +6 every level





"...That escalated quickly."

Another pane appeared before she could finish appreciating the first.



Core Rarity: Primary Attribute Gain Per Level


	Common: +1 every level

	Uncommon: +1 every level

	Rare: +1 every level

	Epic: +2 every level

	Legendary: +2 every level

	Mythic: +3 every level

	Unique: +3 every level





"...Okay."

Then came the last.



Race Rarity: Primary Attribute Gain Per Level


	Legendary race expressions: +1 every level

	Mythic race expressions: +1 every level

	Unique race expressions: +1 every level





A notation appeared beneath it.

Current lineage expression recognized as qualifying.

Last Daughter Phenotype — House Vaelor

Terminal high-line expression confirmed.

Kira stared. Then the numbers aligned. "Six..."

Her finger twitched in the air. "Three..."

A grin spread slowly across her face. "...One." The System, for once, anticipated where her thoughts had gone.



Projected Primary Attribute Gain Per Level

Current core installed: Unique (+3)

Current lineage expression: Qualifying (+1)

Class gain: Pending selection

Projected total by class tier


	Common: +4

	Uncommon: +5

	Rare: +6

	Epic: +7

	Legendary: +8

	Mythic: +9

	Unique: +10





Kira barked a laugh. "That is obscene."

Across the chamber, Director Corvane's brow rose by the smallest measurable amount. "The integration pleases you."

"Oh..." Kira looked up, still glowing faintly beneath her skin. "...beyond reason."

The Director studied her in silence. Not the light. The posture. The breathing. The effortless way Kira now occupied a chamber that should have reduced any living soul to ash.

"You have changed." It wasn't a question.

Kira flexed one hand. White-blue currents drifted around her fingers before continuing toward the tear. "Apparently." She smiled. "Profitably."

Corvane's expression settled into something thoughtful. Not quite surprise. Assessment was more likely, Kira decided.

For the first time since Kira had met her, the Director wasn't looking at a doomed girl who had wandered farther than anyone else. She was looking at a phenomenon. The chamber had not become kinder. The tear still pulsed like an open wound in reality itself, flooding the room with enough Wraithfire to erase armies. Kira had simply become something capable of standing inside it. Mana flowed through her in clear, layered circuits now, bright beneath her skin and steady within her bones.

The House Vaelor body finally felt... complete. Not finished. Complete. Like an impossibly intricate engine that had spent its whole existence waiting for someone to connect the final cable.

She watched pale currents slide across the back of her hand. Mana. Real. Flowing through her. Something shifted behind her eyes. The exhausted, overwhelmed expression she'd worn since entering the chamber quietly disappeared. In its place came the look of someone beginning to understand the rules. "Okay."


A ribbon of Wraithfire curled around one finger before drifting away again.


"Now we're cooking."



Class Registry Access Unlocked

Core detected

Class acquisition available



Kira stopped breathing. Not intentionally. She simply forgot. All the pain. All the pressure. The tear. The dungeon. The dead. For one impossible heartbeat... none of it mattered. She was finally here. The dream. The promise. The thing she'd crossed worlds for. A class.

She looked up. The tear continued to pulse. Director Corvane waited in patient silence. The room itself seemed to hold still around her. Ahead... just beyond the next pane... her future waited.

A slow smile spread across her face. "Now..." She swallowed once. "...we get to the fun part."

The pane widened. Split. Then continued expanding as columns unfolded into more columns. Trees branched into further trees. Elegant geometric structures arranged themselves with impossible precision until they stretched beyond the edges of her vision.

Kira felt something deep inside her purr. "Oh..." She actually laughed. "...whoever designed this..." Her eyes swept across another perfectly nested hierarchy. "...I love you a little."

Maybe that purr was the House Vaelor part of her nodding with approval. Honestly, she wasn't sure anymore.

Another pane resolved.



Eligibility Strata Recognized


	Common

	Uncommon

	Rare

	Epic

	Legendary

	Mythic

	Unique





Kira blinked. Once. Then again. "...Don't be ridiculous." The System remained magnificently incapable of irony.



Divine class pathways unavailable at this time.

No formal devotional covenant, divine sponsorship, or active clerical authorization detected.



She nodded thoughtfully. "Honestly...fair."

Across the chamber, Director Corvane continued watching the increasingly expressive face of a girl apparently holding a very animated conversation with empty air.

Kira raised one apologetic finger. "I'm being offered... quite a lot."

The Director inclined her head. "I had inferred as much."

Kira looked back at the impossible lattice of options. "So many categories..." She shook her head. "...this is beautiful."

Corvane regarded her for another moment. "You appear..." She searched briefly for the correct word. "...delighted."

Kira's grin widened. "I have literally dreamed about this."

Corvane accepted that answer with the same solemnity she seemed to bring to everything.

"I hope reality proves equal to your anticipation."

Kira looked back toward the Registry.

"So do I."

The first pane unfolded.



Common Class Options Available

Warrior

Ranger

Rogue

Monk

Sorcerer

Barbarian

Hunter

Spellblade



She read the list once.

Then again, just in case the System had hidden something absurd behind a very ordinary name.

Nope. Solid classes. Dependable classes. Foundations people built perfectly respectable lives upon. None of them belonged in the body currently glowing with a Unique core.

She dismissed the list.

A confirmation pane immediately appeared.

Common classes provide stable progression, reduced integration strain, and...

"Yeah, no."

The pane disappeared without protest.

The next unfolded.



Uncommon Class Options Available

Shadow Scout

Spellknife

Wind Monk

Night Archer

Dawnrunner

Rift Acrobat



Better. Much better.

Spellknife had confidence. Rift Acrobat sounded delightfully irresponsible. Dawnrunner practically glowed with healthy life choices.

Still... they all felt like answers to someone else's story. She moved on. The Registry seemed to approve.

Rare opened with noticeably more weight.



Rare Class Options Available

Wound Dancer

Echo Strider

Courtblade Adept

Soulknife Initiate

Memory Duelist

Rift Runner

Threadbound Stalker

Moonlit Reaver



Now she slowed. "...Okay." Her gaze settled on one name.

Memory Duelist.

That was an offensively good class name.

Rift Runner practically demanded to be opened.

She obliged.



Rift Runner — Rare

A mobility-focused threshold class favoring unstable terrain, broken geometry, and rapid displacement under pressure.

Your greatest defense is motion. As you advance, distance, position, and impossible paths become weapons in their own right.



Kira winced.

"Oof." She closed it.

Memory Duelist lasted almost a full minute before she reluctantly dismissed it too.

"They're getting dangerous now."

The Registry answered by opening the next tier.



Epic Class Options Available

Threshold Stalker

Soulglass Adept

Starbound Predator

Veilborne Analyst

Wraithstep Duelist

Ashen Orbit Huntress



Kira stopped smiling. Every single one of these looked capable of carrying an entire life. She opened Threshold Stalker. Read it. Closed it. Opened Soulglass Adept. Read half. Closed that one too. By the third description she realized something important. The quality wasn't increasing. It had crossed into a different category entirely. Epic wasn't better. Epic was where lives stopped looking ordinary. She lingered there longer than she intended. Not because she expected to choose one. Because it was fascinating to wander through futures that might have belonged to her under different circumstances.

The Registry continued unfolding.

Legendary.

Names that sounded like ancient titles. Classes that came with prerequisites longer than some books. She skimmed them anyway. One made her whistle softly. Another prompted an immediate, "Absolutely not." A third she quietly mourned before moving on.

Mythic followed.

By then the descriptions had become less like professions and more like philosophies wearing armor. Entire destinies condensed into a few impossibly dense paragraphs. She read enough to understand. Then kept going.

Corvane remained perfectly silent throughout.

The Director couldn't see the panes, but she clearly recognized the expression on Kira's face. Wonder. Curiosity. Occasional professional offense.

Kira finally looked up. "There are..." She laughed under her breath. "So many."

Corvane inclined her head. "The System is thorough."

"That's one word for it." Kira looked back. The Registry was still expanding. Still growing. Still finding more possibilities. Then... everything stopped. Every pane froze. The Registry flickered. Once. Twice. Entire columns vanished. Thousands of possibilities collapsed into hundreds. Hundreds became dozens. New panes replaced the old.



Applying lineage filters...

Applying core compatibility...

Applying environmental resonance...

Applying achievement history...

Applying adaptive development profile...

Applying unique phenotype...



The Registry shuddered.

Entire branches vanished. Then more. The remaining classes rearranged themselves, priorities rewriting in real time.

It felt less like browsing... and more like watching the System reconsider its first answer.

Kira leaned forward.

"Oh..." Now this was getting interesting. The first surviving option opened.



Threshold Stalker — Epic

A class built for movement and survival at the edge of stable reality. Thrives in dangerous transitions, unstable zones, layered boundaries, and event-pressure environments.

Starting Package:


	2 passive abilities

	3 active abilities

	1 early class branch



Primary themes: liminality, pursuit, movement economy, adaptive hazard survival, threshold pressure response



She felt the pull immediately. Movement. Adaptation. Surviving places that hated visitors.

The class understood an astonishing amount of what she'd become over the past few weeks.

Just... not all of it.

"That," Kira murmured, "is very nearly me." She let it go.

The next pane unfolded.



Court of Ash Spellrunner — Epic

A speed-casting and mobility class derived from ritual ruin, court remnants, and adaptive arcane acceleration.



Kira actually smiled. "That is cool as shit." She skimmed farther. Too much Court. Too much borrowed history. Too much identity built around someone else's ruin. She wasn't here to become the last echo of a dead civilization.

She closed it.

The next class nearly stopped her.



Starbound Predator — Epic

A transcendent hunter class emphasizing physical supremacy, impossible pursuit, adaptive predation, and overwhelming kinetic dominance.



Her eyes lingered. This one... her body liked. She could almost feel the House Vaelor physiology leaning toward it. Speed. Precision. Relentless pursuit. Every instinct she'd developed since arriving on Baer fit comfortably inside its philosophy.

It promised beautiful violence. Movement elevated into art. A future where her body became increasingly impossible. Kira smiled. "You're dangerous."

She closed it anyway. Not because it was wrong. Because it wasn't enough.

The Epic tier continued unfolding around her. Every class looked capable of carrying an entire story. Every one represented a future someone else would have happily lived.

She admired them. She left them behind. Then the Registry darkened. It didn't open the next section. It announced it.



Legendary Class Options Available

Wraithstep Huntress

Courtborn Echo

Gravelight Sovereign



Kira felt her pulse kick against the brilliant channels beneath her skin.

Now... now they were speaking her language.

She opened Wraithstep Huntress first.



Wraithstep Huntress — Legendary

A predatory threshold class specializing in soul-pressure pursuit, terrain-defying movement, lethal repositioning, and elegant kill conversion and extraction.

Starting Package:


	2 passive abilities

	3 active abilities

	1 signature mechanic



Primary themes: pursuit, soul-pressure navigation, movement mastery, threshold predation



"Jesus." That... was a class. The kind of class that made readers throw books across rooms because the protagonist chose something else. She saw it instantly. The speed. The hunt. The impossible body finally doing impossible things on purpose. It fit. Beautifully. Almost perfectly.

She forced herself to keep reading. Predator. Pursuit. Kill conversion. Threshold hunting. Her smile faded. It understood one extraordinary part of her. It mistook that part for the whole.

Reluctantly... she closed it. The next pane arrived almost quietly.



Courtborn Echo — Legendary

A resonance-born class that weaponizes haunted environments, inherited memory fields, and spiritual pressure to overwhelm enemies while adapting to prolonged conflict.

Starting Package:


	2 passive abilities

	3 active abilities

	1 signature mechanic



Primary themes: resonance, memory manipulation, environmental control, adaptive pressure, haunted architecture



Kira's expression softened. "Oh..." She read the description twice. "You are beautiful."

This class understood everything she'd endured. The Court. The memories. The impossible pressure. The ghosts. It understood the dungeon perfectly. It understood almost nothing about where she intended to go. She let it fade. One remained.



Gravelight Sovereign — Legendary

 

A command-pressure class that dominates battle through overwhelming presence, spiritual authority, and environmental control, forcing enemies to yield beneath your will.

Starting Package:


	2 passive abilities 

	3 active abilities 

	1 signature mechanic 



 

Primary themes: authority, command, morale suppression, death-aspected sovereignty, environmental rulership



Kira read it once. Then again. This one felt... dangerous. Not because it was violent. Because it was correct. House Vaelor radiated from every line.

Authority. Presence. Identity made law. The class promised absolute command over hostile environments. It promised room control, spiritual pressure, and the terrifying certainty that everyone else would eventually be forced to acknowledge her existence. It would make her extraordinary. It would also make her stationary. Heavy. Rooted. A throne disguised as a class.

Kira wanted sovereignty. She also wanted to move like the answer to a dare. "Not yet."

The Legendary tier folded away.

She rested one hand on her thigh for a moment, grounding herself in the simple miracle that she still had one, that it still obeyed her, and that she was somehow standing in the heart of a planar catastrophe shopping for the future she'd spend the rest of her life becoming.

Across the chamber, Director Corvane continued watching with increasing, carefully controlled curiosity.

"You continue to seem pleased," the Director observed.

Kira looked up, almost giddy now.

"I am being offered terrible amounts of potential."

"That sounds consistent with your condition."

Kira laughed.

"That is one way to phrase it."

Then the Registry shifted.

The chamber dimmed another degree, as though even the System preferred these options viewed without distraction.



Mythic Class Options Available

Threshold Dancer

Veilrunner Ascendant

Wraithfire Ascendant



Kira went utterly still. Three. Only three. "...Finally."

The Registry had stopped trying to be comprehensive and started being selective.

She opened Threshold Dancer first.

The pane unfolded in pale script so elegant it was practically showing off.



Threshold Dancer — Mythic

A transcendent mobility class that weaponizes impossible movement, allowing its wielder to cross boundaries, evade certainty, and strike through spaces others cannot meaningfully occupy.

Starting Package:


	3 passive abilities

	4 active abilities

	1 signature mechanic

	1 class-defining law interaction



Primary themes: liminality, movement transcendence, pressure grace, body-soul continuity, survival through impossible passage



Kira's breath caught. That one hurt. Not because it was powerful. Because she could see herself inside it.

She saw impossible leaps becoming ordinary. Walls becoming suggestions. Space itself turning into another route of travel while opponents slowly discovered that pinning her down had become a historical concept.

An entire life stretched out behind that class. Elegant. Impossible. Beautiful. A whole series could have lived there.

And yet... the deeper part of her stayed quiet. That mattered.

She closed it.

The next pane unfolded.



Veilrunner Ascendant — Mythic

A reality-skimming assault class that attacks from partial displacement, treating conventional distance, positioning, and line of sight as increasingly optional constraints.

Starting Package:


	3 passive abilities

	4 active abilities

	1 signature mechanic

	1 class-defining law interaction



Primary themes: displacement, layered positioning, spatial dominance, sensory transcendence, dimensional mobility



Kira blinked. "That's disgusting." She meant it as the highest compliment imaginable. This class didn't simply outmaneuver opponents. It erased fair fights. Distance stopped mattering. Angles stopped mattering. Eventually, reality itself became something to negotiate instead of obey. She loved it. She also distrusted it immediately. Too slippery. Too willing to leave the body behind in pursuit of perfect motion. She closed it.

One remained.



Wraithfire Ascendant — Mythic

A catastrophic Wraithfire class that dominates battle through escalating soul-pressure, environmental corruption, and relentless adaptation within death-aspected energy.

Starting Package:


	3 passive abilities

	4 active abilities

	1 signature mechanic

	1 class-defining law interaction



Primary themes: Wraithfire authority, saturation dominance, soul-pressure mastery, catastrophic adaptation, environmental supremacy



Kira stared. This...was the obvious answer. Right? Which was exactly why she distrusted it. It was magnificent. It understood the Wraithfire. It understood the Court. It understood the impossible thing she'd survived. She could feel the future waiting inside it. Battlefields drowning beneath white-blue flame.

Enemies collapsing under spiritual pressure. The environment itself becoming her accomplice. She could become something terrifying. But it wanted one thing in return. It wanted her to become the Wraithfire. Kira intended to remain the woman who mastered it. That distinction mattered. She let the pane fade.

Silence settled over the chamber. Her pulse had become strangely steady. Calm beneath the wonder. Because she knew. The answer still hadn't appeared. Every class she'd rejected folded quietly upward and vanished.

The Registry contracted. The sprawling lattice of possibilities compressed into a single dark space at the center of her vision. Waiting. Then one final pane descended.

Smaller than the Mythic registry. Heavier than everything that had come before.



Unique Class Pathways Detected

Rendering...



Kira smiled. "There you are." The frame itself changed.

The clean silver border she'd grown accustomed to deepened to white-blue, thin veins of living Wraithfire threading through its edges until the entire pane looked as though the System had decided this moment deserved ceremony.

Kira laughed quietly. "You actually themed it."

Corvane spoke without looking away from her. "I had forgotten."

Kira blinked. "Forgotten what?"

"That becoming extraordinary is sometimes allowed to be joyful."

The title resolved.



Unique Class Available

Wraithfire Sovereign



Kira's breath caught. Yeah. There it was.

Another pane unfolded beneath it.



Class Type: Unique

Core Expression: Field Generation / Mobility / Control / Stabilization

Primary Resource Transition: Core-generated mana is partially transmuted into Wraithfire.



Another pane followed.



Wraithfire Sovereign generates and sustains a personal Sphere of Wraithfire anchored to the core.

The sphere moves with you, establishing a domain where your movement, perception, Wraithfire shaping, and adaptive control become increasingly refined.

Starting Sphere Radius: Up to 6 feet

Base Sphere Functions:


	Improves movement, balance, landing control, and bodily weight adjustment.

	Improves awareness of movement and force changes within the sphere.

	Allows Wraithfire abilities to form faster and maintain greater structural stability.

	Slows the dispersal of unstable spiritual constructs contained within the sphere.

	Supports binding, stabilization, and short-range force manipulation.

	Enhances all Wraithfire Sovereign abilities while the sphere remains active.





Kira read it once. Then again. Then a third time. Slowly.

There.

That wasn't just a class. That was an operating system. That was the machine.

A moving field. A little patch of reality her core would carry with her. A place where the world itself bent a little closer to her rules.

Another pane unfolded beneath it.



Sphere Enhancement Rule

While the sphere is active, all Wraithfire Sovereign abilities gain increased effect.

Enhancement may improve one or more of the following:


	Range

	Force

	Hold strength

	Duration

	Control

	Stabilization

	Movement



Drawback:


	Sphere maintenance drains mana continuously.

	Underdeveloped channels experience accelerated strain.

	Sustained use at low levels will rapidly exhaust available reserves.





Kira smiled. "That is extremely my kind of problem."

Something shifted behind Director Corvane. Not movement. Formation. White-blue Wraithfire gathered from the chamber in slow curling ribbons, drawn together until the air itself seemed to remember someone standing there.

Kira frowned. "...what?"

The light thickened. A silhouette emerged. Armor. A sword. Long white hair. The figure resolved one impossible layer at a time, Wraithfire hardening into steel, cloth, flesh, and finally form.

Seralyth opened her eyes.

Kira simply stared. "...No."

She had watched Seralyth die. Watched duty consume her. Watched her dissolve into pale ribbons of Wraithfire before her eyes.

Seralyth looked down at herself once, resting one hand lightly on the hilt of her sword before inclining her head toward Corvane.

"The reconstruction appears successful."

"It generally is," the Director replied.

Kira looked from one woman to the other. "...You died."

"I did."

"And now you're..."

"Reconstituted."

Kira opened her mouth. Closed it again. Then memory caught up with her. The Court. The dead. The souls denied passage. "Oh." She covered her face with both hands. "Oh, I'm an idiot."

A hint of warmth entered Seralyth's otherwise composed expression. "You stand within a dungeon whose defining blasphemy is the refusal to surrender its dead."

Corvane folded her hands. "No soul bound to this Court has reached its rightful god in many centuries."

"Until the wound is healed," Seralyth continued, "none of us may depart. Destruction here is... temporary."

Kira slowly lowered her hands. "...Riiiight. I literally knew that."

Neither woman hurried to rescue her.

"I've..." She gestured vaguely toward the glowing core in her chest. "...had kind of an eventful few minutes."

"A reasonable oversight," Seralyth said.

Kira looked at her for another long second. "...I'm really glad you're back."

Seralyth considered the words. "I never truly left."

"...too true."

For just an instant...

Corvane's face broke formation and betrayed her ability to favor a moment.

"Now... where were we?"

Another pane resolved beneath the last.



Long-Term Development Indicators


	Sphere expansion

	External sphere placement

	Sphere-linked Wraithfire projection

	Advanced vector movement

	Aerial mobility at higher mastery





Kira stopped reading. Her eyes climbed back to the final line. Then down again. Then back up.

"...No."

She leaned closer. "...No way."

Seralyth noticed first. "What?"

Kira pointed emphatically at absolutely nothing. "It says aerial mobility."

That got both of them. Seralyth turned toward Corvane.

Corvane met her gaze. A long, perfectly silent exchange passed between them before the Director finally spoke.

“Do you understand how few classes ever achieve even a poor imitation of flight?”

Kira blinked. “No. I have absolutely no frame of reference.”

Seralyth folded one armored arm across her breastplate. “In the wild reaches, where core density climbs beyond civilized norms, perhaps,” she said. “Among those powerful enough to survive such places. Even there, it remains rare.”

“Most who gain such movement are already monstrous by ordinary measure,” Corvane said. “Many never achieve true flight. They leap beyond reason, glide upon force, ride summoned creatures, borrow wings, or simply refuse to fall for a time. Few simply fly.”

Kira looked back at the pane. The line somehow looked smugger now.

“Well,” she muttered, “that is wildly motivating.”

The border gave one soft white-blue pulse, which she chose to interpret as yes, exactly.

Another pane unfolded.



Core Regeneration Profile Updated

Base core recovery scales with Intellect and Presence.

Recovery rate increases sharply inside areas saturated with ambient Wraithfire.



Kira nodded once.

“Okay. Good. That's clean.”

Another line resolved beneath it.



Affinity Recognition

You are classified as a Wraithfire Entity.

Creatures primarily guided by Wraithfire instinct will not recognize you as prey, rival, or an ordinary living intrusion through Wraithfire signature alone.

Behavior may still change through sight, sound, motion, direct hostility, or higher cognition.



“That,” Kira said, “is incredibly useful.”

Corvane studied her.

“You have reached another conclusion.”

“Potentially an incredible one.”

Seralyth's expression softened by the smallest fraction. “You continue to be rewarded for surviving what should have killed you.”

“Sister, you have no idea. Practically the title to my biography.”

Another pane unfolded.



Initial Passive Options Available: 5

Select 2



Sovereign Body

Your sphere alters the relationship between your body and its own mass.

Effects:


	Increase or decrease body density by up to 25% without changing size

	Reduce density to jump farther, fall slower, turn faster, and recover from acrobatic movement more easily

	Increase density to brace, hold ground, resist knockback, and make forced movement more difficult

	Strength remains constant during density shifts, dramatically improving effective strength-to-weight ratio

	Density transitions occur smoothly, minimizing disorientation during rapid movement





Kira read it once. Then again. Then a third time. A quiet laugh escaped her.

“Well…” She looked almost offended. “That’s stupidly good.” Not flashy. Not dramatic. Useful.

The sort of useful that quietly rewrote how a body moved through the world.



Refining Core

Your sphere operates with greater efficiency, reducing waste while accelerating Wraithfire refinement.

Effects:


	Lower sphere upkeep

	Lower ability costs

	Reduced channel strain during repeated use





Wraithskin Weave

A responsive mantle of Wraithfire reinforces your body while your sphere remains active.

Effects:


	Reduce damage from impacts, crushing force, and hard falls

	Maintain muscle and joint performance under prolonged strain

	Improve survivability during overextension and collision





Field Sense

Your sphere becomes an extension of your awareness.

Effects:


	Detect movement, force changes, and shifting mass within the sphere with exceptional clarity

	React more quickly to flanks, rushes, and close-range attacks

	Read unstable footing and battlefield changes instinctively





Sovereign Reach

Your sphere allows increasingly precise shaping of Wraithfire away from your body.

Effects:


	Dragline, Wraithfire Blade, Wraith Lance, and Wraith Bind become easier to place with precision

	Fine manipulation of limbs, objects, and contact points inside the sphere improves substantially

	Active abilities maintain structural integrity more reliably near the sphere's boundary

	Precision remains stable while moving





Kira read through the list a second time.

There wasn't a bad choice.

That was deeply offensive.

Sovereign Body was already trying to win. Field Sense looked like the sort of passive that quietly became unfair in the hands of someone patient enough to master it. Wraithskin Weave appealed to the increasingly survival-oriented part of her brain. Refining Core promised efficiency, which usually meant more of everything later.

Her eyes settled on Sovereign Reach.

She narrowed them.

"That one looks innocent."

She had played enough games to recognize the type.

The passive that sounded merely good.

The one that quietly became complete nonsense fifty levels later.

Another pane unfolded.



Initial Active Options Available: 8

Select 3



Wraith Step

Instantly move to any point inside your sphere that you can clearly perceive.

Effects:


	Short blink movement

	Dodge, reposition, recover, or slip around a target

	Costs less and lands more precisely while the sphere is active





Kira exhaled slowly.

"...Yeah."

She read it again.

"No cooldown listed."

Her grin widened.

"That feels intentional."

Seralyth studied her.

"You approve."

"I think that one might be mandatory."



Dragline

Create a line of Wraithfire between yourself and a target, or between two visible targets.

Effects:


	Pull yourself toward an anchored point

	Pull a target toward you

	Pull two targets toward each other

	Bind ankles, snag limbs, or fasten weapons to terrain

	Gains stronger hold and wider pull while the sphere is active





Kira stared.

Then smiled.

Slowly.

"Oh..."

She looked genuinely delighted.

"That is vile."

Corvane's brow lifted by the smallest degree.

"It is versatile," Kira translated.

"So you keep saying."



Wraithfire Blade

Form a solid-edged blade of condensed Wraithfire from hand, wrist, or any held grip.

Effects:


	Create a medium-length cutting weapon

	Cut flesh, bone, cloth, wood, and weaker metals with high efficiency

	Briefly parry or catch physical weapons

	Later development may interfere with structured divine or soul-bound energy





Kira lingered.

This one wasn't clever.

It wasn't subtle.

It wasn't secretly broken.

It was simply...

cool.

She respected straightforward engineering.



Wraith Lance

Launch a concentrated spear of condensed Wraithfire beyond your sphere.

Effects:


	Short-to-medium range attack

	Pierce weaker bodies or pin lighter targets to solid surfaces

	Gains speed and penetration while the sphere is active





"Solid."

She nodded once.

"Always nice to have an answer for people who insist on standing over there."



Veil Flare

Release a sudden wave of Wraithfire from your sphere.

Effects:


	Shove nearby targets away

	Break swarms and interrupt grapples

	Disrupt footing and create breathing room

	Gains force and radius while the sphere is active





"Oh, panic button."

She approved of panic buttons.



Anchor Fall

Catch and redirect force affecting yourself or anything in contact with your sphere.

Effects:


	Reduce or negate fall damage

	Halt charging enemies

	Convert controlled leaps into crushing impacts

	Force fast-moving targets downward or off-line





Kira's eyebrows climbed.

"...Momentum control."

Now that...

had possibilities.



Wraith Bind

Anchor Wraithfire to hold, secure, or preserve a target.

Effects:


	Bind limbs, pin movement, or fasten objects in place

	Secure damaged structures

	Hold wounds closed

	Stabilize fading spirits or unstable magical constructs

	Gains stronger hold and improved stabilization while the sphere is active





She stopped. Read it again. "...That's not just crowd control."

"No," Seralyth agreed quietly. "It is not."



Wraith Mend

Guide Wraithfire through a living body or spirit-state entity to stabilize catastrophic damage.

Effects:


	Slow bleeding

	Brace torn tissue

	Reinforce fading spiritual structure

	Improve survival until proper treatment becomes possible

	Gains stronger stabilization and cleaner channeling while the sphere is active





Kira blinked. Then looked back at Wraith Bind. Then at Wraith Mend. Then back again. "Huh."

Corvane watched her. "You have found another pattern."

"I think..." Kira frowned thoughtfully. "I don't have a healer class."

"No."

"I have infrastructure."

Neither woman spoke. The thought settled. The class wasn't trying to teach her individual tricks. It was giving her tools. Movement. Control. Stabilization. Force. Binding. Every ability fit the same philosophy. Nothing existed in isolation. Everything strengthened everything else.

Kira smiled. "...Okay." Now she was starting to understand how a Sovereign fought.

Kira stood with the whole thing open in front of her and felt, for one breath, almost insultingly understood. Movement. Control. A field that traveled with her. Tools that could save as easily as they could maim. A core that turned ambient Wraithfire into an advantage instead of a threat. Nothing in the class stood alone. Every passive strengthened another ability. Every active fed back into the sphere. It wasn't a collection of powers. It was a combat philosophy.

She looked up at Seralyth and Corvane.

"It really did build this for me."

Corvane inclined her head once. "It appears to have recognized what you were becoming."

Kira looked back at the panes. This time her smile came easily.

"Okay," she said. "Now we pick."

She studied the passive list until the names stopped feeling like abilities and started feeling like habits she would spend years living inside. One of them kept dragging her eyes back. Sovereign Body. Changing her own density. Lighter for jumps, turns, recoveries, impossible movement. Heavier for bracing, planting, refusing to be moved. It wasn't the flashiest option. That made it more dangerous. The sort of passive that quietly rewrote everything built on top of it.

Then Field Sense. Then Wraithskin Weave. Then Refining Core. Then Sovereign Reach.

She blew out a slow breath.

"Okay. I need advice, and I'm choosing to pretend that asking for it is wisdom instead of panic."

Seralyth folded one armored arm across her breastplate. Corvane waited with the patient stillness of someone who had outlived urgency without losing interest.

Kira gestured toward the invisible panes. "One lets me alter my body density inside the sphere. One sharpens my awareness of movement and force within it. One reduces sphere upkeep. One reinforces my body against impacts and strain. One improves precision near the edge of the field."

"The density passive," Seralyth said immediately.

Kira smiled. "That fast?"

"Yes."

The paladin's answer came with complete certainty. "Weight governs movement. Footing. Recovery. Balance. Leverage. Resistance to forced movement. Every jump. Every landing. Every exchange where another body attempts to move yours and fails."

That landed.

"And," Seralyth continued, "it will become ugly."

Kira's grin widened.

"In the best way?"

"In the best way."

"What would you pair it with?"

"The awareness passive."

"Field Sense."

"If that is its name." Seralyth inclined her head. "The two reinforce one another. Better movement is wasted if you cannot perceive the instant it matters. Better perception is wasted if your body cannot answer."

Corvane spoke before Kira could.

"The paladin is correct. The remaining passives improve performance. Those two improve the class."

Kira looked toward her.

"Your sphere is your battlefield," the Director continued. "The first question is how well you move within it. The second is how quickly you understand everything that enters it."

Kira folded her arms.

"You two are making this very difficult to romanticize."

Neither woman appeared concerned.

She looked back at the list.

Yeah.

That was probably right.

Not the safest options.

Not even the strongest in the short term.

The foundational ones.

She touched the panes.



Passive Selection Confirmed

Sovereign Body

Field Sense



The chosen lines flared once before folding neatly into the class frame. Kira felt them settle somewhere deep inside her, not as immediate power but as new instincts waiting to wake. The chamber shifted by a fraction. Her balance sharpened. The pull of the floor became easier to predict. The pressure inside her sphere separated into layers her body somehow understood without explanation. Nearby movement stopped feeling merely visible and became readable.

"Oh."

Seralyth noticed the change immediately.

"Useful."

Kira nodded, still looking around the chamber with newly sharpened awareness.

"...Very."

Now came the actives.

She read through all eight once. Then again, slower. Wraith Step was the obvious standout. Dragline looked like future felony. Wraithfire Blade appealed to the part of her brain that appreciated solving problems with sharp objects. Wraith Bind looked quietly horrifying. Anchor Fall had implications she wasn't remotely qualified to estimate. Veil Flare was the sort of panic button every sensible person eventually wished they'd taken. Wraith Lance solved the age-old problem of enemies insisting on standing somewhere inconvenient. Wraith Mend...

She paused there longer than she'd expected. The class wasn't just interested in killing. It cared about keeping things together. She looked back over the entire list, then slowly smiled. "...They're all infrastructure."

Corvane regarded her. "You have reached a conclusion."

"I think I have."

Kira looked from one ability to the next. None of them existed in isolation. Every one created opportunities for the others. Movement enabled positioning. Positioning empowered control. Control created openings. Stabilization preserved advantage. The sphere sat underneath all of it like the foundation of a machine that only became more dangerous the more pieces you assembled.

She looked up. "The actives are somehow even worse."

Seralyth waited.

Kira started counting them off on her fingers. "Blink movement. Blade. Binding. Line manipulation. Lance. Shockwave. Force redirection. Healing and stabilization." She lowered her hand and shook her head. "Every single one of these feels like the right answer."

She sighed dramatically. "...Which is an incredibly inconsiderate and at the same time very excellent thing for a Unique class to do."

“The blink is mandatory. I’m not even pretending that’s a debate. The blade means I’m always armed. The bind is hideously useful. Dragline is disgusting. The healing one is…” She paused. “Actually very attractive, which feels like a warning sign.”

Seralyth answered without hesitation.

“The blink remains mandatory.”

Kira nodded. “Correct.”

“The blade is next.”

That surprised her less than it should have. “You didn’t even hesitate.”

“No.” Seralyth’s expression remained composed. “A weapon that cannot be taken from you is worth more than elegance at this stage.”

Kira's eyes drifted back to the blade description.

Fair.

“And the bind is your third.”

“Over Dragline?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because it solves more problems immediately.” Seralyth answered with the calm certainty of someone who had spent a lifetime reducing chaos into decisions. “Restraint. Rescue. Stabilization. Interference. Improvisation. It rewards judgment as much as skill.”

Kira made a face. “That is also very me.”

“You asked for my judgment.” Seralyth met her eyes. “Between the two, I would choose the bind.”

Corvane spoke then, her voice as measured as ever. “Dragline will become monstrous.”

Kira looked over immediately. The Director's attention never left her. “Take it later. Today, the weapon and the bind will keep you alive.”

That... was difficult to argue with.

Kira let out a slow breath. Then forced herself to ask the question she'd been quietly avoiding.

“What about Wraith Mend?”

Seralyth did not answer immediately. “Valuable,” she said at last. “Especially for one who intends to keep others alive... and appears determined to spend her own life carelessly.”

The words landed harder than Kira expected.

Corvane inclined her head. “A worthy acquisition.”

“Later,” Kira said.

“Later,” Seralyth agreed. “The beginning of a path is not where you prepare for every future. It is where you ensure you survive long enough to reach one.”

Oof. Yeah. That one was going to stay with her.

Kira looked back at the list. Wraith Step had already won somewhere deep inside her. Wraithfire Blade answered an older fear she had no intention of naming aloud. Wraith Bind simply had too many intelligent uses to ignore.

She still looked at Dragline again anyway.

Because apparently becoming the last daughter of an extinct galactic super-lineage had done absolutely nothing for her impulse control.

“That one is still disgusting.”

Seralyth regarded her for a quiet moment.

“Yes.”

“I mean that as a compliment.”

“I understood.”

Corvane spoke before either of them continued.

“Acquire it soon.”

The certainty in her voice almost made Kira laugh.

She reached toward the first pane.

Wraith Step

“Mine.”

The class frame brightened.

Next came the blade.

Wraithfire Blade

She allowed herself one small smile before confirming it.

“Also mine.”

Finally...

Wraith Bind.

“That one too.”

The entire class frame flared white-blue.



Active Selection Confirmed


	Wraith Step

	Wraithfire Blade

	Wraith Bind





This time the changes settled deeper.

The sphere she'd been sensing at the edge of awareness gained definition. Six feet in every direction. Not visible exactly, but present. A moving pocket of altered reality whose boundaries her body understood instinctively. Inside it, her weight became negotiable. Motion sharpened into intention. A single step could erase distance. Her hand could become a blade. Her will could fasten one thing to another and simply decide it stayed there.

Beneath all of that, she sensed something quieter. The abilities didn't feel complete. They felt... young. As though they expected to be taught. As though using them would become part of becoming them.

Kira looked up from the panes. “Well.”

Seralyth waited. Corvane waited. Kira looked from one to the other, then toward the tear, the tiny key beside the ancient bones, and the impossible chamber surrounding all of them. “I appear to have built myself into a highly specific problem.”

Seralyth's smile was small, but unmistakably real. “Good.”

Corvane inclined her head with grave satisfaction. “At last,” the Director said, “you resemble a solution.” A pause. “To what, I cannot yet say.”

Kira tilted her head. “That's... honestly kind of flattering.”

Neither woman appeared inclined to elaborate.

Kira smiled to herself, looked back at the waiting panes, and felt the class settling into places inside her she hadn't known existed. She drew one slow breath. “Finalize class.”

The System accepted immediately.

The frame surrounding Wraithfire Sovereign collapsed inward. The title contracted into a single point of white-blue light beneath her sternum, where the core already rested, then detonated outward through every hidden channel in her body.

The entire chamber answered. Her sphere came into being.

Kira felt it before she understood it. A six-foot radius centered on her body settled into place with the strange certainty of something finally seating correctly after being missing for far too long. To anyone else, nothing visible changed. To her eyes, a pale spherical haze unfolded around her in layered currents and drifting veils of white Wraithfire, denser near her core, finer toward the edges, all of it moving with her breath, her heartbeat, and the new engine burning quietly in her chest.

The flood pouring from the tear struck the sphere, flowed through it, answered her core, and fed it so quickly that the new resource bars appearing along the edge of her vision barely had time to stabilize before one of them began climbing.

Fresh interfaces unfolded. Clean. Crisp. Organized.

A narrow red-and-white bar resolved in the corner of her vision.



Health: 61%



Kira stared at it. "...Well." She frowned. "That's uncomfortably specific."

Seralyth's attention sharpened. "What changed?"

"I now have a numerical estimate for how close I am to dying."

The paladin considered that. "Ive always found it useful."

"Wildly invasive, but yeah. I agree."

Beneath it, two more bars formed with quiet precision.



Mana: 47%

Wraithfire Reserve: 100%



The Wraithfire bar held. Dipped by the smallest fraction as her sphere stabilized. Then filled again almost immediately.

Kira looked toward the tear. Back to the bar. Then back to the tear. "...Oh."

She blinked. "That's obscene."

Corvane regarded her. "Explain."

"My Wraithfire reserve is recovering faster than I can spend it while I'm standing in this room."

That earned genuine attention. Seralyth folded one armored arm across her breastplate. "The chamber is sustaining you."

"Exactly." Kira looked back at the bar. "I've accidentally plugged myself into the world's most hateful charger."

The System continued opening menus.



Profile

Resources

Abilities

Party

Quest Log

Class

Titles



Kira's eyebrows climbed. "...Okay that's a lot."

She opened Party first.



Party Interface Unlocked

You may now create, join, manage, and dissolve recognized parties.

Party members may gain access to shared benefits depending upon class, titles, trust thresholds, active agreements, and later skill development.

Default Functions Unlocked


	Party creation

	Party invitations

	Party member status visibility

	Shared experience eligibility where applicable

	Basic distance and orientation awareness

	Friendly-effect recognition

	Quest sharing where permitted





Kira smiled. "I like this already."

Seralyth caught the tone, if not the details. "Good?"

"Very."

Next came Quest Log.

The window divided itself immediately.



Quest Log Unlocked

Subsections Available


	Class Quests

	Divine Quests

	General Quests





Kira stopped. "...Huh." She looked at the two women. "Apparently I have class quests, divine quests, and general quests." That produced a much stronger reaction than the party interface had.

Seralyth and Corvane looked at one another immediately. The Director spoke first. "Divine."

Kira nodded. "That's what it says."

Seralyth's expression tightened. "That category is ordinarily reserved for the divinely bound, those acting under direct sponsorship, or individuals already carrying a god's purpose."

Kira looked between them. "...That feels above my current pay grade."

Corvane's attention sharpened. "And yet the category exists."

Kira looked back. No entries. Just the heading. "...Empty." She frowned. "Still weird."

"Yes," Corvane agreed.

No one appeared to have a better explanation than that.

Kira opened Class Quests instead.

Three new entries unfolded.



Class Quest — Growth of the Sovereign I

Reach Level 10.

Reward: XP Grant + Class Recognition Milestone



Class Quest — Tempered Motion

Raise one active Wraithfire Sovereign ability to the next rarity tier.

Reward: XP Grant + Ability Growth Bonus



Class Quest — Sovereign Foundation

Raise one passive Wraithfire Sovereign ability to the next rarity tier.

Reward: XP Grant + Passive Growth Bonus



Kira read through them twice.

Then smiled.

"...That's interesting."

She tapped one finger thoughtfully against her thigh.

"They're not asking me to kill anything."

Neither Seralyth nor Corvane answered immediately.

Kira kept reading.

"They're asking me to grow."

That felt... important.

Seralyth watched Kira's face and, this time, waited for the explanation instead of guessing.

Kira gave it to her.

“I’ve got class quests already. Level ten, obvious enough. Then one for raising an active ability to the next rarity tier. Another for doing the same with a passive.”

That landed.

Corvane’s brow rose by the smallest fraction.

“The abilities themselves gain rarity.”

Kira nodded.

“Looks that way.”

A follow-up pane unfolded immediately.



Ability Growth Framework Unlocked

Class abilities improve through use, strain, successful application, and threshold events.

Ability progress is tracked internally.

At 100% growth, an eligible ability advances to the next rarity tier. Growth then resets at the new rarity.



Kira barked a short laugh. “Oh, that’s filthy.”

Seralyth tilted her head. “Explain.”

Kira glanced up from the pane. “It’s tracking them by percentage. Use an ability enough, use it well enough, push it hard enough, and when the meter fills, the ability upgrades.”

The paladin gave one small nod. “As expected.”

Corvane folded her hands into her sleeves. “The percentages are new. The principle is not.”

“Right.” Kira looked back to the pane. “Normally people just know they’re improving?”

“By feel,” Seralyth said. “By output. By strain. By the moment something familiar suddenly becomes more.”

Kira smiled. “The System giving me a progress bar is extremely on brand.”

That felt... clean. Useful. Just a little unfair.

She opened Profile next.



Name: Kira Asher

Race: Last Daughter Phenotype — House Vaelor

Core: Heart of the Wraithfire Court — Unique

Class: Wraithfire Sovereign — Unique

Level: 1

Experience: 0 / 180

Attributes:
STR 14 | AGI 19 | END 14 | VIT 14 | INT 18 | WIL 20 | PER 18 | PRE 25



Kira stared at the experience requirement.

“One-eighty.”

She nodded once.

“Pricey.”

She opened Abilities.

Her chosen passives and actives now sat beneath the Wraithfire Sovereign heading, each with a narrow progress bar beneath it.



Sovereign Body — Rare — 0%

Field Sense — Rare — 0%

Wraith Step — Rare — 0%

Wraithfire Blade — Rare — 0%

Wraith Bind — Rare — 0%



Kira blinked. Then blinked again. “…oh, come on.”

That earned both women's attention.

Seralyth spoke first. “What?”

“My abilities all started at Rare.”

Silence. Seralyth’s expression shifted first.

“All of them.”

Kira nodded.

The paladin looked away for the briefest moment before meeting her eyes again.

“Mine did not.”

That told Kira everything she needed to know.

Even Corvane’s expression changed by a degree.

Which, on her face, bordered on theatrics.

“The System has invested heavily,” the Director said.

Kira barked another laugh.

“That is one way to put it.”

The System, apparently unwilling to leave room for interpretation, opened one final pane.



Class Initialization Complete

All selected Wraithfire Sovereign abilities begin at Rare rarity.

Further growth available through use and threshold progression.



Kira laughed again, half from disbelief and half because the alternative was standing in silence while the System calmly admitted it had stacked the deck in her favor.

“…Wow.” She shook her head. “It skipped the tutorial.”

Two quieter notices settled beneath the class completion pane.



Friendly Recognition Updated

Your sphere can distinguish invited allies from hostile entities for future class interactions.



Visibility Rule

Your Sphere of Wraithfire is not ordinarily visible to the living.

It may be perceived by you, intelligent Wraithfire-saturated entities, and beings possessing sufficient magical, spiritual, or sensory refinement.



Kira nodded slowly.

Invisible to most people.

Perfect.

Her battlefield would be doing work her opponents couldn't even perceive unless they possessed unusually refined senses or were strange enough to recognize what surrounded her. She flexed one hand and watched pale currents drift lazily through the sphere.

Six feet. Invisible to most. Obvious to her. Fed almost endlessly by the breach itself.

Underneath all of it, something waited. Not another pane. The first deliberate use.

The first moment these abilities stopped being descriptions and became choices.

Kira looked up at Seralyth and Corvane. Beyond them, the tear still pulsed in the far wall, spilling impossible Wraithfire into the chamber as though the world had forgotten how to remain whole.

“I think,” she said, “I’m officially classed.”

Seralyth’s smile came quickly this time. Sharp. Proud.

Corvane inclined her head. “Yes,” the Director said. “Now do something worthy of the gift the System has bestowed upon you.”

  

    
        Chapter 51

    
    
    
    
  Kira stood in the white chamber and did absolutely nothing for three full seconds except grin like an idiot.

The tear still pulsed across the room. The Director still stood near her old bones with the patience of the ancient and the terminally unimpressed. Seralyth still watched from beside her, pale and armored and newly reconstituted.

Neither woman interrupted. That was gracious of them.

Because Kira had just gotten classed, and if they expected her to react with solemn dignity instead of immediately poking the edges of every new impossible thing in her life, they clearly had not been paying attention.

She flexed her fingers once. The sphere moved with her.

It remained invisible to ordinary sight, at least as far as she could tell, but to her eyes it was unmistakable: a white haze six feet out in every direction, thin at the outer edge, denser near her core, flowing and eddying with her breath and posture. The room beyond it still blazed with ambient Wraithfire, but the space nearest her now belonged to her in a way the rest of the chamber did not.

That alone was enough to make her want to run laps.

"Go on," Seralyth said.

Kira looked up. "You're not even going to pretend to be worried?"

"I am worried," the paladin replied. "I am also curious."

Corvane's expression never changed. "And if you intend to behave like a child granted access to a weapons vault, you may as well do it where the room can survive your mistakes."

Kira laughed. "Best mentors. No notes."

She hesitated for only a heartbeat before another thought occurred to her.

"...Actually."

Both women waited.

"This class." She touched the pane hovering at the edge of her vision. "It can't possibly be finished already."

Corvane regarded her quietly. "No."

Relief washed across Kira's face. "Oh, thank God."

"The beginning of a class is never the whole of it," the Director continued. "What you have been granted is a foundation."

"So more abilities?"

"Very likely."

"Passives?"

"Perhaps."

"Completely new mechanics?"

Corvane inclined her head. "Some classes unfold in that manner."

Kira looked down at the faint haze surrounding her. "So... as I level."

"As you grow."

She frowned thoughtfully. "Is there some kind of..." She searched for words. "...progression curve?"

Neither woman recognized the phrase.

Kira tried again. "I mean... does the System deliberately pace what it gives you?"

Seralyth answered this time. "It would be foolish not to."

Corvane nodded once. "Power arrives as its bearer becomes capable of surviving it."

Kira looked back at the sphere. "So, it doesn't hand someone everything at once."

"No."

"The greater the path," Seralyth said, "the longer the journey of understanding."

Corvane continued seamlessly. "I have seen common classes reveal nearly all they would ever become within a few levels."

"And legendary ones?"

"They are slower to surrender their nature."

Kira's eyes lifted. "...Unique?"

The Director was silent for a long moment. "I do not know."

That answer landed differently than ignorance usually did.

"I have never witnessed one."

Kira blinked. "Seriously?"

"There has never been cause."

"...Huh." She looked at the white haze drifting around her again. "So, we're all improvising."

"To varying degrees," Corvane said.

Kira grinned as she considered. "I can live with that."

Only then did she pull her resources back into view.

Health: 61%
Mana: 47%
Wraithfire Reserve: 100%

The last one didn't even deserve to be called informative in here. The reserve bar sat full and smug while the tear flooded the chamber with enough ambient Wraithfire to keep feeding her core faster than she could begin to understand.

"Okay," she murmured. "So resource testing next to the giant screaming soul wound is basically cheating."

Seralyth tilted her head. "You cannot judge expenditure here?"

"Not accurately."

Corvane gave a single nod. "Then judge form."

That was fair.

Kira started with the easiest thing to understand.

"Wraithfire Blade."

The class answered instantly.

White-blue force flowed from the back of her hand, extended beyond her knuckles, and hardened into a single, flawless edge so quickly it made her jerk in surprise.

She stared. The thing was beautiful.

No smoke. No sputter. No molten theatrics. Just a blade of condensed Wraithfire, white-blue and sharp enough that simply looking along the edge made instinct warn her away. Pale light drifted through it in slow veins. The air hummed faintly around it, like tension held in perfect balance.

She turned her wrist. The blade followed as naturally as another finger.

A delighted sound escaped her. "Oh..." She looked up at the two women. "...that is obscene."

Seralyth inclined her head once. "Good."

Kira glanced at her Wraithfire reserve just in time to catch it dip. Three percent. Then it surged back to full almost immediately.

She looked from the bar to the tear. "...Okay. That cost something."

She watched the reserve settle at one hundred percent again. "I saw it for about half a second before the room decided I'm apparently plugged directly into the apocalypse."

Corvane regarded the tear. "For the moment... you are."

Kira looked back at the blade. She dismissed it. The weapon unraveled into pale strands that drifted through her fingers before vanishing into the sphere. She summoned it again.

Instant. Smooth. Natural.

There was no hesitation from the class, and none from her body. The blade simply belonged on her hand, as though somewhere deep inside herself the assumption had always been that if she required a weapon, one would exist.

"...Well that's alarming and absolutely badass."

Seralyth's gaze settled on the blade with an intensity Kira hadn't seen before. It wasn't the look of someone admiring a beautiful weapon. It was the look of a master swordswoman confronted with a new answer to an ancient question. Her eyes traced the flawless white-blue edge as it extended from the back of Kira's hand, following its geometry, its length, the seamless way flesh became Wraithfire without any visible join. For a heartbeat, admiration slipped through the discipline she wore so carefully.

"Elegant," Seralyth said quietly. "No hilt. No guard. Nothing to seize. Nothing to disarm."

Her gaze lifted to Kira. "It begins where you do."

Kira kept it summoned. Her Wraithfire reserve barely flickered beneath the chamber's impossible saturation.

Her eyes drifted toward a fallen block of carved black stone near the edge of the chamber. She looked back at Corvane.

"Permission to vandalize the haunted architecture?"

"It has endured worse." The Director inclined her head. "Proceed."

Kira stepped forward and brought the blade down. There was no resistance. No grinding. No shower of sparks. The white-blue edge whispered through the stone as though it had simply been shown where to part. A wedge of black rock slid free, struck the floor with a heavy clack, and skidded to a stop several feet away.

Kira stared. Then at the severed stone. Then at the blade extending from the back of her hand. Then at Seralyth. The paladin had gone very still.

Her eyes remained fixed on the cut face of the stone, studying it with the quiet concentration of someone measuring what the strike had actually done instead of merely admiring the result.

After a long moment, she nodded once. "A true edge."

Kira blinked. "...There's a fake kind?"

"Many." Seralyth finally looked at the blade itself. "Power can break stone." Her eyes returned to the cut. "An edge parts it."

Kira looked down again. The face of the cut was almost impossibly smooth. "...Okay."

Seralyth inclined her head once. "Yes."

Kira let the blade dissolve and flexed her hand.

"I need to be very careful not to become the sort of person whose answer to every problem is, 'Have you considered sword?'"

Corvane regarded her for a long moment. "That depends."

Kira looked over. "On whether the problem would, in fact, benefit from sword."

Kira laughed. "...I walked into that one."

"You did."

She glanced back at her interface. "Right, movement."

She focused on Sovereign Body. The change was subtle. There was no burst of light, no dramatic pulse through the sphere. Something simply... shifted. Not around her. Within her.

Her body did not grow smaller. It did not become weaker. The relationship between her and the world quietly changed. Weight loosened its grip. The floor no longer seemed quite so interested in claiming her. Every muscle carried the same strength with less burden behind it.

She rose onto the balls of her feet. "Oh..."

Everything felt spring-loaded. Her balance adjusted before she consciously noticed it had changed. Tiny corrections rippled through her ankles, knees, hips, and spine until the new distribution of weight felt oddly... inevitable.

"This is ridiculous."

Seralyth's attention sharpened. "Jump."

Kira did. Nothing extravagant. Just enough to test the feeling. She went considerably higher than intended.

A startled laugh escaped her as she floated for the briefest heartbeat before landing with effortless control. Her knees absorbed the impact. Her ankles corrected. The sphere seemed to anticipate where her balance wanted to be before she did.

She jumped again.

This time with intent.

She drove sideways as well as upward, laughing as the arc carried her several feet across the chamber. It felt less like leaping and more like briefly renegotiating the terms of gravity.

She landed almost exactly where she'd intended.

"...Oh no."

Seralyth tilted her head.

"A problem?"

"This is addictive."

The paladin considered that.

"I had forgotten what it is like to discover a body capable of new things."

There was no envy in the words.

Only memory.

Corvane, meanwhile, looked entirely unconvinced.

"Which is why discipline exists."

Kira pretended very hard not to hear that.

She shifted the other direction.

Heavy.

The change settled through her frame like an anchor finding the seabed.

Her stance widened almost without instruction.

The chamber no longer felt as though it were pushing her backward.

Instead, it became something to push against.

She planted a hand against a cracked funerary bench and leaned.

The force traveled differently.

Not through her shoulders.

Through her hips.

Her legs.

Into the stone beneath her feet.

"Huh."

She lightened herself.

Heavy again.

Then, without really thinking about it— Light. Heavy. Light. Heavy. Faster.

The transitions came cleanly enough that she stopped noticing the change itself and started noticing what it did to her movement.

Light to accelerate. Heavy to stop. Light to turn. Heavy to brace. Her grin returned. "...Oh, that's ridiculous."

Seralyth nodded once. "You are beginning to stop thinking about the ability."

Kira blinked. "I am?"

"You are thinking about movement."

That landed.

Kira repeated the sequence. This time she wasn't activating Sovereign Body. She was simply moving, with the density shifts woven into the motion as naturally as bending a knee or planting a foot. "...Okay."

She looked down at herself. "I don't think this is ever going to feel normal."

Corvane's expression remained perfectly composed.

"It should not for some time."

Kira looked over.

"A body that remains remarkable to its owner is less likely to be taken for granted."

“Couldn’t agree more.  Don’t you worry your pretty little ghostly head.  I have literally dozens if not hundreds of reasons why I’ll never take this for granted. I do appreciate the way you look at things though.”

"I have cultivated it over several centuries."

The transitions came cleaner each time. She wasn't merely changing weight. She was learning an entirely new relationship with momentum.

The transitions came quickly enough to matter in a fight. Clean enough to layer into movement without conscious thought.

"Can you maintain that while moving?" Seralyth asked.

Kira immediately tested it.

She lightened herself, darted three quick steps left, cut hard to the right, then shifted heavier as her final foot hit the stone.

The effect was immediate. Momentum vanished.

Her body stopped exactly where she wanted it to, every ounce of forward motion disappearing into the floor beneath her boots instead of pitching her forward another step.

Her eyes widened. "...Oh."

She tried again.

Light. Heavy. Light. Heavy.

The transitions grew smoother every time. She wasn't fighting the changes anymore. Her body anticipated them.

"Oh, that's evil."

"Promising," Corvane corrected.

Kira turned her attention to Field Sense. At first... nothing. She frowned. Then realization caught up with her. The ability wasn't waiting to activate. It already had. Her sphere no longer behaved like empty space.

She stood perfectly still.

The haze surrounding her sharpened. Wraithfire currents drifted through it in delicate streams. Dust settled near her boots. Tiny shifts in pressure rolled across its surface whenever she breathed. Even the subtle adjustments of her own balance echoed faintly through the field before her muscles consciously registered them.

It wasn't sight. It wasn't hearing. It wasn't touch. It was... territory. The sphere wasn't showing her the world. It was introducing her to the part of the world that now belonged to her.

She slowly turned toward Seralyth. The paladin hadn't moved. Not visibly.

Yet Kira could feel the weight of the woman's armor pressing against the edge of the sphere. The quiet readiness in her stance. The minute corrections of balance that separated standing still from being prepared to explode into motion.

"Holy shit..."

Seralyth lifted an eyebrow.

Kira turned toward Corvane instead.

This time she actually flinched. The Director distorted the sphere differently. Older. Heavier. Layered somehow. Not physically. Existentially.

Corvane noticed immediately. "What changed?"

"You..." Kira searched for words. "...you push on the field."

The Director considered that. "More entrenched?"

Kira blinked. "...That is disturbingly accurate."

Seralyth spoke without taking her eyes off Kira. "And me?"

Kira looked back. "You have edges."

"...Edges."

"The field knows where you stop."

Seralyth nodded once. "Useful."

Very useful.

Kira began walking slow circles through her own sphere. Each step taught her something.

The chamber stopped feeling like a room she occupied. It became a small piece of reality she understood. Not completely. Already enough. "Okay." Her pulse quickened.

"Wraith Step."

Seralyth answered before Kira could move. "Do not aim poorly."

"Excellent advice."

Kira picked a point three feet to her right.

Clear footing. Nothing expensive. Nothing sacred. Nothing containing the Director.

She triggered the skill. The world skipped. There was no motion between. No tunnel. No rushing sensation. No feeling of crossing distance. One heartbeat she stood here. The next... she didn't.

She simply existed somewhere else. Balanced. Ready. Her momentum had already been corrected. The sphere arrived with her as though neither of them had ever occupied another location. Kira stared at where she'd been. Then where she was. Then back again.

"...That's illegal."

Seralyth almost smiled. "Again."

Kira blinked forward. Backward. Diagonal. A shallow angle. A longer one.

Every destination arrived with the same impossible certainty. The sphere tightened around the point she had chosen an instant before she appeared, smoothing each landing until it felt less like teleportation and more like stepping onto ground that had been waiting specifically for her.

By the fifth jump she was laughing. "I understand how people become insufferable with this."

"Yes," Corvane said. "That is one of its hazards."

Kira forced herself to stop. Barely.

Her attention drifted toward Wraith Bind.

That skill had looked dangerous on paper. Experience suggested it was probably worse. She scanned the chamber. Broken stone. Ancient architecture. One already-severed block. Perfect.

She set the block atop the shattered funerary stand and raised one hand.

"Wraith Bind."

Three narrow ribbons of white-blue Wraithfire shot forward, wrapping the stone in quick succession before tightening with quiet precision. Kira walked a slow circle around it. The bindings never shifted. Never sagged. Never flickered.

White-blue bands hugged the stone so neatly they looked less like restraints than a decision the universe had quietly agreed to honor.

"Well..." She tilted her head. "...That's going to cause problems."

Her eyes tracked slowly over the bindings. One. Two. Three. She shifted her weight, absently tapping one boot against the stone while possibilities assembled themselves faster than she could sort them.

"...Interesting."

Seralyth watched with the patient composure of someone already convinced this would end in either genuine insight or property damage.

Kira set her feet, formed the Wraithfire Blade along the back of her hand, and cut across one of the glowing bands.

The blade whispered through it.

The bind parted instantly.

The remaining two held.

The stone shifted barely a finger's width before the crossed restraints caught it again and pulled it taut.

Kira crouched, studying the arrangement.

"...Okay."

"The blade cuts the binds..."

She nudged the stone experimentally.

"...but they're independent. Lose one and the others keep working."

Her expression sharpened.

"So layering matters."

Corvane spoke from behind her.

"You sound as though multiple restraints were your first thought."

Kira glanced back.

"They were."

"I had not intended that as praise."

"I chose to hear it that way."

She dismissed the blade and started over.

This time she crossed the bands at different angles, anchoring each one separately before tightening the whole arrangement. The pattern looked almost woven, every line reinforcing the next instead of simply duplicating it.

She planted both hands against the stone and shoved. It scraped. Held. Scraped farther. Only when she committed real force did it finally lurch free. Kira nodded slowly. "Interesting."

Not armor. Reinforcement. A brace. A way of convincing the world something ought to remain exactly where it had been told.

Ideas arrived all at once. Broken shields. Splinted limbs. Buckling doorways. Loose armor. Torn packs. Cracked spear shafts. Her gaze drifted to her own forearm.

Seralyth caught it immediately. "You are thinking about using it on yourself."

Kira looked up. "...I was."

"Then do not begin by stabbing yourself."

Corvane's voice remained perfectly level. "There are easier experiments."

Kira sighed. "You two really take all the romance out of scientific inquiry."

"You continue to mistake recklessness for curiosity. Someone, apparently, must save you from yourself."

Kira considered that for a second.

"...The Venn diagram has an uncomfortable amount of overlap."

For perhaps the first time all day, neither woman had an immediate reply.

Kira chose to count that as a victory.

"Wraith Bind."

A narrow ribbon of white-blue Wraithfire wrapped cleanly around the joint and tightened with gentle, even pressure. It wasn’t painful or restrictive. Supportive.

Like a brace fitted by someone who understood anatomy far better than she did. She rolled the wrist. Bent it. Twisted it. The joint remained completely mobile. Just... steadier.

Her eyebrows climbed. "I mean, it kinda works."

She flexed harder. The bind subtly redistributed the strain before it reached the joint itself. "...Oh, that's clever."

Seralyth stepped closer. "What do you feel?"

"It isn't making my wrist stronger." Kira rotated it again. "It's making it harder for my wrist to do something stupid."

That earned the smallest nod from the paladin. "A distinction worth remembering."

Kira looked down at the glowing band. She couldn’t count it as healing because it just wasn’t… yet.  It wasn’t armor necessarily, but it also wasn’t nothing. It was support.

That sparked half a dozen ugly ideas she intended to revisit later. "Well." That went straight into the mental vault. She let the bind dissolve and turned back to movement. This part mattered more. The sphere moved with her. That much she knew. Wraith Step allowed movement to any point inside the sphere she could clearly perceive. Which immediately raised several questions. Kira adored questions. She picked a point near the very edge of the pale haze only she could see. Blink. The world skipped. She arrived exactly where she'd intended, her boots settling with effortless precision just inside the boundary.

"Edge works." Good. Next question. She stretched one hand beyond the edge of the sphere and focused on a point just outside it. Nothing. The skill remained ready. Patient. Entirely unimpressed by her attempted rules lawyering. Kira clicked her tongue. "So one finger over the line doesn't count as creative interpretation."

"You attempted to exceed the field," Seralyth observed.

"Scientifically."

"And failed."

"Spectacularly.”

Corvane regarded the sphere. "It would seem that a domain centered upon its sovereign does not negotiate its own boundaries."

Kira sighed. "Everyone's a philosopher."

She considered the problem for another second. "Fine If I can't make the sphere bigger..."

Her grin slowly returned. "...I'll make everything else smaller."

Seralyth gave her a look.

"I believe," Corvane said quietly, "that sentence concerns me."

Kira ignored her. Blink. She appeared at the very edge of the sphere.

At the same instant she lightened herself with Sovereign Body, planted one foot, and exploded forward. The leap carried her well beyond where it should have. She landed in a controlled slide, laughing before she'd fully stopped moving.

"...Oh."

She blinked back. Repeated it. Again. Again. Every repetition came a little cleaner. A little faster. Not because Wraith Step was changing. Because she was learning where it belonged.

Kira's eyes narrowed. "...Hold on." Without another word, she lightened herself and jumped. At the top of the arc she triggered Wraith Step. Blink. She appeared near the top of her sphere. Immediately bent her knees. Nothing. She dropped. Landed. Frowned.

"...Again." Jump. Blink. Higher. Knees bent. Nothing. Down. "...No." Third attempt. This time she blinked a heartbeat earlier. Nothing. Fourth. She twisted as she arrived. Nothing. Fifth. She blinked lower. Nothing. Sixth. She blinked higher. Somewhere around the seventh attempt she had begun making little frustrated noises under her breath.

Seralyth watched in complete silence while Corvane leaned very slightly toward the paladin.

"Has the class affected her judgment?"

"I..."

Seralyth watched Kira launch herself into the air yet again. "...cannot yet rule it out."

Kira landed. Immediately jumped again. Blink. Fall. Blink. Fall. "...Why won't you work?"

Corvane lowered her voice another fraction. "Should we intervene?"

"I am uncertain."

Kira landed in a crouch. Sat there for a second. Then slowly looked up. "Oh." She dusted imaginary dirt from her hands. "I should probably explain."

"I would recommend it," Corvane said.

Kira pointed toward the ceiling.

"So..."

She jumped once normally. "...you jump." She landed. "Then..." Another jump. At the top of it she blinked several feet higher. "...while you're still in the air..." She bent her knees dramatically. "...you jump again." She fell. Landed. Looked annoyed.

Seralyth blinked and looked perplexed. "You are attempting to leap without something to leap from."

"Exactly!  See?  You get it!" Kira pointed at her.

"No." Seralyth frowned. "I mean yes. Maybe.  Honestly, it feels like you’ve lost your mind and are blinking all over the place."

She rubbed at her forehead. "The point is there shouldn't need to be something."

Silence. Corvane looked at Seralyth. Seralyth looked back. The Director returned her attention to Kira. "...Why?"

Kira stared. "Because..." She waved both hands. "...it would be awesome."

Silence.

Longer this time. Finally Seralyth asked, "Have you encountered a class capable of such a thing?"

"No."

"A spell?"

"No."

"A technique?"

"No."

Corvane folded her hands. "Then what led you to believe this should be possible?"

Kira opened her mouth. Paused. "...Honestly?"

"Please."

"It just seems like a really cool idea."

Neither woman spoke.

Kira continued anyway. "I kept trying to time Wraith Step so I'd appear at the very top of the sphere with enough momentum that it felt like I was taking off from there." She demonstrated. Jump. Blink. This time she appeared almost touching the top of the sphere before immediately launching herself sideways. The movement carried her impressively far. She landed lightly.

"...See?"

Seralyth nodded. "You have merely moved the point from which you jumped."

"Exactly." Kira sighed. "So it's cheating."

"You still require a surface." The Director added unhelpfully.

"Yeah." She looked upward again. "I wanted..." Her hands described a little hop in empty air. "...another jump."

Corvane regarded her for several thoughtful seconds.

"So, this is not a technique."

"No."

"Nor a known class ability."

"No."

"Nor something you have witnessed and the System did not say you may perform this action?"

"No."

"It is merely..."

Kira grinned sheepishly. "...a physics idea."

"A what?"

"...Never mind."

Seralyth looked between the two of them. "You attempted this seven times."

"Eight."

"...Eight times."

"Because it would've been really cool."

Seralyth was silent. Then, quietly— "I cannot fault the reasoning."

Corvane actually looked at her in disbelief. "You cannot?"

The paladin's eyes drifted upward to where Kira had repeatedly tried to launch herself from empty air. "...No."

A pause.

"It would have been very cool."

Kira pointed triumphantly.

"See? She gets it."

"I did not say practical."

"I'll take the win."

She started to turn away.

Seralyth spoke before she'd taken a second step.

"You keep watching me."

Kira paused.

"...Do I?"

"Repeatedly."

Kira blinked.

"I hadn't noticed."

"I had."

For a heartbeat Kira simply looked at her.

Then realization crept across her face.

"...Oh."

She hadn't been watching Seralyth. Not consciously. She'd been feeling her. Field Sense. Every time the paladin entered the sphere, some part of Kira's awareness had settled on her without asking permission. "Right."

Seralyth waited. "You did it in the halls. You did it while we spoke in the hidden room. You did it again while testing your class." Her gaze never left Kira. "I would like to know why."

The smile faded from Kira's face. Not abruptly. It simply gave way to concentration. Now that Seralyth had spoken the pattern aloud, Kira could see it herself. The passing glances. The moments her attention had caught without understanding why. Every time Seralyth came close, something in the sphere quietly reached toward her.

"There is also..." Seralyth paused, visibly dissatisfied with the limits of language. "...a pressure in the my bond to my goddess that is… different somehow.” Her brow furrowed. "It isn’t a command and I’m certainly not receiving some divine revalation."

She searched for it. "It is perhaps... a preference." Her eyes settled on Kira again. "My goddess appears to think I should ask.  Every time your eyes fall onto me, I feel the pressure increase."

That drew Corvane's full attention. The Director looked from Seralyth to Kira. "Well." Her voice remained calm. "What do you see?"

Kira looked between them before taking a slow step closer. The last trace of amusement left her. "Hold still."

Seralyth inclined her head. "I had no intention of moving."

Kira exhaled once and let the sphere settle around her. The pale haze sharpened. White currents gathered into finer detail until Seralyth stood at the center of them like a map coming into focus. Kira's attention settled on the paladin herself first. Everything else in the chamber shifted and flowed with the endless tide of Wraithfire. Seralyth did not. Her identity held its shape with startling clarity, anchored by a will so disciplined it felt almost architectural. Centuries had worn at her, but they had never managed to blur her.

The shell around her came into focus next. Wraithfire had gathered around Seralyth in uneven layers, hugging her form with unsettling precision. Thin across her shoulders. Thick along one arm. Smooth in places. Ridged in others. It clung to her like something that had once been poured over her and allowed to harden. The longer Kira looked, the less it resembled a prison.

It looked engineered. Seams ran through it. Reinforcing layers overlapped one another. Wherever old damage had once existed, fresh Wraithfire had settled over it, strengthening rather than simply replacing it. The dungeon hadn't been preserving Seralyth. It had been rebuilding her.

Then another pattern emerged. Hair-fine threads of gold wound through the shell with impossible precision, weaving effortlessly between the white-blue layers without disturbing them. They crossed joints, vanished into deeper structures, surfaced again, each line following a purpose Kira could feel without yet understanding.

They belonged there. Not because the dungeon had accepted them. Because the dungeon had never been able to erase them.  At least that was the assumption Kira was going on… they were intertwined but only barely and the gold threads were pristine. Untouched in the way the Wraithfire threads appeared worn in some areas and strong in others. Some of those golden threads were anchored deep within Seralyth herself. They were too deep for Kira to know much more than they were integral to who the ghostly Paladin was… were they what made her persist?

Others stretched away beyond Kira's perception, disappearing into distances her senses refused to follow. Kira found herself tracing one with a fingertip suspended in the air. "...Huh."

Corvane watched her carefully. "Well?"

Kira never looked away from Seralyth. "There's... layers. Wraithfire mostly but also gold threads." Her hand drifted over the outline of the shell. "This outer structure is Wraithfire. Most of it's prison, but..." She frowned as another seam caught her attention. "...not all of it." Her finger followed one of the reinforcing bands. "Some of this is load-bearing."

That made Corvane's eyes sharpen. "Explain."

Kira didn't answer immediately. She was still looking. "The dungeon has repaired her too many times." She swallowed. "I don't think it knows the difference anymore." Her hand moved across another section of the shell. "It isn't just holding her, it's built her into itself."

Silence settled over the chamber. "And the gold?" Seralyth asked.

Kira's eyes followed one of the threads again. "Those are different." She hesitated. "They don't fight the Wraithfire." "They ignore it." Her gaze lifted to meet Seralyth's. "The Wraithfire bends around them." Another heartbeat. "They feel..." She searched for it. "...like something the dungeon recognizes it isn't allowed to touch."

Seralyth answered immediately. "Mirelia."

Kira nodded once. "That would be my guess."

Seralyth absorbed the thought without outward reaction. Then she asked the question Kira had been expecting. "Can you separate them?"

Kira looked back at the shell. She took her time answering. "I don't know." Honesty first. "But..." She leaned closer, following another seam through the pale haze. "I think I can see how it was assembled."

Corvane's gaze sharpened. "Assembled."

"There are joins." Kira traced one with a fingertip through empty air. "It isn't one continuous prison." Her eyes followed another seam around Seralyth's shoulder. "It was constructed." Another. "Expanded." Another. "Repaired." She frowned. "I think I can tell which parts were already here..." Her finger drifted toward one of the golden threads. "...and which parts the dungeon added later."

"You… think," Corvane said slowly, emphasizing each word.

"Yes." Kira looked at her. "I'm fresh out of divine certainty."

Something almost imperceptible softened around the Director's eyes before it was gone.

Seralyth ignored the exchange. "If you are right..." She held Kira's gaze. "...what happens?"

Kira looked back to the shell. "Best case?" She drew a slow breath. "I peel away what belongs to the dungeon." Her eyes followed the golden threads once more. "And whatever's left remembers what it was before."

Silence settled over the chamber.

"And the worst?"

Kira didn't answer immediately. She watched one golden thread disappear beneath a thicker layer of Wraithfire before emerging untouched on the other side. "I mistake one for the other." Her voice had gone very quiet. "I don't think either of us gets a second attempt." She lowered her hand. "I catch the wrong layer..."  another breath. "...and tear something that was never meant to be touched."

No one spoke. Corvane's gaze moved slowly from Seralyth to Kira. "You describe a knife's breadth.  Success or disaster."

"I know."

Seralyth never looked away from Kira. "I would rather stand upon that knife than remain here."

"Seralyth." Corvane's voice carried just enough weight to quiet the room.

The paladin didn't turn. "I have remained in this place beyond any rightful measure." There was no bitterness. Only certainty. "I do not know whether freedom means reunion with my goddess, persistence beyond death, or oblivion." She drew one slow breath. "I no longer fear any of those endings." Her eyes remained on Kira. "I fear only remaining."

The words lingered between them. Not dramatic. Simply true.

Kira looked to Corvane.

The Director stood as she always had, composed enough to make statues seem restless. "You understand," Corvane said quietly, "that consent does not lessen responsibility."

"I do."

"If you fail..." She let the silence hang for a moment to let Kira consider her words fully "...the failure will still be yours."

"I know."

Corvane held her gaze another moment before turning to Seralyth. "And you offer this choice freely."

"I do."

"No oath compels you."

"My oath brought me here." Seralyth's voice never wavered. "It does not require me to remain."

For the first time since Kira had met her, something in Corvane eased. Only slightly. "So be it."

Seralyth stepped forward. Her boots whispered across ancient stone until she stood near the center of Kira's sphere. Immediately the pale currents tightened around her. The seams sharpened. The shell. The gold. The places where one ended and the other endured.

Seralyth rested both hands upon the pommel of her sword. "Do what you believe is right."

Kira let out a long breath. "...That somehow puts even more pressure on me."

Something warm flickered behind Seralyth's composure. "Then let me be plain." She met Kira's eyes without hesitation. "You have my complete consent."

Kira laughed once, quietly. "...Well." She looked back at the shell. At the seams. At the careful places where the dungeon had built over something it had never truly possessed. Then she nodded. "Okay."

Her hand hovered just short of the first pale seam.

"I start at the edges."
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  Kira held Seralyth's gaze a moment longer. Then she looked back at the shell, the seams, the golden weave running through it, and let out a slow breath.

"No." She shook her head. "I'm not doing this half-baked."

Seralyth's expression remained composed. "You said as much."

"Yeah." Kira rubbed a hand over the back of her neck. "But now I'm saying it after thinking about it."

Corvane inclined her head. "A welcome distinction."

Kira looked over. "I know I've only been here a few days, but I'm beginning to suspect you came into existence sounding exactly like that."

"I did not."

A beat.

Seralyth spoke without looking away from Kira. "A pity."

The laugh escaped before Kira could stop it. "...Okay." She needed that.

Her attention dropped back to the interface. Ten unallocated attribute points waited patiently. "...Right." She stared at them. "So." She gestured vaguely at the glowing pane. "I'm about to perform delicate spiritual surgery beside a hole in reality." Another glance at the points. "And apparently my pre-op checklist includes becoming smarter."

Seralyth folded her arms. "You are deciding how best to strengthen yourself."

"Exactly."

Kira began pacing, eyes moving over the invisible numbers. "Agility makes everything faster." She nodded. "Fantastic." Her finger moved. "Perception helps me read the shell." Another. "Intellect should make processing easier."  Then Presence. She stopped. "...You." Her finger hovered over the stat. "You are weird."

Corvane watched quietly.

"This class keeps pointing back to Presence." Kira looked up. "Sovereignty." She gestured around the sphere. "The field is basically an extension of me." Another gesture. "If Presence is how strongly I impose myself on the world..." She looked around the white haze. "...then it probably isn't just a social stat anymore."

"It likely is not," Corvane agreed.

Kira pointed at her. "See? Advisory board."

The Director accepted the title with all the enthusiasm of ancient stone.

Kira looked back at the list. "I don't need bigger." She shook her head. "I need cleaner." Her finger drifted across the attributes. "I need to understand what I'm seeing." Another tap. "I need the control to separate layers without accidentally peeling someone's goddess off."

A pause. "And I need just enough Agility that my body keeps up with the plan."

Seralyth nodded. "A wise priority."

Kira smiled. "I have those occasionally." She made her selections. Four Intellect. A point disappeared. Three Presence. Another. Two Perception. Again. And one Agility. She confirmed the allocation.

Attributes Updated

STR 14 · AGI 20 · END 14 · VIT 14 INT 22 · WIL 20 · PER 20 · PRE 28

This wasn't like installing the core. Nothing exploded. Nothing burned. Instead, her thoughts simply stopped colliding. Ideas that had been competing for the same space spread apart, arranging themselves without effort. The pressure behind her eyes eased instead of growing. Her attention stretched wider without becoming thinner. She became aware of more — not because new information appeared, but because she could hold more of it before anything slipped away. Around her, the sphere responded. The pale haze steadied. Currents she hadn't realized were wavering settled into cleaner paths. The shell around Seralyth sharpened by another degree. Not different. Just clearer. Kira stood quietly until the changes finished settling. There was no point reaching into someone's soul while her own brain was still reorganizing itself.

Seralyth watched her carefully. "Well?"

Kira looked around the chamber once, then back at the shell. "...It's easier to keep everything in my head." She smiled faintly. "I didn't realize how much I was dropping before."

Corvane inclined her head. "Good."

Kira looked toward the tear, then toward the thickest white-blue saturation nearest it, then back to the two women. "I need practice before I touch her."

"That was already clear," Corvane said.

"Yes, but now I'm saying the next part out loud so nobody thinks I've wandered off for a dramatic training montage." She pointed toward the brighter concentration of Wraithfire. "I'm going closer. More material. More to shape. More to ruin until I stop ruining it."

Seralyth's brow lifted. "You intend to learn precision beside the strongest concentration in the chamber."

"Correct."

The paladin considered that. "Sensibly insane."

Kira nodded. "I'm putting that on a family crest."

She walked toward the tear - not recklessly, just close enough that the sphere thickened around her and the Wraithfire reserve stopped pretending to be a meaningful resource. White-blue currents crossed one another in slow, endless tides. Her core drank them almost as quickly as she noticed them. Perfect. She planted her feet and raised one hand. "Okay." She rolled one shoulder. "We're done doing cool things." Her fingers spread. "Now we do boring things until they become cool." The first thread lasted less than a second. It twisted, collapsed, and vanished. "...Excellent."

She made another. Too thick. Another. Too thin. Another. Bent. Another. She accidentally tied it into something that looked suspiciously like a glowing noodle. "...No."  Again. Again. Again.

She stopped trying to make something useful. Instead she tried making the same thing — exactly the same. A straight line. The fourth drifted. The seventh sagged. The eleventh held. Not perfectly. Long enough. "There." She immediately lost it. "...I celebrated too early."

Seralyth watched without comment. Corvane remained equally silent.

Good. Failure didn't bother Kira. Unexplained failure bothered Kira. She formed another thread. This one twisted near the middle. Her eyes narrowed. "...Pressure." Again. The twist moved. "...No." Again. This time she watched her own hand instead of the thread. "...I'm correcting too much." Interesting.

She relaxed her wrist. The next thread came out straighter — not because the Wraithfire had changed, but because she had. "Oh." That mattered. She made another, then another, each one only a little better than the last. Two lines. That was harder. One thickened whenever she focused on the other. She frowned. "So you're stealing." She deliberately ignored the thicker line, and the thinner one immediately stabilized. "...You attention hog."

Seralyth finally spoke. "You continue speaking to your abilities."

"They have attitudes."

"I had wondered."

Ten minutes later she could hold two threads. Fifteen and she managed three. Twenty, and they stayed where she'd left them instead of wandering off the instant her attention shifted. Now she started folding them. Tiny loops. Small crossings. One thread laid over another, then under, then around. She wasn't making anything useful; she was teaching her hands consistency. The sphere rewarded every improvement. Corrections took hold faster. Shapes stayed where she placed them. The Wraithfire still resisted — just less — as though it had finally accepted she intended to keep asking until it gave in.

Her interface flickered.

Wraith Bind — Rare — 6%

Field Sense — Rare — 4%

Sovereign Body — Rare — 3%

Kira laughed. "Oh, that's disgustingly satisfying."

Seralyth glanced toward Corvane. "She truly enjoys the numbers."

"The numbers are honest." Kira didn't even look up. "They never tell me I almost succeeded." She tightened another loop. "They tell me I succeeded six percent."

Corvane regarded her thoughtfully. "A strangely comforting philosophy."

Now she introduced structure. One bind around a stone chip. A second crossing the first. Three narrow bands holding a loose strip of cloth without crushing it. Then a cracked piece of black stone. One band, pressure — it slipped. Two bands, pressure — better. Three bands, pressure — the crack stayed closed. "There..." She leaned closer. "That's closer." Not stronger. Smarter. She wrapped another line around the fracture. "Hold this." Another crossed it. "Keep this from moving." A third stopped just short of where the imagined golden thread would have been. "And leave that alone." There wasn't any gold. Only stone. But the habit mattered. She was teaching herself restraint before it counted.

Finally she summoned Wraithfire Blade again. Not to cut. To study. The blade formed with the same flawless geometry every time. Perfect edge. Perfect coherence. Kira rotated her wrist slowly, studying the impossible precision of it. "...You're cheating." The blade declined to defend itself. So, she stole what lessons she could. Pull. Thin. Fold. Brace. Release. Again. Again. Again. The repetitions settled into rhythm. Not exciting. Not dramatic. Just honest work. When the next notifications arrived, they felt earned.

Wraith Bind — Rare — 11%

Field Sense — Rare — 8%

Sovereign Body — Rare — 5%

Wraithfire Blade — Rare — 3%

A damp strand of hair had escaped and fallen across her forehead by the time another pane appeared. Kira noticed it immediately. Not because of the words. Because of the border. White, trimmed in deep crimson and black instead of the System's familiar white-blue. Elegant. Severe. Less like a menu. More like a decree. Kira lowered the thread she had been shaping. "...Well." She looked up. "That's new."

Seralyth straightened immediately. Corvane's attention sharpened.

Kira read.

Divine Quest Received

Mirelia, the Whispering Wrath, has taken notice.

Unmake the False Chain

One who belongs elsewhere has endured a prison beyond its rightful span. Separate what was imposed from what has always been. Do no harm to what is hers.

Conditions · Seralyth survives. · The dungeon's binding is broken or displaced. · Mirelia's thread remains unbroken.

Rewards · Major Experience · Mirelia's Regard · Further reward according to outcome

Kira stared at it for a long moment, then turned toward Seralyth. Very slowly. The paladin had gone still in an entirely different way. Corvane looked no less composed than before. Only older. "Your goddess," Kira said carefully, "has officially escalated the situation."

"She has." Seralyth's voice was almost reverent.

Kira let the pane linger another heartbeat before dismissing it. "...Well." She rubbed the back of her neck. "I was already taking this seriously." She looked between them. "But it's nice to know failure is now disappointing on multiple planes of existence."

That finally earned the faintest hint of amusement from Corvane. "What were the conditions?"

Kira repeated the quest from memory. Neither woman interrupted. When she finished, Seralyth lowered her eyes briefly. "She named me."

Kira nodded. "She did."

Corvane folded her hands into her sleeves. "Then the attempt carries divine sanction."

"That's..." Kira considered it. "...somehow more intimidating than reassuring."

Her interface flickered again.

Wraith Bind — Rare — 13%

Field Sense — Rare — 9%

Sovereign Body — Rare — 6%

Wraithfire Blade — Rare — 4%

Wraith Step — Rare — 2%

Not enough to make her cocky. Enough to stop pretending she was unprepared. Kira rolled one shoulder, then the other, and let the last trace of humor fall away. "Okay." The chamber seemed to grow quieter. She stepped back toward Seralyth until the paladin stood once again near the center of her sphere. "This is how I see it," Kira said. She gestured toward the shell. "I start at the outside. Small pulls. Small sections. I only remove what I'm certain belongs to the dungeon." Her finger hovered over one of the golden threads. "I don't touch these unless I absolutely have to." She lowered her hand. "If your structure starts changing in ways I don't understand..." She looked Seralyth in the eye. "...I stop."

Corvane regarded her for a long moment. "And if stopping is not enough?"

Kira's jaw tightened. "Then I improvise and hope somebody upstairs respects effort."

"That," Corvane observed, "has all the dignity of an authentic plan."

"I've had worse."

Seralyth stepped forward until she stood exactly where Kira wanted her. Centered inside the sphere. Shoulders squared. Chin lifted. Hands resting calmly at her sides. There was no tension in her posture. Only resolve. "I am ready."

Kira held her gaze for one heartbeat longer than necessary. Then nodded. "Right." She lifted her hands. The sphere gathered around them. Field Sense sharpened. Thin threads of Wraithfire drifted into place between her fingers. She looked at the shell. The seams. The gold. The woman beneath all of it. "Edges first." Her fingertips settled against the first seam. The world contracted. Not disappeared. Simply ceased to matter. The chamber became background. Her breathing, background. Even the pressure of the tear faded until it was only another constant her mind quietly accounted for. Everything narrowed to the work. Her eyes moved across the shell. Once. Twice. Again. Each pass resolved another layer. Outer shell. Reinforcement. Stress points. Repair seams. Load paths. Golden threads. Inner structure. Again. This time she wasn't looking. She was reading.

Patterns emerged. Some seams carried strain. Others carried almost none. Some layers existed only to anchor the next one. Others spread force away from places that would otherwise have fractured. The dungeon hadn't piled Wraithfire onto Seralyth. It had engineered her imprisonment. Kira leaned closer. Another pass. Another pattern. There. A repair. No. Three separate repairs laid over one another, each one solving damage left by the last. She followed them backward. The oldest layer sat deepest. The newest barely clung to the surface. Her breathing slowed. The shell had a history. She could see it. Every repair. Every reinforcement. Every desperate attempt by the Court to keep its prisoner exactly where it wanted her.

If someone had spoken her name, she might have answered. Or she might not. The part of her that joked, worried, second-guessed herself, or wondered how she looked had stepped quietly aside. What remained was the part that loved impossible problems — the part that had once unraveled malicious code one careful thread at a time, the part that could stare at something impossibly complicated until it surrendered its own logic. Only this wasn't code. It wasn't a server. It wasn't a locked database or a blackmailer's vault. It was Seralyth. And the cost of misunderstanding the architecture stood patiently in front of her, trusting Kira to get it right.

Her fingers moved with exquisite care inside the sphere, Wraithfire gathering in pale filaments around them. Field Sense fed her the shell's smallest reactions while her eyes read the rest. Every advantage she possessed converged on this single moment: her class, the sphere, the impossible body House Vaelor had built, the core, the titles she had barely believed mattered. They mattered.

She touched the first seam. It gave. Barely. Kira didn't pull. She invited it upward. The edge lifted by less than the width of a fingernail, the outer layer flexing with the reluctant stiffness of something that had believed itself permanent. There. The join. She held it suspended and watched the shell answer. One reinforcement tightened. A neighboring layer shifted to compensate. Two rebuilding loops drew taut. The golden threads never moved. Good. She eased the strip farther away. As it entered her sphere, the reclaimed Wraithfire dissolved almost eagerly, flowing into her core as though it had finally been released from a job it no longer wished to perform. Seralyth flickered along one shoulder. Then steadied. Kira never looked up.

The shell had begun speaking. This seam carried confinement. Another redirected stress. A broad section over the ribs looked substantial until she traced it properly and discovered it was mostly repetition, old repairs layered over older repairs until thickness had become habit instead of necessity.

Near the collar she stopped. Too much gold. Not there. Her hands drifted elsewhere. A safer path. Another seam. Another careful lift. The shell responded differently this time. Not every join had been built alike. Some wanted to separate. Others resisted until the last possible moment. A few had grown so accustomed to the surrounding layers that they behaved as though they belonged there.

Those were the dangerous ones. Piece by piece, the outer shell grew thinner. Seralyth emerged with it. The woman beneath had sharper lines than the prison allowed anyone to see. The divine threads shone with startling clarity wherever the dungeon's work receded, their quiet gold carrying an authority the Wraithfire never questioned.

Someone spoke. Corvane, perhaps. The sound reached Kira without becoming words. A repair knot had just shifted near Seralyth's left side. That mattered. Language could wait.

Time unraveled. Her progress bars crept steadily upward somewhere at the edge of her vision. She ignored them. Her reserve remained full. She ignored that too. The chamber fed her as quickly as she worked, and every thread she reclaimed disappeared into the hungry certainty of the core. At some point her breathing settled into the rhythm of the work. At some point her fingers began to ache. She stopped noticing both.

The Wraithfire no longer felt like something she manipulated. It felt familiar. Not obedient. Conversational. She could feel where it wanted to cling, where it wanted to slide, where two layers had spent so long pressed together they had almost forgotten they had once been separate. That was the moment everything changed. She stopped forcing the shell apart. She started convincing it.

The next section lifted cleanly. Then another. Each one came away with a little less resistance than the last. The first broad strip peeled free from Seralyth's flank in a slow ribbon of white-blue light before dissolving into Kira's sphere. The shell didn't sag. It settled. Like tension leaving a muscle that had been clenched for centuries.

Beneath it, Seralyth's true structure stood unchanged. Stronger, if anything. Clearer. Kira's pupils widened. "...Oh." There. There. The woman underneath. Kira's hands quickened. Not carelessly. Confidently. The shell had finally surrendered enough of its logic that she no longer needed to guess where the next seam lay.

She traced a golden thread without touching it. Lifted a prison brace clear by the width of a hair. Fed the reclaimed Wraithfire back into her sphere before it could brush against anything it had no business touching. Lower. A recurring loop around the hip. She separated the prison side from the stabilizing side and watched the structure settle. Seralyth flickered once. Then held. Good.

Another seam. A false join. Ignore it. A hidden repair beneath the sternum. There. She eased it upward one careful fraction at a time until the whole plate released with the quiet reluctance of old lacquer lifting from polished stone. Kira almost smiled. She had it now. Not all of it. Enough. Then something else demanded her attention.

Not the core. The core was magnificent. Steady. Hungry. The tear poured Wraithfire into it faster than she could meaningfully spend. No. This came from the channels. A faint abrasion. Almost easy to miss. As though every thread she shaped was polishing the inside of something far too narrow for the work she was asking it to do. Her focus split. Most of it remained on Seralyth. A smaller part turned inward. The sensation sharpened. Not damage. Wear. No — adaptation. Recognition settled with startling clarity. The core wasn't the bottleneck. The channels were. Of course they were. She'd built the engine. She was only now discovering the plumbing.

A notification slipped across the edge of her vision.

Mana Channels — Rare — 1%

Kira's eyes widened. "...Oh." Not experience. Growth. The channels themselves were learning. She'd barely finished processing the thought when another realization followed close behind. If they could grow — they could also be overworked. The knot in her stomach arrived all at once. Not panic. Calculation. She was operating closer to the limit than she'd realized. That thought stole less than a heartbeat. Less than that. Enough. One edge she'd been holding near Seralyth's shoulder slipped. Barely. Instead of releasing, the shell cinched tighter. Something deeper answered with a sharp shiver. Kira corrected instantly. No apology. No explanation. No warning. Nothing had failed. Not yet. She wasn't going to frighten either of them over a mistake she'd already fixed.

Her hands settled again. Lift. Separate. Support. Watch. The shell yielded once more. Her channels burned hotter now, each movement of Wraithfire through them scraping raw along pathways never meant to carry this much this soon. She felt the abrasion building. Felt the exquisite stupidity of discovering her limits while standing inches from success and catastrophe. Her eyes cut back through the layers. Something had changed. Not in Seralyth. In the knot. There. Beneath the section she'd just thinned, a fold she'd dismissed as reinforcement slowly revealed its true shape. Not a brace. A lock. Older than the surrounding shell. Buried beneath layers of later repairs. Threaded around one of the golden lines with horrifying precision. Kira's stomach dropped.

She should stop. Map it. Understand it. Her channels burned. The outer shell was already open. The deeper fold had begun reacting to everything she'd removed around it. There was no clean retreat anymore. Only forward. She reached for it. The wrongness struck instantly. The fold didn't peel. It unfolded. The entire structure lurched. White-blue fractures raced across Seralyth's shoulder. The golden thread blazed. Seralyth staggered. "No."

Kira reacted without thinking. She dragged Wraithfire into the sphere in dense streaming ribbons, trying to force the opening closed before it propagated. The tear answered. The core flooded. The channels screamed. She ignored them. The shell wasn't separating anymore. It was unzipping. One prison layer tore free. A support layer came with it. "No..." Kira split three threads into nine, wrapped them around the opening, reinforced every point she could reach. The shell fought her. The golden thread burned brighter. Then Seralyth's shoulder began dissolving. Not flesh. Structure. White sparks drifted away from her like ash carried on a wind.

Corvane moved. "What happened?"

"Hidden lock."

"Can you stop it?"

"I'm trying." Another layer tore loose. Kira's hands shook once. She forced them still. There was no technique left. No precision left. Only desperation. Inside her own head she reached for the one thing she'd sworn she wouldn't rely on again.

Help me. Please.

The answer came before the voice. The chamber paused. Not frozen. Paused. The white-blue sparks drifting from Seralyth's shoulder hung motionless. Wraithfire pouring from the tear stretched into suspended ribbons. Even the crushing pressure of the chamber stopped arriving, as though the next instant had simply declined to happen.

Then the world folded. Not outward. Inward. Her sphere collapsed through itself. Stone peeled away. The tear. Seralyth. Corvane. The chamber itself seemed to recede in silent layers, not moving away so much as becoming less relevant with every heartbeat. For one impossible instant there was nothing beneath her feet. Then there was.

A pale floor gathered itself beneath her boots. Space assembled around her in quiet, unfinished geometry. No walls, only suggestions of them. Vast translucent shapes drifted through impossible distance, half-built forms suspended in soft white light as though reality itself had been drafted here before being written elsewhere. Kira recognized it immediately. "...Okay." Her pulse still hammered in her throat. "So that definitely isn't teleportation." "So I was close."

"Yes."

The answer landed with the same calm certainty she remembered. She turned. The figure stood a short distance away. It hadn't arrived. It had simply become the place where her attention settled. Its face refused to remain any single face long enough to remember. Kira dragged both hands over her face and let out a hard breath. "Fantastic." She looked back toward where the chamber should have been. "I'm going to treasure being almost right forever if she survives the next ten seconds."

The figure's attention shifted somewhere beyond her. Not looking. Consulting. Then it returned. "Much has already been given to you."

Kira lowered her hands. "Yeah. I noticed."

"Some of it was earned. Some of it was permitted. Some of it was advanced."

Her eyes narrowed. "Why?"

"That will be revealed when you are ready."

"That is incredibly annoying."

"Yes."

She pointed at the figure. "Time's stopped?"

"Local event progression is suspended."

"Good." The word caught in her throat before she forced it back under control. "Because the woman I'm trying to save doesn't get to pay for my learning curve."

Something about the space around the figure shifted. Not its posture. The room itself. "Your current mastery cannot complete the separation cleanly," it said. "An interim resolution is available."

Kira went perfectly still. "Available how?"

"The target entity can be stabilized and tethered to your class architecture until such time as you can implement or acquire a complete solution."

Kira blinked once. "My class architecture."

"Yes."

"My sphere."

"Yes."

"My core."

"Yes."

Understanding arrived all at once. "You're saying I can't free her."

"Not at present."

"But she won't dissolve."

"Not if you accept the interim structure."

"I accept." There wasn't even a heartbeat of hesitation. "I accept."

"Recorded."

Relief escaped her in one sharp breath that hurt on the way out. Then the rest of her mind caught up.

"Okay. Fast questions."

The figure waited.

"House Vaelor. My racial traits all upgraded at once. That timing felt suspicious."

"Outside influences were granted limited lenience."

Kira's eyes sharpened. "The goddesses."

"No further clarification."

She pointed again. "That is a yes wearing a fake mustache."

The figure offered nothing.

"Fine." She took a breath. "Football." A tiny smile tugged at one corner of her mouth despite everything. "Did that actually go through the tear?"

"Yes."

Kira closed her eyes for a single beat. "...Amazing." She opened them again. "One more. The people who stabbed my arm before I got here." She watched the shifting face carefully. "Who were they?"

"I have no knowledge of the event you describe."

There wasn't the slightest hesitation. No evasion. No administrative phrasing. Just an answer. Kira believed it. Somehow that made the question worse.

The figure regarded her for another silent moment. "You will return now."

Kira sighed. "That wasn't a transition sentence."

"It was a dismissal."

The pale floor disappeared. Not beneath her. From existence. The unfinished space collapsed like a page being turned.

The chamber struck her senses all at once. Pressure. Stone. White-blue light. The roar of the tear. Seralyth. Exactly where she'd left her. And time began moving again.

Corvane stood exactly one step forward from where Kira had left her. And Seralyth was still there.

Kira's breath caught. The fraying had stopped. No white sparks drifted from her shoulder. No prison shell tore at her soul. The Wraithfire wrapped around her had changed. Simpler now. Tighter. What had once looked like dungeon architecture had become something cleaner, reduced to only what was necessary. No longer anchored to the Court. Anchored somewhere else. The realization struck before the interface did. Kira felt her. Not across the chamber. Not through sight. Inside. The awareness arrived with the same quiet certainty as her sphere, as the turning weight of the core beneath her sternum. Another presence rested there now, unmistakably separate from her own. Steady. Watchful. Disciplined. A woman standing a few paces away — and somehow also impossibly close.

A pane unfolded across her vision.

New Active Ability Acquired — Legendary

Wraithbound Companion

A stabilized subordinate summon-state has been integrated into your class architecture.

Current Bound Entity: Seralyth

State: Stabilized / Anchored / Manifest-capable

Inactive State: Core-adjacent stasis

Manifestation Requirement: Active Sphere

Command Authority: None

Kira's eyes went straight to the last line. She looked up. Seralyth was already watching her. Neither of them spoke for several seconds. Finally, Kira pointed vaguely toward the invisible pane. "...Subordinate summon-state is doing some extremely irresponsible paperwork."

Seralyth looked down at her hand. White-blue Wraithfire drifted over her fingers in slow, even currents. Gone was the ragged instability Kira had fought against only moments ago. She opened and closed her hand once. Nothing unraveled.

"I was coming apart."

Kira swallowed. "...Yeah."

"And now I am not."

"Also yeah."

Corvane approached, studying Seralyth with an intensity Kira hadn't yet seen from the Director. "The dungeon's hold has changed."

"Definitely," Kira said quietly. "It has."

Seralyth lifted her eyes again. "What happened?"

Kira rubbed the back of her neck. "I failed..." She glanced toward the pane again. "...in a direction involving administrative intervention." That wasn't quite right. She tried again. "I failed in a direction with paperwork."

For the first time since Kira had known her, Seralyth smiled without reservation. It wasn't broad. It didn't need to be. "I believe that."

Kira laughed harder than she'd intended. "Oh, thank God."

The pane shifted.

Wraithbound Companion

A bound companion may enter stabilized stasis while unmanifested and emerge through the sphere when called. Companions remain self-directed unless separate authority structures are established.

"There." Kira exhaled. "That's the important sentence."

Seralyth looked at her. "I assume it is good."

"It means there are no puppet strings." She pointed emphatically at the final line. "No command authority. I don't own you. I can't order you around."

"I would have objected."

"I was counting on it."

Seralyth inclined her head once. "When your sphere fades..." She paused, listening to something Kira couldn't hear. "...I sleep."

Kira glanced at the pane again. "Technically you enter stasis."

Seralyth considered that. "Sleep is easier to say."

"...Fair."

Corvane's gaze settled on Kira. "You will return." It wasn't a question.

Kira looked at the Director. The answer rose before she had to search for it. "Yes." The single word landed with surprising weight. "I'll come back." She looked around the chamber. "Not just for Seralyth. For all of you." Her eyes settled on Corvane again. "When I can finish this. When I can separate the rest of the prison without gambling someone's soul to do it."

Corvane studied her for a long moment. Then inclined her head. "I believe you."

The words settled somewhere unexpectedly deep. Not because Kira needed the validation. Because Corvane had chosen to spend it. Kira looked back at Seralyth. More solid than before. Not free. Not lost. Held. The best she had managed wasn't enough. It was also infinitely more than the ending she'd been bracing herself for. Kira let out a long, shaky breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. "Okay." She rubbed a hand over her face. "That..." A humorless laugh escaped her. "...could have gone a lot worse."

Seralyth's smile never quite faded. "It did." A beat. "Briefly."

Kira squeezed her eyes shut. "...Fair." She looked back at the Legendary pane. Wraithbound Companion.

"...No."

Seralyth looked at her. "No?"

"I'm willing to accept the metaphysical consequences." She pointed at the title. "I'm not accepting the branding."

  

    
        Chapter 53

    
    
    
    
  Kira stood there another moment with the new pane still hanging in front of her. Seralyth's presence rested inside her in a way she had no language for. Not a voice. Not thoughts. Just... there.

A second steady rhythm beneath her own heartbeat. Distinct. Quiet. The awareness settled into the same impossible place as her sphere and the turning weight of the core beneath her sternum, as though the architecture of her class had quietly made room for one more certainty. It was intimate in a way she hadn't anticipated. Not invasive. Simply undeniable. Like becoming aware of a hand resting on the hilt of a weapon she'd been carrying for hours without realizing it.

She suspected that was going to take some getting used to. Kira let out a slow breath, looked once toward Seralyth, then toward the tear, and blinked. "...Oh. The key."

Corvane's delicate bones still lay where the breach gnawed at reality. Beside them, the little metal key continued catching the white-blue light with almost insulting persistence, as though it had been waiting very patiently for someone competent enough to finally arrive.

Kira crossed the chamber. Her legs reminded her she had been through rather a lot today. The key felt colder than the stone when she picked it up. Small. Ornate. Heavy enough to matter. She turned it once between her fingers before slipping it into her bag without ceremony. "Mine now."

Corvane watched the motion. "You may be the first person in a very long time," the Director said, "to remove something from this chamber and have a realistic chance of leaving with it."

Kira looked at the bag. "...That is somehow flattering and stressful at exactly the same time."

"It was intended as both."

"I mean...that’s fair." She looked back at the Director. Only now did she notice the difference. It wasn't dramatic. Corvane still stood with all the authority of a woman carved from command and funeral stone. But something had shifted. Not in posture. Not in expression. In weight.

The hopeless certainty she'd carried since rising from the floor had eased by a single degree. Just enough that something else had found room beside it. Hope. Small. Careful. Real.

Kira cleared her throat. "Is there anything I can do for you?"

Corvane held her gaze. The question lingered between them.

Kira saw it land. Saw the moment it registered that someone had finally asked what she needed instead of what she knew.

When Corvane answered, her voice was as measured as ever. "You have already done more than I believed possible."

Kira winced. "Careful, Director. That sounds alarmingly close to praise."

"It is an observation." A beat. "Do not become insufferable, but I must admit you are absolutely praiseworthy here my dear girl. Obstinate and a bit of a bull, but certainly worthy of praise."

Kira smiled. "I'll try to remain tragically humble."

"The attempt will be noted."

That one almost got a laugh out of her. Almost.

Corvane looked toward the tear. "The core is gone." She said it quietly. "That may alter the Court in ways even I cannot predict."

Kira followed her gaze. The breach pulsed. White-blue Wraithfire poured endlessly through the wound in reality, the same impossible torrent that had nearly stripped her apart only a short time ago. Now... it felt different. The pressure remained. The scale remained. But the energy no longer tore at her. It washed around her. Measured her. Accepted her presence with a terrible sort of indifference. Her class had changed the relationship. Or perhaps...she had.

"Will it slow?" Kira asked. "The spread, I mean."

Corvane inclined her head once. "It should." Her eyes returned to the rupture itself. "The tear remains. The wound remains. The dead here remain. But the Court fed growth into the surrounding land through the core. Without it, the zone of influence should press outward more slowly."

"Should."

"Yes."

Kira rubbed the back of her neck. "So the countryside gets a reduced rate of spiritual catastrophe."

"That is one phrasing."

"It's mine now.”

Corvane accepted that.

Kira looked back toward the breach before forcing herself to look away again. "I am nowhere near what I need to attempt closing a rip in reality," she said. "Just to be completely transparent about current skill gaps."

Corvane turned toward her. "I did not expect that of you today." A beat. "Or ever." Another. "Though my mind now sees a path where such a thing could become possible."

Kira nodded once. "Excellent. We remain aligned."

Corvane's gaze shifted toward Seralyth.

Kira recognized the difference now. Not softness. Corvane would never be soft. Simply the absence of absolute certainty.

"I was wrong," Corvane said.

Seralyth stood a fraction straighter. Women like Corvane did not spend words on admissions they did not mean.

"Yes," Seralyth replied. No triumph. No sting. Only fact.

"I told her it was hopeless," Corvane said. "I had centuries to become certain."

"And now?" Kira asked.

Corvane considered the question. "Now I have evidence."

Kira smiled. Seralyth did too. The expression transformed her face in a way Kira suspected had once made difficult men profoundly nervous.

"For what it is worth," Seralyth said, "I found your certainty understandable."

"I am moved beyond language."

"Yes," Seralyth replied. "I can tell."

Kira laughed. Her channels immediately punished the decision. She winced, pressing a hand against the center of her chest. "Okay." She drew a careful breath. "Practical issue."

Seralyth's attention sharpened immediately.

Kira met her eyes. "My channels are on fire."

Concern, from Seralyth, amounted to a subtle increase in focus. "The damage is severe?"

"Not permanently, I don't think." She rolled one shoulder experimentally. "But I pushed way past what they were built for." Another careful breath. "Every time I move Wraithfire through them, it feels like I'm dragging wire through raw skin."

Corvane's gaze narrowed. "That would argue for rest."

"It does." Kira nodded. "It also argues for shutting the sphere down before I discover an even stupider way to injure myself."

Seralyth understood before she finished. "When the sphere falls..."

"I know." Kira wished the words carried less weight. They didn't. This was absurd. She had known Seralyth for what? A handful of conversations. One impossible dungeon. One failed rescue that had somehow become... this. It shouldn't matter this much. It did.

Seralyth seemed to hear all of that in the silence. "I asked for freedom," she said. "I did not receive all of it." She looked briefly toward the tear. "I received enough to matter."

Kira held her gaze. That was the truth. Not everything. Not even close. Enough. Enough to change the shape of the world. Or at least hers.

Seralyth turned toward Corvane. The two women faced one another beneath the white-blue light of the tear. Between them hung the empty place where the Court's core had once rested, somehow more significant now for its absence than it ever had been while whole. Seralyth raised one fist to her breastplate.

"Director."

Corvane inclined her head "Paladin."

Seralyth's voice remained steady. Beneath it, Kira could feel something new. Not certainty. Possibility. "We will meet again." It wasn't optimism. It was a vow.

Corvane regarded her for one long measured moment. "Yes." Another beat. "We will."

That was enough.

Kira swallowed, nodded once to herself, and let out a slow breath. "Right." She looked between them. "Time to do the deeply annoying responsible thing."

She released the sphere. The change was immediate. The six-foot haze surrounding her drew inward in slow obedient currents, folding back toward the spinning core beneath her sternum. The edges of her awareness softened. Field Sense receded. The room grew quieter.

White-blue Wraithfire gathered around Seralyth. Her outline blurred, not fading so much as folding inward toward someplace Kira could no longer see. She never looked away.

"You are exhausted," Seralyth observed.

"What a comforting thing to hear."

"My dear companion… comfort was not the purpose."

Kira sighed. "Somehow, that doesn't surprise me."

The smallest smile touched the paladin's mouth. Then the last ribbon of Wraithfire curled inward.

She was gone.

Wraithbound Companion

Bound Entity Status Updated

Seralyth: Stabilized Stasis

Kira stared at the pane for a heartbeat.

Good.

She hated how reassuring that was.

The notification faded. The room immediately felt too large. Yet beneath the ache in her channels, beneath the deep weariness in her bones, beneath the distant pressure of the breach itself... Seralyth remained. Quiet now. Resting. Present inside the architecture of Kira's class like a sheathed blade waiting patiently for its next summons.

Close enough. Kira pressed the heel of one hand against her eyes as they threatened to leak. "Well," she muttered. "That is upsetting in a brand-new way."

Corvane watched her for a moment. Then she pointed toward a stretch of intact black stone near the wall. "Sit."

Kira looked at her.

"Heal what you can. Drink water. Eat if you have anything fit for the purpose." A pause. "And sleep, if you are capable of sense."

Sleep. The word landed like mercy. Gods. Sleep sounded incredible. Not the romantic sort. The ugly real version where your body finally stopped filing complaints and simply collapsed. Definitely some drool involved in some way.

She was bone tired. Channel-flayed. Overstrung. Still running on triumph, terror, and stubbornness in roughly equal measure. The chamber no longer felt immediately hostile and the gravity that had once held her down, no longer seemed to mind her presence. Technically she was probably extremely safe here. The breach still scarred reality. White-blue Wraithfire still poured endlessly through the wound. But it no longer tried to unmake her simply for existing nearby.

For the first time since entering the Court... she could rest.

The thought tempted the hell out of her.

Then Sela's face rose in her mind. Then Caelan's.

That one landed harder. Sela would worry. Caelan would act. Those were not the same problem. If he believed she was still trapped beneath the city...

Kira exhaled slowly and leaned back against the wall instead of sitting fully down. Caelan was many things. Predictable had never once been one of them.

Corvane watched the change cross her face. "You are considering leaving immediately."

"I'm considering not being unconscious in a dungeon while people I care about make increasingly questionable decisions on my behalf."

"Those are different thoughts."

"They're the same outcome. One I just don’t like."

The Director folded her hands into her sleeves. "Rest for a short while." Her voice remained calm. "You will leave clearer." A beat. "And more likely to survive."

Kira sighed. Annoying. Practical. Deeply Corvane.

She finally slid down the wall. The bag settled beside her. The stolen key rested inside next to the freezing cold box. Across the chamber, the breach continued bleeding white-blue Wraithfire into the world. And somewhere behind the turning architecture of her core... Seralyth rested.

Five minutes, Kira decided. Maybe ten. Long enough to stop shaking. Not long enough to inspire heroics from anyone else.

She drank. Ate enough to convince her body she wasn't actively trying to kill it. Then rested her head against the stone.

Home sounded amazing. Which was ridiculous. The city had tried to kill her. Kidnap her. And almost certainly had something worse scheduled before lunch.

Still. Home. She meant to count breaths. Check her channels. Drink again. Stand up before comfort became a trap.

Instead... the stone stayed cool. Solid. Safe.



Her eyes opened. Her neck complained immediately.

The chamber looked different. Not changed. Later. The white-blue glow had shifted. Kira blinked at the breach. Still there. Still bleeding into reality. Still looking like existence had been cut open and forgotten.

She pushed herself upright too quickly. Immediately regretted it. One hand caught the floor while the rest of her negotiated with gravity. "How long?"

"A few hours."

Kira stared. "A few..." Her channels answered before Corvane needed to. The screaming abrasion had faded. In its place remained deep tenderness. Raw. Fragile. Healing. "Okay."

Corvane regarded her steadily. "You required it."

"My body has betrayed me."

"It exercised judgment."

"...Traitorous judgment."

She rubbed her face.

Inside her...

Yep. Seralyth remained. Deeper now. Quieter. Not asleep exactly. Resting.

The awareness settled against the edge of her thoughts like someone quietly leaning against the opposite side of a shared wall. Comfort found her before she had the energy to argue with it.

Then light gathered at the edge of her vision. Kira stopped. "...Oh."

Corvane's attention sharpened immediately. "What is it?"

Kira watched the light widen into a narrow seam. "...Something's happening." Another heartbeat. "System. Maybe divine. Gold usually means divine." The seam continued to widen. "Hang on..." She squinted. "...They're getting more theatrical."

Corvane went very still. "You meet the attention of gods with remarkable composure."

Kira snorted. "Panic hasn't improved one yet."

"No," Corvane agreed quietly. "Nor have I ever known anyone to receive such attention."

The seam split open with deliberate care, unfolding like a page turned by invisible hands. White light filled its center. Its border shimmered crimson-black, lacquer over polished steel. The lettering itself looked different. Sharper. Almost engraved.

Kira blinked. "...This one has production values."

Corvane's eyes never left her. "Describe it. Every detail."

Kira did so as Corvane listened without interruption. When she finished, the Director said quietly, "No two divine wills should reveal themselves in quite the same way."

The pane completed its unfolding.

Divine Quest Assigned

Mirelia, the Whispering Wrath, has marked the bond.

Rekindle the Vengeant Bond

A faithful dead endures through your class architecture in incomplete freedom. Strengthen the bond. Restore what can be restored. Through trust, combat, and shared purpose, more of Seralyth's grand design may awaken.

Objectives:


	Manifest Seralyth safely• Fight beside her
• Sustain the bond without catastrophic channel damage
• Advance companion integration beyond emergency stabilization



Rewards:


	Mirelia's Regard Deepened• Companion Bond Advancement
• Partial restoration of Seralyth's original design
• Additional reward determined by progress



Kira read it twice. Then looked inward, toward the quiet place where Seralyth rested.

"Grand design."

The bond stirred. Barely. Not enough for thought. Not enough for words. Only the faintest answering pull, as though something deep within Seralyth had recognized the phrase without waking to hear it.

Kira's eyebrows climbed.

Corvane watched. "Well?"

"Mirelia wants the bond strengthened." She frowned. "I expected that." She looked back at the pane. "I did not expect the implication that Seralyth was apparently built for something much larger than 'ghost paladin temporarily living in my class.'"

Corvane nodded slowly. "Interrupted purpose."

"That sounds better than my version."

"It is."

Kira looked back at the words. More of Seralyth's grand design may awaken. She disliked sentences that promised everything while explaining nothing.

Before she could decide exactly how much she disliked it... another seam of light appeared.

This one rose from below instead of unfolding sideways. Soft silver. No heat. No urgency. Only stillness. It reminded Kira of old temples after everyone had gone home, when the candles burned low and silence became part of the ritual.

She sat up straighter without intending to. "Oh." She already knew. "That's Eschara."

Corvane took one slow step forward. Nothing more.

The pane resolved.

Divine Quest Assigned

Eschara, Keeper of the Last Mercy, has taken notice.

Mercy for the Bound Court

The dead of this funerary court were denied their rightful passage. Return when you are able. Open a path for those still held in recurrence.

Objectives:


	Survive• Grow in power and soul-craft
• Return to the Court
• Free the bound dead from false continuation



Rewards:


	Eschara's Regard• Future funerary authority
• Additional reward determined by outcome



This one didn't surprise her. It settled. It took the promise she'd made in desperation and pain and impossible light... and witnessed it.

Corvane hadn't moved. "She has spoken."

"Yeah." Kira's voice came out softer than she'd expected. "I suppose she has."

Before either woman could say more... white-gold light spilled into the chamber.

Kira groaned. "...They're lining up."

The third pane shimmered into existence, its border traced in clean geometric lines that somehow managed to look impossibly kind.

She already knew who it belonged to. "Oh, come on."

Corvane's mouth twitched. Very slightly.

The pane opened.

Divine Quest Assigned

Ariana of the Gentle Light has placed a charge in your care.

Deliver the Seed of Grace

One preserved through intervention and touched by miracle must be brought to sanctuary. Her path does not lie in the Court or the city's lesser shrines. Ensure she reaches Ariana's central house of formation.

Target: Sela
Recommended Escort: Caelan Vorr
Urgency: High

Rewards:


	Ariana's Favor• Sanctuary Access
• Future development of the preserved one
• Additional reward determined by outcome



Kira let her head fall back against the wall. "...Oh good."

She looked at the ceiling. "The gods have discovered project management."

Corvane looked at her. "I fail to see the comparison."

"They all waited until I woke up." She gestured weakly at the hovering panes. "Now I'm getting assigned action items."

The System, unsurprisingly, refused to defend itself.

"What do you want from me?" Kira asked the unseen heavens. "I'm level one. My channels feel like someone threaded barbed wire through my soul."

The pane remained serenely unconcerned.

"Yeah." She sighed. "I figured."

Kira covered her face with both hands and laughed once in that dangerous exhausted way where humor and despair had started renting the same room.

"To whom much is given," she muttered into her palms, "apparently several goddesses would like a word."

Corvane's answer came dry and exact. "A sound conclusion."

Kira lowered her hands. "You don't even know what the third one says."

"I know enough about divine attention to respect the timing of dread."

That got another laugh out of her. Then Sela's name caught her again. The weight of the third pane shifted all at once. Sela had to go. Not later. Not after everything calmed down. Not after Kira gained a few more levels and the world became more convenient. Soon. To Ariana's central house. To sanctuary. To training. To whatever future had just opened for her. Kira read the line beneath it again.

Recommended Escort: Caelan Vorr.

Of course. The System, or Ariana, or whichever level of cosmic administration had arranged this, had looked at the situation and decided the angry, competent paladin with a hero complex should escort the miracle girl to the largest sanctuary on the continent. It was sensible enough to be painful.

She read through the three panes again. Not the words. The direction. One path deepened what she'd become. One path brought her back here. One path carried Sela somewhere Kira couldn't follow.

Three futures. All real. All important. All somehow resting in the lap of one exhausted level-one girl who had just slept beside a wound in reality. Kira let out a long breath. "Priorities," she murmured.

Corvane waited.

"Mirelia first."

The Director's attention sharpened.

Kira glanced inward toward the quiet place where Seralyth rested. "If the bond can grow..." She frowned. "...then everything else gets easier."

More of Seralyth. More of whatever she'd originally been meant to become. Probably more power. Almost certainly more complexity. Definitely more ways for this to go catastrophically wrong.

Her exhausted brain looked at that entire mountain of problems... and quietly filed it under panic later.

She looked back at Corvane. "Eschara wants me to come back."

Her eyes drifted around the chamber. Stronger. The tear. The empty place where the core had hung. The countless dead still waiting.

"I made a promise." She swallowed. "She recorded it."

Corvane closed her eyes for one measured breath. When they opened again they reflected something brighter than the breach.

"That," she said quietly, "is more than hope."

"Yeah."

"It is charge."

Kira nodded. "I know."

For just a moment she could almost see past the Director. Past the commander. Past the impossible centuries.

She saw a woman who had devoted her life to the proper passage of the dead... and then spent lifetimes watching that purpose denied.

No wonder the pane had landed so deeply. It wasn't rescue. Not yet. But it was acknowledgment. Sometimes... that was enough to begin. She forced herself onward. "And Ariana." She sighed. "Sela has to go."

Corvane considered that. "The younger girl beside the Avenger."

"Yeah."

"That seems correct."

Kira groaned. "I know." She let her head fall lightly against the stone. "That's exactly what makes it rude."

Because she could already see it.

Get out. Get home. Make sure nobody had done anything catastrophically heroic. Then split apart again. Sela toward sanctuary. Caelan beside her.

And Kira... she stared toward the breach. Forward. Outward. Into monsters. Levels. Soul-craft. Promises. The sort of work impossible gifts inevitably demanded. Home was starting to look less like an ending... and more like a hallway.

The panes lingered a few moments longer, suspended in their separate flavors of divine insistence. Crimson-black. Grave silver. White-gold.

One by one they folded closed. The chamber grew quiet again.

Kira let the silence settle before looking back to Corvane. "Well." She rubbed both hands over her face. "That's several future problems."

The Director inclined her head. "It is also direction."

Kira sighed. She hated how often Corvane was right. Still... direction beat drifting. Purpose beat wandering. And if multiple goddesses had collectively decided she was now their problem... she supposed that made answering part of the job.

She reached down and rested a hand on her bag. The key waited inside. Seralyth rested behind the turning architecture of her class. Her channels still ached, but no longer screamed.

Above her... the world waited. "All right." She pushed herself to her feet. "Let's start with standing." The world tipped once in slow protest. Then steadied.

Her body still felt heavy. Sleep had taken the edge off the damage without touching the deeper exhaustion. Too much had changed inside her in too little time for a few hours on stone to leave her anything close to refreshed.

Out of habit, she flicked her eyes toward the corner of her vision.

Health: 94%

Kira blinked. "Well." She looked at the number again. "That's encouraging."

Corvane glanced toward her.

"My healing finally caught up," Kira said. "Apparently sleep, impossible biology, and House Vaelor nonsense make for a surprisingly effective recovery plan."

"The body is committed to keeping you."

"That is increasingly my professional assessment."

She rolled one shoulder, then the other. Tender. Aching. Functional.

The raw abrasion in her channels still lingered beneath everything else, but the red-hot agony had faded into something she could work around, provided she respected it.

That was probably as good as she was getting today.

Kira reached for her bag, felt the reassuring weight of the key inside, and took a step.

A fourth pane appeared. It didn't descend. It didn't unfold. It assembled.

Fine blue-white lines traced themselves through the air in measured segments, every angle exact, every connection locking into place with quiet mathematical certainty. One frame. Then another nested within it. Then the text itself, clean and economical, stripped of every flourish.

It looked less like revelation... and more like proof. Kira stopped walking. Closed her eyes for one exhausted heartbeat.

"...Oh." She sighed. "The smart one waited."

Corvane's attention sharpened immediately. "Jaheira."

"Yep."

The pane completed itself.

Divine Quest Assigned

Jaheira of the Unfolding Pattern has marked your survival.

The Pattern Widens

What occurred beneath the Court is not singular. You have survived first contact with a fault in the greater weave. Learn to recognize the signs. Survive long enough to matter. When the next fracture appears, ignorance will cost more than blood.

Objectives:


	Survive• Learn
• Recognize unstable pattern convergence
• Reach the next threshold of strength and understanding



Rewards:


	Pattern Sight, pending threshold• Additional reward data locked
• Further notice deferred



Kira read it once. Then again. Only one sentence mattered. What occurred beneath the Court is not singular. She exhaled slowly through her nose. "...That." A beat. "That is substantially worse."

Corvane waited.

Kira read the quest aloud. As the words settled into the chamber, the room itself seemed to shrink. Not physically. Contextually. The Court was no longer a singular horror buried beneath forgotten ruins. It was evidence. One data point. One symptom. When she finished, silence stretched between them. The breach filled it with its endless white-blue pulse.

Finally, Corvane spoke. "Wisdom does not spend itself on small disturbances."

Kira laughed once. Without humor. "No." She looked back at the pane. "No, that's exactly the problem."

When the next fracture appears. The next. Not if. When. As though reality had already decided to become more complicated and simply neglected to mention it beforehand.

Her thoughts immediately tried to sprint in every possible direction. More tears. More Courts. More places where reality bled and the System quietly improvised around the damage.

She stopped herself. No. Not now. She didn't have the energy for cosmology. So she did what she always did. She sorted.

Mirelia. Seralyth. Eschara. The Court. Ariana. Sela. Jaheira...

Everything else. There. Organized dread.

The pane came apart the same way it had formed. One line at a time. Precise. Measured. Until nothing remained.

Kira stood in the quiet with four divine quests attached to her future and the deeply inconvenient knowledge that reality was apparently failing in more places than one.

Corvane watched her. "Well?"

Kira let out a long breath. "Well..." She looked toward the breach one last time. "I was briefly under the impression my problems had edges."

Corvane's mouth shifted by half a degree. "And now?"

"Now they appear to have geography."

That almost earned her something from the older woman. Almost.

Kira hitched the bag higher on her shoulder and looked toward the stairs she would have to climb, the halls she would have to cross, the monsters she would rather not meet while running on partial restoration and divine administrative overload.

Then she looked back at Corvane. "All right," she said. "You mentioned surviving the walk home. How much of that problem would you like to solve for me?"

The Director considered her for a moment, then turned her head toward the dark mouth of the exit hall.

"I cannot leave the Court," Corvane said. "I can, however, escort you through the range of my authority."

Kira's brows rose. "That sounds promising."

"It means the funerary still remembers what I am."

That line landed beautifully and terribly at once.

Kira glanced toward the open hall again and imagined doors yielding, passageways shifting, nightmares pressing themselves flat against walls because the wrong dead woman had decided to walk them.

"Okay," she said. "That is significantly cooler than what I had in mind."

"It will also be faster."

"Also good."

Corvane stepped away from the breach at last.

The movement changed the room. Nothing dramatic. No burst of force. No proclamation. The Wraithfire nearest the floor lowered around her path, and somewhere beyond the chamber a stone mechanism groaned as if waking from a duty it had hoped to forget.

Kira felt the old authority in it.

Not the authority of a dungeon boss or a trapped spirit clinging to stolen relevance. Something older. Institutional. Ritual.

A woman who had once governed the movement of the dead and still carried enough of that office that even corruption hesitated when she walked.

Corvane stopped near the threshold and looked back once. "Come along, girl."

Kira snorted despite herself. "Yes, Director."

Then she followed.



The first part of the walk took them back to the spiral stair.

That felt right.

The stair had mattered on the way down. She had come into it half-eroded, half-dying, pushing deeper into a white-blue furnace with every step. It had stripped her, tested her, burned through her until resistance and adaptation were the only reasons she had made it to the bottom at all.

Now she stood at its foot with the core turning inside her and the Court changed behind her.

The difference hit on the first step.

The stairwell remained saturated with Wraithfire, though less densely than the chamber below. The runes carved into the stone held their old austere beauty. The pressure still pressed against her back.

But it no longer landed on her like a sentence being carried out.

It recognized her now in the same terrible way the breach had recognized her. Not kindly. Not warmly. But with a vast and dangerous allowance that would have felt like blasphemy only a few hours ago.

Kira rested one hand lightly against the wall and climbed.

Her body noticed everything. The sleep had helped. The healing had caught up. Even so, the weariness sat deep. Her legs were steady, but the fatigue remained, the kind that settled into the bones after too much change.

Every few steps she felt the quiet soreness of her channels beneath everything else. Tender. Honest. Better than before. Far from fresh.

Corvane climbed without visible effort. The Director never hurried her.

Halfway up, Kira glanced over the inner curve of the stair. The white chamber lay far below. The breach burned in the distance like some holy mistake.

"You really live beside that."

"I endure beside it."

"Fair correction."



They reached the top, and Corvane didn't take the hall Kira expected or cross toward the hidden passage that had brought her here.

Instead, she turned through a narrow side arch almost buried beneath old stone damage, the sort of opening Kira might have missed if she had been alone and terrified and trying not to die.

Which, to be fair, described most of her first trip in.

The corridor beyond felt older in a way Kira could not fully explain. The carvings along the walls had escaped some of the worst defacement. The proportions were calmer. Whoever had built this stretch of the Court had expected reverence. Order. The proper weight of grief.

Corvane saw her looking.

"These were service passages once," the Director said. "For those who kept the Court in life."

Kira nodded. That tracked. It also made the place sadder.



They passed through two silent chambers and entered a third where the mood changed immediately.

Three creatures occupied it. A dead brute with one shoulder grown grotesquely wide. A crouched thing with too many joints folded beneath the central table. And a thin black shape in the far corner that seemed to collect light instead of receiving it.

Kira felt that last one all the way down her spine.

The shadowed creature turned toward her.

She stopped.

Corvane did not.

The Director crossed the room, and every creature in it remembered hierarchy. The brute backed away first. The jointed thing slid beneath the table. The shadowed creature lingered for one heartbeat longer before drawing itself backward through a split in the wall and vanishing into whatever impossible geometry it had crawled from.

Kira let out a breath. "Not a fan of that one."

"Few are."

Corvane continued walking. "There." She pointed beneath the table. "One of the attendants hid what he could before the Court fell. Black floor tile. Loose at the left edge."

Kira's eyes had already found it.

She crouched, slid the tile aside, and reached into the compartment beneath. Her hand emerged holding a worn leather pouch.

She loosened the drawstring.

Coins settled into her palm with a satisfying weight.

Thirty-four gold. Twenty-two silver. Five copper.

Kira blinked. Then looked up.

Corvane's expression remained grave. "Resources have more immediate use in the living world than gratitude."

"That," Kira said, slipping the pouch into her bag, "is one of the most practical things anyone has ever done for me in a death fortress."

Corvane inclined her head as though acknowledging a simple truth rather than an act of generosity.

They moved on.



The next hall narrowed and cooled.

At its end sat a single haunt beside a skeleton slumped against the wall. The remains of a shield, a sword, and ruined armor lay scattered nearby. Even in death, the man held a soldier's posture. Discipline had survived where so much else had frayed.

He looked up as they approached. "Director."

Then his gaze shifted to Kira. There was so little expectation in his face that it hurt.

Kira slowed. "I'm coming back," she said before she'd decided to speak. "As soon as I can. I'll help get people out of here properly."

The haunt's expression changed by almost nothing. Hope had clearly become a dangerous thing for him. "I would like that."

Kira crouched beside him.

The sword had been good once. The shield had done its duty. The armor had surrendered to the centuries.

Near one rusted gauntlet, half-hidden beneath old cloth and dust, lay a pair of bracers.

he haunt followed her gaze.

"Take those."

"The bracers?"

"They were mine." A trace of old pride entered his voice. "The finest thing I ever earned."

Kira reached toward them, then hesitated. "What do they do?"

The old soldier smiled faintly. "Enough."

She looked at him. "That's not an answer."

"No." The smile lingered. "It is advice."

He nodded toward the bracers. "Bind them. Train with them. Tell no one what they become."

Kira's eyebrows rose. "That specific?"

"That specific."

His expression grew serious again. "Until you are strong enough that no one can take them from you... let people think they are only old bracers."

Kira's eyes sharpened. That sounded extremely useful. She reached toward him first instead.

Her hand passed through his shoulder.

"Right." She sighed. "Forgot the obvious problem."

The haunt offered the smallest, most resigned ghost of a smile.

Kira sat back on her heels for a moment. Then she drew Wraithfire across her forearms and hands in a close, fitted layer. The sphere bloomed around her for only a heartbeat, careful not to disturb the quiet presence of Seralyth resting within it.

She reached forward again. Resistance. Barely. Just enough to tell her she had found him. The haunt froze. His eyes widened. Kira wrapped her arms around him.

For one long heartbeat he didn't move. Then, slowly... he hugged her back.

Corvane said nothing.

Kira held on for another moment before finally leaning away.

The man looked shaken in a way that had nothing to do with fear. "I had forgotten," he said quietly, "what it felt like to be touched."

She picked up the bracers. The enchantment answered immediately. Not with power. With recognition. It settled against her senses like something that had been waiting a very long time for another hand to wear it.

Kira slid them carefully into her bag. "I'll come back for you too," she said.

The haunt bowed his head. "Then I will wait."

Corvane studied her with open surprise now, though from her that still only looked like a slight tightening around the eyes. "You touched him."

"Yeah."

"Using adaptive Wraithfire."

Kira shrugged one shoulder. "It seemed worth trying."

Corvane looked toward the haunt. He sat a little straighter than before. Then she looked back at Kira.

"Interesting." That one word carried a great deal. They resumed the walk.

The halls broadened again as they neared the outer levels. More creatures lurked here. Kira felt them behind cracked memorial screens, above them in ruined balconies, and waiting inside dark thresholds.

They watched her with starving attention. They moved aside all the same. Corvane's authority went before them like an old law the dungeon hated and still obeyed. At last the Director slowed. Ahead, stairs rose toward the final approach. Kira could hear people ahead somewhere beyond. Faint. But real.

"Delvers?"

The Director nodded. "A party has approached," she answered. "They are preparing to enter."

Kira exhaled once and reached into her bag for the messenger cloak. The gray-green fabric settled over her shoulders. The hood blurred her outline just enough to replace the girl beneath it with something else.

Messenger. Runner. Someone on sanctioned business. "How do I look?"

Corvane's gaze moved over her once. "Like an inconvenience no prudent person will delay. Even still you continue to surprise me."

Kira smiled. "Perfect." Then she hesitated. Corvane simply waited. Director. Jailer. Guardian. The woman who had carried this place alone for longer than kingdoms endured. Words suddenly felt... small. Kira stepped forward. She drew the faintest layer of Wraithfire over her arms and shoulders. Just enough. Then she embraced the Director.

Carefully. Like making a promise with her body because words no longer felt equal to the task.

Corvane went perfectly still. Not startled. Stopped. As though the gesture belonged to a life so distant her body no longer remembered what came next.

For one impossible heartbeat Kira wondered if she'd made a terrible mistake. Then... very carefully... the older woman lifted one hand and rested it between Kira's shoulder blades.

The touch was feather-light. Gentle enough to break a heart. Kira leaned back and met her eyes. "I meant it," she said. "I'll come back. I'll get stronger. I'll fix this mess."

Corvane held her gaze for a long moment. "When you return," the Director said quietly, "come prepared."

Kira smiled. "I intend to be an entirely unreasonable problem by then." She adjusted her bag, checked the key by feel, and turned toward the stairs. Behind her stood the Director of the Court, waiting among the dead with hope in her eyes. Ahead lay the road. The city. Worried friends. Too many quests. And whatever fresh insanity the world had arranged in her absence.

Kira climbed.



The final stairs gave way to gray daylight. Kira stepped out of the Court into open air with her hood high and the messenger cloak settled around her shoulders. For half a second she simply stood there breathing.

The world felt larger. Relief explained part of it. The rest was her.

Wraithfire had settled into her in ways she still couldn't name. It lived in her bones now. In the deeper architecture beneath muscle and skin. The Court had taken her apart and returned someone built a little differently.

Every few steps she discovered another small change. The way force traveled through her. The way balance arrived sooner. The way strength no longer felt borrowed.

She was sore. She was tired clear down to the marrow. She was still different.

Good different. The hood stayed low. She wanted the room it created.

Jaheira's messengers were not mistaken for common runners, and those cloaks did not end up on ordinary shoulders. They carried status. Purpose. And the quiet implication that if one had come this far, whatever business they were on outranked your questions.

Voices ahead died mid-sentence.

Five young adventurers stood near the approach. All of them older than Kira by a few years. All of them fresh enough to still look like the world might reward courage in a straightforward way.

They had clearly been talking tactics before she emerged. Their formation still held the shape of it.

The leader stood a pace forward, broad-shouldered, shield on his back, sword at his hip, handsome in the polished warrior way that only existed before too much loss settled into a face. A spearwoman stood near him, alert and sharp-eyed. Behind them hovered a lean caster, a stockier axe-user with more enthusiasm than restraint, and a young priest already looking at the Court entrance like he regretted every brave thing he'd said in the last ten minutes.

All five stared at her.

Kira kept walking.

That somehow made it worse.

A messenger had just emerged from the Wraithfire Court alone. Hood up. Stride steady. Cloak untouched by panic.

She looked like someone who had completed an errand.

The leader recovered first.

Barely.

"Messenger," he said carefully. "Forgive me, but..." He glanced toward the Court. "...what in the hell?"

Kira liked him immediately.

She let the silence stretch just long enough. "The path of knowledge," she said, giving the words the calm weight of official doctrine, "does not end where convenience fails."

The spearwoman blinked. The axe-user looked openly awestruck.

The lean caster whispered, almost reverently, "That is the coolest thing I've ever heard."

Kira nearly smiled.

Nearly.

The leader stepped aside automatically before remembering he still had questions. "Someone... sent you in there?"

"Messages go where they are required."

The priest's eyes widened.

The axe-user actually looked down at his own equipment with visible disappointment.

The spearwoman folded her arms. "You went in there alone."

Kira slowed. Turned her head just enough for the hood to angle toward them.

She didn't answer. There was no need.

The caster laughed weakly. "I suddenly feel much less accomplished."

"Right?" the axe-user said. "If that's what messengers do, what in the hell do actual heroes look like?"

Kira bit the inside of her cheek. Hard.

The leader cleared his throat. "Miss..." He corrected himself immediately. "Messenger." A beat. "What exactly are you?"

Kira inclined her head. "Occupied."

That broke the spearwoman. She laughed once before quickly pretending she hadn't.

Kira could have left it there.

Probably should have.

Instead she looked at them properly. Really looked.

They were eager. Capable, probably. Still new enough to believe courage solved most problems.

It wasn't their fault.

"The Court is worse than rumor."

Every trace of humor disappeared from her voice.

All five straightened.

"The stories about erosion are true. Memory frays. Judgment slips. People come loose inside themselves. If one of you forgets where you are... who came with you... or why you entered... you leave."

The priest frowned. "Immediately?"

"Immediately."

"You've seen it?"

"Yes."

Nothing else.

The leader's expression changed. He still looked brave. Now he also looked thoughtful.

"How deep before it starts?"

"Sooner than you'd like."

The spearwoman asked the question Kira had hoped someone would ask. "Can it be resisted?"

Kira thought of the stair. Thought of the Court scraping against her soul until adaptation became survival.

"Yes." A pause. "But you'll resent what it costs."

Silence settled over the group.

Good.

She started walking again. Then stopped after two steps.

One last thing.

"Count each other."

They looked up.

"Often. Use names. Make people answer. If somebody starts sounding wrong..." She looked back toward the Court. "...leave before pride gets a vote."

The priest nodded immediately. The leader followed a heartbeat later. The others didn't speak. None of them smiled anymore.

Kira inclined her head once. Then continued toward the city.

"Good." Kira nodded once. "At least two brains in the group have functional wiring."

The spearwoman snorted despite herself.

The leader managed the ghost of a smile. "Would you advise against entering?"

"Yes."

No hesitation. No softening.

The single word landed harder than any speech could have.

Kira adjusted the strap of her bag.

The leader bowed his head a fraction. "Then we're in your debt, Messenger."

"You can repay me by surviving your own decisions."

Silence.

Good.

Then Kira turned to leave.

Behind her, the leader spoke again. "One question more, if I may."

She stopped.

"What was it like in there?"

Kira looked back over one shoulder, her face still hidden beneath the hood.

She considered the question.

There were too many answers. Too many truths.

In the end she chose the simplest one.

"Hungry."

Then she walked away.



The road away from the Court was a relief. Longer than the swamp path. Broader. Better maintained. Built by living hands with the refreshingly practical goal of getting from one place to another without dying in metaphysical agony along the way.

Kira chose it without hesitation.

The urgency had gone out of the situation. Destroying the core had bought time. The Court still needed saving. The breach still bled. The dead still waited for her return.

None of those problems demanded she sprint through the swamp half-healed while carrying four divine assignments and one sleeping paladin inside her class.

Besides... If Caelan had ignored common sense and come looking for her anyway... the road was where she was most likely to find him.

That thought stayed close. So did Sela.

The city had tried to kill her. Kidnap her. And arrange something considerably worse before the visit was over.

Somehow... going back still felt like relief. Familiar streets. Real beds. Walls haunted only in the ordinary human way.

Kira settled into an easy pace. Then reached for music. A moment later Fleetwood Mac drifted into her ears. She laughed quietly. "Loving you..." She shook her head. "...isn't the right thing to do."

Appropriate. A little dramatic. Forward-looking. Just enough ache for the walk home without inspiring interpretive suffering.

She let the song carry her onward.

Messenger's cloak resting lightly across her shoulders. Wraithfire settled into her bones. Seralyth sleeping quietly within the turning architecture of her class. The road unwinding ahead beneath a gray afternoon sky.

The city waited. So did reunion. So did separation. So did every impossible thing four goddesses had quietly attached to her future.

For now... she had a road beneath her feet. A song in her ears. And enough strength to keep walking.

That was enough.


  

    
        Chapter 54 - Bjorn

    
    
    
    
  The road carried her away from the Court in a long gray line through wet ground and low brush, and for the first stretch of it Kira did nothing but walk. She let the hood stay high. Let the song run. Let the distance grow. The Wraithfire from the Court still lingered in the land behind her. She could feel it in the air for a while, faint but present, a pale pressure at her back that made the reserve in her core feel suspiciously well-fed.

She trusted that about as far as she could throw the dungeon. So she kept walking until the world stopped tasting like the Court.

The change came gradually. The pressure thinned. The white-blue edge in the air faded. The road wound through marsh grass and low dark trees until her next breath smelled of wet earth, reeds, and stagnant water instead of old death and soul-fire.

There. Kira stepped off the road and climbed a low hump of rock where she could see both directions. No one behind her. No one ahead. Good enough.

She pulled up her resource panes.

Health: 94%

Mana: 100%

Wraithfire Reserve: 100%

"Okay," she said to the empty roadside. "Now we do accounting."

She started with the blade. Wraithfire ran from the back of her hand and hardened into that clean white-blue edge she already liked far too much. Out here, away from the Court's lingering influence, the reserve dropped hard enough to sting her pride.

Wraithfire Reserve: 91%

Kira frowned. "Huh." She looked back toward the distant line of trees hiding the Court. "So that's why it felt cheap in there."

"Nine to form," she said aloud. "Good. Terrible. Noted."

She held the blade steady. Ninety. Then eighty-nine. She counted under her breath. "One every five seconds or so." She waited another cycle. Eighty-eight. "Close enough. Nine to cast. One every five seconds to maintain."

She shortened the blade to half its length. The reserve didn't budge.

"...Flat activation cost." Useful.

She let the blade dissolve. The reserve stayed where it was for a heartbeat before beginning the slow climb back upward. It regenerated like it deeply resented the concept of haste.

Kira folded her arms. "Excellent. So recharge out here is insulting."

Next came the sphere. She let it bloom outward from her center into the familiar white haze. The reserve dropped hard enough to make her wince.

Wraithfire Reserve: 72%

Kira blinked. "Twenty-eight?" She frowned. "...No." Another heartbeat. "Residual shaping."

She dissolved the sphere, waited until every lingering trace of the blade had settled completely back into her core, let the reserve recover, then tried again. The second result came cleaner.

Wraithfire Reserve: 82%

"There we go. Eighteen to cast."

She stood inside the sphere and watched. Eighty-one. Then eighty. She counted. "One every three seconds." She shifted her weight experimentally. The drain didn't change. "...That adds up." Expensive enough that every use would matter. Good information. Bad feeling.

She let it collapse.

Next came Wraith Step. Because she wanted to know exactly how financially irresponsible teleportation intended to be. She waited until the reserve climbed back into the eighties, called the sphere first.

Wraithfire Reserve: 67%

"Right." Then she blinked five feet to the left.

Wraithfire Reserve: 61%

Kira barked one incredulous laugh. "Six per blink." She blinked back.

Wraithfire Reserve: 55%

"Yep. Teleporting is for emergencies, clean repositioning, and moments when I'm feeling financially irresponsible."

That one went straight into the combat notebook in her head.

She let the sphere collapse and paced while the reserve crawled upward. Next came Wraith Bind.

A fallen branch became the first test subject. She snapped it cleanly across her knee, laid a narrow band of Wraithfire over the break, and watched the reserve.

"Three."

She added a second crossing band. "Another three." Then a third. Again. Three.

She turned the branch over in her hands. The bind wasn't merely holding it together. It was trying to convince the wood it had never been broken in the first place.

"...Interesting."

She dismissed the spell and sat down on the rock. Nine. Eighteen. Six. Three. The numbers arranged themselves almost automatically.

Blade. Standard. Sphere. Expensive. Step. Fight-winning. Bind... potentially ridiculous.

She smiled to herself. "Okay. Now we're getting somewhere."

"Still three." That made her smile. Wraith Bind felt like the sort of ability that rewarded intelligence instead of theatrics, which meant she already liked it on principle. She dismissed those, then tried a heavier hold around a stone and a root. The reserve dropped farther.

"Six for a stronger bind." She layered another heavy one. "Another six." The stone held beautifully when she tugged at it. "Oh, you are practical."

Sovereign Body came next. She lightened herself first. The reserve barely moved. "One." Then she went heavier. That cost a little more. "One to two," she said. "Close enough. Cheap. Useful. Excellent."

Field Sense, from what she could tell, lived inside the sphere cost. She could feel it the moment the field came up, but she couldn't isolate a separate drain from it yet.

So she said it all out loud once more, slower this time, locking it in for herself as much as for whatever part of her brain liked neat rows.

"Blade: nine to form, one every five seconds to hold. Sphere: eighteen to cast, one every three seconds to maintain. Step: six per blink. Light Bind: three. Heavy Bind: six. Sovereign Body shifts: one, maybe two if I push."

She nodded to herself. "Good. Awful. Manageable."

The reserve kept climbing while she stood there, but it did so with enough reluctance to make the shape of the problem clear. Out here, away from ambient Wraithfire, her class was expensive. Very expensive. The core was powerful enough to feel dangerous and small enough to feel immediately limiting. Useful. Just hungry.

Kira glanced at the full mana bar again and scowled. "All that mana sitting there at a hundred while I run the expensive half of the operation is deeply offensive."

The system remained silent, which she chose to interpret as shame. Then it disagreed.

Ability Progress

Wraithfire Blade — Rare — 7%

Wraith Step — Rare — 5%

Sovereign Body — Rare — 9%

Field Sense — Rare — 12%

Wraith Bind — Rare — 17%

Mana Channels — Rare — 2% toward Epic

Kira's eyebrows climbed. "Apparently the silence was clerical."

She drank some water, ate the last of something dry from her bag, and was reaching to put it away when she felt it. Cold. Not the weather. Not the wind. The box.

Even through the satchel, even through everything else in there, she could feel the little locked container sitting in her bag with that impossible ice-bite of its own, patient and waiting.

Kira's hand paused. Right. That. She wanted to open it badly enough that curiosity actually hurt. But the road out here still led close enough to the Court that she did not trust the quiet, and she had no intention of opening mystery containers full of who-knew-what on the first patch of lonely ground that happened to present itself.

"Later," she told the bag.

The bag declined to argue, but the cold remained.

Kira stepped back onto the road.

Reedcross looked like a place built by stubborn people who had accepted wet ground as a personal insult and decided to live on it anyway. Raised walkways. Reed-thatched roofs. Mud where the boards gave out. Smoke lifting from cookfires in the late light. Practical fences. Practical faces. A village that knew the marsh and did not waste beauty where usefulness would do.

Kira kept the hood up and the cloak drawn close. That answered most questions before they could be asked.

People looked, of course they looked. A messenger of Jaheira walking into Reedcross would turn heads on principle. But the same cloak that drew attention also kept it orderly. The looks stayed respectful. Curious, yes. Reverent, sometimes. Cautious, definitely. Nobody wanted to be the person who bothered divine business because they got nosy.

Kira appreciated that very much.

She stopped at a cookhouse near the center and ordered the hottest thing they had with as few words as possible. The woman serving her straightened at the sight of the cloak and treated the whole exchange with the grave seriousness of someone who understood that some travelers were better served quickly than questioned at all.

The meal came fast. Blessedly fast. Kira took it to a corner, kept her hood low, and ate in silence. It was simple. It was hot. It was enough. That made it wonderful.

She listened while she ate. Reedcross talk. Marsh talk. Rumors that had floated ahead of the truth and grown strange in the telling. Something about the Court. Something about missing parties. Something about Merehaven being in a state over one thing or another. The sort of talk villages always made when danger lived nearby and no one could stop measuring themselves against it.

She paid when she was done and left before curiosity built enough courage to act.

Once Reedcross was behind her and the road toward Merehaven opened wide and lonelier through the marsh, Kira felt the cold box again. Stronger now that the village had fallen away. Stronger now that she had space. Her hand rested against the satchel. No one close. No one watching. Just road, reeds, wind, and the long stretch between Reedcross and Merehaven. A better place for questions.

Kira kept walking for a few more paces, listening to the song in her ears and the soft thud of her own steps, then looked down at the bag and smiled faintly beneath the hood.

"Okay," she said. "Now we find out what your deal is."

She waited until the road had given her enough privacy to stop feeling watched. Reedcross was behind her now. Merehaven still lay ahead. The road cut through low country and sparse trees, with enough wind in the grass to cover small sounds and enough distance from anyone else that she could finally satisfy the curiosity chewing at her ribs.

She stepped off the road, found a patch of shade beside a crooked stand of trees, and crouched.

The cold box came out of her bag with the same impossible chill it had carried since she first touched it in Corvane's study. Frost rimed the metal edges. The runes cut into its surface held a faint silvery glow, old magic sitting quiet and patient beneath her hands.

Kira turned the key over once in her fingers. "Okay," she murmured. "Ancient mystery box. Time to either reward my courage or immediately make me regret having hands."

She fit the key into the lock. The mechanism turned with a deep, elegant click. For one second, nothing happened. Then the lid released. A breath of cold rolled over her hands and face, sharp enough to make her blink. The temperature inside the box was far lower than the air outside. It felt preserved rather than frozen, deliberate rather than harsh.

She lifted the lid fully and stared.

The inside was far bigger than the outside had any right to allow. Runes covered the inner walls in layered circles and branching lines, thousands of them, each one cut with ancient precision and filled with a steady soft light. Narrow stairs rose from the floor of the box toward the lip where she knelt peering in. A bench had been built into one wall. The floor itself held the image of a majestic golden dragon shaped in intricate runic geometry, wings spread wide, head lifted, as if the whole interior had been made as both chamber and shrine.

And on the bench sat a tiny red bear.

He was about the size of a gummy candy. Deep ruby in color. Broad in the shoulders even at that scale. Nearly translucent. Tiny armored lines of gold ran over his form like forged filigree grown directly into him. He sat upright, completely unaffected by the angle of the opened box, as calm as someone waiting in a study for a guest who was a few minutes late.

He looked up at her.

And waved.

Kira jerked so hard she nearly dropped the lid on herself.

The tiny bear lowered his paw and regarded her with mild, thoughtful interest. "Ohhh," he said in a deep, soothing baritone that absolutely did not belong in something that small. "Hello."

Kira only stared.

The bear waited a beat, then added, in the same warm, patient voice, "Hmmm. You are not Director Corvane."

Kira opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again. "That," she said at last, pointing down into the box, "is one of the wildest sentences anyone has ever said to me, and I have had a very strange month."

The little bear blinked slowly, considering that. "That seems fair," he said.

Kira leaned closer, eyes wide. He really was sitting there. Really waving. Really talking in a voice like some ancient philosopher had been stuffed into the body of a very polite candy mascot.

"Are you," she asked carefully, "alive?"

The tiny ruby bear rested his paws on his knees. "Hmmm. Yes, I believe so."

"That is a strong 'believe.'"

"I have been resting." He glanced around the interior of the box with quiet approval. "The Ruby Cradle is very good for that."

Kira looked from him to the glowing runes, then to the golden dragon worked into the floor. "Ruby Cradle," she repeated.

"Yes." He looked back up at her. "A fine name, I think. I did not choose it myself, but it suits."

There was something so measured and untroubled in his voice that her pulse began, against all reason, to settle.

"Okay," Kira said. "Good. Great. Excellent. Follow-up question. Who are you?"

The tiny bear placed one paw over his chest with gentle dignity. "Bjorn."

Of course he was named Bjorn.

Kira scrubbed one hand down her face and laughed under her breath. She had pulled a sentient ruby bear out of an ancient magical box on the side of the road. At this point the universe had lost the right to surprise her and continued exercising it anyway.

Bjorn watched her kindly until she finished. Then he asked, "Did Director Corvane send you?"

The question landed softly.

Kira's smile faded.

Bjorn saw it at once. Something in his expression changed — not fear, exactly, and not alarm. More like a deep attention settling into place. "Oh," he said gently.

He rose from the bench. Even tiny, he moved with a certain weight. He stepped away from the bench, padded to the little stair, and began climbing toward the open lid with calm, deliberate steps.

Kira stayed still and let him come.

He reached the top stair and looked up at her from just below the lip of the Cradle. His eyes were warm and ancient. "Something has happened," he said.

Kira swallowed. "Yeah," she said softly. "A lot, actually."

Bjorn inclined his head, inviting the truth without pushing for it. That alone almost did her in.

"She's still there," Kira said. "Corvane. She's... trapped. In the Court. The whole place is trapped. It's been a very long time."

Bjorn listened without interrupting, which somehow made it harder. Kira looked down at him, at the tiny ruby figure standing on the stair beneath ancient runes and dragon-work light, and forced herself to say it plainly.

"You weren't in there for a few days," she said. "You were in there for centuries."

Silence held for a moment.

Bjorn lowered his gaze and thought. Kira could almost see him turning the idea over from every side, searching for the shape of it, fitting impossible time around a mind built to move steadily through the world.

When he finally looked back up, there was sadness in his face. But there was no panic. No collapse. Just a deep sorrow, held with the same thoughtfulness he brought to everything else. "Ohhh," he said quietly. "That is a very long wait."

Kira laughed once, helpless and pained all at once. "Yeah. Little bit."

Bjorn rested one paw against the side of the stair rail and considered her with quiet care. "Corvane still lives, in her fashion," he said.

"She does."

"And you came away from that place carrying the key to my Cradle."

"Yeah."

"Hmmm." He nodded once, as if something important had settled. "Then I think fortune has still been at work."

Kira stared at him. "You get told you lost a few centuries, and your first instinct is optimism?"

Bjorn's expression softened. "My first instinct," he said in that deep, steady voice, "is gratitude. Someone came back."

That one landed hard.

Kira sat there on the roadside with the Ruby Cradle open in her lap and a tiny ancient bear looking up at her like she had done him a kindness instead of interrupting his geological nap, and for one ridiculous second, she wanted to laugh and cry in equal measure. Instead, she blew out a breath and nodded.

"Okay," she said. "Then I should probably actually catch you up, because the short version is awful."

Bjorn settled himself more comfortably on the stairs just below the lip of the Cradle and folded his small red paws together with grave attention. "Hmmm," he said. "I am listening."

So, Kira told him.

She told him what the Court had become. What the curse had done. What the System had recognized and turned into something worse. She told him Corvane had endured there through all of it, trapped in office and ruin and patience. She told him about the dead bound in recurrence, about the Wraithfire flooding through the place, about the breach beneath the Court and the core at its heart.

She told him enough of her own path through the dungeon that the shape of it became clear, though she spared him a few of the uglier details simply because she did not currently have the energy to narrate her own near-spiritual destruction like it was an amusing travel anecdote.

Bjorn listened the whole way without interruption. His face changed sometimes. Sadness, mostly. Once or twice a deeper stillness that looked like old anger banked so far down it had become part of the structure holding him together. But he never rushed her. Never tried to improve the story before she had finished telling it.

When she was done, he sat in silence for a few breaths and looked down onto the runic floor of the Cradle, where the golden dragon shone beneath his feet. "Corvane remained at her post," he said at last.

"Yeah."

Bjorn nodded slowly. "That sounds like her."

Kira smiled despite herself. "I thought it might."

He looked up again. "And you intend to return."

It was not really a question. "Yes."

Bjorn considered her for a moment, and something in his gaze deepened. Respect, perhaps. Or the beginning of it. "That also sounds right."

Kira leaned one forearm on her knee. "She has hope now," she said. "Which seems dangerous, honestly. I'd like not to screw that up."

Bjorn's expression gentled further. "Hope is always dangerous," he said. "That is part of why it matters."

Well. That was annoyingly good. Kira pointed at him. "You're going to do that a lot, aren't you?"

"Hmmm?"

"Say something that sounds soft and then leaves a dent in my skull."

Bjorn thought about that. "Ohhh," he said. "Quite possibly."

A real laugh escaped her.

Bjorn's ears lifted a fraction at that, and after one more thoughtful pause, he asked, "Are you all right?"

Kira blinked. It took her a second to process that after centuries of accidental stasis, after waking to a stranger and the news that whole ages had passed, his first practical concern had turned toward her.

"I'm..." She considered the matter honestly. "Better than I was. Worse than I look. Alive, though."

Bjorn nodded as if that was a respectable answer. Then his small ruby brow creased. "I am sorry the Cradle is so cold."

Kira looked down at the ancient magical reliquary full of runes and impossible preserved winter. "You're apologizing for your eldritch refrigerator?"

Bjorn brightened slightly. "Ohhh. That is an interesting phrase."

"It wasn't admiration."

"I think perhaps it was."

Kira laughed again, this time out of sheer disbelief.

Bjorn went on in that same warm baritone, entirely sincere. "My friend Yee used to complain about the cold as well. For quite some time, in fact. I eventually told her that if it troubled her so much, she could simply close the Cradle and leave it by the road. I could always call it back when needed."

Kira stared at him. "You said that after she'd been complaining for years?"

Bjorn tilted his head. "Hmmm. Yes."

"You didn't mention that immediately?"

"I did not realize it was causing her enough distress to require a solution."

Kira put a hand over her mouth. "That is the funniest thing I've heard all day. You let your friend lug that heavy frozen box around? Good times."

Bjorn gave a small, approving hum. "She was very patient with me," he said.

"I bet she was."

Kira's eyes dropped to the key still resting near the lock. "Wait," she said. "If you can leave whenever you want, why did the key matter?"

Bjorn looked at the key, then back at her. "It matters for opening the Cradle from the outside," he said. "I may leave whenever I wish. I simply..." He paused. "Do not always notice how much time has passed while resting."

Kira stared at him for one long beat. Then another. Then she sat back and pointed at him with complete conviction. "You make teen doomscrollers look like they use their time wisely."

Bjorn's ears twitched. He thought about that very seriously. At length he said, "I do not know what that means."

"Yeah, I figured."

"But thank you."

Kira blinked. "That was absolutely not a compliment."

Bjorn gave her a calm, certain look. "I am quite sure you intended it kindly."

He was so impossible about it that she could not even argue.

"Bjorn," she said, "you're going to be a deeply weird addition to my life."

"Hmmm," he said. "Your life appears to have room."

That one was too accurate to fight.

He climbed the last stair then and stepped up onto the edge of the Cradle. Tiny as he was, he carried himself with an old deliberate dignity that somehow made the whole ridiculous scene feel ceremonial rather than absurd. Up close, Kira could see more of the craftsmanship in him. The ruby substance of his body caught the light and held it in layered depths. Fine gold lines curled through him in ancient elegant patterns. He looked hand-shaped by a civilization that had expected its magic to last.

"May I come out?" he asked.

The question was so polite it almost killed her.

"It's your Cradle."

"That is true," Bjorn agreed, and stepped lightly onto her palm. He was colder than he looked, but not painfully so. More like old stone in winter sun. Dense, too. Even tiny, he had more weight than he should have.

Kira lifted him carefully. Bjorn looked around from her hand with grave interest at the road, the reeds, the sky, the wind moving over the marsh. Then he drew in a slow breath. "Ohhh," he said. "It is good to see the world again."

The line should have been heartbreaking. It was. It was also somehow full of wonder.

Kira felt something tightening in her chest. "You really don't remember any of it," she said softly.

"No." He looked up at her. "But I remember this feeling."

"What feeling?"

Bjorn's expression softened into something deep and simple. "Beginning again."

And honestly, at that point, Kira was beginning to suspect the universe had put him in her path because it knew she was one more grim revelation away from biting reality back out of spite. She looked down at the tiny ruby bear in her hand and shook her head once.

"Okay," she said. "You can stay."

Bjorn nodded as if that had been the natural outcome all along. "I would prefer that," he said. "At least until you are somewhere safer."

Kira huffed a laugh. "That's adorable optimism. One follow-up, though." She glanced at the open Cradle. "Is it all right to leave that here for now?"

Bjorn looked back at the runed chamber with calm affection. "Ohhh, yes. The Ruby Cradle goes where it wishes for a little while, but it always comes when called. There is no need to worry about it."

"You can summon it."

"Hmmm. Yes."

Kira held up the key between two fingers. "Should I keep this?"

Bjorn considered the matter with grave seriousness. "If it makes you happy."

That answer hit her so squarely in the center of the brain that she had to laugh again. "You're unreal."

Bjorn's ears twitched. "I am fairly certain I am ancient."

"Close enough."

She looked from the key to the Cradle and back again, then tucked the key carefully into her bag. The Cradle deserved a better hiding place than the side of the road, but the road between Reedcross and Merehaven also seemed like a poor place to stand around debating storage solutions with a sentient ruby bear.

Bjorn watched her settle the bag, then asked, "Would you prefer I walk?"

Kira looked at his little legs. They were beautifully made. They were also tiny. "You know what, hitch a ride with me."

"Hmmm. Very good. That is sensible."

He stepped from her palm to her forearm, from her forearm to her shoulder, and settled there with the easy confidence of something that had been climbing people for centuries. He was sure-footed to a degree that made no sense. The road shifted under Kira's stride, the cloak pulled, the wind moved, and Bjorn remained perfectly balanced as if her shoulder had been built for him.

Kira turned her head slightly. "You're not even wobbling."

Bjorn glanced toward her with mild curiosity. "Should I be?"

"No," Kira said. "Please continue being mysteriously excellent at this."

Bjorn settled more comfortably, as if mysterious excellence required no further comment. He sat quietly after that, looking out over the road and the marsh with deep, patient interest.

Kira got the impression that if she left him there for ten hours, he would spend all ten happily watching reeds bend in the wind and considering what that might say about weather, persistence, and the general temperament of the world.

She had just started walking again when a pane appeared. It arrived without drama. Just a clean white interface line at the edge of her vision.

Buff Applied

Scarlet Blessing

Kira slowed. "Oh, come on."

Bjorn looked up at her from her shoulder. "Hmmm?"

"I just got a buff."

"Ohhh. Good."

"That is the least explanatory response available."

Bjorn considered this and, after a grave moment, accepted the criticism.

Kira opened the pane again.

Scarlet Blessing

That was it. No text. No detail. No explanation. Just the name.

She stared at it for a second, then turned her head enough to look at him sidelong. "What does Scarlet Blessing do?"

Bjorn gave the question the full dignity of his attention. "It is a blessing," he said at last.

Kira closed her eyes. "Bjorn."

"Hmmm?"

"That was a terrible answer."

"I am sorry."

He sounded sincere enough that she did not have the heart to keep pushing. Also, knowing her luck, it would turn out to be something absurdly important and dramatic later, and the system was simply choosing to be smug about it now.

"Fine," she muttered. "Mysterious blessing. Great. Love that for me."

Bjorn rested one tiny paw against the edge of her hood and returned to watching the marsh.

The road to Merehaven passed in long quiet stretches after that.

Kira did not run. She also did not dawdle. The cloak earned her space from the few travelers she passed, and Bjorn proved the ideal companion for a tired road. If she spoke, he answered. If she fell silent, he let the silence breathe. Twice she caught him looking up into the sky with such complete attention that she found herself looking too, as though she might have missed something important about clouds in the years before her life went insane.

By the time the walls and roofs of Merehaven rose ahead, the light had turned toward evening.

Kira felt Bjorn shift slightly at her shoulder. "This is the city?" he asked.

"Yep."

"Ohhh." He watched it with interest. "It seems busy." His ears went pointy and attentive.

"That is a charitable summary." She lowered her voice as they neared the gate. "I need you to hide in the hood."

Bjorn looked up at the fold of cloth above him. "Certainly."

He did not ask why. He simply climbed, tiny claws finding impossible purchase in fabric and seam, and vanished into the shadow of the raised hood so neatly that even knowing he was there, Kira could barely tell.

"How are you so good at that?" she murmured.

"Hmmm. Practice, perhaps."

That was probably true, which was somehow already very Bjorn of him.

The cloak did the rest. The guards at the gate saw the hood, saw the drape of Jaheira's colors, and made the calculation sensible men always made when faced with sacred bureaucracy: whatever was happening, it would improve exactly nothing to slow it down.

Kira passed through the gate without breaking stride. Straight to the library. It was where they would be in the evening.

Liora lived too much of her life there not to be. Sela would gravitate to books the way healthy things turned toward warmth. Caelan, if he had not gone fully feral with worry, would be where information could still be extracted from the world.

Kira climbed the steps and entered. The smell hit first — paper, leather, lamp oil, dust, the dry ordered breath of preserved knowledge. It almost made her dizzy with relief. Familiarity after so much felt… right.

A clerk looked up from the front desk, saw the cloak and hood, and straightened at once. "Messenger," he said. "One moment, please."

He vanished before Kira could object.

She stood in the entry hall with her bag at her side and Bjorn hidden in her hood and had just enough time to think this is about to be very funny before Liora emerged from one of the inner aisles at a brisk, composed pace, clearly expecting a delivery.

She slowed when she reached Kira. "Messenger," she began.

Kira reached up and pushed the hood back.

Liora stopped dead. The smile that broke across her face transformed her. Huge. Bright. Pure relief.

"Kira." There was enough pleasure in the way she said it to warm half the room.

"Hi," Kira said.

Then Bjorn leaned out from the shadow of the hood, lifted one tiny ruby paw, and waved.

Liora's eyes went wide. For one extraordinary second she looked younger, not because her face changed, but because wonder got there before discipline did.

"Oh my stars," she whispered.

Bjorn, in his deep soothing voice, said, "Hello."

Liora stared at him as if a story had climbed off a page and politely introduced itself. "I had a children's book," she said, almost to herself. "When I was very small. About a ruby guardian who protected children on the road and slept in winter shrines and always arrived when he was needed."

Bjorn considered that. "Ohhh," he said. "That sounds pleasant."

Liora laughed once, soft and disbelieving, and looked back at Kira with a kind of helpless admiration. "You continue," she said, "to unfold in directions I do not predict."

"I'm having that kind of month."

Liora looked from her to Bjorn and back again, then gathered herself with visible effort. "Come with me."

She led them past the front hall and deeper into the library, through the calmer inner rooms and toward the back study where private conversations went to become dangerous.

Kira followed with her pulse climbing in spite of everything. The reality of being back was only now settling properly into her bones.

Liora stopped at the study door and glanced back once, her expression warm and intent and still faintly astonished. Then she opened the study door, and Sela saw Kira clearly, and the whole room changed.

Sela was already halfway out of her chair before she had fully looked up. Caelan had turned at the first sound of the latch, one hand already moving on instinct, body set in that hard ready stillness of a man prepared to meet trouble the moment it crossed a threshold.

Then they both saw her.

For a heartbeat nobody moved.

Kira stood in the doorway with the cloak still around her shoulders, the hood pushed back now, road-tired and swamp-marked and visibly changed by things no one in that room could yet understand.

Bjorn sat openly on her shoulder, small and ruby-bright and entirely real.

Sela made a sound that broke somewhere between a laugh and a sob and came straight at her. Kira barely had time to shift before Sela hit her and wrapped both arms around her middle.

"You came back," Sela said into her shoulder. "You actually came back."

Kira's throat tightened at once. "Yeah," she said, one hand landing awkwardly in Sela's hair. "Sorry. Took the scenic route through disaster."

A wet laugh broke out of Sela.

Liora stopped a few steps inside the room and simply looked. Relief moved across her face openly, followed by something warmer and more private. She did not throw herself at Kira. She was not built that way. Instead, she reached out once Sela had pulled back enough to allow it and laid both hands on Kira's upper arms, grounding herself in the fact of her.

"You impossible girl," she said softly.

Kira smiled, tired and real. "That is becoming a title."

Caelan crossed the rest of the space then. He did not hug her. That would have been stranger than the dungeon. He looked her over with the full force of trained attention instead, taking in the weariness, the new steadiness in her body, the cloak, the bag, the expression in her eyes, and finally the tiny figure on her shoulder.

His gaze stopped.

Bjorn lifted one small ruby paw and waved. "Ohhh," he said in his deep soothing voice, "hello."

Sela gasped. Liora's eyes widened again. Caelan went still in an entirely new way.

Kira looked at him. "Questions later."

"That," Caelan said, still staring at Bjorn, "is a sentence that strongly implies more questions than I currently have room for."

Bjorn inclined his head politely. "Hmmm. That seems likely."

Sela made another small noise, this one entirely delighted and pointed at him with complete abandonment of dignity. "He talks."

"He does," said Kira.

Liora looked from Bjorn to Kira with quiet astonishment, still bright in her face. "You left for two days and returned with a filthy messenger cloak, a new posture, and a storybook legend on your shoulder."

"That does sound bad when you say it like that."

"It sounds impossible."

Kira shifted the bag strap against her shoulder. "You'll be thrilled to know that's only the beginning."

Caelan's attention snapped back to her. "Sit," he said.

"Wow," Kira said. "So much tenderness."

"You look like you're standing on stubbornness and momentum."

"That is, in fairness, exactly what's happening."

Sela pulled her toward the table before anyone else could speak.

The back study was already set for work — papers, records, writing things, the usual library war against ignorance — and now all of it had to make room for Kira, for Bjorn, and for the fact that whatever had happened in the Court had clearly not ended at survival.

Kira sat.

Bjorn remained on her shoulder without the slightest difficulty, balanced there as naturally as if he had always belonged.

Sela dropped back into her chair across from her, eyes red and shining and fixed on Kira with unfiltered relief.

Liora took her place more slowly, composure returning in layers, though warmth still lived plainly in her face.

Caelan stayed standing for one breath longer, then pulled out a chair and sat with the tension of a man who knew answers were coming and was not sure yet whether he wanted them quickly or carefully.

Liora reached for a fresh page. "Start at the beginning," she said.

Kira looked at the three of them. Then at Bjorn, who sat peacefully beside her cheek as if back-room debriefs after metaphysical catastrophe were a perfectly reasonable way to spend an evening. She let out one slow breath.

"The swamp," she said, "was disgusting."

Sela made a face instantly. "How bad?"

Kira leaned back in the chair, took one more drink of water, and considered how to answer that in a way that did not sound like she was being dramatic for sport. "Imagine," she said, "that mud and rot and bad intentions had a baby, and then that baby got left out in the rain until it developed a personality disorder."

Bjorn tilted his head. "Hmmm. That does sound unpleasant."

"That," Kira said, pointing at him, "is because you are polite."

Liora's quill moved.

Caelan folded his arms. "Useful details, if we can spare them."

Kira sighed. "Wet ground trying to eat my boots. Air that smelled like mold and old water and something recently offended by life. Visibility was terrible. Movement was slow. There were places where the swamp felt wrong before the Court even came into sight. Not dangerous in a normal way. More like the whole area had begun leaning toward it."

Liora nodded once and wrote that down. "The Court?" she asked.

Kira's expression thinned. "The Court looked like something the world had buried badly."

That made all three of them quiet.

She described the approach, the first sight of it, the pressure that began before she ever crossed the threshold. Sela listened like she was trying to crawl into the story and drag Kira back out of it after the fact. Caelan only interrupted to ask for practical things — how many visible entrances, what sort of terrain, what line of retreat, whether she had seen any sign of recent delver traffic. Liora wanted the shape of the place, the architecture, the feel of the Wraithfire, the way the pressure changed from outer ground to inner threshold.

Bjorn listened with his full attention, paws folded on Kira's shoulder, as though he had not already heard the broad version out on the road.

When she reached the entrance and her first meeting with Seralyth, Caelan went very still. "A paladin of Mirelia," he said.

Kira nodded.

"Inside that place."

"Yep."

He was silent for a breath. "What was she doing there?"

"Dying badly, apparently."

Kira rubbed one thumb against the edge of her cup. "Or having died badly, more accurately. She was already a haunt by the time I met her."

Sela's face changed. "That's horrible."

"It was not ideal," Kira said.

Bjorn gave a soft thoughtful hum. "She sounds as though she endured a great deal."

"She did," Kira said. "And she was still somehow willing to put up with me."

The faintest movement touched one corner of Caelan's mouth.

Kira told them about moving through the Court with Seralyth guiding her. Secret ways. Old servant passages. Burial corridors. Rooms that still remember what they had once been for even though the dungeon had made them into something else. She described the monsters in sharp glimpses rather than long catalogues — the things that lurked, watched, tested, and withdrew.

Sela shivered often and asked exactly the wrong questions in exactly the way Kira had expected. "What did they look like?"

"Bad."

"That is not a description."

"It is the most emotionally accurate one."

Liora did not even look up. "Continue."

So, Kira did.

She gave them the encounter with the delvers in the same quick hard strokes she had lived it in. Cutthroats. Desperate people. The sort of group that entered places like that hoping to come out with enough value to justify whatever they had already become.

"But there was one priest with them," she said. "Of Riylar."

That caught Caelan's attention immediately.

"He shouldn't have fit with the rest," Kira went on. "Wrong kind of man for that company. Steady. Brave. Helped where he could."

Caelan leaned forward slightly. "Describe him."

She did. By the time she got to the mouth and the way he carried himself under pressure, recognition had already settled over his face. "Tavian Holt," he said.

Kira pointed at him. "That was it."

Caelan nodded once, grave now. "I know him."

Sela looked between them. "You know everybody."

"No," said Caelan. "Only everyone who becomes my problem eventually."

Bjorn approved of Tavian on principle. "It is good," he said, "when one bright soul remains in poor company."

Liora paused just long enough to write that line down too, then gestured for Kira to continue.

So, Kira did, and the room dimmed with the telling. She reached the point where she was caught. Where Seralyth fought. Where the paladin bought her one narrow impossible chance to keep moving and paid for it with her own destruction.

Sela's eyes filled so fast it hurt to watch. "Oh no."

Kira swallowed. "Yeah."

Caelan lowered his head for one breath. "Ariana receive the courage given," he said quietly. "Mirelia remember the blade that stood."

Bjorn bowed his small head too.

Liora's pen had stopped.

Kira let the quiet sit for a moment, then moved on before the room could settle too deeply into grief. Not because the grief was unwelcome. Because she was not done with them yet.

She told them about the spiral stair.

That drew Liora's head up at once. "The one descending toward the breach?"

"Yep, that one."

Kira stared into the little pool of water left in her cup. "It was worse on the way down than anything before it. Wraithfire everywhere. Pressure everywhere. I was basically being spiritually sandblasted one step at a time."

Sela looked ill. Caelan's jaw tightened. Liora's face sharpened in that frighteningly focused way she had when something mattered academically and personally at once.

"And that," Kira said, "was where everything got very weird."

Bjorn made a tiny thoughtful sound. "Ohhh. I had wondered when that part would begin."

A startled noise came out of Sela. Kira, annoyingly, laughed.

"My racial traits all upgraded," Kira said. "At once."

Liora's pen paused again. "All of them."

"Every. Last. One."

That landed.

Liora sat back very slightly, eyes narrowed not in disbelief but in rapid assessment. "That timing strongly suggests intervention."

"System or divine?" Caelan asked.

Liora's expression turned inward for a second. "Either could answer a threshold event. But in a place of old worship, under that degree of pressure, with the nature of what followed..." She looked at Kira. "I would place a fair amount of money on divine attention."

Kira smiled into her cup.

That did not escape Liora. "You know more than you are saying."

"Oh, definitely."

Sela, who had no patience for controlled priestess sparring when better story was available, slapped the table lightly. "And then what?"

Kira looked at Sela. "Then I met the Director."

"The one Seralyth fetched?" Liora asked without looking up from the page.

"Yeah," Kira said. "That one. Corvane. Director of the Court. Still running that whole nightmare by sheer administrative fury and old duty."

Bjorn closed his eyes for one brief beat at the name, and when he opened them again there was warmth there. "She was always very capable."

That was the first time either Sela or Caelan had heard him speak of someone he had known before waking, and both of them turned toward him instantly.

"You knew her?" Sela asked.

"Oh yes," Bjorn said. "She was very kind to me."

Kira lifted one hand gently toward the table. "That entire direction of conversation is going to emotionally ruin us later, so let me keep the thread for now."

Sela clamped her mouth shut with visible effort.

Kira described the chamber below. The breach. The core. Corvane waiting in the wreck of everything with the sort of composure only ancient dead administrators and the gods themselves had any business keeping.

Liora wrote with the speed of someone who knew she was recording the first truly useful firsthand account of a place scholars would happily maim one another for access to.

There was no elegant way to introduce the next part. Kira decided to just say it.

"And," she said, "I scored a goal through the tear."

The room stared at her.

Caelan blinked once. Sela's mouth opened. Liora's quill stopped in mid-stroke.

"You what," said Caelan.

Kira spread her hands slightly. "I had a football. There was a tear in reality. I made a choice."

"That is not an explanation," Liora said.

"It is the cleanest version."

Sela was staring at her in complete disbelief. "You kicked a ball through a rupture in existence?"

Kira nodded once. "Yes."

Bjorn gave a slow, pleased hum. "Ohhh. Well done."

Kira turned to look at him. "You don't even know what scoring a goal means."

"No," Bjorn said cheerfully. "But you seem proud of it, and everyone else appears startled, so I believe congratulations are in order."

A helpless laugh came out of Sela, and even Liora had to work not to smile, though she looked offended by the entire concept.

Caelan rubbed a hand over his mouth. "I leave you alone for two days and you start weaponizing games against reality."

"That feels unfairly phrased."

"It should feel precisely phrased."

Liora set the quill down for one second, pinched the bridge of her nose, then picked it back up. "Continue before I decide I imagined that sentence."

Kira grinned and did.

Then she got to the class. There was no way around it. She had to say it cleanly. "I took the core," she said. "And the System offered me a class."

Sela was already leaning in. "What class?"

Kira let the beat hang for exactly as long as Sela could stand it. "Wraithfire Sovereign."

Sela made a scandalized, wounded sound and sat back like the universe had personally chosen to insult her. "No."

"Yes."

"That is too cool."

"I agree."

"That is aggressively unfair."

"Also, yes."

Liora's pen had already started moving on instinct. Then she stopped. Her eyes lifted from the page to Kira's face, all priestess and discipline again. "I need your permission before I commit any of this to record," she said. "The oath I swore covers secrecy. It does not grant me the right to archive what is yours without your consent."

That settled quietly in the room.

Kira looked at her for a second, then nodded once. "The class name is fine," she said. "That can go into the record. Nothing else from my profile does. Nothing. Not traits, not titles, not anything weird, and absolutely not the parts that make people start acting like I'm a problem to be solved."

Liora inclined her head immediately. "Understood."

Kira studied her for a moment longer. "And if you write any of this down, it does not leave hands with the highest access in the church."

"That I can swear," Liora said. She set the quill down, lifted one hand, and spoke quietly and precisely. "By truth held, by witness kept, by Jaheira's regard upon the faithful archive, I bind this record. What is written here of Kira Asher's class, experience, and account shall pass no hand lacking the highest sanction of the church, nor be copied, removed, or repeated beyond those bounds without her express permission. So I swear."

The air around the table settled.

Kira nodded. "Good."

Only then did Liora write the class name.

Bjorn, meanwhile, had been following the whole exchange with deep interest from Kira's shoulder. "Hmmm," he said. "That sounds very distinguished."

Kira glanced sideways at him. "You've never heard of it."

"No," Bjorn said cheerfully. "But it sounds excellent."

Sela looked at him with complete disbelief. "You just decide that?"

Bjorn thought about it. "Ohhh. Yes."

Even Caelan's mouth shifted at that.

Sela gave up on restraint entirely. "Show me."

Kira blinked. Sela went indignant immediately. "No. Absolutely not. You do not get to say Wraithfire Sovereign out loud in front of me and then sit there pretending that's enough."

"It is absolutely enough."

"It is not even close."

Bjorn lifted one tiny ruby paw. "I would also like to see."

Kira turned her head to look at him. "You weren't there for any of it."

"No," Bjorn said, perfectly calm. "Which is why I am interested."

That was deeply unfair. The bear was supposed to be on her side. She had admittedly based that assumption on very little. Shared swamp-road time, mostly. Still. It felt binding.

Liora lowered her quill with great care and leaned back slightly, as if preparing herself to witness whatever fresh absurdity Kira had carried in under that cloak. "That," she said, "is a terrible sign for my evening."

Caelan's gaze stayed fixed on Kira. "How controlled is the demonstration?"

Kira considered that honestly. "Reasonably."

Sela was already on her feet.

Kira sighed, laughed under her breath, and stood. The room tightened on instinct.

Bjorn remained on her shoulder, perfectly balanced, tiny paws light against the cloak, deeply attentive and entirely unaware that he himself was still at least half the room's problem.

Kira let out one slow breath and called the sphere.

The air changed.

To Kira's eyes, the pale white haze opened around her in a quiet six-foot domain centered on her body, familiar now and still strange enough to pull her breath for half a beat. To the others, it landed as pressure and presence, the subtle but unmistakable sensation that the room had just been asked to admit a second order of reality.

Sela froze. Liora forgot to write. Caelan rose to his feet without noticing he had done it.

Bjorn looked around with immediate interest. "Ohhh," he said softly. "That is lovely."

Kira reached through the bond. Wraithfire gathered beside her in a white-blue rise, building itself in clean lines. Armor first. Then shape. Then the solemn, severe outline of a woman returning to the world with perfect discipline.

Then Seralyth stood there. Pale armor. Crimson-black detailing. Silver-white eyes. The face of a woman who had died hard and kept her purpose.

The room went utterly still.

Kira let them have that for one beat. Then she said, very calmly, "I'd like you to meet Seralyth. Paladin of Mirelia, goddess of vengeance. She's my Wraithfire companion."

Seralyth inclined her head once to the room. "Greetings."

Sela was the first one to make a sound. It was not a word so much as a complete collapse of language under pressure.

Liora had gone utterly still, her eyes moving from Seralyth's face to the armor, to the white-blue force still curling faintly at the edges of her manifestation, and then back again as if the room had abruptly become a text too important to skim.

Caelan recovered first. Of course he did. He placed one fist lightly to his chest and inclined his head with the clean formal respect of one holy servant greeting another. "Caelan Vorr," he said. "Avenger of Ariana."

Seralyth's attention settled on him at once, and something changed in her expression. Not softness. Recognition of a different sort. "Seralyth," she said. "Paladin of Mirelia." Then, after one measured beat: "I know your name."

That struck.

Caelan's brows lifted a fraction. "My deeds travel faster than I do, it seems."

"They do," Seralyth said. "And in good company."

Kira saw that hit him even if nobody else did. Not because he looked flattered. Caelan did not wear flattery well. But respect from a dead paladin of Mirelia carried its own weight.

Bjorn, meanwhile, had lost no composure at all. He regarded Seralyth with warm open interest, as if Kira had introduced him to a neighbor at market instead of manifesting a vengeance paladin out of soul-fire in the middle of a library study. "Ohhh," he said. "It is very nice to meet you."

Seralyth looked at him. The tiny ruby bear looked back from Kira's shoulder with complete sincerity. For one extraordinary second even the paladin seemed uncertain where to begin. Then she inclined her head to him too. "And you," she said.

Bjorn appeared pleased.

Sela looked between them with the expression of someone who had been asked to choose which miracle to stare at first and deeply resented the unfairness of the assignment. "I can't," she said. "I genuinely can't decide where to look."

"That," said Liora faintly, "is an entirely reasonable failure." Her eyes had not left Seralyth. "We have records of classes that call beasts," she said slowly. "And classes that bind spirits. The shamans of the southern lands are known for companion paths. But this..." Her gaze flicked to Kira. "This is different."

Caelan nodded once. "A full person," he said.

"A full person," Liora agreed. "Bound by new energy, through a unique class architecture, with retained identity, will, and devotion."

Sela leaned forward, enthralled. "She's not a summon like an animal or a spirit-bolt with opinions."

Kira laughed once. "No. Definitely not."

Seralyth's eyes moved briefly to her. "No," the paladin said dryly. "I am very much not."

A helpless smile broke back onto Sela's face.

Liora's gaze sharpened further. "How long can she stay manifested?"

Kira looked at the corner of her vision. That wiped some of the delight off her face. "My Wraithfire is ticking down."

All three of them looked at her.

"It's expensive," she said. "Very expensive."

Caelan's attention shifted immediately from Seralyth to Kira, practical as ever. "Your core is unrefined," he said. "It will need work. Soon."

Kira blinked. "Add it to the pile."

Seralyth nodded once, as if that settled something.

Liora was already half turned toward the door, the look of a woman mentally inventorying a library by force of irritation alone.

Kira stared at him. This was the first time she had heard of any of this.

Seralyth looked almost amused at the expression on her face. "You were not aware?" the paladin asked.

"Seralyth," Kira said, still watching her resource drain in real time, "I learned I had a core approximately yesterday and then almost died several times. There are some gaps in my education."

Bjorn made a thoughtful sound. "Hmmm. That seems unfair." He patted her softly on the neck, taking care not to scratch her.

"It is a little," Kira said.

Caelan's eyes narrowed slightly. "Your channels?"

That pulled her attention back to her own body fast enough to hurt. "They still feel raw," she admitted. "Better than before. Not good."

"That matters more than the reservoir tonight," he said. "A larger pool is useless if the channels carrying it tear under strain."

Liora nodded sharply. "He's right."

Kira looked from one to the other and had the deeply unsettling experience of realizing that both of them had already started mentally reorganizing her future.

Sela, apparently unwilling to let any of that overshadow the miracle still standing in the room, looked at Seralyth again. "Can you stay?" she asked.

Kira looked at her Wraithfire reserve. The answer was visible and unpleasant. "Not for long."

Sela's face fell.

Seralyth followed Kira's glance and understood immediately. The bond between them made that easy. Kira could feel the paladin taking the measure of the problem right along with her.

She looked at Seralyth, regret already there. "I'm sorry," Kira said. "I'll work on it. I'll get the reservoir bigger. I'll keep you out longer next time."

Seralyth's expression settled into something grave and steady. "I know you will."

That should not have hit as hard as it did.

Kira swallowed once. The reserve ticked down again.

Liora saw her eyes move. "How close?"

"Closer than I'd like."

Caelan stepped back, giving the manifestation room and dignity both. Then Seralyth looked at him once more. "You carry yourself like one Mirelia would approve of," she said.

That stopped him.

Caelan inclined his head again, more deeply this time. "You honor me."

Liora let out one slow breath, somewhere between disbelief and awe. "I am sitting in a Jaheiran study," she said, "watching an Avenger of Ariana and a Paladin of Mirelia trade formal regard while a ruby guardian from children's legend sits on a pretend messenger's shoulder and Kira Asher bleeds Wraithfire percentages into the floor."

Bjorn considered that. "Ohhh," he said. "It does sound busy when you put it that way."

The tension in the room eased by a degree. Even Seralyth gave the bear a look and a nod at that.

Kira laughed, helpless and tired and painfully fond of all of them at once. Then her reserve dipped again. She felt it this time not just as a number, but as thinning tension in the field, a subtle draw at the center of her class.

Seralyth felt it too. "It is time," the paladin said.

Kira hated that she was right. "Yeah."

Sela made a wounded noise. "Already?"

"Already," Kira said. She looked at Seralyth one more time. Then, quieter: "I meant what I said. I'll make the core stronger. I'll keep building it. Next time you stay out longer."

Seralyth met her eyes. "I know," she said again.

There was so much certainty in it that it steadied something in Kira immediately.

Kira let the sphere begin to collapse. The white-blue presence in the room drew inward. The pressure softened. Seralyth's form grew less immediate, the edges of her armor loosening into light.

Sela stared like someone watching the moon sink under water. Caelan remained standing, silent and formal to the end. Liora forgot entirely that she had ever intended to be composed. Bjorn watched with the same kind attention he gave everything worth remembering.

Seralyth's gaze stayed on Kira until the last possible moment. Then she dissolved into a quiet draw of white-blue flame and folded back into the architecture of the bond.

The room felt emptier immediately.

Sela exhaled like she had been holding her breath the whole time. Liora slowly sat back down. Caelan looked at Kira, then at the place Seralyth had stood, then back at Kira.

"You came back," he said, "with entirely too much."

Kira sat down too, suddenly feeling the cost of the whole day in one long wave. "Yeah," she said. "That's becoming a theme."

Bjorn climbed a little higher on her shoulder and rested one tiny ruby paw against the side of her neck with absentminded gentleness. "Hmmm," he said. "You have made very interesting friends."

That, somehow, was the line that finally finished the room.
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  Kira sat back down slowly, feeling the afterimage of the sphere still humming through her body.

The room took a moment to recover with her.

Sela was still staring at the place Seralyth had stood as though the paladin might reappear if she believed hard enough. Liora had set her quill down and not yet picked it back up again, which felt like a historical event in itself. Caelan remained standing for a beat longer before he finally returned to his chair, though the look on his face said he had not sat down internally even a little.

Bjorn, of course, behaved as if this was all very reasonable. He settled back onto Kira's shoulder, looked toward the now-empty air Seralyth had occupied, and gave a small approving hum. "She has excellent posture," he said.

That was the line that got Sela breathing again.

Kira laughed tiredly and rubbed one hand over her face. "Yeah. She really does."

Liora recovered enough to reach for her quill again. "Before anything else derails this evening further, explain the class."

Kira looked up. "The short version or the version that ruins your appetite for normality?"

"The useful version."

Caelan folded his hands. "All of it. Briefly."

So, Kira gave them the brief version. Most of it she'd already worked out for herself on the road — she just left the arithmetic out and gave them shapes instead of numbers. By the time she was done, Caelan had gone from impressed to overtly interested.

"That is an unusually broad package," he said.

Kira pointed at him. "That was my feeling too."

His eyes stayed on her, but his attention had already gone somewhere else entirely: the place martial minds lived when they began seeing ten uses for a thing before the other person had finished naming it. "The blade alone is enough to build around," he said. "The bind is more dangerous than it looks if you think tactically. Density control changes your movement, your footing, your recovery, your leverage, your resistance to forced repositioning. The sphere makes the entire class into a territory problem for anyone fighting you."

Sela looked from him to Kira like she was watching two different species perform a ritual. "You sound excited," she said.

"I am thinking," Caelan replied.

"That means yes."

Kira caught Sela's eye and grinned.

Caelan ignored the pair with practiced ease. "More importantly, none of those abilities will remain exactly what they are now."

Kira's attention sharpened. "Meaning?"

"Class skills mature," he said. "Not only through repetition. Through use. Through strain. Through success. Through the shape of your decisions while carrying them."

Liora nodded. "He's right."

Caelan went on. "The System responds to pattern. In divine classes, the patron may shape that pattern as well. But in my experience, most abilities become what their bearer teaches them to become."

Kira sat very still for that.

That was one of those sentences that reached backward and forward at the same time. It made every test she had done on the road matter more. It made every future decision about her class feel heavier and more exciting all at once.

"So, if I use Wraith Bind cleverly," she said slowly, "it grows differently than if I just throw it at people like angry rope."

"Yes," said Caelan.

Bjorn made a soft thoughtful sound. "Ohhh. That seems wise." Then, after a moment: "Angry rope. I do wonder what such a rope would look like."

Kira looked sideways at him. "You really are on board with all of this."

"Hmmm. It sounds like gardening for power."

That was such a Bjorn answer that even Liora smiled.

Kira set the cup down. "Speaking of the gods taking an interest, I got divine quests."

That landed instantly.

Sela blinked. Liora's quill lifted. Caelan's whole focus narrowed.

"Plural?" Liora asked.

"Unfortunately." She replied with a sigh. Kira listed them.

Mirelia first. Strengthen the bond. Restore what could be restored. More of Seralyth's original design might awaken.

That alone left them quiet.

Then Eschara. Return to the Court one day. Free the bound dead. Open a proper path for those denied it.

Liora's expression changed at that one. Not surprise. Recognition of weight.

Then Ariana.

Kira read that one more carefully, because even now it felt bigger every time she looked at it. "One preserved through intervention and touched by miracle must be brought to sanctuary. Her path does not lie in the Court or the city's lesser shrines. Ensure she reaches Ariana's central house of formation."

She looked up. "Target: Sela. Recommended escort: Caelan Vorr. Urgency: High."

Silence hit the room like a bell.

Sela stared at her. Caelan stood so fast the chair legs scraped. Liora went motionless. Bjorn looked around at all of them, gently pleased by the collective seriousness.

Sela was the first to recover enough for speech. "She named me?"

Kira nodded.

"And him?"

"Also yes."

Caelan's face had gone very still. That was not shock. It was the look of a man who had just felt duty take visible shape in front of him and had accepted it before anyone else in the room finished breathing.

Liora was the one who finally spoke. "To be named directly in a goddess-given quest..." She looked at Sela, then at Caelan. "That is no small honor."

Sela's eyes had gone bright again, though this time with something more complicated than relief. Fear. Wonder. Pride. The first sharp edges of separation, though she had not yet put language to them.

Caelan met Kira's gaze. "Can it be shared?"

Kira blinked. "How would I know?"

He exhaled once through his nose, halfway between impatience and affection. "You have party access now."

Right. That.

Kira pulled up the interface and found the option quickly enough. Party creation. Invitations. Status display. Shared effects where applicable.

"Well," she said. "That seems disturbingly official."

"Ohhh. A party."

Kira laughed softly. "Yeah. Apparently, I can do that now."

She looked around the room.

Then, because she was tired and feeling reckless and because there was no version of this night that was ever going to become normal again, she invited everyone.

Sela accepted immediately, eyes still wide with delight and disbelief. Caelan accepted like he was agreeing to a vow. Liora hesitated only long enough to make sure Kira meant it, then inclined her head and accepted as well. Bjorn looked at the invitation with calm interest. "Hmmm," he said. "That seems pleasant."

Then he accepted too.

The party pane settled. Kira looked back at the Ariana quest, and sure enough there were new options at the bottom.

Share Quest

Share Quest All

"Oh, that's filthy," she murmured.

Caelan looked over. "What?"

"Two share options. One lets me choose. The other tries to share to the whole party."

"That will still require approval," Liora said immediately. "System or divine."

"Yeah," Kira said. "I figured."

She selected Share Quest All. The pane flashed once. Then confirmations began appearing.

Quest Shared Successfully: Sela Vale

Quest Shared Successfully: Caelan Vorr

Quest Shared Successfully: Bjorn

Quest Share Rejected: Liora — Conditions Not Met

The room stared.

Sela's eyes flew to Bjorn. Caelan's did too. Liora's brows rose, not offended exactly, but sharply interested.

Bjorn took the whole thing in stride. "Ohhh," he said. "How nice."

Kira looked at him. "You got Ariana's quest."

"Hmmm. It appears so."

Liora leaned forward. "That is... interesting."

"That is one word for it," said Kira.

On a whim, and without announcing what she was doing, she opened Jaheira's quest and selected Share Quest All there too.

This time every single one of them got it. Sela. Caelan. Liora. Bjorn.

That made sense in a way the first one hadn't. The Pattern Widens was not just hers anymore. Or perhaps it never had been.

Kira's curiosity sharpened. She opened Mirelia's quest. Share Quest All.

This time only one confirmation appeared.

Quest Shared Successfully: Bjorn

Quest Share Rejected: Sela Vale — Conditions Not Met

Quest Share Rejected: Caelan Vorr — Conditions Not Met

Quest Share Rejected: Liora — Conditions Not Met

Now the room really went quiet.

Kira turned toward Bjorn. Bjorn looked pleasantly back.

Then she tried Eschara's. Same result.

Quest Shared Successfully: Bjorn

Everyone else rejected.

Sela turned slowly in her chair and stared at the tiny ruby bear on Kira's shoulder. "Why," she asked with total sincerity, "does Bjorn get every quest?"

Bjorn thought about that very seriously. "Hmmm," he said. "I have always liked quests. They often help people find where they are needed." He paused. Then reconsidered with visible care. "Ohhh. And people smile when good work is finished." He gave the tiniest shrug. "I have always thought that worth encouraging."

The room stayed silent for one beat. Then two.

Kira covered her mouth with one hand because that was somehow the most Bjorn answer possible and also not, strictly speaking, an answer at all. Caelan sat back slowly, still staring at him. Liora set her quill down again, this time because writing through whatever this was had begun to feel like an act of personal disrespect.

Sela looked completely awed.

Bjorn, having apparently settled the matter to his own satisfaction, looked around at them all with mild concern. "Was that unhelpful?"

Kira laughed into her hand. "Yes," she said. "Deeply."

Bjorn nodded once. "Hmmm. I see." Then, after a thoughtful pause: "I am still glad to have the quests."

The room stayed quiet for a beat after Bjorn's answer.

Then Caelan moved first.

Not dramatically. He simply stood, crossed to the side table where Liora kept spare paper and a map tube, and came back already in motion, already thinking three roads ahead. "If Ariana named the path directly," he said, "then there is no value in delay."

Sela looked at him at once. There it was. The sharp turn in the room. The future entering.

Caelan set the tube down, unrolled one of the smaller regional maps from the study's stores, and flattened it with one hand. Merehaven. Coastline. Roads. Distances. Settlements. Marsh. Ferry cuts. The familiar cold practicality of travel reduced to ink and line.

"We take the high road east first," he said. "Stay out of the worst marshland, stay near traffic, stay where shrine-houses and patrol routes overlap. Several days that way along the coast. Then we turn north and keep to the inland roads." His finger traced the route. "Sustained pace, no wasted stops, use sanctuary houses where possible, avoid private escort contracts unless there's no better option."

He kept going, already doing the math. "If the roads hold and weather stays merely ugly instead of catastrophic, I can have you to Sol Aureth in—"

Then he stopped.

The map had not changed. The room had.

The calculation had run ahead of the emotion and now doubled back into it. Sela was staring at the route like it might open up and swallow her. Kira had gone very still. Liora saw it happen and said nothing.

Caelan's jaw tightened.

Because there it was in plain lines and measured distances: if he took Sela east and then north, he left Kira here.

He looked at Kira.

For one second the commander fell back and the man remained. "She needs training," he said, and the words came out more sharply than he intended. "Real training. Martial discipline. Core work. Channel management. She cannot just walk out into the world with that class and improvisation as her only school."

Kira met his gaze over the table. "That feels like both a compliment and an insult."

"It is a warning."

Kira glanced between them. "Why not just come with you, then? Extra hands on the road."

Caelan shook his head once. "A road is forgiving. A capital is not. Sol Aureth has eyes in every hall that matter — temple factions, noble houses, foreign envoys, all of them watching who walks through the gates and asking why. A girl with a class nobody has heard of, with a paladin in her core and a power source no scholar can place, would not stay quiet for a week. You'd be claimed, questioned, or contained before you had a chance to grow into any of it."

Liora set her quill down. "Out here, you have room to become dangerous slowly, where it costs you nothing. In a capital, everyone with a reason to want you would find one within days. That is not a place to be unfinished."

Sela's voice came small for the first time all evening. "I just got her back."

That struck the room silent.

Kira turned to her. Sela was trying very hard not to sound young and failing only because she cared too much to hide it properly.

Bjorn had climbed down from Kira's shoulder to the open book in front of him and was standing on the page, peering solemnly at a marginal diagram upside down as though trying to determine whether it had anything useful to contribute to the conversation.

Without looking up, he said, "I will."

Nobody answered. They had heard him. That was the problem.

Bjorn raised his head then and looked around the table with complete serenity. "I will take care of her."

Silence again.

Sela's face softened at once. Kira's did too, though hers came wrapped in tired amusement.

Caelan looked at the tiny red bear standing on a book and, because he was Caelan Vorr and politeness remained part of his bones no matter how surreal the room became, inclined his head. "Thank you," he said.

Bjorn nodded back, entirely satisfied. "You are welcome."

Liora was the only one whose eyes had sharpened instead of softened. The children's stories had never lied about the shape of him. They had merely omitted the scale.

She looked at Kira, then at Bjorn, then at the map again. "Kira will not be without support," she said quietly.

Caelan's gaze shifted to her.

"No," Liora continued, "but neither should she be without instruction."

That steadied something in him. He nodded once. "Agreed."

Sela looked from one face to another and then back at the map. "Sol Aureth," she said softly. "What is it like?"

Caelan exhaled through his nose and leaned one hand against the table. "Bright," he said. "Ordered. Very public. The roads go cleaner as you approach it. The armor gets polished. The banners get larger. Everything in the city looks as though someone expected it to be remembered."

Liora picked up the thought. "It is the radiant heart of Ariana's faith in Aewin," she said. "Gold-white stone. Sun banners. Grand public fountains. Knightly orders. Shrines at every deliberate turn. It is beautiful, and it is burdened, because too much of the kingdom's virtue is expected to stand upright there without ever sweating."

Sela listened like she was trying to imagine a city made out of sunlight and law.

Liora's voice softened by a degree. "The Sun-Crowned Basilica stands there. And if Ariana named you directly, you will not be handed to some distant clerk and forgotten in a side hall."

Caelan nodded. "You'll be placed under the eye of High Sun Matriarch Seraphel Vaun."

That name changed the air all on its own. Even Kira, who had never heard it before tonight, could feel the weight everyone else gave it.

Sela swallowed. "She's... important."

Liora almost smiled. "She is the spiritual head of Ariana's church," she said. "Merciful in private, iron in public, and impossible to hurry. People love her because she makes hope feel disciplined instead of foolish."

Bjorn approved of that immediately. "Ohhh," he said. "That is a good way to be."

"It is," Liora said.

Sela looked back at the map. Then at Kira. Then back at the map again. "I don't know if I'm ready for a city like that."

Kira answered before anyone else could. "Good," she said. "People who think they're ready for giant holy capitals are usually the exact ones who should be tackled before they get there."

A weak laugh escaped Sela.

Kira leaned forward a little. "You're allowed to be scared, Sela. It still counts if you do it scared."

That one sat between them. Sela nodded, but her eyes were wet again.

Caelan, perhaps because he could feel the conversation tilting too hard toward feeling and away from doing, looked back at Kira and seized the practical thread. "You," he said, "need to learn how to condense your core."

Kira blinked. "I need what now?"

Liora's attention sharpened at once, this time in a more familiar direction. Books. Methods. Work. "Your reserve is too thin for the class you're carrying," she said. "That much was obvious the moment Seralyth's manifestation started draining you visibly."

Kira sat back. "That is the first time anyone has ever said 'your reserve is too thin' to me as if I should already know what to do about it."

Caelan ignored that. He tapped two fingers lightly against his own sternum. "The core spins," he said. "It gathers, stores, and turns power. At your stage, the structure is too broad and too loose. Condensation increases density. A denser core stores more. Regenerates better. Feeds the channels more cleanly."

Liora nodded. "There is no single method," she added. "Different churches, military orders, academies, sects, and old schools all teach different approaches. Some begin from the channels and draw inward. Some begin in the mind. Some begin by seizing the rhythm of the core directly and forcing compression through repetition."

Kira looked between them. "So the answer is 'everyone has a theory and none of them agree.'"

"That," said Liora, "is one of the better summaries of higher magical instruction."

Bjorn had returned to examining the book beneath him, one tiny paw resting thoughtfully on an illustration of a seal he appeared to find emotionally compelling. "Hmmm," he said, without looking up. "Many old methods begin by listening before they begin by commanding."

All four of them looked at him.

Bjorn looked back up, mildly surprised by the attention. "Oh," he said. "Was that useful?"

Caelan inclined his head. "Yes."

Liora did too, though more slowly. "Yes. Annoyingly."

Bjorn appeared pleased.

Kira pointed at him. "You are becoming alarmingly insightful for something currently standing on a chapter heading."

Bjorn looked down at the page. “So I am." He pivoted so he was no longer standing directly on the heading and looked pleased with himself.

Liora pushed back her chair. "I have texts," she said. "Advanced ones. And better than texts, a few copied practical manuals from schools that still train their adepts properly instead of reverently."

Caelan looked at her. "Most manuals are decorative."

"Mine aren't."

He accepted that with very little visible reaction, which was probably as close as Liora would get to praise tonight.

"I know one technique worth teaching," he said to Kira. "Rare. Difficult. Effective if it takes. I can start you on it before I leave."

Before I leave.

There it was. No longer theoretical. No longer distant. A near fact.

Sela lowered her eyes to the map.

Kira felt the split of the road all over again, sharper now because it had shape and timing and a direction across the coast. She had barely sat down. Barely gotten them back. Barely started to understand what she herself had become.

And already the world was dividing its people and sending them in opposite directions.

Sela looked up at her. "I hate that this is the right thing."

Kira's smile came crooked and tired. "Yeah," she said. "It's obnoxious."

A small laugh answered her — only a small one.

Caelan cleared his throat once, not to interrupt, but because if he let the room sit too long in that ache he might stay there with it, and staying was not a habit he could afford. "Try it," he said to Kira.

She looked at him. "Now?"

"Yes."

Liora was already moving toward the shelves. "I'll fetch the first volumes."

"Traitors," Kira muttered.

Sela wiped one eye with the heel of her hand and tried to straighten herself with dignity. "You say that like you don't love being taught dangerous things."

"That is vicious slander and also, unfortunately, true."

Caelan waited until Liora had disappeared into the adjoining archive before speaking again. "Close your eyes," he said.

Kira obeyed.

"Put a hand here." He tapped her sternum. "It will not help the core. It helps the mind stop wandering."

Kira pressed her palm lightly against the center of her chest.

"Now," Caelan said, "do not picture power first. Feel for motion."

She went still.

The room did too. Even Sela quieted. Even Bjorn.

"Do not seize anything yet," Caelan said. "Do not compress. Do not pull. Find the rhythm first. The turning. The pressure. The shape of what is already happening inside you."

Kira breathed once. Then again.

At first there was only body. Exhaustion. The remnants of strain in her channels. The pulse in her throat. The ache behind the sternum where too much of her life had begun to happen.

Then, there. A turning. Small. Steady. Not physical in the ordinary sense, but real enough that once she touched it, she could not mistake it for anything else.

Her breath caught. "I feel it."

"Good," Caelan said. "Now picture what it was before you accepted it."

The chamber. The suspended core. That terrible impossible thing waiting in the breach-chamber air. Kira drew the image up in her mind.

"Now," he said, voice quieter, "follow it inward. Do not force anything yet. See whether the mind can persuade it to tighten."

Kira listened. Felt. Imagined. Tracked the turning down.

For one flicker of a second, the core drew in on itself by the smallest imaginable amount. Not much. Barely anything. A twitch toward density.

But it happened. Her eyes opened at once.

Caelan saw it in her face. "There."

Kira stared at him. "I did something."

Liora came back through the inner door with three books in her arms and caught the line halfway through. "That," she said, setting them down with satisfaction, "is how it begins."

Kira looked at the books. At Sela. At the map still open on the table. At Bjorn, who gave her a small warm nod. At Caelan, already half in command and half in concern.

The room had changed again. Not in wonder this time. In direction. The road east was opening for Sela. The road inward had just opened for her.

And neither one, Kira suspected, was going to be easy.

Liora disappeared into the adjoining stacks and came back carrying more books than any reasonable person should have trusted to one pair of arms. She set them down in front of Kira with a kind of reverence that made the whole act feel ceremonial. "These," she said, already rearranging the pile, "are the useful ones."

Kira looked down at the stack and felt an immediate unreasonable amount of affection. Sela leaned sideways to read the titles. Caelan, who clearly respected books without ever having been seduced by them, glanced over with the expression of a man trying very hard to remember that not every weapon needed a hilt.

Liora laid one palm lightly on the top volume. "First," she said, "you start with Reservoir and Pressure: Foundational Methods of Core Discipline by Preceptor Havel Dorne. Dry. Severe. Mostly correct. He writes like a man personally offended by imprecision, which is a virtue in this subject."

She moved it aside and touched the next. "Then The Turning Within: Practical Core Compression for the Newly Classed, Sister Olyne Marris. Better instincts. Worse structure. She repeats herself and has an alarming tendency to confuse devotion with technique, but the exercises in the middle third are solid."

Kira nodded solemnly as if these were people she ought to know by reputation.

Liora continued without mercy. "This one is from my own shelf." Her tone changed slightly there, becoming quieter, more proprietary. She set a slim dark-bound volume on top of the others. "On Retention, Flow, and Failure in the Early Core, Annotated Notes of Canon Adept Teren Halv. It was never widely copied, which is either a tragedy or an act of social protection. He is brilliant and unbearable."

Bjorn, who had climbed onto the edge of the table to inspect the nearest spine, gave a pleased hum. "Ohhh. Personal books are often especially good."

"They are," Liora agreed.

Kira looked up. "You love them."

Liora's fingers rested for a second on the dark binding before she withdrew her hand. "Yes," she said simply. "Books are honest more often than people are. They do not improve with rumor. They do not flatter. They do not panic when something becomes difficult."

Kira smiled. "That is an aggressively Jaheiran line."

"It is also true."

Caelan made a soft sound in the back of his throat that might have been agreement or might have been his private acknowledgment that the women in this room had all found ways to make words into weapons and comforts at once.

Liora sorted the stack into a cleaner order. "Read Dorne first for language. Then Olyne for practical exercise. Then Halv, but not from the beginning."

She pulled the second book back toward her, turned several pages, and tapped a section with one long finger. "You may skip the opening arguments about doctrinal posture and his grievances with the western schools. They are old, bitter, and of no use to you. Start here instead, where he begins tracking channel pressure through asymmetrical exertion. His work on palm-sequenced channel loading is eccentric, but there is brilliance in it once he stops trying to win a quarrel no one else remembers."

Kira leaned forward to see. Sela looked fascinated despite herself. "You can tell all that just from where he starts being worth listening to?"

Liora met her eyes. "Absolutely."

Bjorn seemed delighted by the entire exchange. "Hmmm. You are very good at books."

Liora's mouth moved at one corner. "Thank you."

Caelan, meanwhile, had reached the point of visible restlessness reserved for competent men forced to sit near a problem they were not permitted to solve with their own hands. He planted both palms on the table and looked directly at Kira. "Books will help. So will work."

Kira braced internally.

"You need routine," he said. "Daily. Structured. No skipping because your mood has become literary."

"That was one time."

"It was three."

"That feels invented."

"It is not."

Liora did not even look up from rearranging the stack. "He is probably right."

Kira sighed into the room at large.

Caelan continued, already deep into the shape of it. "Use the sphere as often as you can without crossing into stupidity. The cost matters less right now than familiarity. You need to know what it feels like when it opens fast, when it opens under strain, when it opens while moving, when it opens while tired. The body skill too. Make yourself heavier and work under load. Pushups. Pullups. Squats. Holds. Change your density and learn how your balance shifts."

Kira listened because even exhausted, some part of her thrilled at ordered instruction. It was nice when impossible growth briefly became a list.

"You need better footwork," he said. "And cleaner movement. Your instincts are good. Your body is adapting faster than it should. That helps. It is not enough."

He looked to Liora. "Do you know an acrobat?"

Liora glanced up. "I know three."

Caelan nodded once, pleased by the answer before he had even heard the details. "Someone practical," he said. "Not theatrical. She doesn't need to juggle knives in silk. She needs balance, turning, aerial awareness, recovery from bad landings."

Liora considered the matter. "There is a woman named Yselle Tarrow who teaches movement to performers, courier-runners, and thieves too honest to admit what they are. She is blunt, excellent, and unlikely to break Kira by accident."

Kira lifted a hand. "I appreciate that ‘by accident’ remained in the sentence."

"It felt truthful," said Liora.

"There is also a family," Liora continued. "Circus people. The Kasovs. Travelers, but rigorous. They take students rarely. If they are still in Merehaven, they are the better choice."

Kira glanced at her. "Better than the woman unlikely to break me by accident?"

"Yes."

"That answer contained no comfort."

"None was intended," Liora said.

Caelan's mouth twitched, but his eyes had gone distant for a second. The road had entered him again. Kira saw it happen. The pull east. Then north. Coastal pace. Waystations. Supplies. Ariana's charge. Sela's future. The whole map had already laid itself under his feet, and every minute spent sitting here with them cost him something he could feel.

He wanted to stay. That was suddenly obvious. He wanted to stay and train Kira properly and put shape around her before the world had another chance to lunge at her with teeth out.

But his goddess had spoken.

So, he forced all that wanting back into order and kept going. "Condense first," he said. "One hour, every day, at minimum. More if the channels allow it."

Liora nodded immediately. "Yes. Then use the class."

Kira looked between them. "Use it in what sequence?"

"Alternate," Liora said. "Work the core. Then spend it. Then build it back. Condense as it recovers. Use the abilities enough that the class learns you. Empty the reservoir honestly. Let it refill under attention instead of neglect."

Caelan folded his arms. "The more you use a skill with purpose, the more it teaches itself toward purpose. The more you push the channels without tearing them, the more they harden. Ride the edge properly, often enough, and the edge moves."

Kira sat very still with that. It made sense. It also sounded like a full-time job disguised as survival.

Liora touched the stack of books again. "You started with more gifts than anyone in this room has ever seen on a new classed body," she said. "Your adaptive physiology will affect the process. Your titles may affect it. Your achievements may affect it. The exact interaction between all of those systems is unknown."

Sela blinked. "You're saying you don't know?"

Liora met her over the table. "I am saying no one knows. There is a difference between ignorance and absence of precedent."

Kira smiled despite herself. "I'm stealing that."

"You may borrow it," Liora said. "Books dislike theft."

Bjorn had by then made his way onto the top of the stack and was standing squarely on The Turning Within as if blessing it by proximity. He looked down at the books, then at Kira. "Ohhh. They love you very much."

The simplicity of it loosened something in the room.

Caelan exhaled once, slower now. "I plan to be on the road within the hour," he said.

There it was.

Sela dropped her gaze at once. Kira felt the words land low and heavy. So soon. Of course so soon. There was no version of Ariana's command that waited politely for everyone's feelings to settle.

Caelan saw all of that and did not look away from it. "If I delay, I do so against the quest," he said. "And if I delay that, I fail Sela before the journey even begins."

"I know," Kira said.

Sela's hands had folded in her lap so tightly her knuckles had gone pale. Kira watched her and felt the fresh ache of it. They had barely had one breath together in the same room before the road started pulling again.

Bjorn stepped off the books and crossed the top volume with slow deliberate care until he stood closer to Sela. He looked up at her, small and ruby-bright and solemn. "Hmmm," he said. "Partings are unpleasant. But roads do meet again."

Sela laughed once through the shine in her eyes. "That was almost helpful."

Bjorn considered this. "Ohhh. I am glad. I was aiming for comfort."

Liora's face softened by a degree.

Caelan looked down at the books, then at Kira, and the command in him gave way for one second to something quieter and more personal. "I would rather leave you with more," he said.

Kira held his gaze. "You already did."

That stopped him harder than she meant it to. So, she gave him a smaller smile and nudged the stack of books with one finger. "I've got a priestess with a library problem, a dead paladin in my core, and an ancient ruby bear who apparently qualifies for every divine quest in existence. I'm not exactly unsupervised."

Bjorn straightened a little at that. "Hmmm. No. You are very accompanied."

Sela laughed properly at that, which felt like a victory.

Liora gathered the books into a cleaner stack and pushed them toward Kira with the kind of solemnity some people reserved for sacred weapons. "Stay here for several days," she said. "Read. Condense. Summon Seralyth as often as your reserve allows. Alternate thought with action. Record what changes. We do not know exactly how your adaptive body, achievements, titles, and class architecture will interact, so we stay inside what we know, and we observe what breaks the pattern."

Caelan nodded once. "Push where it's safe. Measure where it isn't. Don't guess with your channels."

Kira looked at the books. At the map still lying open. At Sela. At Caelan. At Bjorn, who looked perfectly content to love all of it at once.

The room had changed again. Earlier it had been relief. Then wonder. Then revelation. Now it was direction. And direction, Kira was learning, could hurt almost as much as fear when it asked you to let people go where they needed to go.

She put one hand on the top book. "All right," she said quietly. "Then let's make the next few days count."

Caelan met her eyes across the table for a moment, then said, "I did not sit idle while you were gone."

Her attention snapped back to him. "Well," she said, "good. I'd hate to think my descent into undead catastrophe inspired leisure."

"It did not." His voice had settled into the clipped, practical cadence he used when reporting work already done. "The man you cut at the inn lived only a few hours longer. When he tried to act again, I ended it."

Kira went very still. Then she nodded once. "Good."

There was nothing else to say about that. She did not need details. The line had closed. Caelan had closed it.

He continued. "That particular threat will not trouble you again. Others may."

Liora folded her hands over the edge of the table. "The churches are aware there is rot moving through this city," she said. "More than one church."

Caelan inclined his head. "Ariana's people are looking into it."

"Meletrifys as well," Liora said. Then, dryly: "And Jaheira, because we are not in the habit of ignoring patterns when they begin staining the floor."

Kira looked between them. "So, people who can actually do something are paying attention."

"Yes," said Caelan.

Liora nodded once. "Enough has become visible that it cannot be dismissed as rumor or private misfortune."

Caelan's expression hardened by a degree. "If those behind it are tied to darker hands, their room to move will narrow quickly."

Kira sat with that. That was not safety. But it was pressure going the other direction for once.

She glanced toward Liora. "I don't really know much about Meletrifys," she admitted. "I've seen the symbol around the city. I assumed sea, maybe trade, maybe people who smell more competent around boats than I ever will."

Liora's nodded. "That is not a terrible start. Meletrifys governs sea, tides, trade, crossings, exchange, and the practical prosperity ports depend upon. Merehaven leans toward her because cities like this always do. Ariana is present here. Meletrifys is rooted here."

Kira nodded slowly. "Okay. So, if this place had a natural home-field goddess, it would be her."

"Broadly," said Liora.

Kira let that settle, then frowned a little. "Where are all the male gods?"

The room loosened by exactly the degree it needed.

Sela blinked. Liora's brow rose. Bjorn looked genuinely interested in the answer.

"They are around," said Caelan.

"Riylar," Liora added. "Zurran. Archus. Bahamut."

"Archus is nearly universal," Caelan said. "But this region is not where their strongest influence gathers."

Kira nodded. "Good. I was starting to think the heavens had developed a very particular management style."

Bjorn considered that. "Ohhh," he said. "Perhaps you are simply being noticed by decisive women."

Kira stared at him. "That is flattering and alarming at the same time."

Bjorn accepted both outcomes with perfect serenity.

Caelan came back to the point before the room drifted too far. "The city is safer than when you left for the Court," he said.

Kira's attention sharpened. "Safer by how much?"

"By enough that I would call it improved," he said. "Not enough that I would call it safe." That struck cleanly.

"When I leave," he said, "some of what has made it harder to reach for you leaves with me."

Kira watched him.

He did not soften it. "There are people and powers who can hunt, trace, or locate when they have enough to work from. While you were under my direct protection, several of those paths were far less useful. In some cases, impossible."

"And after you go?"

His gaze held hers. "After I go, you are easier to find."

The room quieted.

Sela looked down. Liora stayed very still. Bjorn stood on the open book in front of him like a tiny ruby thought given shape.

Kira looked at the books. The map. Caelan. Sela. Four divine quests. A city that was better but not safe. A class she barely understood. A core she needed to strengthen. Channels she needed to stop abusing. People somewhere beyond the edges of the room who might still want her badly enough to act again.

Her face betrayed the tiredness she felt and the weight of it all. "A lot," she said.

Caelan's eyes narrowed slightly. "Yes."

Kira met his gaze. "That's all you've got?"

"It is enough."

Liora answered before she could. "It is more than enough," she said. "You have direction, urgency, and motive. Most people waste years waiting for one of those to arrive in a usable form."

Kira looked at her. "That is an aggressively scholarly way to describe a disaster. Who knew you were such an optimist?"

Liora's expression did not change.

"I love books. I trust records. I trust patterns. I trust what repeated consequences teach. And I am telling you this with all the tenderness available to me: you no longer have the luxury of vagueness."

Bjorn looked up from the page. "Hmmm," he said. "That sounded stern, but caring."

"It was," said Liora.

Caelan let out one slow breath. "Good," he said. "Because she does not have time to become careless."

Kira covered her eyes with one hand. "That is the worst encouragement anyone has ever given me."

"It was not encouragement," said Caelan.

Bjorn considered that. "I still found it encouraging."

Kira looked at him. "Why?"

Bjorn smiled his tiny, patient smile. "Because they expect you to succeed."

Silence settled over the room for a heartbeat.

Kira lowered her hand. "...Well."

Bjorn nodded once, entirely at peace with being himself.

And somehow the room became easier to breathe in again.

The next forty-five minutes vanished into motion. Most of that motion was Caelan. He moved through the library and the attached residence like a man fighting time with structure and fully intending to win at least the first few rounds.

Orders went out. A runner was sent for road supplies. Another for church letters and waystation marks. A third for provisions that would keep, travel well, and not shame Ariana by spoiling in their own wrapping.

Caelan checked straps, counted distances, asked questions no one else had thought to ask, and did all of it without ever looking hurried, even while the whole room bent around his urgency.

Sela gathered her things, which took very little time because she still owned almost nothing. That did not stop the packing from hurting.

Liora added to the pile with the grave seriousness of a woman making offerings to fate and fully expecting them to matter. Two dresses fit for travel. A heavier cloak. Stockings. A clean chemise bundle. A small kit of soaps and mending things that said more about her character than most speeches did.

Then came the books. Of course the books came. "This one is for the road," she said, setting a slim devotional in Sela's hands. "Brief prayers, dawn rites, and common invocations of courage. Useful, portable, and not written by an idiot."

Sela clutched it to her chest as if it were already a relic.

Liora added a second. "This one is stories. Not doctrine. Read it when the road feels too long." Then, because she was physically incapable of not doing it, she crossed back to Kira's stack, stared at it with increasing intensity, and finally said, "No. You also need this." She laid another volume on top.

Kira looked down at the growing tower. "That stack is beginning to feel judgmental."

"It should," said Liora.

Kira laughed softly and let her.

She helped where she could, which mostly meant helping Sela because Sela kept stopping to look at the route map, at the books, at Caelan, at the reality of leaving, and then needing to be brought back into her own body by simple practical tasks.

Fold that. Wrap this. Put that in the satchel. Drink some water. Breathe.

Every time they passed each other, one of them reached for the other. Not always a full hug. Sometimes a shoulder squeeze. Sometimes hands. Sometimes Sela just bumped into her and stayed there for half a second too long before moving again.

Kira let it happen every time.

And beneath all of that, under the visible motion and the words and the gathering and the ache of the split drawing tighter, she kept one part of herself turned inward.

Spin. Condense. Spin. Condense.

The core turned in her chest with that strange impossible pressure she had only just learned to feel. She kept touching it with the edge of her mind, asking the spin to tighten, the movement to draw inward, the energy to gather more cleanly around itself.

She did not intend to waste this. Seralyth was in there. That fact alone had turned discipline from a useful idea into a vow.

By the end of the first twenty minutes, she was no master of anything. But she had found a rhythm. Not complete focus. She was packing, speaking, walking, helping. But a constant pressure in the background, a dedicated corner of her mind doing one thing over and over and learning what resistance felt like.

When Liora caught her once with her eyes half-unfocused while folding one of Sela's dresses, she did not interrupt. She only nodded, as if to say yes, exactly, like that.

By the time Caelan declared the packing sufficient and the route good enough to trust to dawnless haste, Kira felt her reserve brim full again. She noticed it, looked up from helping tie one of Sela's satchels, and smiled despite herself.

Then she looked around the room. At Sela. At Caelan. At Liora. At Bjorn, who had spent the last several minutes perched on a rolled blanket supervising the process as if he had always belonged among departure bundles and sacred errands.

Kira straightened. "One second."

She called the sphere.

The white-blue pressure opened around her and turned the room attentive all over again. Wraithfire gathered beside her in a rising, elegant line, and Seralyth stepped back into the world with the same grave precision as before.

The paladin took the room in at a glance. Movement. Packed supplies. The table half-cleared. Sela's satchel. Caelan's posture.

She understood immediately. "They are leaving," Seralyth said.

Kira nodded. "Yeah. High road first. Then coast. Then north. And I," she added, trying to sound less like she wanted to bite the universe for its timing, "am already working on the core and the channels. Look."

She pointed triumphantly at the stack of books.

Seralyth looked at the books. Then at Kira. Then back at the books. "A formidable arsenal," she said.

Kira grinned. "Liora also already sent for an acrobat."

Even Seralyth's expression shifted. "An acrobat."

"For training."

"That is reassuring and ominous at once."

"Right?"

Liora, who had turned at the manifestation and now stood with one hand on the back of a chair, said, "The church will pay for it."

Kira looked at her. "The church?"

"Yes."

"For acrobatics."

"Yes."

"That feels insistently charitable."

Liora's mouth moved. "We have all been forced to adapt."

Caelan, who had just finished tightening the strap on one of the travel bags, stepped over to Kira and handed her a set of reins.

She blinked.

He nodded toward the courtyard beyond. "Zenyatta is yours."

Kira looked at the reins in her hand, then at him. "What?"

"You've ridden her. She knows you. She's already more yours in practice than anyone else's." His tone stayed matter-of-fact, which only made the gift land harder. "I won't be using her on this road. She'll do better here than under church inventory."

Kira stared at him. "That's a horse."

"Yes."

"You just handed me a horse."

"Yes."

"Caelan."

He held her gaze. "She's yours."

There was no elegant response to that. Kira nodded once, too full in the throat to trust anything more.

Liora supplied the next practical thing before the room could get sentimental enough to become unusable. "Your things are upstairs," she said. "What little you brought. I had them put in one of the side rooms. Zenyatta is in the library stables." Then, almost as an afterthought, "And Perrin now works for Ariana's church in those stables."

Kira blinked again. "What?"

"He is technically on loan to us," said Liora. "But he took to the work immediately, and the work took to him."

Bjorn brightened visibly. "Ohhh. That is excellent."

Kira laughed helplessly. "Of course it is."

Before anyone could move on, Kira did one more thing. "Wait," she said.

She turned toward the side table and reached into her interface, finding the two familiar little options there like misplaced pieces of home.

First the ball. She mentally pressed the summon, and a proper football dropped cleanly into her hands with that same abrupt, impossible reality it always had — perfectly weighted, perfectly paneled, exactly as if some warehouse on Earth was eventually going to file a very strange inventory complaint.

Then the guide. That came separately, appearing a heartbeat later when she called for it: the familiar little manual, plain and practical, full of drills, diagrams, and instructions that assumed the player already understood love, frustration, repetition, and the stubborn desire to get better.

The room stared. Liora's brows rose. Bjorn leaned forward with immediate interest. Sela looked from the ball to the booklet and back again as if Kira had just reached into another world and brought her proof.

Kira handed both over.

Sela took them carefully. "I don't have anything for you," she said softly.

Kira shook her head. "You do. You're going, and you're coming back stronger. That's the deal."

Sela's mouth trembled and then steadied. She hugged the ball and guide to herself like they mattered far more than their simple shapes had any right to.

Bjorn climbed down from the blanket roll and made his way to the edge of the table nearest Caelan and Sela. He stood there, tiny and ruby-bright and utterly solemn, and said in his deep warm voice, "I hope your road is kind to you. And if it is not, I hope you are kind to one another until it remembers how."

Sela actually laughed through the tears she had been trying to outrun. Caelan inclined his head to him with complete seriousness. "Thank you, Bjorn."

Each of them said their goodbyes to Seralyth.

The last of it moved quickly after that. Bags lifted. Cloaks settled. Straps checked. Goodbyes that were too short because longer ones would have become harder.

Sela hugged Kira hard enough to make the books in her arms shift dangerously. "Write to me."

"I don't know how mail works here."

"Then learn."

"Bossy."

Sela's eyes shone.

"I'm trying very hard not to ask you not to go." Kira's smile faded. "...I'll learn." Kira laughed and held on tighter for one more second before letting go.

Caelan stood before her last. There were a hundred things he could have said. She saw all of them pass behind his eyes and get sorted into the much smaller set he'd actually allow himself.

"Train," he said.

Kira smiled crookedly. "Yes, commander."

His mouth shifted. "Thrive," he said, quieter.

That hit harder.

Then he turned, because if he did not turn then he might stay, and staying was no longer on the table.

Kira stood in the doorway with Liora beside her and watched them go. Sela looked back three times before the corridor finally took her. Caelan looked back once. That was worse.

And then they were gone.

The silence they left behind was huge.

Kira stood very still in it with a lump in her throat she had no interest in naming. Then Bjorn climbed carefully down from her shoulder onto her hand, turned in a small circle, and pressed his tiny ruby head into the side of her thumb with a soft nuzzling insistence so gentle it nearly undid her.

Kira let out one shaky breath. "Yeah," she whispered. "I know."

Bjorn stayed there, warm now from the room, solid and patient in her palm.

And somehow that made the library feel a little less empty.

  

    
        Chapter 56

    
    
    
    
  The library settled slowly after Caelan and Sela left. Not all at once. In layers.

First the footsteps faded. Then the corridor stopped holding its breath. Then the ordinary sounds of the place returned one by one: the turn of a page somewhere below, the distant murmur of a clerk, the soft complaint of old wood adjusting to evening.

Bjorn took up residence at the front window as if the spot had been waiting for him all along. He climbed onto the sill, sat with his tiny ruby paws neatly placed, and looked out into the city with total contentment.

People passing in the street delighted him. Clouds delighted him. A cart wheel bumping over stone delighted him very nearly as much as a flock of birds wheeling overhead.

Kira paused once on the stair with her stack of books and watched him watching the world.

"You really do like everything," she said.

Bjorn did not turn from the window. "Hmmm," he said. "Not everything. But a great deal of it."

That felt true enough.

Kira went up the back stair with the books balanced precariously against her chest and found the room Liora had assigned her.

It was small. Not meanly so. Simply with intention. A narrow bed. A washstand. A single chair beside a desk barely large enough for papers and one open book at a time. A shelf. A peg near the door for cloaks. A little window looking out over an inner courtyard and a short way over a wall a busy cobblestone road where the last of the light was thinning across stone. It was a room built for people who came to Jaheira's house to work, pray, copy, rest briefly, and continue.

Kira loved it on sight. She set the books down on the desk and immediately had to reorganize them because Liora had built the stack like a monument and Kira had transported it like loot.

Once the books were safe, she stood in the middle of the room and let the silence settle around her. Then the ache hit. Not sharp. Not dramatic. Just the absence of Sela, sudden and real now that motion had stopped carrying her through it.

Kira exhaled slowly and put one hand against the center of her chest.

Spin. Condense. Spin. Condense.

The core answered like it had been waiting for her to return her full attention to it. The turning was easier to find now. Not easy. Easier. She could feel its rhythm under everything else, quiet and stubborn and alive in her.

A knock came at the door. Liora entered carrying a neatly folded cloak over one arm. Not the same cloak. Kira could tell immediately.

"The other is being cleaned," Liora said, crossing the room and setting the fresh cloak on the chair. "It looked as though you had dragged it through a spiritual collapse, which, I suppose, is close enough to the truth."

"That feels judgmental."

"Just observational."

Kira touched the new cloak. Same cut. Same muted sacred gray-green. Same weight of quiet legitimacy.

Liora's face sharpened as soon as Kira looked up. "You do not leave the library grounds without wearing it."

Kira blinked. "That sounded less like advice and more like a law."

"It is very much in the shape of a law." Liora folded her hands loosely. "If you go outside, the cloak goes on. The hood stays up. You are safer as one of Jaheira's messengers than as yourself."

Kira sat with that. Because it was true. Because it was practical. Because there was something faintly galling in realizing she might be better protected as a symbol than a person.

"I can live with that."

Liora inclined her head. "Good. It means you still possess judgment."

Kira looked down at the cloak again. "And you're sure I get to keep borrowing these?"

Liora's head tilted from side to side like she was doing some tricky math. "You are currently carrying one of Jaheira's quests, living in Jaheira's library, reading Jaheira's books, and drawing entirely too much divine attention for any sane institution to misplace you. Yes. You may wear the cloak."

That was extremely reassuring in a highly conditional sort of way.

Liora turned toward the door, then paused. "One more thing."

Kira looked up.

"The acrobat arrived."

That got her moving instantly. "Already?"

"He was eager," Liora said dryly. "I met with him privately first, because I have not entirely surrendered my mind. Come downstairs when you're ready."

Kira was ready before the sentence finished.

A few minutes later she came down to find Liora waiting near one of the smaller reading alcoves just off the main hall. Beside her stood a boy about Kira's age. He was not tall like Caelan, but height was not the point. He was compact, beautifully built, and dense with gymnast strength, shoulders and back and legs shaped by a lifetime of teaching gravity to negotiate. His ears tapered slightly too — not enough to make him inhuman at a glance, enough that Kira noticed immediately. His dark hair had been cut a little unevenly, as if sharp objects and speed had always mattered more than style. He had quick eyes, quick hands, and the face of someone perpetually on the verge of either grinning or climbing something.

When he spoke, his accent hit Kira's ear and went: almost Russian.

Except Russia does not exist here, and you need to stop being weird about Earth.

Liora made the introduction. "Kira. This is Orren Kasov."

He brightened at once.

"So you are the one," he said, his voice fast and musical, clipped a little at the edges. "Liora says you need movement, footwork, body confidence, aerial sense, controlled landings, better balance, stronger turns, more discipline, less dying —"

Kira looked at Liora.

"I said no such thing," Liora replied.

"You said almost all of that with your face."

"That is not admissible."

Orren grinned and offered Kira a hand with the fearless friendliness of a man who considered quiet entrances a waste of architecture.

"I am very much looking forward to training you," he said. "Tomorrow at dawn, we begin."

Kira took his hand. His grip was strong, dry, and light: the grip of someone who needed his hands for hanging off impossible things.

"Tomorrow at dawn," she repeated.

"Yes." He nodded with bright conviction. "We train early. Body is honest in morning. Also worse at lying."

Kira looked at Liora again. "Is he always like this?"

"Yes," said Liora.

"Excellent."

Orren took that for approval, which in fairness it mostly was.

"My family is on east side," he said, already talking with his hands. "Small tent for living, big one for training, bigger one for performance storage because my mother does not trust weather and my sister does not trust children and both are often correct. We leave with the traveling circuit soon, but not before I make your feet stop disappointing you."

Kira stared at him. "My feet and I are having a vulnerable week."

"Good," he said. "Vulnerability is flexible."

Bjorn, from where he now sat on the back of a nearby chair watching with complete delight, said, "Ohhh. I like him."

That stopped Orren cold. He turned. Saw the tiny ruby bear. Froze for exactly one full second. Then, to Kira's great pleasure, instead of recoiling or acting like an idiot, he broke into a grin so wide it almost split his face.

"You," he said to Bjorn, "are magnificent."

Bjorn nodded graciously. "Hmmm. Thank you."

Orren crouched immediately, hands on his knees, intent as a child and twice as respectful. "I have many questions."

"A curious mind is always nice to see," said Bjorn, tapping his temple with a claw.

Kira folded her arms and leaned lightly against the wall. "This is going better than expected."

Liora gave her a look. "You expected poorly."

"I spent more than a few minutes imagining Bjorn just meeting and chatting with people as we traveled here."

Orren, still crouched, looked back at Kira. "You come tomorrow, yes? East side. Dawn. We start with floor, rolls, falls, wall turns, jump placement, hand confidence. Then bars if you do not embarrass me."

"That escalated quickly."

"It is acrobatics." He rose again in one clean easy motion that made Kira immediately aware of every inch of her own current awkwardness. "We have floor. Trapeze. Vault. Parallel bars. Climbing lines. Catch frame. Rings. And Tide Ladder."

Kira blinked. "The what?"

Now he looked offended that she had never heard of it. "The Tide Ladder," he repeated, as though saying it twice should solve everything. "Suspended rung frame. Rotating joints. Offset hang. It moves under you always. Teaches grip, correction, body turns, momentum control, trust, distrust, all useful things."

That actually sounded amazing. He saw that she was interested and got even faster.

"World moves under you, yes? Ground lies. Rope lies. Sometimes hands lie also. Tide Ladder teaches what to do when nothing stays where you left it."

Off to the side, Liora's mouth curved, just slightly. "Nothing staying where you left it. That does sound like her."

Kira pointed at the two of them. "That was an alarming amount of thought put into my suffering."

"It will be educational suffering," Orren said. "A much superior kind."

Bjorn approved of this too, because of course he did. "Hmmm. Purposeful difficulty can be very satisfying."

Kira put both hands over her face for a second and laughed. She lowered them and looked at Orren.

"Fine. Dawn."

His expression lit with triumph. "Excellent. Wear clothes you do not mind losing arguments in."

"That is not a reassuring sentence."

"I only assure better balance."

Then, as quickly as he had arrived, he remembered that other people in the world might have schedules and not all of them were built around bars, ropes, and rotational courage. He bowed lightly to Liora, smiled at Kira, nodded solemnly to Bjorn, and said, "Tomorrow. Dawn. Be ready."

Then he was off in a blur of controlled energy and long easy strides, already halfway through the hall before the library had fully finished processing him.

Kira watched him go. "He's either going to save my movement or kill me."

"He will do the first," said Liora.

"You sound very sure."

"I vetted him."

That, in Liora's voice, felt like iron law.

Kira looked toward the door where Orren had vanished, then toward the stair back up to her room, then to Bjorn, who had resumed watching everything with complete peace.

Tomorrow at dawn. Tonight books. Tonight core. Tonight quiet, if her brain would permit such a thing. It would not. But she could at least pretend at the attempt. Kira stood in the smaller reading alcove for one beat longer, then turned back toward Liora with the look of a woman arriving at the true emergency only after surviving all the dramatic ones.

"Before I become studious," she said, "I need to ask a question of civilization."

Liora, who was gathering up the books Orren's arrival had displaced, glanced up. "Go on."

"Is there any chance in hell this library has a bath?"

Liora blinked once.

Kira lifted a hand. "And if the answer is yes, please keep talking until you reach the part where it's hot and I'm allowed near it."

That earned her a nod and the faintest smile. "It is hot," Liora said. "And yes, you are allowed near it."

Kira closed her eyes. "That is the best news I have received in at least two days."

"You have had an eventful two days."

"You say that like it excuses the swamp." Kira dragged a hand through her hair and regretted making contact with it. "Second question. Hair soap. Is that a thing here? I don't know what you call it. Something specifically for hair. Preferably something that doesn't leave it feeling like a cautionary tale."

Liora gave her a very level look. "Yes."

Kira put a hand over her heart. "You live in a magnificent age."

"We are doing what we can." Liora crossed to the side table, set the books down in a neater stack, and motioned for Kira to follow. "The bath I had in mind is not the common one downstairs," she said as they moved toward the back stairs. "If I put you in that room, I would spend the next hour sending people away from the door."

"Unacceptable."

"So you may use mine."

Kira turned her head. "Your bath."

"Yes."

"Your private bath."

"Yes."

Kira looked up the stairwell, then back at Liora. "You have a private bath at the top of the library."

Liora began climbing. "Yes."

"That's the most librarian thing I've ever heard."

"No," Liora said. "The most librarian thing would be keeping reference texts beside it."

Kira followed her upward in open admiration.

The higher levels of the library felt different. The sounds of the public floors softened behind them until they became part of the building's deeper hush. The air smelled drier too — wax, cedar, old leather, parchment, and the faint sweetness of well-kept paper.

Liora opened a door at the top landing. Kira stepped into the room beyond and stopped. It was not ostentatious. It was worse. It was perfect.

A four-poster bed stood against one wall draped in pale cream hangings that could be drawn against light or cold. Books lined the walls in fitted shelves from floor nearly to ceiling, private volumes and annotated copies and beautiful bindings collected without vanity and arranged with the confidence of a woman who knew exactly what mattered and where it lived. A hearth stood banked low. Two deep chairs flanked a small table crowded by open pages and a stack of notes bound with ribbon. The main window looked out over the city roofs, evening light thinning across slate and stone.

Kira turned slowly in place. "You really did win at being a priestess."

Liora set the lamp aside. "I won a room," she said. "The rest followed."

Then she led Kira through an inner doorway.

The bathing chamber beyond made Kira stop a second time. The room was all carved stone and candlelight and steam-touched air. A domed window high overhead caught the last natural light and dropped it in a pale column over the bath itself — an immense tub set partly into the floor, wide enough to count as architectural generosity. Runes circled the outer lip in precise carved bands. Candles burned in niches along the walls. Shelves held folded towels, oils, soaps, and ceramic bottles in muted blues and greens. It smelled clean. Herbal. Warm.

Kira stared at the bath. Then at Liora. Then at the bath again. "Oh, you live far too well."

Liora crossed to the tub and touched two of the carved runes with practiced ease. Water began pouring into it. Clear. Steaming. Fast.

Kira went still. "No."

"Yes."

"How?"

"Runic utility work," Liora said. "Old lines. Temple maintenance. Reliable if respected."

The water kept filling, steam rising into the candlelight. Kira walked closer as if drawn there by religion. "It's enormous."

"It is meant for use, not admiration."

"Those things are not mutually exclusive."

Liora opened a cabinet, withdrew a robe of soft pale fabric, and set it within reach. Then she began gathering practical things with the same unshowy efficiency she brought to everything else.

"Your clothes," she said, "every stitch, boots included. Leave them here when you're done. I'll have them cleaned."

Kira looked down at herself. "That may save lives."

"So I assumed." Liora pointed out the soaps and bottles one by one. "The hair wash is in the blue ceramic bottle. The green one is stronger. Use less of it than you think you need. Towels there. Oils there. The white soap is for skin, the darker one for anything that has truly suffered."

"That feels pointed."

"Again, just observational. You have an enormous amount of trust issues, Kira."

Kira was already pulling off her boots. The relief of getting out of them bordered on emotional. She wiggled her filthy toes and nearly cried.

Liora handed her the robe, then paused at the door with Kira's increasingly tragic clothing draped over one arm. "You may stay as long as you like," she said. "Within reason."

"That sounds ominous."

"It means if you drown in gratitude, I will be displeased."

Kira smiled. "I'll do my best to remain alive out of respect."

"Do."

Then Liora was gone.

Kira stood alone in the candlelit room for one brief perfect second, then shed the rest of her clothes without ceremony and stepped into the bath.

The water hit her like mercy. Hot. Deep. Ridiculous. She sank all the way down with a sound that was half laugh and half prayer and let her head rest back against the stone edge. Every muscle in her body began giving up its arguments at once. The swamp. The stair. The Court. The running, the fighting, the surviving, the travel back, the whole brutal sequence of motion and strain and held breath. It all loosened under the heat.

"This," she murmured to the domed ceiling, "is absurdly good."

She sat up long enough to reach for the blue bottle, uncorked it, sniffed it, and nearly lost her mind. "Oh, thank God." It smelled clean and herbal and expensive in the sort of way that suggested actual civilization had happened here at some point and continued to happen in private for the lucky. Kira worked it into her hair with a level of attention normally reserved for delicate procedures and life-changing decisions.

By the time she had soaked long enough to feel her body unclench around the edges, her Wraithfire reserve had brimmed full again. She smiled. Then she summoned Seralyth.

The paladin formed in a rise of pale white-blue beside the bath, solidifying near one of the side walls in a clean line of armor and presence. She took in the room, the candles, the steam, and finally Kira sitting naked in an enormous bath like she had personally conquered hygiene as a military objective.

One dark brow lifted. "You summoned me for this."

Kira leaned one arm on the side of the tub. "I summoned you because my reserve's full again and because I wanted company."

Seralyth looked at the bath. Then at Kira. Then at the bath again. "A bath."

"Yes."

"In the middle of a strategic recovery period."

"Yes."

Seralyth's composure cracked, just barely, around the mouth.

Kira pointed at her. "There. You're amused."

"I did not say that."

"You don't need to. I have eyes."

Seralyth's silver-white gaze moved once around the chamber. "This is an impressive room."

"It's Liora's," Kira said. "Apparently if you win enough arguments in a library, they let you live like a high-ranking book dragon."

"I do not know what that means."

"Neither do I exactly. But it's true."

Seralyth inclined her head slightly, accepting that as adequate.

Kira slid lower into the water and sighed from somewhere deep in her spine.

"You know," she said after a moment, "this may be my first proper naked girl talk in this world."

That made Seralyth pause. Then one brow lifted. "That is a very specific distinction."

"I like precision."

"So I have observed."

Kira grinned.

The thing was, she really wasn't shy. Not after hospitals. Not after examinations. Not after years of other people making her body into a topic of study, concern, management, and intervention. Nudity did not carry for her the freight other people kept loading onto it. It was just a body. A useful one now, finally. A miraculous one, frankly. And at the moment it was in a hot bath, which improved her mood toward existence considerably.

She rinsed her hair and looked over at Seralyth. "You okay?"

The question caught the paladin slightly off balance. "Yes," she said after a beat. "More than I was."

"Good."

A little quiet settled. Companionable. Warm.

Then Seralyth said, "You seem very pleased with this bath."

Kira stared at her. "Seralyth, there are very few things in life I want more right now than this exact bath."

The paladin folded her arms. "That sounds sincere."

" Oh, it is. If this room had offered me a second bath immediately after the first one, I would have considered it."

That earned her another almost-smile. Kira saw it and felt irrationally victorious.

"I also wanted to update you," she said. "Caelan and Sela left. Or are leaving right now, more or less. High road east first, then coast, then north."

Seralyth's expression settled immediately into attention. "The Ariana quest."

"Yeah."

"And you are remaining here."

"For at least several days." Kira waved one wet hand vaguely toward the floor below. "Liora stacked enough books on my desk to physically alter the architecture. Caelan explained core condensation. Liora already sent for an acrobat. The church is apparently paying for training, which feels aggressively generous."

"An acrobat."

"Yes."

Seralyth's eyes narrowed the tiniest degree.

Kira laughed. "That was my exact reaction."

The paladin considered this. "It may prove useful."

"That was also my exact reaction, eventually."

Kira sank a little deeper into the bath and put a hand lightly against the center of her chest.

"Still spinning," she said. "Still condensing. In the background, I mean. I've just got this little part of my mind constantly worrying at it."

Seralyth watched her closely.

"For me," Kira said more quietly. "Or, well, not just for you. But definitely for you too. I'm not taking this lightly."

The room went still around that. Steam drifted. Candles burned softly. Water lapped against stone.

Seralyth's face changed by a degree. Not softness. Something rarer. A grave acceptance of care when care had not often been offered.

"I know," she said.

That hit harder than Kira wanted it to.

She looked away for a second, reached for another bottle, uncorked it, sniffed it, and let herself get distracted by delight.

"Okay. This one also smells amazing."

Seralyth watched her with open curiosity now. "You are taking this very seriously."

"I have been denied absurd amounts of bodily joy on principle for most of my life," Kira said. "Now I have a body that does cool things and a magic bath. I'm going to respect the opportunity."

That made Seralyth go very still for one brief second. She did not ask. Kira appreciated that.

Eventually the paladin said, "You will need to watch your channels carefully. Early growth often tempts people into using new power faster than their structure can bear."

"I know."

"No," Seralyth said evenly. "You know the words. I am telling you to know the cost."

Kira winced a little. "Fair."

"You push because you are brave," Seralyth said. "You also push because you are curious. Curiosity kills people faster than fear in some places."

Kira let her head rest back against the stone. "That feels annoyingly true."

"It often is."

A little smile tugged at Kira's mouth. "You know, for a dead vengeance paladin, you're actually pretty good at bath conversation."

"I contain multitudes."

That got a real laugh out of Kira. She washed the last of the shampoo from her hair, then just sat there in the hot water for another few minutes with Seralyth nearby, steam softening the hard edges of the world.

Outside, somewhere below, the library kept living. Pages turned. Steps crossed old wood. A door opened and closed. The city carried on.

Inside the candlelit bathing room, Kira let herself rest. Not perfectly. Not all the way. But enough.

Eventually she opened one eye and looked at Seralyth. "You know what's profoundly funny?"

"I suspect you are about to tell me."

"My first properly ceremonial naked girl talk in this world is with a dead paladin of vengeance in a magic bathtub."

Seralyth considered that. Then, with complete seriousness, said, "Want to hear something maybe just as funny?"

Kira smiled, closed her eyes again, slid a little deeper into the water, then looked up and met her eyes. "Hit me with it!" she said, smiling.

"My first properly ceremonial naked girl talk was as a dead paladin of vengeance companion to a newbie girl who was in a magic bathtub."

Kira considered for a moment and then said, "You win."

  

    
        Chapter 57 - Spin, Condense, Repeat

    
    
    
    
  Before dawn reached this part of the world, Bjorn woke her.

He did it gently.

Kira surfaced from sleep to the faint sensation of something tapping the back of her hand where it had fallen across the blanket. She opened one eye and found a tiny ruby bear standing beside her pillow, outlined in the dim blue-gray of the room.

"Ohhh," Bjorn said softly. "You wished to train."

Kira stared at him for a second, then at the small window where the sky still held the hour before first light.

"You don't sleep."

"Hmmm. Not in the usual sense."

"I mean, technically, you slept for a few centuries."

"I rested very thoroughly."

"Fair." She rubbed one eye with the heel of her hand. "What do you do instead, if you're not sleeping?"

Bjorn considered this with the seriousness of a creature who took all questions as worthy ones.

"I listen," he said. "To the house settling. To the street below. To you, a little, when your breathing changes." A small pause. "It is very peaceful. Watching things exist without needing anything from them."

That landed somewhere soft in Kira's chest before she'd braced for it.

"That's either the nicest or the creepiest thing anyone's said to me since I got here."

"Hmmm. I have found that the nicest things and the creepiest things are often standing very close together."

"That is deeply unsettling wisdom for four in the morning."

"Most wisdom is unsettling," Bjorn said. "That is how you know it is real, and not merely comforting."

That was fair enough that she laughed, low and sleepy, and pushed herself upright as she yawned and stretched.

Clean clothes waited folded on the chair where Liora had left them. Her boots, restored to respectability, sat beneath. The fresh messenger cloak hung from its peg by the door, gray-green and severe and faintly holy in the dimness.

Kira dressed quickly.

She felt better than she had any right to.

The bath had done part of it. Sleep had done more. The rest came from the strange inward labor she had kept up until exhaustion finally took her. Even half asleep she had worried at the core. Spin. Condense. Condense and spin. Not enough to call it mastery. Enough to make the motion more familiar when she woke.

She pulled on the cloak last and glanced at Bjorn.

"You've just… been up the whole time doing your thing, huh? Anything good to see out the window? What'd I miss?" She ran her fingers through her hair and shook the tightness from her neck.

Bjorn had climbed back onto the sill and was watching the dark street below with the full contentment of a creature who considered pre-dawn lamplight a thing worth witnessing.

"Oh yes," he said. "The city changes character at this hour."

Kira came closer and looked out beside him.

The street below belonged to delivery carts, temple servants, early bakers, one woman sweeping her threshold with murderous focus, and a pair of men arguing quietly over barrels. The world had not yet become public. It was still in the hands of people who knew how to move before spectacle woke up.

"I hate how much I like this hour," Kira murmured.

Bjorn looked up at her.

"Hmmm. I thought you might."

She smiled, adjusted the clasp of the cloak, and headed downstairs.

The eastern side of Merehaven felt different in the early dark.

The messenger cloak cleared space for her, and the hood did the rest. People noticed. They always noticed. But they noticed from the side now, respectfully, with a widening of eyes and a little shift in posture. A messenger of Jaheira moved through the city for reasons of her own. Sensible people did not interrupt that.

Kira made good time.

By the time she reached the tents Orren had described, the eastern horizon had only just begun to pale. The family's smaller living tent stood beside the larger training tent, both staked carefully on packed ground near a stretch of open space that had clearly been chosen for access, room, and good drainage. Ropes, poles, rolled mats, crates, and hanging frames stood in ordered clusters around them.

And there was Orren.

He was already awake, already moving, already too full of morning for any reasonable person.

He spotted her immediately and threw both arms wide.

"You came," he said, as if there had ever been a doubt. "Excellent. Very good. We begin before your body has time to invent excuses." He clapped his hands together and chalk exploded in a thin cloud around them. He smiled that way-too-awake smile at her. His teeth perfect and gleaming.

Kira stopped in front of him.

"My body and I are currently on neutral terms."

"Good. That means I can influence it."

He turned at once and motioned her toward the training tent. "Inside. Boots off. Always boots off."

The interior opened around her in layers of canvas, rope, polished wood, chalk dust, and hanging apparatus. Floor mats covered most of the ground. Bars stood at one side. Lines and ring frames hung from reinforced beams. A vaulting structure sat beyond them, and farther back Kira could see the suspended shifting geometry that had to be the Tide Ladder.

It looked deeply unreasonable.

Orren pointed to a corner by the entrance.

"Boots there."

Kira obeyed.

The packed earth under the mats and rugs gave way to a cooler surface beneath, firm and slightly springy in the places meant for training. She flexed her toes once and looked around.

Then Orren looked at her clothes and made a face of immediate professional pain.

"No."

Kira looked down at herself.

"What?"

"That will not work."

He circled once with the air of a man assessing a structural flaw in a bridge.

"Too much cloth here, not enough freedom here, sleeves wrong, weight wrong, catch points everywhere. No." He pointed at her with great conviction. "Stay."

Before she could answer, he vanished through a flap at the rear of the tent.

Kira stood there barefoot in the predawn hush of a circus training ground and looked around at the apparatus again.

"I feel judged," she muttered to the room.

Orren came back carrying a bundle of clothes.

"My sister's," he said. "You are nearly same size, yes? Good. Put these on. Better for movement."

He handed her a light shirt and fitted training shorts made of soft worn fabric that looked like it had survived thousands of stretches, falls, and triumphs.

Kira held them up and looked at him.

"You just have these ready."

"I have eyes," he said. "Also, sisters."

That, too, was fair.

He turned his back without ceremony while she changed behind a hanging screen. The clothes fit unnervingly well. The shirt hugged close without restricting movement, and the shorts ended high enough on the thigh that Kira's first instinct was to check whether this world simply expected people to conduct acrobatics with their dignity exposed.

Then she took three steps and understood immediately.

"Oh," she said.

From the other side of the screen, Orren answered at once. "Yes. You begin to see."

She came back out, rolled her shoulders, and felt the difference right down to her center.

"That's much better."

"Of course it is."

"How long are you planning to train me?"

That made him stop cold and think, really think on the matter.

He tilted his head, squinted at her as though estimating the future by sight, then nodded to himself.

"Three weeks."

Kira blinked.

"Three weeks?"

He held up three fingers.

"Three. Give me three weeks and you will be phenomenal."

Phenomenal.

Kira stared at him.

That was longer than she'd expected. Long enough to become real. Long enough for the road she thought she was already on to bend sharply around a new anchor point.

Three weeks in Merehaven. Three weeks of core work. Channel work. Books. Seralyth. Bjorn waiting back at the library window. And now this bright impossible acrobat trying to turn her into someone who understood the air.

Orren took her silence for thought rather than alarm, which was probably wise.

"Yes," he said, satisfied with his own judgment. "Three weeks. Then world may complain, but body will not nearly so much."

Kira looked at him for a long second. Then she laughed. Because of course this was her life now. She pushed herself back to her feet.

"All right," she said.

Orren's grin flashed.

"Good."

He clapped once, sharp and delighted. "Then we begin properly."

Orren did not move her to anything dramatic first. He planted her in the middle of the mat, crossed his arms, and said, "Now I teach you to stretch like a person who intends to keep her joints."

Kira breathed out slowly. The absurdity that had become her life was... interesting. If you'd told Earth-Kira she'd end up taking acrobatics from an elven Russian guy built like a Greek statue, in an entirely different world, she'd have rung for the nurse and asked to have whoever said that admitted.

She almost laughed.

Almost. Because the first stretch he corrected turned out to be completely different from anything she would have called stretching on her own.

"Oh," she said.

"Yes," Orren said, pleased. "There you are. Most people have never actually met their hamstrings."

He took her through all of it. Hamstrings, adductors, hip flexors, calves, ankles, shoulders, wrists, lower back, thoracic rotation, deep squat holds, straddle folds, split preparation. He did not hurry. He demanded precision from the first minute, and Kira, to her own surprise, found it delightful.

Not easy. Delightful.

This body opened fast.

That was what struck her. Once he showed it the right line, the body seemed almost eager to follow it. Her joints had room. Her muscles had length hidden in them. Her hips and spine and shoulders all seemed built with more possibility than she had ever had access to before. It felt less like forcing herself into new positions and more like discovering old doors that had never been opened.

And under it all, while she breathed and lengthened and followed correction after correction, she kept one part of her attention turned inward.

Spin. Condense. Spin. Condense.

The core turned steadily in her chest. She didn't seize at it. She didn't overwork it. She just kept that inner pressure going while the rest of her learned.

Orren noticed her physical response before he said anything.

He had her in a front-split progression, one knee bent, one leg extending, hips squared as much as he could force them into honesty, and he leaned back on his heels with narrowing eyes.

"Huh."

Kira held the stretch and looked up at him. "Good huh?"

"Annoying huh," he said. "For me. Excellent for you."

He put her through another round and then another. By the time he had her seated in a wide straddle fold and reaching long through the spine instead of collapsing toward the floor, he shook his head once.

"There is old blood in you somewhere," he said. "Elven, maybe. Something elegant and infuriating."

Kira, who had no intention of explaining anything about her race to the acrobat before sunrise, only breathed through the stretch and said, "Maybe."

That satisfied him instantly.

"Yes," he said. "Must be."

Once he had her properly open, he moved her into strength.

He pointed at the pullup bar.

"Strict. Full extension at bottom. Chin fully over. No swinging. No kicking. No lies."

Kira jumped, caught the bar, and started.

The first five came cleanly. So did the next five. By twelve her lats and grip were fully awake. By fifteen she was working hard enough that the world narrowed to the bar, her breathing, and Orren's maddeningly calm face.

She got sixteen.

The seventeenth stalled halfway and died there.

She dropped, shook out her arms, and looked at him.

Orren nodded once. "Sixteen strict. Good."

Kira shook her arms out again. "You say that like you were expecting less."

"That is only because I was expecting less."

"That's insulting."

"But let us not leave out that it is also why sixteen is impressive. No? You see?"

Then pushups.

Again, strict. Chest down. Full lockout. Body in one line.

Kira started counting for herself and realized very quickly why Caelan liked this sort of work. Numbers were clean. Numbers told the truth. Numbers were impossible to charm.

She hit thirty-five before the burn got serious. Forty before the line started costing. Forty-four before Orren called it.

"Forty-four," he said. "And the last four were honest. Better than most."

That pleased her more than it should have. Kira let herself collapse flat on the mat for one dramatic second before pushing back onto her elbows — and stayed there, in no particular hurry to get vertical.

"Okay, but 'better than most' is doing a lot of quiet bragging on your behalf. You know that, right? Somewhere in there you basically just told me I'm good at this. Which, by the way, is a big statement from a man who's clearly seen actual professionals do this. What's the record, out of curiosity? Is there a leaderboard? Do circus people keep a leaderboard?"

"I do not brag. I report."

"Sure, sure. Very neutral. Very scientific." She kept talking, propping herself up on one elbow like she had all the time in the world. "So, who holds the record, then? Was it you? I feel like it was you. You have the energy of someone who has personally suffered for a number and now brings it up unprompted at parties."

Orren crouched down in front of her, unhurried, and studied her for a moment with the same flat patience he'd been giving her spine all morning.

"You are stalling."

Kira blinked. "I'm… bonding."

"You are stalling," he said again, "very charmingly. This is not new to me. Every student does this exact thing eventually — talk fast, ask questions, make me answer instead of counting. It works sometimes. Unfortunately for you and your very tired muscles it is not working now."

"That's insulting."

"You may take it as you like, but it is also correct." He rose and pointed at the mat where she still lay. "Up. Sit. The floor did not get more interesting in the last ten seconds."

Kira groaned and let her head thump back down once, purely for effect, before hauling herself upright. "For the record, some of those questions were genuinely good questions."

"They were. I will answer them at lunch." He anchored her feet without further ceremony. "Now. Sit-ups."

She glared at him without any real heat behind it. He glared back, entirely unbothered, and won.

The sit-ups went under tempo — not fast, not sloppy, all the way up and controlled all the way down. When she hit sixty, he switched her into hollow holds and tucked raises because apparently, he believed mercy was a structural weakness.

By the time he let her sit up, her core was shaking in that deep useful way that made future pain feel inevitable.

"Sixty strict," he said. "Middle weaker than the rest. We fix it."

Kira lay flat on her back, staring at the canvas ceiling like it owed her an apology. "You say that about everything."

"Because it is true of everything." He nudged her foot with his own. "Up. Weak things do not improve from the floor and those who wish to be great do not laze about as you seem to like doing.  Up! Up!"

Kira hauled herself up. Then came free weights. Of course he had free weights. A man shaped like Orren Kasov did not exist by accident. He was the product of rigging, repetition, floor work, and an apparently religious commitment to load-bearing misery.

He didn’t waste time asking her for a vanity lift. He wanted a map, so he tested her through a series of practical efforts.

Farmer's carry first.

He loaded two heavy implements and handed them over.

"Walk."

The first pass was easy enough that he changed the weights without comment.

The second made her grip speak.

The third made her shoulders work to keep everything aligned.

When she finished, Orren took them back and nodded. "Grip good. Back better. Carrying strength is real."

Then pressing.

He worked upward until the weight was no longer casual and started becoming information. He didn't chase a true maximum. He only needed to know where strength stopped being clean.

By the end of it, he had enough to stare at her with fresh irritation.

"You are much stronger than you look."

"That sounds accusatory."

"Once again, mouthy girl, it is observational."

Then jumping.

He marked a line and tested her standing broad jump. Tested vertical. Tested one-leg balance after landing. Tested how quickly she could stabilize after motion.

The numbers made him go quiet in that particular way competent people did when reality revised their assumptions for them.

He measured once more to be sure. Then nodded. "Yes," he said. "You are a mysteriously gifted woman, Kira. I shall enjoy this training."

Kira put her hands on her hips. "You keep saying things like that with such a nice voice, but they really sound like threats.  Did you know that?”

His beautiful blue eyes narrowed at her for only a moment.  Then.  "It becomes a threat if you become lazy."

That felt annoyingly fair, but that one definitely felt threatening.

Then he took her to the wall for handstands.

He showed her the line first. Hands alive. Shoulders active. Head neutral. Hips stacked. Kick with control, not panic.

Then he made her try.

The first attempt was an actual disaster. The second was educational. The third was less embarrassing. By the sixth, she found the line for a breath and a half. By the eighth, she held it for three.

Orren stepped back and grinned with predatory delight. "Good. Again later."

Kira lowered herself down, hair sticking to her face. "'Later' meaning?"

"Later meaning when you've forgotten how much you hate it."

"Do you ever say anything that's actually comforting?"

"It is not meant to be comforting, Kira. It is meant to be accurate. Comfort is for the old and the dead. The living train."

He fixed her with a look.

"Are you alive?"

"...Yes."

"Are you my student?"

"...Unfortunately."

"Then we train."

His attention had already shifted toward the mats.

Then came floor work. That was where the session turned from useful to addictive.

He taught her how to roll properly first. Forward roll, shoulder roll, backward roll without smashing herself into the mat like an argument with gravity gone wrong. He broke cartwheels into pieces. He taught her the step, the reach, the hand placement, the commitment. He gave her little turn-and-drop sequences, rise-and-rotate patterns, low jumps into control, and a dozen different ways to stop moving like a person who expected the floor to be offended by her.

"Do not apologize to the movement," he said when she half-committed to a turn and came out crooked. "If you turn, then turn."

That one clicked immediately.

She did. And when she did, the body answered with joy. That was the feeling. Not just aptitude. Not just adaptation. Joy.

Rotation felt right. Recovery felt right. The body solving motion problems in real time felt so good that she nearly laughed in the middle of a sequence.

Orren saw that too.

"There," he said sharply. "That. Again."

So she did it again.

And again.

By then her body had stopped feeling like a miraculous object she was borrowing and started feeling, just for flashes at a time, like something that was actually hers.

She rolled. Turned. Rose. Dropped. Recovered.

And all the while, under the physical work:

Spin. Condense. Spin. Condense.

At some point in the middle of a clean shoulder roll into a balanced rise, the System acknowledged what her body had already decided.
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Kira almost barked a laugh right there on the mat.

Of course.

Then later, after a chain of carries, jumps, and floor recovery, another pane arrived.
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That one she liked even more.

By the time Orren finally called a halt, the sun had properly claimed the morning and Kira was sweating hard, breathing deep, and grinning despite the tremor in her arms.

Orren stood with his hands on his hips, head tilted, reassessing her all over again. He had an odd look on his face.

"You learn absurdly fast," he said.

Kira wiped sweat off her forehead with the back of her wrist. "That sounded more offended than complimentary."

"It is both." He pointed at her with complete certainty. "You are built for this. Untrained, yes. Raw, yes. But built for it."

He motioned her back down into a split progression.

She went lower than before. Noticeably lower.

He looked at the line of her hips, the angle of the back leg, the openness through the front and gave one slow nod.

"Yes," he said. "Good. Very good."

Kira came out of the stretch more carefully this time and sat back on the mat. She was beginning to understand why he had named three weeks. Not because he was delusional. Because this body really could change that fast if pushed the right way.

Orren clapped once again, all bright force and motion. "Good. Now we continue."

And so, the real training began.

By the time Orren finally let her stand still long enough to notice how hard she was breathing, the morning had climbed properly into the tent and turned the canvas walls gold at the seams. Kira's arms trembled pleasantly, her legs felt used in the best possible way, and the whole body she had been dropped into seemed brighter, more awake, more hers.

Orren, naturally, interpreted this as the perfect moment to keep going.

He had her back on the mat for more rolls, more cartwheel entries, more handstand attempts against the wall, and a sequence of low jump-turn-land drills that made her realize how much acrobatics depended on not arguing with momentum once you had invited it into the room. He moved fast, corrected fast, talked fast, and somehow still saw everything.

"Hands earlier," he snapped as she went into a cartwheel late and had to scramble her feet on the other side. "Do not wait for certainty. Certainty comes after commitment."

"That feels like bad life advice," Kira muttered, resetting.

"It is excellent movement advice. Life is not my field. If it is life advice you seek, try the church of Keleria. Here, you train. Yes?"

She laughed and tried again.

The second cartwheel landed cleaner. The third cleaner still. The body was learning at a ridiculous pace once it stopped flinching from new patterns. She could feel it: the way repetition turned strange into familiar, then familiar into usable. Somewhere between her sharpened perception, her terrifyingly adaptive body, and the simple fact that she loved this, the lessons were going in hard and staying there.

Orren saw it too, which only made him more insufferably delighted.

"You see?" he said, pacing backward in front of her while she reset her feet. "Three weeks is generous. At this pace, maybe three days and I become legend for training miracle girl out of nowhere."

Kira planted her hands and kicked into another handstand, got two breaths against the wall, and came down with a snort. "That feels premature."

"It feels mathematically possible with how fast you absorb."

Before she could answer, a voice called from outside the tent.

"Orren Kasov?"

He stopped mid-turn, irritation and curiosity crossing his face in quick succession. "That sounds official," he said, which in his accent somehow made official sound like a threat and a joke at once.

He ducked out through the flap.

Kira stood in the center of the mat, sweat cooling on her skin, and rolled her shoulders while waiting. She had just enough time to feel the core turning quietly under everything—

spin, condense, spin, condense—

when Orren came back in, followed by a real messenger of Jaheira in the same gray-green cloak she wore.

The messenger carried a sealed note and the expression of someone whose day had unexpectedly improved.

"This tent?" the messenger asked, glancing once around the interior.

"Yes," Orren said cautiously.

The messenger opened the note, scanned it, and said, "By instruction from Priestess Liora, meals and provisions are being delivered here for trainee Kira Asher, instructor Orren Kasov, and household dependents present. Midday meal, sustaining snacks, and evening support package. Costs prepaid."

Silence held for one beat. Then Orren looked at Kira. Then back at the messenger. Then at Kira again.

"She did this?"

Kira felt something warm and fond and exasperated move through her all at once. "That certainly sounds like her."

The messenger nodded. "Additional note: subject requires adequate protein intake, regular hydration, and honest food rather than circus nonsense." He looked up. "Her phrasing, not mine."

That made Orren bark a laugh. "Oh, I like her very much."

"So do I," Kira said.

The messenger handed over the folded note and gave Kira a brief, respectful nod before taking his leave.

Orren unfolded the paper, scanned it, and made a face of increasing delight. "She included recommendations," he said. "On meal intervals. And recovery."

"That definitely sounds like her."

He looked at her over the top of the note. "Your priestess is terrifying in the most useful way."

Kira smiled. "Yeah. She kind-of rocks."

Orren tilted his head at the expression, but didn’t comment.

It didn’t take long for the first of the food to arrive. A pair of runners carried in baskets and wrapped parcels enough to feed not only Orren and Kira but apparently his entire family, exactly as promised. The smell hit the tent in a wave of roasted meat, fresh bread, fruit, cheese, boiled eggs, nuts, and something grain-based and hearty that spoke directly to her soul. There were even cut vegetables with some kind of bright herb paste that looked offensively healthy and turned out to be excellent.

Orren stared at the spread like a man watching providence take on administrative form.

"We were absolutely in need of work," he said, half to himself. "This is very well timed."

A female voice from the back flap answered before Kira could.

"It is suspiciously well timed," the voice said. "Which means you should be polite about it."

A young woman stepped in carrying a folded stack of clothes over one arm.

She was older than Orren by a few years, built with the same dense acrobat's strength and the same slightly tapered ears, though where his energy shot outward in sparks, hers ran in cleaner, sharper lines. Her hair was braided back tight. Her eyes assessed Kira in one sweep and immediately filed several opinions.

Then she looked at Orren, at the food, at Kira standing barefoot and flushed and sweaty in training clothes that clearly belonged to someone else, and one corner of her mouth lifted.

"Oh," she said. "So, this is your mysterious girl."

Orren went rigid with offended dignity.

"She is not my girl. She is my student."

"Mm," said the woman who was obviously his sister.

Another sister — this one younger, bright-eyed, and far less disciplined about her amusement — poked her head through the flap behind her. Saw Kira. Saw Orren. Saw the setup. Grinned like the sun had specifically risen for this.

"He found one!" she declared.

"I found a trainee," Orren snapped.

The younger sister ignored him completely and waved at Kira as she bounded into the room. "Hello, sweaty girl. I’m Anya."

Kira, who was having the time of her life, waved back. "Hi."

Anya abandoned the doorway entirely and drifted closer, circling Kira the way a curious cat circles something it hasn't decided whether to trust or interrogate.

"So," she said suspiciously. "Library girl. Priestess-sponsored. Barefoot in my brother's tent at dawn." She tapped a finger against her chin. "This is either very innocent or the best story of the season."

"It's innocent," Kira said. "Deeply, tragically innocent."

"That's what everyone with a good story says first."

"I don't have a story. I have a training schedule and a bruise developing on my hip."

"Mm. Give it a week."

Orren, from across the tent, did not look up from the mat he was straightening with far more focus than a mat required. "She is a student. Nothing more."

"You said that already," Anya said, without turning. "Twice. That's how I know it's bothering you."

"It is not bothering me."

"You're refolding a mat that doesn't need folding."

Orren set the mat down very deliberately and did not pick it back up.

Kira, delighted, decided to help. "He did call me gifted. Multiple times. With increasing suspicion."

"Oh, he only says that when he means it," Anya said, brightening further. "Last time he said it, he didn't speak to any of us for two days out of pure professional jealousy."

"That is not what happened," Orren said, in the tone of a man who knew exactly what had happened.

"It's exactly what happened."

"I was focused."

"You were sulking beautifully."

Kira put a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing outright, and failed.

Orren turned, pointing at both of them with the flat authority of an older brother who had long since lost this particular war and refused to admit it. "This is why I do not introduce students to family."

"You didn't introduce us," Anya said sweetly. "We introduced ourselves. There's a difference."

"There is not."

"There is. One implies control."

He opened his mouth, closed it again, and turned back to the mat with the air of a man choosing strategic retreat over a battle he had never once won.

Kira watched him go with real fondness. "You just gave her an inch, didn't you."

"I gave her nothing."

"He gives us an inch every... single… time," Anya said, unbothered, "and then acts wounded when we take the whole field. It's very consistent of him."

The older sister stepped fully inside and held out the folded stack of clothes over one arm. "You can keep these. I have too many, and you clearly need more than one set if he's going to put you through proper work."

Kira took them, startled by both the generosity and the immediate practicality of it.

"Thank you."

The older sister shrugged one shoulder. "You're close enough to my size, and if Liora paid in advance, then the gods have already expressed an opinion on the matter."

That felt like sound regional logic.

Anya had wandered straight over to the handstand wall and was looking at the chalk marks there with interest.

"She's getting up?"

"She's getting there," Orren said.

The older sister looked at Kira. "Show me."

Kira set the clothes aside, planted her hands, and kicked up to the wall. Not perfectly. Not terribly. She found the line, held for a breath, then two, then came down cleanly.

The older sister nodded once.

"Good shoulders. Don't let the ribs escape." She stepped forward without waiting for invitation, put two fingers lightly against Kira's side, and adjusted her stack. "There. Better."

Then, because apparently acrobat families communicated affection through casual demonstrations of superiority, she stepped back, planted her hands, and flowed into a backbend so smooth it barely looked like jointed motion at all. From there she kicked over into a back walkover, landed light, turned, and came back through a front walkover with equal ease.

Kira just stared.

Anya clapped once, delighted with herself on her sister's behalf.

The older one rose and dusted off her palms.

"Your back will do that eventually," she said to Kira. "If you stop treating extension like a personal slight."

"That was amazing," Kira said.

"It was Tuesday," Anya said solemnly.

Orren made a sound of exhausted familial suffering. "Please do not encourage them."

"It is far too late for that," said the older sister.

She stayed after that. Not to take over, not quite, but to sharpen the edges. Orren taught, she corrected, Anya watched, commented, mocked her brother with sibling devotion, and occasionally demonstrated something just to make Kira feel that thrilling mixture of inspiration and hatred great athletes always inspired in beginners.

The training rolled forward.

Food first, when Orren finally decided Kira's body had earned interruption. He put real protein in front of her and watched until she ate it. Bread, eggs, sliced roasted meat, fruit, nuts, and a dense grain mash with butter melted through it that tasted like it had been invented by someone who believed recovery should feel like triumph.

When Kira slowed, Orren pointed at the rest of it. "You are not done."

"I am chewing."

"Chew faster."

That felt deeply rude. It also felt a little like Caelan had been reincarnated as a circus boy and split into more syllables.

After food, they returned to floor work.

This time the older sister joined fully.

She held Kira's hips through the line of a safer bridge, talked her through a shoulder-opening drill that made her see religion, and then began introducing the earliest pieces of back walkover mechanics: wall-supported drop, controlled bridge, weight transfer through the hands, kick intention without commitment.

Orren handled the forward-motion patterns and power entries. His sister took extension, backline courage, and inversion control. Between them, Kira received more real instruction in two hours than she had in most of her life in any physical discipline.

Cartwheel entries became actual cartwheels by late morning.

Not pretty yet. Not effortless. Real.

Roundoff preparation began too, though Orren refused to let her attempt one at speed until she proved she could place her hands the same way every single time.

"Precision first," he said.

"Joy later?"

"Joy is for people who land on purpose."

Fair.

The Tide Ladder did not come out in full, but Orren introduced her to the low practice segment: three suspended rotating rungs, each hung on slightly different pivots so that nothing held still once touched. He had her simply mount, grip, shift weight, and dismount without letting panic set her timing.

It was brutal. Also amazing.

"World moves," Orren said as the second rung twisted unexpectedly under her hand. "You answer."

She did. Badly at first. Better almost immediately after. At one point, after a run of floor drills chained into handstand attempts and controlled bridge work, the System finally acknowledged what the morning had already made obvious.
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Kira smiled despite the sweat in her eyes.

Later, after another round of strict pushups and a carry sequence that left her forearms humming, another pane slid in.
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Now, that felt good.

And then, while she sat cross-legged on the edge of the mat during a brief water break, attention half on the food, half on the tent, half turned inward, she let herself dip a little further down, past the ache in her shoulders and the good clean exhaustion in her arms, to the low steady pulse where Seralyth waited between calls.

She wasn't really there. Not fully. Whatever awareness the stasis allowed her still ran thin, more a held breath than a presence. Kira couldn't feel her the way she was starting to feel the core itself, that patient turning rhythm that answered every time she reached for it.

But she could imagine her. Easily. That was almost worse.

She could imagine exactly what Seralyth would say if she were awake enough to say anything at all — something dry and precise about form, about discipline, about how a vengeance paladin did not believe in almost. And underneath that, something Seralyth would never say aloud even if she could: that she was, in her own guarded way, relieved Kira took all of this — the swamp, the Court, the class, the whole unearned second life — with so little drama. It made her easier to carry.

And underneath that, something worse. Kira didn't need Seralyth conscious to know it was there, because she'd felt it in every careful silence since the Court: Seralyth was afraid. Not of dying again — she'd already done that. Afraid because their fates had been welded together the moment Kira said yes, and if Kira failed here — failed slow, failed soft, failed from laziness instead of misfortune — she wouldn't just be failing herself. She'd be failing the one chance her goddess had carved out of nothing for a paladin already gone. Vengeance did not usually offer second chances. Seralyth had gotten one anyway, folded into a stranger's chest, and she would not forgive either of them for wasting it.

Kira understood, without ever being told, that Seralyth wanted her pushed harder than any drill instructor alive had ever pushed a recruit. And she understood, just as clearly, that Caelan expected the same thing from three hundred miles away — that some exacting part of him assumed she'd keep driving herself just as hard whether or not anyone stood over her to enforce it.

Nobody had said any of it out loud. Nobody needed to.

And then, while she sat there, the quiet inner work she'd kept up all morning tightened once more under her awareness.

Not dramatically. Not like level-up fireworks. It simply tightened. A little. Cleanly.

And the pane followed.
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Kira froze. Well. There it was. That was what core training looked like. Not a class ability. Not a skill. The core itself now had rank and progress. She smiled slowly into her cup. Spin. Condense. Progress. Good. Very good.

Orren, mistaking the expression for ordinary training satisfaction, nodded approvingly. "Yes. Better. You are beginning to understand your body."

Kira looked up at him, still smiling.

"You have no idea."

"That is often true of teachers at the beginning," said the older sister.

Anya, who had somehow acquired an apple and a superior expression, added, "He dislikes hearing that."

"I dislike hearing it when spoken by family," Orren corrected.

"That is because it is accurate, little brother." said the older sister.

Kira laughed, drank more water, and stood when Orren pointed her back toward the floor.

The day had gone from promising to real. Her body was changing under repetition. The system was tracking it. Even the core, quietly worked in the background while she rolled and stretched and strained and learned, had begun to answer in measurable terms.

That was all she had ever really wanted from growth.

Truth.

Effort.

Numbers.

Motion.

Orren clapped once and motioned her toward the center again.

"Back to work," he said. "Your cartwheel is no longer embarrassing, which means now we can improve it."

Kira laughed and got back on the mat.

From there the morning tightened into repetition and correction. Orren took the cartwheel apart again, this time not to teach the shape of it but to sharpen the pieces. He wanted the entry longer, the reach cleaner, the hands placed on one line instead of merely near one. He wanted her kick to rise from the hips instead of coming in two separate arguments from two separate legs. He wanted the landing to finish under control with her chest already ready for whatever came next.

"Again," he said.

She did it again.

"Better. Again."

Again.

By the eighth repetition, the movement began to feel less like a trick and more like a sentence her body could almost read. By the twelfth, it had rhythm. By the fifteenth, Orren stepped back and let her run three in sequence across the mat, each one cleaner than the last, and Kira landed out of the final one with the stupidest grin on her face.

Orren saw it and pointed at her with the authority of a man catching a student enjoying herself.

"Yes," he said. "That. Keep that. Joy is useful if it does not become carelessness."

The older sister, who had stayed to help and had apparently decided Kira was worth the expenditure of honest instruction, folded her arms and nodded once. "Your line is improving. Stop throwing your head into it. The floor is not a surprise."

Anya, seated cross-legged atop a rolled mat with bread in one hand and an expression of bright lifelong mischief, added, "You also make a face when you're about to get one right."

Kira turned toward her. "That feels like private information."

"It is no longer private if your whole body does it."

Orren ignored both of them and led Kira toward the next drill.

Roundoff preparation came in pieces. He would not let her throw the full movement until the hands, shoulders, and snap-down were all speaking the same language. So he built it from the ground. Hurdle step. Reach. Hand placement with the shoulder line open. Feet together through the moment of inversion. Fast turn through the hips. Snap down, not collapse down.

The first few were chaotic.

The body wanted to help. The mind wanted to supervise. The result was compromise, which Orren rejected on principle.

"No halfway," he said after one particularly ugly attempt. "If you choose, then choose. The air does not reward uncertainty."

That line stayed with her. So did the next ten repetitions.

By the time he finally let her try a true low-powered roundoff, Kira's shoulders were awake in a new way and her legs had begun to understand what he meant by snap rather than hope. She hit the first one crooked and had to stumble out of it. The second nearly worked. The third landed with both feet together and a jolt of force through her legs that made her eyes widen in delighted disbelief.

Orren barked a laugh. "There! You felt that!"

"Yeah," Kira said, straightening. "That one felt like the floor owed me money… and I just collected!"

His older sister nodded. "Now imagine it done properly."

That was a dangerous sentence.

They moved to backline work after that. Not full walkovers yet, not even close, but the road toward them. Orren's sister — whose name turned out to be Mira — had Kira bridge against a padded wall first, then on the floor with assistance, then hold the arch while they corrected her shoulders, ribs, hips, and weight through the hands.

Kira discovered very quickly that having a flexible body and having the courage to trust it backward were not the same thing.

"Your back can do it," Mira said, one hand steady at Kira's ribs. "Your mind is sulking."

Kira let out a breath through her teeth, trying to unclench something that wasn't quite a muscle. "My mind isn't sulking. My mind has a fully reasonable, evidence-based objection to falling backward on purpose."

"Your mind has never had to. That's different from reasonable."

"That felt like a very specific dig for someone I met three hours ago."

"I have met a hundred people exactly like you." Mira didn't look up from her hands, still adjusting the angle of Kira's shoulders. "Strong enough. Flexible enough. Everything ready except the part of them willing to trust it. It is always the mind. Never the body."

That landed harder than Kira expected, mostly because it was true, and mostly because nobody had said it to her quite that plainly before — not Orren, not Caelan, not even Seralyth. Just: the body is ready, you are the obstacle.

"Okay," Kira said, quieter now. "So how do I fix that part?"

"You don't fix it," Mira said. "You outvote it. Again and again, until it stops bothering to argue."

The bridge itself came more easily than Kira expected. The openness was there. The strength was mostly there. What lagged behind was trust. Still, each rep got cleaner, and when Mira finally had her push through shoulders and shift enough weight that one foot nearly floated, Kira felt that same little shock of possibility she'd found in the handstand.

Not yet. Soon.

And all through it, behind the sweat and the chalk and the corrections and the motion, the core kept turning.

Spin. Condense. Spin. Condense.

It had become a second kind of training, quieter and stranger, but no less real. Somewhere between a cartwheel that no longer insulted the laws of movement and a bridge that almost became the beginning of a walkover, the System rewarded the pace she was keeping.
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That one made her smile hard enough that Orren noticed.

"What?"

"Nothing."

"That is not convincing."

"It's because I'm lying."

"That is at least respectful."

They kept going.

He had her back on the handstand wall next. This time he wanted time, not merely alignment. She kicked up, found the wall, stacked the shoulders, pressed tall, and held while he counted.

"Five."

Her arms were working.

"Six."

The line wanted to soften.

"Seven."

She corrected it.

"Eight."

He slapped the mat lightly. "Down."

Kira came off the wall breathing hard and grinning again.

"That's better," he said. "Tomorrow we make ten look ordinary."

The food break came after that.

Not because Orren had grown merciful. Because Mira reminded him, with the sort of sisterly authority that did not require volume, that if he intended to turn Kira into a legend in three weeks he would have to stop treating her like a concept and feed her like an athlete.

By then the provisions Liora had arranged had fully arrived and been laid out with a generosity that made the Kasov family suspicious, grateful, and faintly reverent in equal measure. There was enough for everyone. Roasted meat sliced thick. Eggs. Fruit. Bread still soft in the center. White cheese. Nuts. Yogurt with herbs. A pot of lentils rich enough to count as a moral corrective. Another of rice and vegetables cooked in broth. Someone had even sent honey.

Orren's mother emerged at the sight of all this with the expression of a woman who had survived too many lean gaps between contracts to mistake blessing for accident.

"She paid all this in advance?" she asked.

"Yes," said Orren.

The mother looked toward the city with the gravity of one acknowledging an enemy general's brilliance.

"I approve of this priestess."

"So do I," Kira said.

Lunch became a real thing then, not just food taken standing between drills. They sat. They ate. They talked.

Orren mostly talked training. Mira talked about the road and the circuit they'd soon be joining. Anya asked Kira whether all library girls were secretly dangerous or whether she was a special case. Kira told her probably special case, which pleased Anya enormously.

Mira asked no questions about Kira's background or class or even if she had a class. She assessed, accepted, and adjusted. It made Kira like her immediately.

The second half of the session hit harder.

Food in her, body warm, baseline established, Orren took the gloves off in the instructional sense. He chained movements together now. Roll into rise into cartwheel. Cartwheel into recovery stance. Handstand kick-up, hold, controlled exit, immediate forward roll. Jump-turn-land-freeze. Broad jump into quarter turn. Shoulder roll through a marked lane without drifting off line. He was teaching her not just motions but transitions, and transitions, Kira discovered, were where acrobatics began to resemble combat.

One clean thing after another. No dead space. No apology. No pause to reassemble your identity between actions.

That realization thrilled her.

Mira took over backline work again when the time was right. Wall-supported kickovers. Strong bridge holds. Shoulder push through extension. Assisted attempts at the earliest shape of a back walkover. Kira failed several times with honor and once with enough dignity to make Mira nod.

"Good," she said. "Now your body believes the road exists."

By the time Orren finally called a true halt, Kira was wrung out in the best possible way. Her body felt long, used, challenged, and alive from scalp to soles. Her shoulders burned. Her abs had filed formal complaints. Her wrists were learning a new religion. Her legs felt fast and heavy and real.

And in the middle of that tiredness, another pane arrived.

Athletics — Common — Rank 6

That one she accepted with deep personal satisfaction.

Then, as she sat on the edge of the mat with a cup of water in one hand and one knee drawn up, watching the tent slowly settle around the noon lull, the quiet inner work she'd kept going all day tightened once more.

Not a surge.

Not a breakthrough.

A measurable refinement.

The System acknowledged it immediately.

Heart of the Wraithfire Court — Rank 1 — 2%

Kira stared at that for a second.

Visible return on the inside mirroring the work on the outside.

Orren mistook the look on her face for ordinary training satisfaction and nodded approvingly.

"Yes," he said. "You understand now."

Kira smiled into her cup. "More than a little."

He accepted that as agreement and stood, clapping his hands once to gather attention.

"Enough for first day. Not enough forever. Tomorrow we continue."

Mira, beside him, looked at Kira and said, "Stretch again tonight. Carefully. If you wake tomorrow and move like an old dockworker, that is your own fault."

Anya bit into another piece of fruit and added, "And if Orren says something sounds impossible, ignore him. That usually means he's excited."

"I am standing right here," Orren said.

"Yes," said both sisters at once.

Kira raised a hand like she was taking an oath. "Understood. Ignore excitement, fear the dockworker outcome."

"Exactly," Anya said, delighted.

"That is not what I—" Orren started.

"Yes it is," said Mira.

Kira laughed, rose more carefully than she had sat down, and gathered the spare clothes Mira had given her. Her hands were chalked. Her calves were humming. Somewhere inside her chest the core still turned with its new small measurable dignity, and Seralyth — quiet in her stasis — felt just a little less like a promise deferred and a little more like a future she could reach by work.

That mattered. Three weeks no longer sounded like delay. It sounded like becoming.

When Kira finally stepped back out into the Merehaven light, the city looked a little different than it had at dawn. Or maybe she did. Either way, the road back to the library felt shorter.

She had numbers now. Soreness to match them.

And, finally, a body beginning to understand what it had been built to do.

  

    
        Chapter 58

    
    
    
    
  By the time Kira reached the library again, the soreness had started arriving in drafts.

Not enough to slow her yet. Enough to announce intent.

Her shoulders felt used. Her wrists had opinions. Her legs had discovered new and intimate forms of honesty. She loved it anyway.

Liora looked up from a desk near the inner hall the moment Kira came in.

"Well?"


Kira set the borrowed clothes neatly on the edge of the table and tried for dignity. "I may survive," she said. "Though Orren is making no promises. He tested my grip, my legs, my patience, and something he called 'honesty,' which as far as I can tell is just pushups that hold a grudge. Also I have a family now. His family. They adopted me somewhere around lunch."

Liora allowed herself something just short of a smile. "That suggests the training is real."

"It is extremely real. There's a woman named Mira who corrected my spine with two fingers and didn't even look impressed by herself about it, which is somehow worse than if she had."

She accepted that with a small nod. Her gaze moved once over Kira’s posture, the looseness in her movement, the fatigue, the brightness still living under it.

“Food upstairs. Read after you eat. Condense before sleep. Stretch before both.”

Kira smiled. “Yes, Liora.” Then she paused. “And before any of that, I am taking another bath.”

Liora looked at her as if this were so obvious it scarcely required speech. “I assumed.”

That alone almost made Kira love her.

The second bath was not as transcendent as the first only because she knew what paradise looked like now and had come prepared. She still sank into the steaming water with a noise that would have embarrassed her in almost any other context, scrubbed off the chalk and sweat and circus dust, washed her hair again because she absolutely could and therefore absolutely would, and let the heat pull the training out of her muscles in long grateful threads.

By the time she came back downstairs in a robe, her body felt reset enough to belong to her again instead of Orren Kasov and his endless beautiful violence.

She took the tray waiting in her room, ate with the kind of focused gratitude hard work created, then stacked one of Liora’s books open beside her and forced herself through the first pages while the food settled. The words held. Better than they should have, honestly. Her mind was tired, but tired in the clean way that made information feel earned rather than oppressive.

By the time the light had shifted and the room had settled into late afternoon quiet, Kira had stretched once more, worked the core deliberately for nearly half an hour, and watched that tiny progress number in the back of her awareness feel suddenly real.

Two percent. Not much, but not nothing. That distinction mattered.

She sat on the edge of the bed for a moment, one hand over her sternum, and thought about what two percent meant in actual terms. A visible gain on a page was satisfying. Practical gain was the truth she wanted.

So, she stood, crossed to the center of the room, and called the sphere.

The pale field opened around her in its now-familiar hush, and with it the Wraithfire reserve began its measured drain. Kira watched the number, waited one beat to be sure the sphere had stabilized cleanly, then reached through the bond and summoned Seralyth.

The paladin formed in a rising white-blue line near the little desk, resolved in armor and presence and grave attention.

She took one look at Kira and said, "You trained."

Kira grinned. "I did. Extensively. My body has several formal complaints filed."

Seralyth's gaze moved over her with quiet assessment. "You look pleased with it."

"I am. Also mildly ruined, but in a promising way." Kira flicked her eyes to the corner of her vision. "I wanted to test something."

"The core."

"Yeah."

The paladin's shoulders eased by a fraction. "Good," she said. "Most people train the body and forget the rest follows it. You did not forget."

"I had good motivation." Kira tapped her own chest, lightly, over the sternum. "You, mostly."

Something in Seralyth's expression held very still for a moment - not surprise, exactly. Closer to a thing being handled carefully because it was rarely handed to her at all.

"Do not train for me," she said finally. "Train because it is correct. If you do it for me, you will stop the day it becomes inconvenient. If you do it because it is correct, you will not."

Kira considered that. "That's annoyingly good advice."

"I have had a great deal of time to think about discipline."

"Yeah," Kira said, quieter now. "I imagine you have."

A short silence held between them, comfortable rather than heavy. Then Kira exhaled once, rolled her shoulders back, and let the moment settle into something more useful.

"Okay," she said. "Enough sincerity. Let's see what today actually bought me."

Kira had learned enough already to stop guessing blindly. She watched the Wraithfire reserve as Seralyth stood manifested inside the room, then counted under her breath. The drain was still steep. Very steep. But she had the old feel of it in memory now - what it had felt like before the day's work, before the constant quiet pressure on the spin, before the rank ticked over and the percentage moved.

Now she timed it.

One minute.

Two.

The reserve was still dropping, of course, and fast enough to keep the lesson sharp, but the strain held differently. A little cleaner. A little less ragged at the edges. The room did not feel like it was stealing her class out from under her so much as charging a brutal fee she could finally read.

Kira let out a soft breath.

"Oh."

Seralyth tilted her head slightly. "Something changed."

"Not much," Kira said. "But not nothing."

Seralyth considered that for a moment, the way she considered most things — like it deserved the full weight of her attention before she'd allow herself to react to it at all.

"That is what correct effort looks like," she said. "Small. Repeated. Rarely glamorous."

"You could've just said 'good.'"

"I could have. I said something true instead."

Kira huffed a laugh and kept counting. Kept watching. A little longer than last time. Not dramatically. Not enough to brag about in a speech. Enough to matter to the person paying attention.

When she finally let the sphere collapse and Seralyth draw back into stasis, the room felt emptier again — but less accusingly so.

Kira sat on the bed and smiled to herself. Two percent was not glamour. Two percent was not power fantasy. Two percent was proof. And proof, she had always thought, was one of the best feelings in the world.

She lay back with one arm over her eyes and felt the day settle into her bones: the handstands, the rolls, the stretch in her hips, the pull through her shoulders, the books waiting, the path tightening, the strange and growing certainty that she was not wasting any of this.

Tomorrow would hurt more.

Good. That meant it was working.

Bjorn woke her before dawn again.

He did it with the same patient certainty as the day before, one tiny ruby paw against the back of her hand and that deep gentle voice pitched low enough not to startle her awake.

“Ohhh,” he said. “It is training time.”

Kira opened one eye, then the other, and immediately regretted existing in muscles.

Everything hurt.

Not injury. Not damage. Honest consequence. Her shoulders had thick opinions. Her hips had filed a formal protest. Her middle had become a site of open rebellion. Even her hands seemed more aware of themselves than they had any right to be.

She smiled anyway.

“Good,” she murmured into the pillow.

Bjorn tilted his head. “Hmmm?”

“That means it worked.”

He gave a small, approving huff. "Suffering with purpose," he said, settling back onto the sill. "That is one of the better kinds."

"Is there a worse kind?"

"Oh, many. Suffering with no purpose. Suffering because you refused to stretch. Suffering because you argued with a bear about bath order." A pause and a small nod to nobody in particular, deeply satisfied with himself. "I have opinions on all of them."

Spin. Condense. Spin. Condense.

The second morning walk to Orren’s tent felt different from the first. The city was still half asleep, still owned by workers and sweepers and delivery carts and the first thin gestures of commerce, but her body now knew where it was going. So did her mind. So did the little part of her that had begun marking the route as a line between two lives: the girl in the library and the girl in the tent learning what she had been built to do.

Orren took one look at her when she arrived and laughed outright.

"Yes," he said. "Now you look like a student."

"I walked the entire way over here doing math," Kira said. "Specifically, math about which muscle group hates me most. It's close. It's a real race. My shoulders are pulling ahead, but my hips have been quietly campaigning since I woke up."

"Good."

"That's not the response I expected to a story about my suffering."

"Suffering means yesterday worked. If you woke up feeling wonderful, I would be very disappointed in both of us." He circled her once, assessing the way he had the first morning. Sit. We start where we left off."

"You say that like my hips didn't just testify against you."

"Your hips are unreliable witnesses. Sit."

He put her through the stretches first again, and on the second day Kira, finally, understood why. The soreness loosened under structure. What had felt stiff and mutinous in the room began to open once it was given a path. Her body remembered some of it now. It knew where the stretch was going and how to breathe into it. Orren still corrected her constantly, but now the corrections landed into familiar work rather than fresh confusion.

“Longer through the back leg,” he said.

She adjusted.

“Good. Again.”

Her front split progression went lower by enough that he stopped mid-step and looked at her with theatrical offense.

"No," he said. "This is personal attack upon Orren’s judgment." He straightened, shaking his head slowly. "Orren does not deserve this. Orren gave you many hours of his life yesterday. Yet look at the change.  No one adapts this fast.  Orren has trained many gymnasts.  He knows.”

Kira, breathing through the stretch, smiled without opening her eyes. "You're talking about yourself in the third person right now."

"Orren does this when Orren is overwhelmed." He breathed in deeply and closed his eyes for only a moment.  They snapped open and sharpened. “Anyways."

"That's deeply concerning."

"It is very effective, however." He crouched down to check her hip alignment, back to first person and entirely business again. "Longer through the back leg. Again."

The second day’s numbers came cleaner than the first. Not by miracle. By adaptation.

Seventeen strict pullups. Forty-eight pushups. Sixty-six sit-ups before Orren turned them into hollow holds and tucked raises and informed her that her middle would either become useful or become his enemy.

Her handstand against the wall lasted four breaths on the first good attempt and six on the best one. Her standing broad jump edged a little farther. Her cartwheel stopped looking like a decision made under duress and started looking like a movement she had chosen on purpose.

By midday she had: Acrobatics — Common — Rank 4

That pleased her enough that she carried the feeling all the way back to the library.

And that became the first true shape of the days.

Dawn: Bjorn woke her. She dressed in clean clothes and the cloak, worked the core while lacing boots and braiding hair or dragging fingers through it into some approximation of order, then crossed the city before sunrise.

Morning: Orren and the tent. Stretching first. Always stretching first. Then strength. Then handstands or balance. Then floor. Then whatever fresh insult to gravity he thought her body was ready for.

Midday: the food Liora had arranged, which arrived with devotional regularity and enough practical wisdom behind it that the Kasov family had stopped pretending they were not impressed. Kira ate protein because Liora said protein. Hydrated because Orren demanded it. Stretched a little while listening to Mira correct Orren on some point of timing or posture he had delivered too quickly for a beginner to absorb.

Afternoon: back to the library, back to the bath, back to the books. The bath became sacred. Kira never once considered skipping it. The heat loosened the training out of her muscles, the soap made her feel like a person instead of a chalked-up project, and by the time she stepped out in a robe with clean hair and flushed skin, her mind was ready to work again.

Evening: food, reading, core, Wraithfire, measurement, Bjorn, sleep.

By the third day, the routine had begun settling into her bones.

She read with real hunger now, and the books rewarded it. Dorne gave her the discipline of clean terms. Olyne, after a hundred devotional flourishes Kira cheerfully skimmed, yielded several genuinely useful exercises for timed breath-and-spin work. Halv remained the best of them. Liora was right. The moment he stopped arguing with dead schools and started describing what he had actually observed, he became dangerous in the best possible way.

One evening Kira found a section on skill expression and paused over it long enough that Liora, passing by the half-open door, noticed and came in.

"You've found one of the better chapters," Liora said.

Kira looked up from the page. "He's talking about why some skills rise faster at the beginning."

Liora nodded. "Because the first ranks are often establishing basic internal architecture. Past that, refinement slows. Precision takes longer to earn than access."

Kira looked back down at the line and smiled faintly. "So the system is front-loading encouragement and then charging interest later."

Liora's expression did not so much sharpen as settle, the way it did whenever someone said something confident and wrong in her presence. "That is a very tidy sentence for a question scholars have been fighting over since before either of our nations kept records of it. Halv believes the acceleration is structural — architecture, as he says, that simply completes faster than it refines. Corvane's school insists it is attentional, that a new skill draws focus the mind cannot sustain indefinitely, and the slowing is fatigue dressed up as physics. The temple's own doctrine calls it grace withdrawing once its point has been made, which is theology pretending to be observation, and I have argued that point with three separate archivists who outrank me." She folded her hands. "You have taken four hundred years of unresolved argument and turned it into a joke about interest rates."

"So, I'm wrong."

"You are simplified. There is a difference, and it is doing a great deal of work in that sentence." Liora's mouth thinned, not quite a smile. "It happens also to be the difference between a promising student and an insufferable one. You are, for now, still the former."

Kira grinned despite the mild sting of it. "Noted. I'll go back to being humble about a topic I clearly don't understand."

"You will go back to reading," Liora said, "which is the correct response to not understanding something. Humility is optional. Reading is not."

That mattered. It let Kira trust the early rise in Acrobatics without getting intoxicated by it — and, more than that, it reminded her how much she still didn't know about the thing she was building her entire strategy around. Of course, the first ranks came faster. Her body had never touched this discipline before, and now it was being fed repetition, correction, joy, and a frankly unfair amount of adaptive potential. That would not last forever. She did not need it to. She needed to use the window well.

So she did. She pushed. Not recklessly. Not carelessly. Deliberately. She kept the core turning while she trained. She worked it while walking, while stretching, while cooling down, while reading. Then in the evenings she gave it its own hour and more. Hand to sternum. Breathe. Find the spin. Follow the motion inward. Refine the return. Ask it to condense without breaking its rhythm.

Then, once the Wraithfire reserve filled again, she used it. Every night.

She opened the sphere and felt how much cleaner it came now than it had the first day. She formed the blade, dismissed it, formed it again. She bound rolled blankets, stools, bundles of spare cloth, chair legs, bedposts, whatever was safe and practical and available. She shifted her density and learned how the room changed under lighter feet or heavier balance. She did pushups weighted by her own altered mass. Squats. Holds. Static balances. Little hard ugly truths, no one else had assigned her but which she felt responsible for anyway.

The quests did not sit quietly in her interface. Neither did the expectations tied to them. So she did not sit in guilt. She converted it. By the end of the third day, that effort had moved enough to matter.
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That one she stared at a long time. Then, because proof still mattered more than comfort, she summoned Seralyth and timed the difference. The drain on the reserve was still severe. It still stung. But the manifestation held more cleanly than the first night, and Seralyth herself saw it at once.

“You stabilized faster,” the paladin said.

Kira, seated on the edge of the bed with one eye on the ticking reserve, nodded. “I know.”

That pleased Seralyth more than she tried to show.

On the fourth day, Kira found herself staring at the parallel bars.

They had simply existed too loudly to ignore, and now that she knew just enough to be dangerous to her own patience, she wanted them. The parallel bars. The uneven bars. The full Tide Ladder. The things hanging from the rafters that promised glory or dislocation depending on competence.

Orren followed her gaze and laughed outright.

"No."

"I didn't say anything."

"Your whole face said something. Your face has been saying it for four days."

"My face is allowed to have dreams."

"Your face's dreams will put you in a sling." He crossed his arms, entirely unmoved. "You cannot even back handspring yet."

"Technicality. I'm very close."

"You are very close to several things. Most of them bad."

"No," said Mira from the side, without even looking up from where she was wrapping chalk onto a training rail, "she is very close to injuring herself with great conviction, which is not the same as being close to the bars."

Anya, seated upside down on a low platform for reasons known only to Anya, added, "Day six, minimum. Maybe."

"Maybe seven," said Orren. "Roundoff still needs work. Tuck awareness not ready. Backward commitment unreliable." He said all of this like a man reading a verdict he'd already written in advance. "Bars are not for optimism."

"That felt oddly specific and personally targeted."

"It is because it is oddly specific and personally targeted."

Kira folded her arms and looked around at all three of them. "This family runs a shockingly coordinated smear campaign."

"We are keeping you alive long enough to be impressive," said Mira, still not looking up.

"That's not a no on the smear campaign."

"It is also not a no."

The fourth day’s numbers made the argument for patience anyway.

Nineteen strict pullups. Fifty-two pushups. Seventy-four situps. Handstand hold: eight breaths clean, ten with one ugly correction Orren refused to count.
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By the time she dragged herself back to the library that evening, every part of her felt worked through and honest. She took the bath first, of course, because there was no reality in which she trained like that and did not step immediately into steam and hot water and become a person again.

Then she read until the words stopped being marks on the page and started becoming tools.

Then she worked the core until the spin answered quickly enough that she no longer had to search for it.

Then she summoned Seralyth and timed again. Still not much. Still not nothing. The phrase had become almost devotional. And then, after all of that, there was Bjorn. He always wanted to tell her what he had done with his day. That too became part of the law of things.

She would find him on the windowsill or the desk or the chair by the little shelf, and he would turn with visible pleasure and begin.

On the fourth night he was especially pleased.

“Ohhh,” he said when she came in from stretching. “You are back. Good. I saw a bird today with excellent feathers.”

Kira sat on the edge of the bed and smiled at once. “Tell me everything.”

Bjorn turned toward the window as if consulting the opposite roof for historical accuracy.

“He was green,” he said, “but with darker edges and a rather serious attitude. He landed across the street and cleaned himself for some time with commendable focus.”

“That sounds like a respectable bird.”

“Yes,” Bjorn said. “Then another bird landed too close.”

Kira leaned one elbow on her knee. “There it is.”

“Hmmm. Yes. They had a disagreement.”

He thought for a moment.

“There was hopping. One of them used a very emphatic wing posture. The first bird held his ground with what I would describe as territorial dignity. The second bird objected strongly to some matter of inherited right.”

Kira laughed. “How did it end?”

“The first bird remained. The second chose withdrawal in a spirit of injured principle.”

That made her laugh harder, and Bjorn looked deeply satisfied by the success of his report.

“You are being generous,” she said.

“Ohhh,” he replied. “I try to leave room for grace.”

That was Bjorn. He could watch two birds nearly duel over a roofline and still find the dignity in retreat.

Some nights he told her about light on slate roofs.Some nights about a child running too fast with one shoe on.
Some nights about a cart driver who sang badly but with conviction.
Some nights about nothing more dramatic than clouds and how they changed the mood of the street.

He loved the world with such complete and undramatic sincerity that it steadied her in places she did not know needed steadying. By the end of the fourth day, the rhythm had become real enough   that the next ones began to gather around it.

Wake. Train. Bathe. Read. Condense. Use. Measure. Listen to Bjorn. Sleep. And then rise and do it all again.
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  By the fifth day, Orren stopped teaching Kira like a beginner and started teaching her like a problem he wanted to solve before the road took his tent elsewhere.

The change showed in small ways first. Less explanation. More expectation. He no longer demonstrated every movement before asking for it. Sometimes he just named the shape and waited to see whether her body could find it from the pieces he had already given her.

More often than not, it could. Rarely cleanly. Rarely beautifully. But fast enough that he kept stopping mid-pace to stare at her like the universe had missed a memo.

Her mornings developed their own internal law. Stretch first, while the soreness still thought it had authority. Then strength. Then inversion. Then floor. Then food. Then whatever new torment Orren or Mira had decided her body was finally ready to understand.

The numbers mattered.

On the fifth morning she hit twenty strict pullups, and Orren actually looked upward for patience before nodding once and saying, "Good. Now keep them honest forever."

"'Forever' feels like a long commitment for a Tuesday."

"Everything is a long commitment. You simply notice it more on a Tuesday."

Pushups went to fifty-six clean. Situps to eighty-two before he turned them vicious and useful again with weighted holds and slow negatives that made her middle shake like it was trying to leave the body entirely. Her handstand against the wall reached ten steady breaths. Her broad jump stretched another few inches. Her roundoff still needed work, but now it had force in it. The snap-down came faster. The rebound began to feel real.

The System liked what it saw.
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The core work changed too.

That was the part she did not share with Orren because she didn't share the existence of the class or the core at all. But by the fifth night, with Halv's book memorized in the sections that mattered and Dorne's brutal clarity giving structure to the rest, Kira began refining what worked for her.

It was not exactly Caelan's method. Not exactly Halv's. Not exactly Liora's reading of either. It became hers. She stopped picturing the core only as an object to be crushed smaller and started treating it as motion that needed persuading into tighter integrity. She would feel the spin first, then picture the outer edge of the turn smoothing, narrowing, gathering into itself instead of bleeding force outward. When that held, she would bring the channels in mentally — not all the way, not with control she didn't have yet, but enough to imagine the return flowing cleaner and more centrally instead of diffusing back into her like spilled light.

That worked. Not dramatically. Not all at once. But it worked better than the simpler version had. The moment she found that, the process stopped feeling like brute meditation and started feeling like engineering. That was much more her speed.

On the fifth evening, after the bath and the food and the reading and the work, another pane arrived quietly while she sat cross-legged on the bed with one hand on her sternum and the other braced against the mattress.
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Kira opened her eyes and smiled into the dimness of the room. Better. Bjorn, who had been on the windowsill watching the last of the light flatten against the roofs, looked over at once.

"Ohhh," he said. "Something pleased you."

She cracked an eye his way and smirked. "You know it, little bear."

He considered her face for a second. "A number?"

Kira looked at him in open delight. "I dig that you get me. Numbers going up in this weird world are extremely satisfying."

"Hmmm. I try."

He told her that night about a little dog in the street below who had become deeply invested in a cartwheel. Not the acrobatic kind. The literal kind. Apparently, it had followed the same fish cart for half a block with all the moral outrage of a citizen auditing corruption.

Kira laughed so hard she had to lie back on the bed and cover her face for a minute.

By the sixth day, even Mira stopped pretending this pace was ordinary.

Kira arrived before dawn under the messenger cloak, changed into the training clothes Mira had given her, and found the tent already awake. Orren had bars set out. The floor mats had been shifted. The handstand wall was clear. The low spring lane had been opened.

That alone told her this was going to be a harder day.

Mira was wrapping her wrists when Kira came in. Anya sat on a crate eating fruit with the expression of someone expecting entertainment. Orren took one look at Kira, nodded once, and said, "Today we find out if your backward courage is real."

That sounded terrible. It was also exactly the sort of sentence Kira liked hearing before sunrise.

The warmup took longer because he no longer trusted her to arrive cold and foolish and still somehow come out fine. He had standards now. Her standards, increasingly, matched them. She stretched with purpose, and the body opened faster than it had any right to. Her front split dropped lower. Her bridge pushed higher. Her shoulders stacked more cleanly in inversion. When Mira had her press up through a bridge and shift weight into the hands, Kira felt the shape of backward motion sit in her bones like a door that was no longer locked, only frightening.

Then came the test. Back walkover progressions first. Mira handled those. She was better at them and too honest to let Orren pretend otherwise. Hands to the floor. Bridge clean. Weight through the shoulders. One leg lifted. Kick, not flop. Trust the line. Follow the line.

The first assisted attempt looked like a crime against both grace and geometry. The second looked possible. The third almost happened.

Mira's hands were at Kira's hips the whole time, guiding rather than carrying, and that mattered. Kira could feel how much of the movement was truly hers. The body had the openness. The strength. The spinal confidence. What it needed now was repetition and a complete refusal to let fear write the ending.

"Again," Mira said.

Kira did it again.

And then, sometime around the sixth assisted attempt, it happened. Not perfectly. Not beautifully. Real. The leg kicked. The weight shifted. The second foot followed instead of betraying her. And she came down standing, chest heaving, eyes wide, with Mira's hands barely having touched her at the end.

The whole tent reacted. Anya shot upright off her crate so fast she nearly took the fruit with her. "She did the thing! Orren, she did the actual thing!" Orren slapped both hands over his mouth like a man containing a prophecy. Mira stepped back and looked at Kira as though reevaluating several assumptions at once.

Kira just stood there, staring at the mat.

"I did that."

"Yes," Mira said. "You did."

"I did that!" Kira said again, louder, mostly to Anya, who was already vibrating with secondhand triumph.

"You did!" Anya confirmed, delighted, as though her endorsement made it more official.

That one mattered. The move was simple. The trust was not. She had given her body away from sight and let it return her standing.

Orren recovered first, naturally by turning immediately unbearable. "Good," he said, clapping once. "Now we build the handspring."

Kira turned toward him in outrage. "I just became a different person."

"Yes," he said. "And now that person works harder."

The handspring progression came later in the session, and it stayed heavily spotted. Even Kira knew that. But now she had enough backward confidence that the idea of sitting into the jump and throwing her hands behind her no longer felt like spiritual malpractice.

First they broke it down. Sit. Jump. Reach. Snap through the shoulders. Kick through. Land on the balls of the feet with knees soft and chest up. Then the line. Then the timing. Then the commitment.

Orren spotted from the side. Mira watched from the front and corrected exactly what she saw go wrong.

The first one was ugly. The second was committed. The third had enough shape that Orren laughed halfway through catching her. By the sixth, Kira's body had begun to understand that the movement was not madness. It was order experienced too quickly. That thought, once it landed, changed everything. She did not land one unassisted. Not yet. But by the end of the sequence, Orren's support was guiding more than saving. He knew it. Mira knew it. Kira definitely knew it.

Orren pointed at her after the last one and looked personally offended by the universe again. "This," he said, "is not normal."

Kira, bent over with hands on thighs and sweat falling off her jaw, laughed breathlessly. "You keep saying that like it's my fault."

"It is absolutely your fault."

The morning's strength numbers moved too. Twenty-two strict pullups. Sixty pushups. Eighty-eight situps. Handstand hold: twelve breaths. Broad jump: farther. Vertical: higher.

And then, between a set of weighted carries and another roundoff progression that finally produced a snap-down Orren called "acceptable in public," the system did what it had been threatening to do for days.

Acrobatics — Common — Rank 10

Kira stopped cold. There it was. The threshold. Below ten had moved fast. After ten, she knew from the book, things would begin to ask more from her for every inch. Good. That was fair. A little later, after another chain of jumps and recovery drills with a sand-loaded vest across her shoulders, another pane slid into place.

Strength +1

Strength: 15

That one hit her differently. Skills were training. Core was refinement. An attribute was bone-deep truth.

She felt it settle into her frame as a quiet correction. No fireworks. No reward-screen glory. Just weight carried cleaner, force answered sooner, and the body a little less inclined to argue when the world demanded effort.

Orren saw her pause and narrowed his eyes.

"What."

Kira smiled, bright and dangerous.

"Nothing."

"That is never true."

Mira looked at her for one second longer than usual, then said, "She likes a result she isn't ready to explain."

That was close enough to the truth to make Kira laugh.

Anya, without looking up from her fruit, added, "She gets a very specific smug face. I've been cataloguing it since day one."

"I don't have a smug face."

"You have several. This was smug face number three. It's my favorite."

Lunch came after that, and no one treated it casually anymore. Food had become part of training the same way stretching had. The runners brought the meal Liora had arranged, and this time Orren's mother personally saw that Kira took enough. The Kasovs no longer behaved as if she might be temporary. They behaved as if the priestess had handed them an athlete at exactly the right moment and they intended to return that trust improved.

Kira liked that more than she admitted aloud. By the time the session finally ended, her body was wrung out in the best possible way. She had not touched the bars. Not the full Tide Ladder. Not the uneven bars or the parallel bars she kept eyeing like future sins. Orren caught her staring at them again and laughed.

"No."

"You say that every single day. At this point it's basically our routine. Should we get matching shirts?"

"When you say 'no' to bars for a shirt, that will be the day you earn bars."

"That doesn't make sense."

"It does not need to. It is motivational."

Mira, gathering chalk into a tray nearby, added, "He means not tomorrow."

Anya, from her crate, said, "But soon."

Kira took that as victory.

The walk back to the library felt different that afternoon. Not easier. Heavier in the body, maybe. But under the fatigue there was something else now. A line crossing. A sense that the work had begun moving from promise into proof.

Back walkover assisted. Back handspring shape established.

Acrobatics at Rank 10.

Strength increased.

That was a day you could build a life on. And when she got back, she performed the only sacred rite her new religion currently required. Hot water.

Day seven passed the way good training days sometimes do — without a single moment worth remembering on its own, and everything worth keeping in the aggregate. More pullups. More flow. A back walkover that no longer needed Mira's hands at all. By the time she fell into bed that night, she couldn't have named a single highlight, only the fact that everything hurt slightly less in the places that mattered and slightly more in the places still catching up.

Day eight greeted Kira with the sort of soreness that had become almost companionable.

It was still there when she woke — threaded through her shoulders, wrapped around her middle, settled deep in her hips and thighs — but it no longer arrived like an assault. It arrived like proof. Her body had begun to understand the shape of the days, and in understanding it, had started to change.

She noticed that first while dressing. The little room was still dim, the sky beyond the window only beginning to pale, and for a second she caught her reflection in the washstand mirror while pulling on her shirt. It stopped her cold. Recognition hit harder than strangeness. She looked more like herself than she ever had.

Her shoulders had sharpened. Her arms carried clearer line through the upper arm and triceps. Her back, visible when she turned to drag her hair over one shoulder, showed actual structure now: small strong ridges forming under the skin along the shoulder blades and down toward the waist. Her hips and thighs had taken on real power, the kind that came from an uncountable number of carries and jumps and roundoffs rather than vanity — dense, functional, the shape of someone who could actually move weight instead of just wear it well. Her middle had tightened. The whole body she wore had begun announcing what it was built for.

Kira stared for one heartbeat longer.

Then she smiled.

"Oh, hell yes."

Bjorn, already on the windowsill and watching dawn prepare itself over the city, turned his little ruby head.

"Hmmm?"

Kira tugged the shirt down and reached for her boots. "Nothing. Everything. I'm becoming a problem."

Bjorn seemed deeply pleased by that.

The walk across Merehaven felt shorter that morning. The core kept turning quietly in her chest, the condensing work no longer something she had to hold onto with active concentration every second. It was becoming habit. A low internal discipline running under the rest of her thoughts. She only had to truly focus when she wanted to refine the pattern or test an adjustment. Otherwise it was simply there now.

Spin. Condense. Return cleaner. Again.

At the tent, Orren took one look at her and nodded as if some private hypothesis had been confirmed.

"Yes," he said. "Good. Today you move through, not into."

Kira waited for more. More did not come. "That's the whole sentence? No follow-up? No mysterious hand gesture?"

"The hand gesture is implied."

That sounded like Orren. Clear as river fog.

Mira, coiling a length of practice line onto a peg, translated without looking up. "Flow work."

"Ah," said Kira. "Human language. Love that. Do you get paid extra for translation, or is it just a tax you pay for being related to him?"

"Both," Mira said. "Mostly the tax."

Anya, already upside down on a low beam in a posture no one had asked her to adopt, grinned. "He thinks if he says things mysteriously enough, movement becomes holy."

"It is holy," Orren said. "You simply misuse the concept."

"I misuse it correctly," Anya said, still upside down. "That's different."

Orren pointed at her without looking, the gesture of a man long past being surprised by his own sister. "No one asked you."

"No one asks me. I contribute regardless. It's a gift."

Day eight belonged to continuity.

He still made her stretch first, of course. The body opened faster now. The front split lowered without drama. The straddle fold lengthened into the floor. Her bridge rose cleaner and held with less argument in the shoulders. Mira adjusted a hand here, a rib there, one hip only half an inch, and the whole position would improve at once.

"Good," Mira said during one backline stretch, her hand light at Kira's lower ribs. "Your body believes us now."

That felt exactly right.

Strength came next, but in shorter sets than usual. Orren was conserving power for movement.

Twenty-three pullups held.

Sixty-two pushups held.

Her sit-ups went uglier than the day before because her core was tired in a deeper way, so Orren made her slow them down and earn eighty-nine with dignity instead of racing toward a number that would have lied.

"I resent that framing," Kira said, flat on her back, arms out like she'd been struck by lightning. "I would never race toward a lying number."

"You have done it every day since I met you."

"That's slander."

"It is documentation."

Then the day turned.

Roundoff first.

Not the isolated drill version anymore. Real rebound. Real continuation. Real demand that the body finish one thing already prepared for the next.

Orren placed her at the start of a lane and pointed.

"Roundoff. Rebound. Stick. Again."

Kira rolled her shoulders once and went.

The first one was good enough to count. The second had more force. The third snapped down under her center and threw her back upward with such clean reactive power that she came out of it laughing.

Orren pointed at her instantly. "That one."

"I know."

"Good. Again until you know it with your bones."

She did.

Again and again and again, until the rebound stopped surprising her and started becoming part of the movement's promise. Roundoff was no longer a turn that ended. It was a turn that loaded the next thing.

That thrilled her.

From there he chained her through floor combinations. Cartwheel into turn. Turn into roll. Roll to stand. Roundoff into rebound. Rebound into controlled drop. Shoulder roll through a lane marker, rise already facing the next line. He was teaching continuity now, the way one movement handed itself cleanly into another. That was where acrobatics stopped feeling like isolated tricks and started feeling like language.

Kira loved it at once.

Her body loved it harder.

Every time she committed fully, the body answered with that same quick bright intelligence it had been giving her for days now. The sharpened vision helped, yes. The adaptation helped. So did the pattern learning buried in muscle, balance, and breath. But the real difference was that she trusted movement now. Not fully. Not yet. Enough that the body had room to solve problems on her behalf instead of waiting for permission.

Orren saw it happen in real time and looked briefly affronted by her rate of progress.

"Oh, that is an outrage," he said after one sequence where she moved from roundoff to rebound to turn and landed the last piece cleanly enough to make Anya clap against the beam.

Kira straightened. "Your praise language remains strange."

"My praise is perfectly healthy."

"It is not," Mira said, not looking up from the line she was coiling.

Backward work followed.

The back walkover came sooner this time. Mira only spotted the first two. By the fourth, Kira was handling the line herself. It still took concentration. It still demanded courage. But it belonged to her now in a way it simply hadn't on day seven.

Then the back handspring.

That remained spotted, but even there the shape had changed. Orren's hands no longer rescued the movement. They refined it. Sit deeper. Jump higher. Reach longer. Throw the shoulders sooner. Snap the legs through instead of letting them wander behind the motion like confused witnesses.

The sixth rep of the set landed with enough speed and enough truth that Orren actually laughed during the catch.

"Yes," he said. "That. That is the direction."

She grinned, breathing hard. "I like that direction."

"I know. That is why I am using it."

Lunch broke the morning in half.

No one had to explain the food anymore. It arrived. They ate it. Kira packed in protein, bread, fruit, cheese, eggs, and whatever the Kasovs or the runners set in front of her. Her body was burning through everything she gave it and asking for more with complete honesty. Meals had stopped being side details and become part of the work, woven into the rhythm as cleanly as stretching.

By now the family's trust had settled enough that no one treated her like a guest. Mira handed her a water skin without asking if she needed one. Anya stole a piece of fruit off Kira's plate and looked offended when Kira laughed instead of protesting. Orren corrected her posture while she was still chewing and did not seem to find that unusual. Their mother, passing through with more bread and a cutting board, told Kira to sit straighter before her back forgot how. That was family talk, not hospitality. Kira heard the difference and liked it.

The afternoon belonged to edges.

Not the bars yet. Not the full Tide Ladder. Not the uneven bars or the parallel bars she kept eyeing every time she crossed the tent. But close enough that the promise of them became physical.

Orren brought her to a low training rail first. Support holds. Shoulder stability. Leg lifts. Straight-arm support without letting the body sag through the joints.

"Bars begin here," he said. "Not with glory. With shoulders. Do you know shoulders? Have you met?  No, I think you have not.  But soon they will bark at you like a dog irritated that you dare walk by his home. They will keep you up at night and pester you in the morning.  Then you will know them."

That was deeply unfair and almost certainly true. Then the low hanging line. Grip work. Dead hangs. Scapular control. Knee lifts. Controlled swing timing. No spectacle. Just foundations. But foundations that tasted like future apparatus, and Kira was greedy enough to enjoy even that.

By the end of the session, the System rewarded the morning's work with another quiet flash.
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That felt good. Slower than before. Still moving.

And when she was pushing through a weighted carry sequence late in the day, the body answered the effort with another little shift she felt before she saw it. Her movement under sustained strain stayed cleaner. Recovery between efforts came faster. She checked the pane when it came and smiled.

Athletics — Common — Rank 8

That, she thought, was the sound of a body stopping its complaints.

The walk back to the library carried the weight of work in all the right places. By now Kira could tell what kind of day she'd had by how her body held the cloak on the return. Day eight had length in it. Flow. Chain. A little air. A little trust. New strength in the lines from one movement to the next.

Bath first, of course.

Always.

By the time she came out of it and dressed in soft clean clothes, she felt as though the day had been distilled into something usable. Then food. Then the desk. Then books and notes and core work.

That was the other side of the life now: Orren built the body in the mornings, and Kira built the rest of herself at night.

She read Halv with a kind of hunger that bordered on gratitude. She revised the internal pattern of her core work twice that evening, finding a cleaner answer in the channels when she mentally narrowed the return path instead of merely tightening the spin. That was the sort of discovery that demanded real focus. Once she had it, the constant background work resumed on its own.

Then she burned her Wraithfire down.

No performance in it. Just application. Blade. Bind. Sphere. Density shifts. Weighted bodywork under altered mass. Clean exertion until the reserve dropped and the mana sat there in her interface, bright and useless and taunting.

That part still irritated her.

The mana remained untouched because she had no way to spend it directly. It just sat there, a second reservoir she could feel but not access, while her channels advanced only through the Wraithfire she actually used.

She leaned one forearm against the bedpost after dismissing the blade and glared at the unseen interface.

"You could be helping." The mana, predictably, declined to comment. That frustration would become useful eventually, she thought. It already had teeth.

Later, with the room gone quieter and the city settling toward evening, Bjorn turned from the window and said, almost casually, "Ohhh. Liora asked me today about old roads along the western cliffs."

Kira looked up from where she sat stretching one leg along the edge of the bed.

"She did?"

"Hmmm. Yes. Then about the kinds of offerings small towns once left out for wandering guardians in winter. And which harbor shrines tended to be honest with sailors rather than merely decorative."

Kira smiled. "She's interviewing you."

Bjorn thought about it. "Ohhh," he said. "Is that what it is called?"

"That's exactly what it's called."

He seemed pleased by that. "She asks very good questions."

That sounded like Liora all over.

"Did you tell her anything about me?"

Bjorn considered this with great seriousness. "She did not ask about you today. Only roads and shrines."

"Damn. I was hoping for material to work with."

"Hmmm. I would tell her nothing damaging regardless. I am very loyal."

"Oh, my little red friend, I'm quite aware. It is reassuring, though."

"It is also strategic. You are the one who lets me sit on your shoulder."

Bjorn hesitated for only a second after that.

Then, with the gentle directness that made him impossible not to love, he said, "I would like to come watch your training sometime."

Kira looked at him.

The tiny ruby bear sat upright on the sill, paws neat, expression open and hopeful and entirely without demand.

The answer rose in her instantly.

"Give me a few more days," she said. "I want to get a little better first."

Bjorn nodded at once, completely unoffended.

"Hmmm. That seems reasonable."

She smiled.

"But definitely," she added. "I'll take you."

That brightened him visibly.

"Ohhh. Good."

It landed more deeply than she expected.

That night, after the bath and the books and the steady inward turning of the core had finally given way to stillness, Kira lay on her back in the narrow bed and watched the dark gather in the little room.

The day still lived in her body. Shoulders warm with use. Wrists heavy. Hips loose in that worked-open way she was beginning to crave. Somewhere below all that, the core turned on by itself now, a quiet private motion that no longer needed to be summoned every second like a skittish thing. It was becoming part of her. Or she of it.

Her thoughts drifted east.

Sela.

By now they had to be well away from the coast road's easier stretch. Caelan would be pressing the pace where he could, measuring distance against weather and daylight and the safety of known stops. Sela would be bedding down somewhere beneath a travel blanket with sore legs and too many thoughts, trying to be brave because Ariana herself had named her and because Caelan walked like duty had built him from the spine out.

Poor Dawncleaver and Hazel, too. They would be putting in more than an honest day's work under that kind of pace.

Kira squinted up at the dark ceiling.

Maybe the horses should get the quest as well.

That thought amused her enough to wake her a little more. Could you invite animals to a party? Surely not. Though with the way the system had been behaving around her lately, who knew. She pictured opening the party pane and solemnly inviting two horses to a divine escort mission and had to bite back a laugh before it escaped into the room.

The smile faded slowly after that.

Her mind shifted, as minds did when the room was quiet and the body had finally been exhausted enough to stop defending itself from old things.

For the briefest moment she thought about the nurses. Not these people. The old world.

The day after she had summoned those mercenaries and made them let her go out under her own power. The uproar that must have followed. The shocked faces. The reports. The damage control. The way her father would have absorbed the whole incident and turned it somehow, somehow, into more reach, more leverage, more value. He had always known how to make disaster profitable if he stood far enough away from the part that bled.

The thought should have made her angrier than it did.

Once, lying in that other bed inside that other body, she had hated him for things she could barely untangle. Because he was rich and couldn't fix her. Because he could buy wings for towers and silence for scandals and still somehow not buy one more real day for his daughter. Because her mother had died while Kira could still move, and after that the house had gone colder in ways no amount of climate control could touch.

Her mother would have come. That was the simplest truth of it. Her mother would have sat beside the bed and run gentle fingers through her hair and told her she loved her in person, not through staff, not through schedules, not through expensive substitutions designed to look like care from a respectable distance.

Kira lay very still in the dark. Tears rolled down her cheeks.

It was hard to think ill of him now in quite the same shape. Distance did that. Death did that. Rebirth, apparently, did that even more. The old fury no longer had a body to live in. It had cooled into something sadder and cleaner.

That life was done. No going back. No second conversation. No miraculous reconciliation. No chance to walk into that room whole and watch what happened to his face. For one passing second, she wished he could have seen her now. Not for revenge. Not even for vindication. Just to know. To know that she had become something. That she had not ended there. That all the pain and all the watching and all the years spent caged inside a failing body had not been the last true thing about her.

The thought passed. Kira turned onto her side, pulled the blanket up a little higher, and let out a slow breath into the dark.

Done was done. This life was the one in her hands now. This body. This bed. This library. This city. The quests. The training. The little turning core in her chest. The dawn that would come too soon and ask for more.

Good.

She closed her eyes with Sela somewhere on the road, Caelan riding watchful under the stars, two overworked horses probably sleeping harder than either of their riders, and the old world receding once more into the strange quiet distance where it belonged.

Day nine, she thought, was going to hurt beautifully.

Good.

  

    
        Chapter 60

    
    
    
    
  By the ninth day, Kira no longer entered the tent like someone being admitted. She came in under the lifted flap, stripped off the cloak, dropped her boots where Orren expected them, and rolled her shoulders once while the morning canvas breathed around her with that familiar smell of chalk, dust, sweat, rope, and cold air waiting to become heat.

Orren did not greet her. He threw a folded strip of cloth at her face.

Kira caught it. "What is this."

"Wrist wrap."

She looked down at it. "That does not answer the emotional part of my question."

"It answers the useful part."

Mira, halfway through setting a low rail in place, said, "You're loading into your hands harder now. Wrap them."

That was how day nine started. Not with surprise. With assumption.

Kira wrapped her wrists.

The warmup ran leaner than it had earlier in the week because by now her body knew what the first half hour was for. The stretches weren't introductions anymore. They were alignments. She folded down into the front split progression and felt her hips settle lower before Orren had even crouched to check the line. Her shoulders opened quickly in the bridge prep. Her back no longer treated extension like a personal betrayal.

Mira passed behind her once, laid a hand between Kira's shoulder blades, and said, "Press there."

Kira did, and the whole shape sharpened.

"That," Mira said, and kept walking.

Kira smiled to herself. That counted as praise, coming from Mira.

Strength came after, and the numbers climbed the way they'd been climbing all week — pullups up, pushups up, the handstand line holding longer.

"You're getting boring," Orren announced, counting off her pullups with visible disappointment.

Kira dropped from the bar, breathing hard. "Excuse me?"

"Boring. Predictable. I used to worry you would fail. Now I already know the number before you finish." He said this like it personally offended him. "Where is the drama? I liked the drama."

"You want me to fail on purpose so you have something to react to?"

"I want you to occasionally struggle for my entertainment. Is that so much?"

"Yes."

"Then I will simply have to entertain myself elsewhere," he said, and pointed her toward the lane, already moving on.

The true work started once her body had been reminded that effort was expected. Orren laid down a chalk lane and said, "No pauses."

Kira looked at the line, then at him. "Define no pauses."

"Movement hands off to movement. You do not get to stop and become a new person between skills."

That was a good line. Probably infuriatingly true in more than one discipline.

He put her through continuity work — roundoff into rebound into turn, turn into shoulder roll, roll into rise, rise into cartwheel, cartwheel into immediate reset. The point was not perfection. The point was carrying intention through transition. Early in the week each skill had felt like an island. On day nine, Orren was forcing bridges between them, and it worked, which was the alarming part. Her body picked up the pattern with a speed that had stopped shocking him only because he was now too busy trying to stay ahead of it. By the fourth pass, the line had rhythm. By the sixth, the roundoff rebound was giving her actual lift into the next choice instead of just returning her to the floor politely. By the eighth, Mira stepped away from the rail entirely and came over to watch.

Kira hit the lane once more. Roundoff, snap, rebound, turn, roll, rise — no stall, no scramble, no apology. She came out of the last movement upright and already ready for whatever came next.

The tent held quiet for one beat.

Then Anya said, around a mouthful of breakfast she had absolutely no business eating on a stack of training mats, "That looked expensive."

Orren pointed at her without taking his eyes off Kira. "That is the correct reaction."

Kira was breathing hard now, but smiling. "Good expensive?"

"The kind that makes teachers ambitious."

That was probably the most dangerous answer available.

He shifted her backward after that. Back walkovers first, because they had to stay honest. She hit one, then another, then one with a slight line break through the second leg that Mira corrected with two fingers and no patience.

Then the handspring lane. This was where day nine separated itself from day seven and eight. The back handspring still wasn't hers unassisted — everyone in the tent knew that — but the shape had stopped looking like a hopeful catastrophe and started looking like a real skill in active negotiation. Orren spotted the first two. Guided the third. Barely touched the fourth. On the fifth one, Kira sat deeper, jumped harder, and threw her shoulders into the line at exactly the right instant. The movement turned fast and clean under her, and Orren's hands closed at her back only at the very end.

She landed with enough force to rebound out of it.

Orren stepped away slowly. Mira said nothing, which was louder than speech.

Kira turned to look at them both. "Well?"

Orren dragged one hand down his face. "I dislike this pace," he said.

Anya nearly fell over laughing.

Mira's mouth twitched. "No, you don't."

"Maybe... I absolutely dislike what it implies."

That made Kira's attention sharpen. "What does it imply?"

Orren looked at her directly now, all levity burned off by professional concentration. "It implies I have to think harder..."  He motioned at her with a flourish with both hands. "...to stay ahead of whatever this is!"

That landed beautifully, but Kira, instead of responding, chose to ignore it completely.

Lunch came later than usual because nobody wanted to interrupt the work once they felt how the morning was moving. When the food finally arrived, no one remarked on it. Plates were simply handed out, bread torn, meat carved, water passed. Kira ate where Mira pointed and listened while Orren and his mother argued — genuinely argued, voices rising, hands gesturing — about route timing for the road circuit.

"Three days to the eastern fair," his mother said, stabbing a finger at nothing in particular. "You always say two and we always arrive exhausted and you always forget this."

"Two is possible if the weather holds."

"The weather never holds. You are like a man who has never once met weather. How can this be?"

"I have met plenty of weather."

"You have met weather and lost every argument with it, and still you say two days."

Anya, not looking up from her food, said to Kira, "This happens every season. He'll lose. He always loses."

"I am sitting right here," Orren said.

"We know," said Anya. "That's what makes it fun."

Kira laughed hard enough that she nearly choked on her bread, and nobody so much as glanced over — she'd simply become part of the noise, the way family was. Not around her. With her, in the room. Not warm in some sentimental obvious way. Better than that. Ordinary. Anya kicked one of the extra cloth rolls toward her foot without looking up, because Kira would need it later. Mira stole Kira's cup long enough to refill it, because it was empty and that was inefficient. Orren finished chewing, pointed at her plate, and said, "Eat the rest." No preamble. No ceremony. No proving.

Good.

The afternoon brought the low rail back out, and this time Orren stopped pretending it was only support work. He had her mount, hold, shift weight, and move through a few basic position changes — nothing flashy by circus standards, everything dangerous by beginner standards. Straight-arm support, knee lifts, leg extension, controlled dip, recovery, turn-off. Kira loved it instantly, of course she did. The low rail gave her just enough apparatus to feel possibility without yet becoming spectacle. It demanded shoulder integrity, core strength, and total honesty about where the body was in space, and that last part suited her more every day.

By the third pass, Mira had crossed her arms and gone still in that particular way that meant something had finally earned her interest. Kira pushed tall through the shoulders, lifted both knees, extended, held, and dismounted without the ugly wobble that had marked her first two attempts.

Anya whistled. Orren did not. He just said, "Again."

So she did.

Then the Tide Ladder. Not the full height, not the full run, but enough to matter. The segment had been changed since the last time — one rung slightly higher, another given a looser swivel. Kira noticed before touching it, and Orren saw her notice.

"Good," he said. "The ladder cheats. You should cheat first."

That delighted her more than it should have.

She mounted. The first shift went well. The second nearly betrayed her. The third absolutely did. But where earlier in the week she would have broken line, stiffened, and paid for it, now the body flowed through the failure and corrected in motion. It was not elegant. It was not planned. It was utterly usable.

She dropped to the mat breathing hard, heartbeat loud, and looked back up at the ladder with the kind of hunger that made teachers either proud or afraid.

Mira rubbed one thumb slowly along the side of her jaw. "Interesting," she said.

That one word carried enough weight to make Orren look at her sharply. She did not elaborate.

The system chose that moment to reward the day.
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Kira saw the pane, absorbed it, and did not smile this time. That was new too. The numbers still thrilled her, but now, increasingly, they also clarified. Rank 14 meant she was no longer sprinting through early gains on novelty alone. She was earning refinement.

Later, after a chain of loaded carries, low rail support holds, and one particularly filthy sequence of rebound drills that left her calves and lungs both furious, another pane followed.
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There. Good.

The walk back to the library came under a warm late light that made Merehaven look briefly like a city no one had ever tried to poison with greed or fear. Kira knew better than that now. Still, she let the beauty stand on its own where she found it.

At the library, Liora saw her the moment she came in and said, "You have the look of someone who just learned something useful."

Kira loosened the clasp of the cloak. "That depends how you define useful."

Liora raised a brow.

"It means yes."

The bath felt earned down to the bone. Day nine had put more into her wrists, shoulders, and spine than the earlier days had, and the hot water took hold of all of it with almost insulting competence. Kira soaked until the body stopped radiating tent and chalk and effort and became hers again.

Afterward she caught sight of herself while toweling off and paused. The changes had deepened. Her back carried visible structure now, not just suggestion. The shoulders looked athletic in a way that would have felt impossible nine days ago. Her thighs had taken on real shape. Even standing still, she looked like someone whose body had entered into an agreement with motion and meant to honor it.

That mattered.

Then food, then books. This time the breakthrough came almost casually. She was halfway through a section of Halv's notes, skimming one of the margins Liora had heavily marked, when she found an offhand line that clearly hadn't been intended as revelation.

Most students fail not at condensing the spin, but at allowing old return-path waste to persist after the spin has improved.

Kira stopped. Read it again. Then once more.

There it was. Not a new technique exactly. A correction to everything she was already doing. She had been improving the spin. She had been refining the return. But she had still been letting the old pattern of dissipation linger around the edges because her attention remained on the core itself. The waste wasn't only in the core. It was in the habit of the return.

Kira closed the book slowly. "Oh, you bastard," she murmured to a long-dead author she was beginning to adore.

Then she sat very still, hand over her sternum, and changed the routine. Not the whole thing. Just the emphasis. First spin, then tighten, then watch the return not as energy flowing back, but as a path being corrected. That did it. Not instantly, not dramatically — but the core changed its answer. After exertion, it gathered back toward center instead of feathering outward, edges cleaner, spill reduced, integrity holding a little longer than before.

She smiled in the quiet of the room. There you were. This was the sort of gain she loved most: one correct thought, one clean line, one small adjustment, and the whole structure learned.

Later, when she exhausted her Wraithfire again through the usual drills, the reserve drained with its familiar sting while the mana sat behind it like an extra reservoir she still could not touch. She could feel it there. Bright. Available. Untapped. It annoyed her on principle now.

"You are decorative," she informed it.

The mana remained infuriatingly serene.

Bjorn was on the windowsill by the time she was done, the room cooling around her while the city settled into evening below. Without turning from the glass, he said, "Liora asked today what roads were safest in winter for people carrying books they were afraid to lose."

Kira smiled at once. "That is the most Liora question she has ever asked you.  It really does get to the heart of how much of a book fiend she is. Any clue why she keeps asking you these random questions?  Seems a bit odd."

"Hmmm. I thought so too." He turned then, eyes bright. "I told her the safest road is often the one with the worst inn and the most honest bridge."

Kira laughed softly. "Was that true?"

"Yes," said Bjorn. "And if it was not, it ought to have been."

That was close enough. She sat on the edge of the bed, stretching one leg slowly while the core turned under everything now with its newly refined return pattern, and looked over at him.

"Few more days," she said. "Then I'll bring you."

Bjorn nodded once and studied her briefly before heading back to stare out the window. The room felt gentle after that.

And when Kira finally lay down, she did not think first of numbers, though the numbers pleased her. She thought of Orren saying he had to think harder. Of Mira going quiet beside the ladder. Of the low rail under her hands. Of the line from Halv that had changed the whole shape of her core work in six words and one insultingly casual observation.

Day nine had not made anything certain. It had made something possible. That was better.

Day ten began with Orren already waiting in the center of the tent, hands on hips, expression bright with intent and entirely too pleased with himself for that hour of the morning.

Kira ducked in under the flap, stripped off the messenger cloak, dropped her boots into their corner, and took one look at the mats. They had been rearranged again. The lane was longer. The stack for backward work had been built higher. A second crash mat had been dragged out. The low rail sat off to one side, ignored for the moment. Mira was tightening her hair back with efficient hands. Anya sat on a barrel eating something sweet and looking as if she had been promised a show.

Kira smiled despite herself. "What did you do."

Orren spread his hands. "Today," he said, "you discover whether the sky likes you."

"That sounds unsafe."

"It is acrobatics."

That was his answer to everything.

The warmup moved with the smooth authority of habit now. Kira's body opened quickly, and that still startled her sometimes. Ten days ago, every stretch had felt like discovery. Now it felt like preparation. Her split work dropped lower with less argument. Her shoulders rose more cleanly through the bridge. Her back carried extension with confidence. The body knew what the first half hour was for and met it eagerly.

Mira crouched once beside her during a bridge push and tapped two fingers to the floor beneath Kira's hands. "Drive there."

Kira pressed harder through the shoulders and felt the whole shape sharpen.

Mira gave one short nod and stood. "Good." That was enough to please her.

Strength came next, but Orren did not dwell there long. He wanted to know the body was awake and honest, not spend the morning proving it was strong. Kira's numbers were better again, and he accepted that with the expression of a man trying not to let satisfaction become vanity in public. Then he moved her to the lane.

"Back tuck," he said.

Kira blinked. "That's your opening argument?"

"Yes."

Mira folded her arms. Anya sat up straighter. Orren pointed at the stacked mats.

"You have jump now. You have backward courage now. You have rotation now. So. Back tuck."

Kira stared at the mats, then at him. "You say that like those pieces naturally combine into hurling yourself backward through the air."

"They do," Orren said. "If the body is good and the mind stops giving speeches."

That, unfortunately, sounded plausible.

He demonstrated first — set, dip, explosive jump, knees through, rotation tight and fast, land. It was so clean it looked almost arrogant. Then he broke it into cues. Up first. Tuck after. Eyes through. Do not throw backward like a fool; jump and let the turn happen over the top of the lift. Mira added three sharper corrections in half as many words. Anya added, "If you die, I'm taking your fruit," and received identical looks of disgust from all three of them.

Kira took her place. The body already knew more than her mind was willing to admit. That was the truth of the tenth day. Too many lines had been laid down. Too much timing had been practiced. Too much trust had been earned. She bent her knees, swung her arms, and went.

Up. That mattered. The jump rose instead of diving backward. Her knees came through almost on instinct. The world turned fast, far faster than her thoughts, and then the mats were under her feet and she was landing in a deep, startled crouch with both hands shooting out to steady.

The whole tent went silent.

Kira stood up slowly. "I did that."

No one answered for one beat. Then Anya screamed. Mira laughed once, clean and delighted. Orren put both hands over his face and stood there in the posture of a man receiving direct evidence that the universe had become personal.

Kira turned in a little circle and looked at them all. "I did that."

"Yes," Mira said. "You absolutely did."

The grin that hit Kira then felt too large for her face.

Orren recovered enough to point at her. "Again."

That was the trap. The first success had gone in so fast and so cleanly that some bright stupid part of her thought she owned it already. So on the second try she got greedy — rushed the takeoff, let the jump drift back instead of rise, opened too early. The landing was a mess. Not catastrophic. Embarrassing. She hit the mat, stumbled, and had to throw out a hand before she turned the whole thing into a public negotiation with the floor.

Orren was on her immediately. "There," he said, delighted all over again for completely different reasons. "Good. Excellent. You were becoming smug."

"I was not."

"You absolutely were."

Mira's mouth twitched. "That one will help."

And it did, because the mistake made the truth obvious. The skill was real. It was hers in possibility, not yet in ownership. She had to respect the jump, respect the timing, respect the opening. After that, the third and fourth attempts improved quickly. By the sixth, she was landing with only a small step. By the eighth, Orren was no longer reacting like each success was a miracle. He was reacting like he had been right to suspect her all along.

"Good," he said after one especially clean landing. "Now it becomes a skill instead of a story."

From there, incredibly, they moved on. Kira actually laughed when Orren pointed to the spring lane and said, "Front handspring."

"You are impossible."

"No," he said. "I am efficient."

The front handspring came faster than she expected, in a completely different way from the back tuck. It felt less like trust and more like force directed through a line. Hurdle. Reach. Hands down. Block through the shoulders. Drive the legs through and over. The pieces made sense to her almost immediately. The first few looked rough and low, but the body understood the question fast.

Mira watched the third one and said, "Again, but longer through the hands."

Kira did. That changed it. The fourth one rose better. The sixth had shape. By the time twenty minutes had passed, Orren had stopped correcting the gross structure and started arguing with details.

"Chest earlier."

"Push stronger."

"Do not pike there. I saw that."

"I know you know better now."

Kira came out of one with enough speed to laugh on the landing. "This one feels rude."

"It is supposed to," Orren said. "Forward skills should feel as though they know something you don't."

That was probably one of the weirdest useful things he had said all week, which was a crowded category.

Then Mira demonstrated the front tuck. No buildup. She simply stepped into the lane, showed the set, the drive, the fold, the opening, and landed as if the air itself had reached an understanding with her years ago.

Kira watched the whole thing with narrowed eyes. "That looks impossible."

Anya looked offended on Mira's behalf. "It looks beautiful."

"Yeah yeah, kid.  I say it's both!," Kira said.

Orren stepped to the side of the lane and folded his arms. "Try."

Kira looked at him. "You're joking."

"No."

Mira was already moving into spotting position. "He isn't."

Kira exhaled through her nose and took her place. Front was different — cleaner in some ways, more visible, less trust-the-void and more commit-to-rotation. She set. Jumped. Tucked. The first one got around. Not perfectly. Not cleanly. Not in a way that would have impressed anyone who hadn't been present for the previous nine days. But it got around. She landed low and ugly and nearly sat down on the mat with the force of it, then popped back up with hair in her face and both instructors staring at her in near-offensive silence.

Anya made a choking noise and slapped both hands over her mouth. Orren turned very slowly toward Mira.

Mira looked back at him with perfect composure and said, "Do not make that face. I warned you days ago."

That sent Anya into helpless laughter.

Kira brushed hair out of her eyes. "Can someone tell me whether I did a thing."

"You did another thing," Mira said.

"An infuriating thing," Orren added.

And then, because apparently that was the mood of day ten, they moved on again. This time to a floor sequence — not a child's line, not a little chain of two or three linked elements, but a real sequence with memory in it and rhythm and no small amount of cruelty. Roundoff into rebound, front handspring, controlled step out, turn, cartwheel, drop, shoulder roll, rise, back walkover.

Kira stared at him after he laid it out. "That is hateful."

"That is choreography," Orren replied.

"It is an attack."

"It is possibility," Mira corrected.

Anya, who had now fully surrendered to day ten as the greatest entertainment of her young life, said, "I'm rooting for whichever one of you becomes more dramatic first."

The routine beat Kira six times. The first try died at the front handspring because she came out of it too hot and forgot the turn. The second made it to the cartwheel and then unravelled. The third survived the roll and stood up facing the wrong direction. The fourth nearly worked and that made the fifth worse. The sixth ended in such a spectacularly irritated crouch that even Orren laughed. But each failure taught quickly. That was the day's deeper revelation — not just that she could pick up difficult movement fast, but that once the body had a sequence in it, failure itself became instruction at an absurd pace. One miss. Adjust. Another miss. Correct. The pattern was laying itself down in real time.

On the seventh attempt, it came together. Roundoff, snap, rebound, front handspring, step out, turn, cartwheel, drop, shoulder roll, rise, back walkover. The line held. The timing held. The finish held. Kira landed the last movement and stood there breathing hard, staring straight ahead as if any sudden reaction might cause the whole accomplishment to evaporate out of the tent air.

Mira smiled first. Then Anya started clapping like she'd personally trained Kira into existence. Then Orren put both fists on his hips and looked toward the rafters as if presenting a formal complaint to the gods about favorite children.

His mother had come in somewhere during the routine attempts and stood near the back watching while cleaning flour from her hands with a cloth. Now she looked at Kira, then at Orren, and said with complete practical sincerity, "Well. She would make beautiful babies. Strong little tumblers with nice backs."

Silence hit the tent like a dropped pot.

Then Anya folded in half with laughter. Orren made a sound Kira had never heard out of a human throat and did not need explained. Mira actually covered her face with one hand. And Kira, because shock and delight had temporarily erased every more complicated response, walked straight over and hugged the woman.

The mother patted her back once, completely unrepentant. "I was joking," she said.

She was not. Everyone knew she was not. That made it much funnier.

Kira stepped back still laughing, and Orren looked at the whole scene as though he had briefly lost control of his own family and resented the timing.

"Can we return," he said with enormous dignity, "to movement."

Anya fell off her crate.

By the time the session finally slowed enough to be called complete, the System had weighed in.
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Those felt right. Big day. Earned day.

And as the family settled into food and cleanup and the happy post-chaos of work well done, Kira did one more thing. She waited until no one was paying her any special mind, until Orren was arguing with Mira about whether the front tuck counted as a proper countable rep and Anya was still intermittently dying over the beautiful babies line, and then she stepped to the edge of the mat and quietly opened the sphere. Invisible to them. Immediate to her.

The room changed in all the familiar ways. Balance sharpened. Awareness brightened. The body settled under the field like a blade settling into its own hand. Then she made herself heavier — twenty-five percent. The floor answered differently at once. Good. She dropped and started pushups. The first ten felt merely difficult. By twenty, the added density had turned them into work. By thirty, her shoulders and chest and triceps were burning through a whole new language of effort. She reached thirty-six and had to stop before the form broke.

Then pullups. With the sphere active and her body heavier, even the first rep told the truth sharply. She fought her way to twelve. The twelfth came up slow enough that it felt like a negotiation with the gods, but it came.

When she dropped from the bar, breathing hard, four quiet panes arrived one after the other.

Sphere of Wraithfire — Unique Class Mechanic — 3%

Sovereign Body — Rare — 9%

Field Sense — Rare — 14%

Mana Channels — Rare — 4% toward Epic

Kira stared at them for one beat and felt something in her chest align around the idea. There you are. That was the path. Use the body. Use the class. Layer them. Force growth through integration. She said nothing about it — why would she — but the knowledge stayed bright in her the whole walk back to the library.

That night, after the bath, after the meal, after reading enough Halv to sharpen the edges of the day rather than dull them, she opened the sphere again in her room and did the same thing. Heavier by a quarter. Pushups. Squats. Wall sit. Static hold until her legs trembled. She could feel the passive helping her now in ways subtle enough to miss if she weren't looking for it — the density shift landed cleaner, the sphere made her balance surer, her footing more exact, her reactions inside it more confident. It would have been easy to let that become the only way she trained.

Kira sat on the floor afterward with her back against the bed and considered that carefully.

No. Half and half. Some work natural. Some work with the sphere. Some work under increased weight. She wanted the base body real. She wanted the class layered on top of that, not replacing it. That decision pleased her almost as much as the gains.

In the morning before dawn on day eleven, she did it again — sphere up while the reserve allowed, density increased, pushups on the floorboards, squats with the burn arriving fast and honest, wall sit long enough to wake her whole lower body into bright hateful life. Then she dismissed the field, stretched, dressed, and smiled to herself while lacing her boots.

By then she knew. The class was no longer something she carried. It was becoming something she knew how to train.

Day eleven began with Orren glancing up from the lane, seeing Kira come in under the flap, and deciding without ceremony that she no longer needed babysitting through the first half hour.

"Warm yourself," he said, jerking his chin toward the mats. "You know what your body needs."

That landed differently than a compliment would have.

Kira set down the cloak, wrapped her wrists, and went straight to work. The stretches belonged to her now. She moved through them with the focus of someone no longer discovering the positions for the first time, but using them. Ankles. Hips. Hamstrings. Split line. Shoulders. Bridge opening. Wrists. Spine. She could feel where the body was tight and where it wanted to move, where yesterday still lived in the muscle and where the night's recovery had done its quiet work. The routine had become personal enough that she adjusted it as she went, holding one side longer, opening the shoulders twice, pressing deeper into the backline because she knew what Orren wanted out of her today before he ever said it.

Mira watched from the side while winding a length of chalk cord back onto its spool.

"She looks like one of us now," Anya said from somewhere above them.

Kira looked up. Anya was hanging upside down from the low practice rail with all the effortless disrespect for gravity that came standard with being the youngest sister.

Mira's mouth moved at one corner. "She does."

That pleased Kira more than she showed.

Orren let her finish the warmup without interrupting, then put her through quick checks. Back tuck first. He did not dramatize it. He simply pointed to the mats and said, "Show me."

Kira took her place, bent, drove upward, and threw the skill. The back tuck came around cleanly. No stumble. No hand down. No greedy little mistake in the second half. She landed and rose with a grin already breaking across her face.

Orren held up one finger. "Again."

The second was better. The third had actual shape. That was when he finally nodded. "Yes," he said. "Good. You may keep it."

Kira laughed. "Generous."

"It is mine until proven otherwise."

Back handspring next. Still spotted for the first two, though Orren's hands were there for form now, not salvation. The line had settled into her enough that the movement looked like a skill instead of a dare. Sit. Jump. Reach. Snap through. Land with life still in the legs. By the fifth one he stepped away on the catch and let her feel the full line of it under her own power. Her hands hit. Her shoulders drove. Her legs came through fast and the floor returned her to standing before the thought had fully formed.

She came up breathing hard and bright-eyed. "That one was mine."

Orren nodded. "That one was yours."

Front handspring followed in the same spirit — quicker now, cleaner, less argument through the hands. Mira corrected the angle of one shoulder on the first rep and Kira's body took the note as if it had been waiting for someone to finally say it aloud. After that the line sharpened fast.

Then the front tuck. This time there was no stunned silence afterward. No shocked family chorus. Just work. Set, jump, fold, open, land. The first one came around low. The second rose better. The fourth landed clean enough that Anya clapped once from the rail and called down, "You're getting annoyingly airborne."

"Thank you," Kira said.

"That was not praise."

"It absolutely was."

By now Orren's pacing had changed. The big breakthroughs were still exciting, but he was no longer reacting like every skill was an impossible gift dropped into his lap. Day eleven felt different. It felt like a teacher discovering the scale of a student.

He put all four of them together after that — back tuck, back handspring, front handspring, front tuck. Not in one continuous line, not yet. But in disciplined rotation, one after the other, reset only long enough to breathe and hear the next correction. By the end of the sequence, Kira's whole body felt sharpened to a different edge. The backward courage had settled. The forward rotation had teeth. The line between "I can do this" and "this belongs to me" was thinning quickly.

The System marked it in its own cool way.
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That felt right. Earned. Not gifted. Not novelty anymore.

Orren watched her face, saw the flicker of inward attention, and said, "Another one?"

Kira smiled. "Something like that."

"Good. Then use it."

He meant the day. So she did.

Only after all that did he unveil the real point of the morning. The high bar had been brought out and fixed into place. Nothing elaborate — nothing yet that looked like the polished, impossible routines Anya and Mira could do as though born above ground — just the apparatus itself standing there in patient challenge. Kira's eyes went to it immediately.

Orren saw and smiled in a way that meant he had been waiting for exactly that reaction. "Now," he said, "we teach you not to fear the feeling of hanging above the earth."

"That sentence could have arrived more gently."

"It arrived efficiently."

The high bar work started exactly where it should have: grip, dead hang, active shoulder, controlled swing. Orren wanted her to know the bar before he wanted her to move on it. The hands had to trust it. The shoulders had to carry it. The body had to learn that being suspended was not the same thing as being lost.

The feeling was alien at first. Floor work had gravity under her. Tumbling gave it back in clean exchanges. The high bar stole the floor outright and replaced it with timing, grip, and long arcs of tension. The first swings felt rough and overthought. Her shoulders took the load, her hands complained, and her body tried to solve the movement too early.

Anya dropped from the rail and came over then, unable to resist any longer. "This one is mine," she announced, planting herself beside the bar with the full authority of a much younger sibling claiming sacred ground.

Orren rolled his eyes toward the roof. "You are intolerable."

"I am correct."

That, apparently, settled it.

Anya took over. Her teaching was faster than Orren's, more instinctive, and somehow clearer in this one discipline. She demonstrated the shape of the hang, the way the body should feel long through the shoulders and ribs, how the hips followed the swing instead of trying to lead it, how the hands stayed alive on the bar without strangling it. Then she swung. It was beautiful — simple compared to whatever she could probably do in a full routine, but still beautiful. A cast into line. A clean controlled swing. A turn of the hips that set her body into a shape Kira did not yet have language for. Then a dismount that landed so lightly it looked like the floor had come up to greet her.

Anya stepped away from the bar with infuriating composure. "Like that," she said.

Kira stared at her. "That was very rude."

"Thank you."

Then she made Kira do it. The first few attempts were rough. The body had to learn a new kind of timing and a new kind of courage. Hanging was one thing. Swinging with intent was another. Kira overgripped. Then undercommitted. Then found too much shoulder and not enough line. Anya corrected with blunt delight. Orren stepped in when force and body position needed refining. Mira watched with the calm satisfaction of someone seeing a new problem worth solving.

And then, because this was Kira on day eleven and her body had become a conspiracy against ordinary rates of progress, it began to click. Not mastery. Recognition. The bar stopped feeling foreign. The swing started to travel through her instead of around her. The shoulders found the load and held it. The timing got cleaner. By the end of the set, she was moving through a simple hang, swing, knee lift, and controlled return to stillness with enough competence to make Anya blink.

"She learns like a thief," the younger girl said.

Orren laughed once. "I said that four days ago."

"Yes," Anya replied. "You were correct that one time."

Lunch barely slowed the day. The family ate around her and with her, movement and conversation passing in the natural way it did when people had known one another long enough to stop announcing their affection.

"You are eating my crust," Kira observed, watching Mira take it directly off her plate.

"You had already finished the good part. The crust was going to waste."

"That is not how ownership works."

"It is exactly how ownership works in this family," Anya put in. "Whoever notices first, wins. It is very fair."

"It is not fair even slightly."

"It is fair to whoever is fastest," Orren said, without looking up. "You will learn to defend your bread the same way you learned the roundoff. Sit straighter, by the way."

"I wasn't even slouching."

"You were about to."

Their mother pressed a folded cloth into Kira's hands at one point and told her the skin under the grip calluses needed attention if she intended to keep both her hands and her ambitions.

It felt ordinary. That was why it mattered.

The afternoon brought more high bar, a return to floor to lock in the tumbling, and a few support drills on the low rail to keep her shoulders honest. Nothing dramatic happened there in the showy sense. The drama was in the accumulation. The body knew more by the hour. The movements were staying. The work was adding up.

By the end of the session, another pane came.
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Good. Steady.

The walk back to the library carried the tired satisfaction of a day that had not broken open into spectacle because it had moved into something better: competence. The skills she had won on day ten were now settling into her. The body was no longer reaching for them. It expected them.

Bath first, always. The hot water pulled the day out of her in layers. Chalk softened and ran. The ache in her wrists dulled. The heavier work through her shoulders and spine turned from immediate complaint into something deeper and more satisfied. By the time Kira came back down to her room in soft clean clothes with damp hair and a tray balanced on one hand, the body belonged to her again.

Food next. Then reading. By now she knew what the books were for and what they were not. They could not tell her how a class this strange wanted to grow. They could not map out Wraithfire for her like some kindly academy manual written for sovereign daughters of extinct lines. What they could do was sharpen her thinking. They gave names to pressure, return, leakage, conduction, failure, stability. They taught observation. They gave her better questions.

Tonight she didn't stay with them long. Something had been needling at her since the bath. Kira sat at her desk with the book open for all of three pages before she caught herself staring at the same paragraph without seeing it. Her mind had already wandered back to Wraithfire.

Not the blade. Not the sphere. Shape.

The thought arrived sideways. If she could form a blade, then surely she could form something else. That was obvious enough to be annoying.

Kira set the book aside and stood, crossing to the center of the room. She opened the sphere and let the pale pressure bloom around her. The reserve began its slow measured drain, familiar now, almost companionable in its brutality.

"All right," she murmured. "Let's see."

A blade was too specific, too practiced, too eager to become a weapon. She wanted something simpler, so she reached for the same shaping instinct and deliberately denied it an edge — a short rod, nothing elegant, nothing ornate, just a baton-sized length of Wraithfire, formed in her hand.

The first attempt came out wrong immediately, too thin through the middle, too eager to taper, too blade-minded. She dismissed it and tried again. The second was better, a cylinder of white-blue force, uneven but recognizably object-like.

"Okay, don't get smart with me," she muttered at it, turning it in her hand. "You're a stick. Behave like a stick."

It did not, particularly, behave like a stick. She tapped it lightly against the bedpost. It held for the strike, then softened at one end and began to unravel.

"That's not what a stick does."

The construct did not answer, on account of being a length of unstable Wraithfire and not, strictly, a conversational partner. Kira felt faintly ridiculous for having expected otherwise, and pressed on anyway.

So. Possible. Unstable. She reformed it, this time feeding more attention into density rather than sharpness — compression, not danger, more practice club than weapon. The next version held better. She squeezed it, tested the feel, tried a short swing through the air. The thing resisted deformation more cleanly this time, but still wanted to blur at the edges if she stopped actively thinking it into shape. That was useful too. The sphere helped, she could feel that immediately — inside the field, the Wraithfire wanted to behave. Or rather, it wanted to obey with less argument.

Kira looked down at the baton in her hand, then at the empty air in front of her. Theory first: could she let go without losing it at once?

She lifted her hand and released the construct. The baton dropped. Fast. It hit the floor and came apart in a wash of pale light.

"Okay," she said to the empty room, as if the room had been taking bets. "That's a start. A bad start. But a start."

Next test. She formed another one and released it more carefully, this time trying to keep her attention around it after her hand left — not holding it physically, tracking it mentally, letting the sphere feel it as part of itself. The baton fell again. But slower.

Kira's eyes sharpened. There. She made another, released, watched it fall slower still, and felt the whole shape of the problem change under her. She wasn't trying to make an object float. Not yet. She was trying to see whether formed Wraithfire inside the sphere could be kept from immediately obeying ordinary physics with full enthusiasm. The answer, apparently, was yes.

She built another baton — cleaner this time, better proportions, less drag in the thought, more confidence in the shape itself. She let go, followed it with her attention, and instead of trying to hold it up, tried to tell the sphere that the descent mattered. The baton dropped halfway to the floor and hesitated. Just for a flicker. Then fell and dispersed.

Kira laughed under her breath. "Oh, there you are."

Again. Form, harden, release, slow. Again. This time the descent looked almost gentle. Again. She released the construct and pushed not at the object but at the space immediately around it — not a hand, not a tether, a little pocket of sovereign insistence. Stay in this layer. Remain in this part of the field. Do not descend yet.

The baton stopped.

For the briefest moment, it simply hung there in the center of her room, white-blue and solid and absolutely impossible, before the structure lost coherence and broke apart.

Kira went still. Then grinned so hard it almost hurt. "There you are, you little menace."

That was it. Not complete control. Not a finished technique. Proof.

She built another one immediately. This time it held for nearly a full breath before dissolving. Then another. The more she tested, the clearer the problem became. The construct itself had to be clean. The hardening had to be denser. And the instruction to remain had to be simpler. Every time she overcomplicated it, the thing failed faster. Every time she treated it as a shaped piece of force existing inside territory she controlled, it held longer.

By the time she finally stopped, she had not created some elegant permanent floating weapon rack in the middle of the room. What she had done was more important than that. She had proven that Wraithfire could be shaped beyond the blade. She had proven that shape could be hardened. She had proven the sphere could help stabilize it. She had proven she could slow its fall. And, for one thrilling impossible breath at a time, she had proven she could stop it.

Kira stood there in the quiet room with the reserve ticking down and her pulse beating bright with discovery.

That could become something extraordinary. Not tonight. Soon.

She spent the rest of the reserve the way she had begun to prefer — sphere active, body made heavier by a quarter, then pushups, squats, wall sits, and balance holds until effort sharpened into truth. After that she dropped the sphere and repeated the work without it, keeping the base body honest and refusing to let the class do all the lifting for her. The difference was obvious now. Inside the sphere she was surer, cleaner, more exact. The field improved her footwork and balance, and the density shifts gave the effort a richer kind of brutality. Outside it, the body had to answer for itself. She wanted both. So she trained both.

By the end of the session, four panes arrived in quiet confirmation.

Sphere of Wraithfire — Unique Class Mechanic — 4%

Sovereign Body — Rare — 10%

Field Sense — Rare — 15%

Mana Channels — Rare — 5% toward Epic

Kira nodded once. That felt earned. Useful. Real.

Bjorn was on the windowsill when she finally sat down on the bed, fingers sore from the high bar, shoulders warm, hair still faintly damp from the bath.

He didn't start with the day's report. Instead he turned his whole small body toward her, which he rarely bothered to do, and studied her for a moment with unusual focus.

"Ohhh," he said. "You made something today."

Kira looked up, surprised. "How do you know that."

"I do not know it. I felt it." He tilted his head. "You have a different stillness when you have solved something. It is not the same stillness as sleep, or reading, or listening to me. This is a fourth kind."

That startled a laugh out of her. "You have a taxonomy of my stillnesses."

"Of course. I watch you very carefully. It is most of what I do." He said this with no self-consciousness at all, the way he said everything. "Will you tell me what you made?"

Kira glanced at the empty space in the center of the room, where the baton had hung for one impossible breath before it fell apart.

"Not yet," she said. "It's not really a thing yet. It's more like... the start of a sentence I don't know how to finish."

Bjorn considered that with total seriousness. "Those are often the best kind."

"Yeah," Kira said, smiling now. "I think they might be."

He turned back to the window, apparently satisfied, and let her have the rest of the quiet.

Kira stretched one leg slowly and looked at the space in the center of her room where the baton had hung, if only for a breath. Day eleven had given her the high bar. It had locked in more tumbling. And tonight, by patient trial and error and her own puzzle-hungry brain, it had shown her something no book could have handed her.

Wraithfire could be shaped. Shape could be hardened. And inside the sphere, space itself could be told, briefly, to cooperate.

That was enough for one day. More than enough.

When she finally lay down, the core turned in its now-steady background rhythm, the condensing work running beneath thought unless she chose to alter it, and the memory of that suspended baton stayed bright in her mind like the beginning of a language she meant to learn fluently.

  

    
        Chapter 61

    
    
    
    
  Day twelve woke before the sun and found Kira already halfway to standing.

It was not the alarm of pain that pulled her up. It was hunger. The old kind.

The same hard bright drive that had once turned a broken body and a locked room into a battlefield of stolen competence. Router interfaces. Firewalls. Back doors. Code. Systems other people thought were opaque until she learned where they breathed. Back then her body had refused her almost everything except the mind with which to attack a problem. So she had attacked.

That fire had not died with that life. It had come through. Now it had outlets. A body that answered. A class that dared her to understand it. A circus tent full of impossible things. Wraithfire that wanted shape. A core that turned under her sternum like a machine she was teaching to sing.

Kira sat on the edge of the bed and smiled into the dark. "Hello world... let's freaking do this!" she murmured mostly to herself to get her heart pumping.

Bjorn, from the windowsill, looked over with immediate interest. "Hmmm?"

"Today, Bjorn, today I'm going to be oh so annoying."

Bjorn considered this with the gravity of a creature being handed genuinely important information. "Now... that is interesting.  If I may... annoying to whom?"

"Orren. Mostly Orren I think.  Perhaps others."

"Ah." He nodded slowly, as if filing this under some private system of classification only he had access to. "Is this the good kind of annoying, where you exceed what he expects and he suffers for it happily? Or the other kind, where you simply talk very fast at him until he surrenders?"

Kira stopped tying her boots and gave it genuine thought for just a moment and then glanced at the bear.  "...The first one. Mostly."

"Mostly," Bjorn repeated, delighted by the qualifier. "I do enjoy when you leave yourself room. Always have multiple fronts when waging a large-scale battle."

Kira pointed at him. "Hey now. You're supposed to be encouraging, not editorial."

"I am being both. I like to be efficient." He settled deeper into the windowsill, ears as pointy and expressive as ever, entirely too pleased with the day already. "Go on. Be excellent at people. I will be here, being excellent at watching birds. Or at least as excellent at it as I can be."

That, somehow, was exactly the send-off she needed. She kissed him on his pointy head and headed off.

By the time she had pulled on clean clothes, tied back her hair, and laced her boots, the core was already working in the background without needing to be coaxed too much. Spin. Condense. Return cleaner. Again. The rhythm had become so constant it felt less like an exercise now and more like a second pulse.

She crossed Merehaven under the messenger cloak with the sky still bruised by pre-dawn. The city, as always, belonged to bakers, dock labor, sweepers, and the sort of people who understood that honest work often began in darkness. And soon those bells... always the bells.  Kira moved through them with purpose in every line of her body. She felt good. Better than good. Full of direction. Every rep of the last eleven days lived somewhere in her shoulders, her hips, her back, her hands. She was beginning to wear training the way other people wore fine clothes.

When she ducked into the Kasov tent, Orren looked up once from where he was shifting a stack of mats and immediately stopped.

Kira stripped off the cloak, dropped it over the bench, and rolled her shoulders loose.

Orren narrowed his eyes. "What."

Kira grinned. "Nothing. I'm in a mood. That’s all."

"That is concerning."

Mira glanced over from the bar rigging, took one look at Kira's face, and said, "No. That is useful. I say we encourage it."

Anya, perched cross-legged on the high mat stack like a tiny goblin queen awaiting tribute, pointed dramatically. "She has battle energy."

"That," Orren mumbled just loud enough so they all could hear, "is somehow exactly correct."

He let her own the warmup completely now. No cues. No handholding. No correction unless she invited it by doing something foolish. Kira moved through the stretches with a speed and fluency that would have startled her a week ago. Ankles, hips, hamstrings, split line, shoulders, bridge opening, wrists, spine. She knew where the body wanted more time. She knew where the day before still sat in the tissue. She knew where the next skill would ask the most from her. The whole sequence had become intimate. Useful. Hers.

By the time she rose from the mat, warm and open and already half electric with intent, Orren had stopped pretending he was setting the pace.

"Show me the wall hold," he said.

Kira went to the clear patch near the handstand wall, planted her palms, and kicked up — but at the last instant adjusted away from the support and held the line on her own. The handstand trembled. Settled. Trembled again. Held.

Anya slid off the mat stack so fast she nearly bit air. "No."

Kira, upside down and concentrating, said, "Very much yes."

She held for four breaths before tipping out, rolling through it, and coming up laughing.

Orren stared at her like a man discovering his own profession had hidden a sense of humor from him for years. "You were doing those against the wall."

"Until I got bored."

"That is a monstrous sentence."

"Thank you."

The next half hour belonged to handstands. Free holds first, because once she had shown him one, Orren immediately developed the expression of a man who meant to extract everything the morning might reasonably contain. He put her into the middle of the mat and made her kick up again and again until the free line stopped feeling like accident and started feeling like a skill. The first three went short. The fourth lasted longer. The sixth became the first one she truly controlled, fingers alive against the mat, shoulders pressing, ribs in, hips stacked, legs together, eyes fixed between her hands.

Mira circled once around her while she held and said, "Walk."

Kira nearly laughed and nearly fell at the same time. "Are you serious?"

"Completely."

So, she tried. The first attempt ended in immediate collapse and a roll out of pure indignation. The second got one hand forward before the whole structure rebelled. The third was worse than the second in a way that made Anya clap with delight. By the eighth, Kira got three hand placements before coming down. By the twelfth, she crossed half the mat in a ragged, jerky sequence that barely deserved the name walking and absolutely earned it anyway.

She came down breathing hard and staring at her hands as if they had done something behind her back.

Orren folded his arms. "That," he said, "is unacceptable."

Kira looked up.

He pointed at the mat. "You clearly have more. Again."

That was Orren love. She understood that now.

From there the day uncoiled fast. No-handed roundoff progression came next. Orren had been teasing the mechanics for days — power through the feet, cleaner lateral confidence, more trust in the rebound, better spinal awareness through inversion and out of it. Today he finally let her go after the thing directly. It started ugly, of course it did. The first attempts looked like cartwheels making bad life choices. The body wanted to reach for the ground because the ground had been a reliable accomplice in everything so far. Taking the hands away meant trusting the hips, the line, the power through the legs, and the exact angle of commitment. Kira ate mat twice in ten minutes. She got up both times with her teeth bared in the sort of smile that meant the challenge had become personal.

Mira watched the second crash and said, very calmly, "You're still asking permission. I thought you had battle energy.  Where is it when you are called to be daring?"

That one hit. Kira reset. The next attempt went through harder. More jump. More side-drive. Less polite negotiation with gravity. Not clean. Close.

Orren's eyes lit with savage approval. "There. Again."

Again. Again. And then, almost all at once, it happened. The hands stayed off the floor, the body turned through the line, and she came down on the far side with a rough but undeniable no-handed roundoff that made Anya scream into both palms and then immediately demand another. Kira gave her two. The second was better. At that point Orren stopped speaking for a full five seconds, which was how Kira knew the day had gone somewhere serious.

"Fine," he said at last. "Bar."

The high bar had become hers just enough to be dangerous. Not in the sense of mastery. In the sense that her body now recognized the language of hanging, swing timing, shoulder load, and momentum. Anya took charge there with all the sacred authority of a younger sibling whose specialty had finally become the main event.

"Long body," she said, tapping Kira's ribs. "Don't gossip with the swing. Follow it."

"That is not a real sentence."

"It is today."

Kira mounted the bar and began with the now-familiar hang and swing pattern. The first few arcs were clean. Better than day eleven. Her shoulders accepted the load faster. Her grip had hardened. Her hips followed the movement instead of trying to out-think it.

Anya watched for three swings and then said, "Good. Bigger."

Kira looked at her from the return. "That feels irresponsible."

"That is because you are still thinking like a floor person."

That was rude and useful.

So, Kira gave the next swing more. And the next. And on the fourth, the whole line changed. The arc grew. Her body came through the bottom of the bar path with enough speed that the return rose into a full climbing curve around the metal. Not elegant. Not refined. But real. A full circle. Hands locked, shoulders loaded, body following through the complete 360 while the world turned around the bar and then righted itself again.

She landed the dismount rough and upright and instantly whipped back toward them, already grinning, already bracing for the reaction.

Nobody moved.

Mira examined her own nails. Anya took a slow, deliberate bite of fruit without looking up. Orren picked a piece of lint off his sleeve with the focus of a man conducting important business.

Kira stared at them. "That was a full circle. On the bar. That I have had for six days."

"Mm," said Mira.

"We saw," Anya said, chewing.

"I did that too," Kira said, a little desperately now, doing jazz hands at the apparatus like it might vouch for her.

Orren finally looked up, unbearably calm. "We stopped clapping for you days ago. It was getting expensive."

"Expensive how?"

"Emotionally," Mira said. "We only have so much astonishment. You spent it all in the first week. You are making us poor."

"I find myself rationing what remains," Orren added, "for something that actually surprises me."

Kira put both hands on her hips. "You know what buddy, that's insulting. I liked all the claps and the hoopla!"

"It may be insulting, but It is also," Anya said, finally looking up with a grin she could no longer contain, "extremely funny, and you know it."

That broke all three of them at once — Mira's composure cracking first, then Orren, then Anya losing the fight entirely and nearly falling off her perch. Kira stood there with her hands still on her hips, trying to look wronged, and lasted about four seconds before she was laughing too hard to manage it.

The kip-up came later, almost by accident. Orren had her back on the floor for transition work and somewhere in the middle of an increasingly unreasonable sequence he said, "You have enough hip and shoulder now. Try a kip."

Kira looked at him from the mat. "Just like that."

"Yes."

"I hate how often that works as instruction."

He spread his hands. She did the first one like a person trying to fling herself upright through spite alone. It failed magnificently. The second taught her where the timing lived. The third almost came through. On the fourth, with Mira correcting the snap and Orren correcting the drive, the movement caught under her at exactly the right instant and threw her up from the floor into her feet in one clean violent answer.

Kira stood there in startled triumph.

Anya pointed at her and said to no one in particular, "She is going to become impossible to house."

"Already true," said Mira.

Lunch hit the tent like weather and passed through it the same way. Food arrived. Bodies sat. Bread tore. Meat vanished. Water was thrust into hands before thirst got stupid. No one made anything of Kira being there. They moved around her the way they moved around one another. Orren argued with his father over rigging loads for the road. Mira disappeared briefly and came back with chalk and a needle case. Anya, finding a pair of gawkers trying to linger near the flap, descended on them with such bright little brutality that Kira nearly choked on her drink.

"Private training," Anya said with all the solemn ferocity of a child defending crown jewels. "Go be curious elsewhere."

The gawkers retreated.

Orren didn't even turn around. "Good."

That, more than anything, made Kira grin.

She could see the road coming now. In almost two weeks the tent would come down. The bars would be packed. The mats rolled. The Kasovs would fold this whole little world away and take it with them. She saw the early preparations already — sorted crates, repaired straps, inventory murmured under breath, spare rigging checked and hung in order.

The clock was there.

Good. She intended to rob it.

The second half of the day felt sharper because of that. Every correction mattered. Every rep mattered. Kira wrung them dry.

That night, after the bath and the food and a short vicious little spiral through her media feed where she watched footage of the world's best gymnasts do things that made physics feel underdressed, and then rewound men doing air flairs until her brain started trying to model shoulder line, momentum, and hand placement as if movement were just another security interface waiting to be cracked, Kira stood in the middle of her room and opened the sphere.

The reserve began to drain. Good.

She had been thinking about Wraithfire all day. Not passively. Not as magic. As a system. The class said sovereign. The System already claimed she was one. Now she had to make herself act like it.

She started with the baton again. Not because it was elegant. Because it was useful. Straight shape. Clean geometry. Easy to test. She formed the Wraithfire in her hand, compressed it, hardened it, and then rapped it against the bedframe once, twice, three times to feel how much structure it kept under impact. Better than the night before. Cleaner. Less blur at the edges.

Then she lifted it into the air and let go. The first one fell too fast. The second slowed. The third held in the air long enough for her to step around it once before it unraveled. Kira's eyes narrowed. There. She made another. This time she adjusted the hardening first, then the pressure around it inside the sphere, treating the surrounding field less like empty space and more like sovereign territory that should cooperate if instructed properly. The baton remained. Four breaths. Five. Six. She touched it with one finger. It wavered. Held. Dissolved.

Kira laughed softly. Progress.

Again. By the seventh attempt she had a baton suspended in the room long enough to tap twice and circle around before it collapsed. Not permanent. Not practical yet. But real enough that her pulse climbed every time it worked.

That was how she spent the evening — shaping, hardening, testing, holding, refining. Then when the reserve ran low, she turned to the body and burned the rest under increased density. Pushups in the sphere. Then outside it. Squats under added weight. Then without. Wall sits. Handstand holds away from the wall until she fell and kicked back up and fell again and each fall taught less than the one before.

At some point she got six hand-steps across her room before crashing into the bed and laughing into the blanket.

Good. Very good.

By the time she finally stopped, two fresh panes had joined the others.

Sphere of Wraithfire — Unique Class Mechanic — 5%

Sovereign Body — Rare — 9%

That felt right. Not explosive. Integrative. The body and the field were teaching one another now.

Bjorn was on the windowsill when she finally sat down to breathe, shoulders trembling lightly, hair half-dry, hands warm with effort and chalk memory and Wraithfire.

Without turning from the glass, he said, "What did the day teach you?"

Kira smiled at once and raised an eyebrow at the presumptive little bear. "Does it look like I learned something today?"

"You always look like… that."

"That's not an answer."

"It is a very old answer. I have simply stopped explaining it, because explaining wastes the good ones."

Kira narrowed her eyes at him. "How old are you, exactly?"

"Older than the question is polite."

"So, you're dodging."

"I am economizing." He finally turned his small ruby head toward her, unblinking. "Time is precious You said so yourself, three days ago, to Orren, about pullups. I am simply applying the principle more broadly."

Kira stared at him. "You've been saving that."

"I save many things. It is one of the benefits of centuries." He turned back to the window, entirely satisfied with himself. "Go on. Tell me what today taught you. I promise to act surprised."

"You never act surprised."

"No," Bjorn agreed. " But I am very convincing about being pleased, which is usually what people actually want. I have a great deal of practice."

Kira laughed, low and tired and real. " Fine. I learned - or got reminded - that time is precious and I better grab all of it I can while I can."

"There," he said. "Was that so hard."

"You already knew that answer."

"Kira, Kira, Kira. I know the answer to many questions," Bjorn said. "Hearing you find them yourself is the interesting part."

Then she looked at the place in the air where the baton had held for six breaths and felt the whole shape of the day settle into her at once. The body. The field. The road. The clock running under all of it.

Kira leaned back on her hands and smiled into the quiet. Let them pack in two weeks. She'd take what she could carry. And she was getting very, very good at carrying more than anyone expected.

Day thirteen started on her hands.

Kira kicked up beside the bed in the dim gray before dawn, found the line for two breaths, tipped, caught herself, kicked up again, and this time got four hand placements across the floor before her shoulder gave out and sent her laughing sideways into the blanket.

"Better," she told the room.

Bjorn, on the windowsill in silhouette against the first pale hint of morning, turned his head. "Ohhh?"

"I'm learning to negotiate with gravity."

"That seems wise. Gravity has little patience for disagreement."

Kira grinned, pushed herself upright, and rolled her shoulders once. The fire was there again. Not frantic. Focused. It lived in her chest the way it used to when she was fifteen hours deep into something difficult and finally starting to see the pattern under it. The body. The bars. The sphere. The baton. Each one had become a system with rules, weak points, and hidden leverage. She loved that. Loved it so much that it almost made her ache.

By the time she crossed Merehaven beneath the messenger cloak, she was already replaying the footage she'd watched the night before. The movement looped behind her eyes: shoulders rolling over planted hands, hips floating impossibly high, legs carving clean arcs through the air as each hand accepted the other's burden.

Absurd. Beautiful. Possible.

When she stepped into the tent, Orren looked up from the low rail he was adjusting and said, “I am beginning to suspect it is simply your default face, now. Do you always enter a room already arguing with yourself?"

Kira dropped the cloak on the bench. "I have a question."

"That is always dangerous coming from you."

Mira, tightening a bar clamp with a wrench, glanced over. "Ask it anyway."

Kira wrapped her wrists as she spoke, trying to describe the movement without sounding like she was inventing lies for attention.

"Have you ever seen anyone support themselves mostly on one arm at a time while both legs stay extended and travel around in a full circle? Not a spin on the back. Not a sweep from a crouch. Hands down, hips lifted, legs wide, body turning through the shoulders."

Orren stopped moving.

Anya, halfway through climbing onto the high mat stack, paused like a cat who had just heard a cupboard open.

Mira straightened slowly. "Say that again."

Kira did. More carefully this time. She showed the placement of the hands first, then the path of the legs, then the moment where the weight passed cleanly from one side of the body to the other. Orren had already crouched beside the mat before she finished, one hand unconsciously tracing the movement through empty air as he visualized it.
"...There's another one," Kira said, because apparently she had decided this was the day everyone questioned her existence. "Completely different discipline, though. Off the floor."
Orren looked up.
"Someone leaves the ground, rotates three full times while twisting twice..." She paused, realizing how ridiculous it sounded only after she'd started saying it. "...and then lands on their feet like that's a perfectly reasonable thing bodies are allowed to do."
Silence settled over the tent.
Mira was the first to speak. "Say the numbers again."
"Three rotations. Two twists. One jump."
Mira didn't answer. Her eyes unfocused just slightly, the way they always did when something mechanical disappeared into the private workshop of her mind.
Orren slowly rose from his crouch. When he looked back at Kira, the delight she'd been enjoying a moment earlier had disappeared. It hadn't become suspicion. It had become attention. "Where," he asked quietly, "did you see that?"
Kira lifted one shoulder. "Nowhere exactly."
His brow rose. "That is still not an answer."
"It's the available answer."
Anya, who had been strangely quiet through all of it, finally spoke. "Kira." Something in her tone made Kira look over. "You came into this tent two weeks ago. You had never touched a gymnastics mat in your life. I think we all know that’s true.  You couldn't hold a handstand for a single breath."
"...True."
Anya began counting on her fingers. "Now you're teaching Orren movements he's never seen. You're naming techniques. You're explaining body mechanics like you've watched people practice them for years." She folded her arms. "Talent doesn't come with vocabulary."
The words landed harder than Kira expected.
Mira looked up at last. "Three longitudinal rotations while completing two axial rotations." One hand drifted through the air, sketching the movement. "You already separated them."
Kira frowned. "...Separated what?"
"The rotations. Most people hear 'spin' and imagine one movement. You described two different problems."
Kira opened her mouth. "Because where I..." The words stopped. Three faces waited patiently. She looked at each of them. Then away. "It's complicated."
Anya sighed. "I had gathered that much."
Orren's expression shifted. "Liora."
Mira glanced over. "What about her?"
"When she arranged this she was very precise about payment. The schedule. What Kira was permitted to eat." He looked back at Kira. "And she was equally precise about what she chose not to explain."
Anya frowned.
"She never told you not to ask, though, right?"
"No." Orren smiled faintly. "She simply never volunteered answers to questions we hadn't reached yet. I think she trusted we'd arrive here on our own."
Mira nodded slowly. "...That does sound like Liora."
"It does." Orren's gaze rested on Kira.
"I've known that woman a long time. Liora chooses everything on purpose." He let that sit. "I do not believe we're meant to know. I believe we're meant to be grateful."
"That," Mira observed, "is an extraordinary amount of trust to extend a stranger."
"No." Orren shook his head. "It is trust extended to Liora's stranger." He smiled. "Those are not the same thing."
Anya sighed dramatically. "Fine. But if it turns out you're secretly from a hidden assassin monastery, I expect everyone to remember that I asked first."
"I promise I'm not."
"...Secret rival circus?"
"No."
"...Royal academy of impossible acrobats?"
Kira laughed. "Still no."
Anya narrowed her eyes.

"I'll keep looking. Don't think for one second you've gotten away with this."

She pointed accusingly at Kira. "Vampire Queen of the Desert."

Kira stared. "That.. what? ...that's not even geographically coherent."

"You come stomping in here before sunrise with that weird thinking face and disappear after sunset." Anya folded her arms with complete satisfaction. "You thought I wasn't paying attention? Wrong. I've got my eye on you."

The tension finally broke.
Orren clapped his hands together once.
"Good. Show me that flair again."
Mira ignored both of her siblings and stepped onto the clear floor. "Legs straight?"

"Yes."

"Wide?"

"Very."

"Support through the shoulders, alternating transfer through the hands?"

"Yeah."

Mira's eyes narrowed in active thought. "That is monstrous."

Kira smiled. "Good monstrous or bad monstrous?"

"Useful monstrous."

Orren had already dropped into a crouch and planted one hand, then the other, testing the angle. He kicked one leg through, then the other, and immediately lost the line, caught himself, reset, and muttered something reverent and obscene under his breath.

Anya put a hand over her heart. "He's in love." She fluttered her eyelashes and grinned that snaggle-toothed grin of hers.

"Quiet, he's busy," Mira said. “The him work through it.”

Kira folded her arms and watched with bright satisfaction. This was new. For once she was the one carrying the strange thing into the tent.

"What did you call it?" Orren asked without looking up.

Kira hesitated for half a beat. "A flair."

Orren stopped, rose, and looked at her directly. "That," he said, "is an excellent name."

Mira was already elsewhere in her head. Kira could see it happen. Her eyes lost the room and went to pure mechanics. Lift. Torque. Shoulder endurance. Rotational speed. Landing possibilities. Then something more distant and more dangerous.

"If the set is high enough," she said slowly, "and the tuck disciplined enough — a triple double should be possible."

The whole tent paused as Mira was obviously visualizing the difficult maneuver.

Orren stared at her. "You heard one weird new thing and immediately tried to murder mathematics."

Mira's expression did not change. "I am actively respecting mathematics. That is why I’m giving it such focus."

Anya, delighted beyond reason, turned to Kira. "What is a triple double?"

Kira smiled. "A terrible idea."

"A beautiful, terrible idea?"

"The best kind."

That was enough. Orren stripped off his overshirt, planted his hands again, and attacked the problem properly. The first real attempt looked like a fight between brilliance and the floor. The second got farther. The third began to resemble intention. By the fifth, the shape appeared all at once. His hips rose. His shoulders found the rhythm. One hand bore the load, then the other, while his legs stayed long and slicing and his whole body turned in a clean violent circle over the ground.

Kira actually laughed in delight. "Oh, that's sick."

Orren kept going for three more rotations before dropping out of it and rising with the grin of a man who had just stolen fire from a god and intended to put it in the family act before sunset.

Mira looked at him once, then at Kira. "We are adding that."

"Immediately," Orren said.

Anya had both fists under her chin and was bouncing on her toes. "We have a new thing. We have a new thing!"

Kira watched them all for a second, unexpectedly full in the chest. She had brought something into the tent. Not just talent. An idea.

Orren pointed at her without mercy. "Good. You've changed my morning. Now I ruin yours."

That sounded… perfect.

The warmup disappeared quickly after that because no one wanted to waste time. Kira moved through it on her own, quick and precise, while Orren kept breaking down the flair between bursts of helping her and Mira occasionally stepped in to correct his shoulder line like a surgeon annoyed by a promising assistant.

Orren put Kira to work on the high bar first — not the simple swing and return anymore. He wanted larger travel now, more confidence at the top of the arc, cleaner hips, stronger shoulders.

"Long," Anya said from beside the uprights. "You keep shortening when you get excited."

"That sounds judgmental."

"It is specific."

The first passes were rough. Not bad — rough. She was stronger now, which created its own problem. Strength let her bully movements that should have been timed. Anya caught that instantly and threw a chalk nub at her on the dismount.

"You are trying to win by force," she said.

Kira looked at the nub on the mat. "Can you not assault your students."

"No."

The next set went better. By the fourth proper attempt she went through the full 360 again, smoother this time, less over gripped, and landed on her feet with only a small step to absorb the return.

Anya gave one sharp nod. "Eh, that one was honest at least."

Kira took that as a medal.

Then came the uneven bars — two heights, two distances, two promises, a puzzle invented by someone with a beautiful mind and poor boundaries. Mira handled the introduction there. She did not start by being impressive. She started by being exact. Hands here. Eyes there. Know which bar owns your weight before you move it. Respect the gap. Respect the change in height. Commit to the transfer once you choose it. Then she mounted and ran a simple sequence just complicated enough to look impossible to anyone who hadn't spent the last twelve days dismantling impossibility by hand.

Kira stepped up immediately. The first attempt came apart at the catch. The second worked. The third transition did too. The fourth gave her a clean enough low-to-high movement that Mira's brows rose a fraction.

"Again," Mira said.

Kira did. By the end of that set she had the beginning of the thing - the feel of travel between unequal points, the sense that the gap itself was part of the movement and not merely something to survive.

Around midday, two curious boys and one hard-faced woman drifted too close to the open side of the tent and lingered a little too long. Anya dealt with it, stepping into the flap with all the radiant authority of a child who had been given one square inch of official responsibility and intended to expand it into an empire.

"Private," she said. One of the boys tried to lean around her. Anya moved half an inch and somehow made it feel like a gate had come down. "You can wonder from farther away," she informed them.

The woman actually laughed and drew the boys back with her. "Harsh little thing."

"Thank you," Anya said.

Orren did not even turn from the floor where he was still trying to steal flairs into the family's future. "Good work."

Anya glowed.

Lunch passed in a blur of food, chalk, argument, and ideas. Orren was obsessed now, alternating between shoving bread into his mouth and throwing himself back onto the floor to test new flair entries.

"You really never saw this in a rival act?" Orren asked at one point, narrowing his eyes over a piece of bread.

Kira swallowed. "No."

"You expect me to believe you simply dreamed it."

"I expect you to accept gifts when they arrive."

Mira took another sip from her cup, though it took her a moment longer than usual to set it down.

The afternoon turned back toward Kira with a vengeance. She stayed on the bars longer than usual, then back to floor, then to handstands again because once she knew she could walk three steps, she intended to walk ten. She fell a lot. Less each time. At one point she managed seven real hand placements across the mat before tipping out and rolling through it into a crouch.

Orren, who had just stood from another successful run of flairs and looked obscenely pleased with himself, watched her for a long second. Then he asked it.

"How?"

The tent quieted.

"I know talent," he said. "I know obsession. I know good blood. I know bodies that love movement. This is more than that. What are you doing when you are not here?"

Kira held his gaze. The true answer was impossible. The useful answer was still true.

"I work when I'm not here," she said.

Orren studied her face for a moment longer. Then he nodded once in acceptance.

Mira, from the uneven bars, said quietly, "Yes. That would do it."

And that was enough. No one pressed. No one needed more even though they definitely all had the look that said they needed more.

The rest of the day deepened around that truth. Kira stayed later than usual, taking one more set on the high bar, one more on the uneven bars, one more on the floor, one more handstand sequence until her shoulders burned bright enough to feel alive all the way through.

By the time she finally made it back to the library, the sky had gone amber and long across Merehaven. She bathed, ate, and had just settled at her desk with Halv open in front of her when Liora's actual knock — two efficient taps, nothing more — was followed by something softer.

A junior messenger stood in the hall, cloak dusty from the road, holding out a folded and heavily sealed letter like it might go off.

"Eastern courier relay," he said. "Marked urgent. Also marked—" he squinted at a scrawled line in the corner — "'not that urgent, but read it tonight, I know you, Kira Asher.'"

Kira took it and felt something lift in her chest before she'd even broken the seal.

Sela's handwriting. Messy, fast, slanting harder every few lines like she'd been writing on her knee in bad light.

She sat down right there on the floor, back against the bed, and read.



Kira!!

I found a church of Jaheira in a coastal town I'm told is called Windhollow (Caelan pronounces it differently and refuses to explain why, I think he's just being difficult on principle now) and a messenger was heading your direction so I am WRITING FAST before he leaves without me.

The road has been insane. In the good way and also the bad way, sometimes both at once. We went along the coast first and I have never seen so many gulls be personally invested in my breakfast. One of them made eye contact with me like it knew things. I don't trust it. I hope it's fine, I don't wish it harm, I just think it knows things.

We stopped in a fishing town where they were having some kind of harvest festival and there was dancing, real dancing, the kind where everyone just loses their mind a little, and Caelan — Kira, I want you to understand, Caelan stood at the edge of it with his arms crossed like a disapproving statue and would NOT let me stay past what he called "a reasonable hour," which turned out to be extremely early by local standards. So I went to sleep like a reasonable person. And then I woke up the next morning and half the tavern was STILL there. People passed out on tables. Under tables. One man was asleep sitting perfectly upright in a chair with his hand still around a mug like his body simply refused to let go even in defeat. There was snoring from at least four directions. I have never respected anyone's commitment to a bad decision more in my life.

Caelan pretended not to find it funny. He found it funny. I know his face now. I can read the smallest muscle twitch. This is either a skill or a curse.

We cut north after that and the terrain got weirder. Saw something with too many legs cross the road at dusk that I am choosing not to think about. Saw a herd of these silver-antlered deer things that Caelan says are perfectly normal and I say are clearly haunted, we agreed to disagree. Also, there was a goat that followed us for almost a mile for no reason anyone could determine and Caelan named it Nuisance and now I'm a little worried we adopted a goat.

The training has not let up, in case you were hoping otherwise. He has invented new exercises specifically, I am convinced, to punish me for the dancing. Sprint intervals timed to when he decides to shout "now." Sparring drills where he will not tell me what I did wrong until I guess it myself, which is somehow worse than just being told. Yesterday he had me hold a defensive stance against a tree for what he claimed was "only ten minutes" and what I am certain was several small geological eras.

I am, despite all of this, getting better. I can feel it. I hate that he's right about everything. Please don't tell him I said that.

How is everyone?? Tell me about Bjorn, tell me everything, I miss his little voice more than is probably normal for a several-days-old friendship with a magic bear. Is Seralyth doing alright? I think about her more than I expected to. And Liora — is she still terrifying in the specific way that makes you want to hand her your whole life to organize?

Also. Important. Do NOT watch any more Love Island without me.

...

Okay wait, no, that's not fair, you can't just wait around on my account, that's ridiculous, watch whatever you want. But you have to rewatch it all with me when we're together again. From the start. I don't care how long it takes.

I know it's brain rot. I know exactly what it is. I have no defense. There is something deeply, personally satisfying about watching people I will never meet make catastrophic decisions about their own lives in real time and I refuse to be ashamed of that anymore.

Caelan says to tell Liora hello.

He did not say that. I am saying that on his behalf because I know he would want to if he were the sort of man who said things like that out loud, which he is not, because he is a gruff, stoic, entirely-too-tough-for-feelings military man who I am fairly sure has never once said "hello" to another human being without it sounding like a tactical acknowledgment.

Use your judgment on whether to pass that along or not.

Miss you. Miss the library. Miss the version of my life that had a bathtub in it.

— Sela

(the messenger is glaring at me, I have to go, WRITE BACK)



Kira read it twice. Then a third time, slower, laughing out loud at the goat named Nuisance and going quiet for a moment at the line about missing Bjorn's voice.

She looked over at the windowsill. "Bjorn. I need to read you something."

He turned at once, ears already pricked with interest. "Ohhh. A story?"

"Better. Real news." She flattened the letter against her knee. "There's a goat now. Also a gull that apparently knows things."

Bjorn's whole posture sharpened with delight. "Tell me about the gull first."

She read him the whole thing, twice, and by the second pass they were both laughing at the sleeping tavern crowd like they'd been there. It was well past dark before she finally banked the lamp and let herself sleep, the letter folded carefully on the desk where she could see it first thing in the morning.

Day fourteen began with bells.

They rolled out across Merehaven before sunrise, deep and orderly and familiar now, folding over the streets and roofs and harbor air with the kind of civic certainty Kira was beginning to like. By the time the last note faded, she was already dressed, cloak clasped, boots tied, and upside down in the middle of her room.

Her hands hit the floor. Her legs rose. Her shoulders stacked. Then she walked. No hesitation. No negotiation. No little internal plea for cooperation. She simply informed the body what came next and it obeyed. One hand. Then the other. Again. Again. She crossed half the room, turned at the bed with a little shoulder shift that would have felt impossible three days ago, and came back the other way before dropping lightly to her feet with her pulse jumping and a grin already forming.

There. That was the difference. The skill had stopped feeling borrowed. It belonged to her now.

"Good," she told herself.

Bjorn, from the windowsill, looked over with immediate interest. "Ohhh?"

"Something clicked."

That pleased him deeply. It always did.

By the time she reached the Kasov tent, she stepped inside, dropped the cloak on the bench, and found Anya already there with three worn juggling balls in her hands and a look of bright intent on her face.

"This," Anya declared, "is important."

Kira looked at the balls. Then at Anya.

"That sounds ominous."

"It is road work. And stage work. And hand work. And eye work. And if you're going to keep becoming a problem in every direction, you may as well become one here too."

Mira, checking the spacing between the uneven bars, said without looking up, "She's right."

Orren pointed toward the mat. "Warm up first. Then she can ruin your dignity with object tracking."

Kira moved into the stretches with the easy authority of habit, then took the balls from Anya.

Anya ran through the cascade once, then twice, tightening and loosening the pattern the way someone long since bored with her own competence might.

Kira watched. The pattern settled into the same part of her mind that code always had. The part that loved repetition because repetition eventually confessed the rule behind it.

Anya groaned. "No."

Kira looked up. "What?"

"You're doing the stare again."

"I don't have a stare."

"You absolutely do." Anya pointed a juggling ball at her. "That's the look. The one where you stop being a person and become some kind of knowledge goblin."

Kira blinked. "...A knowledge goblin?"

"You find a thing, stare at it until it gives up all its secrets, then suddenly you can do it."

Kira considered that. "...I feel like that should be more insulting."

"It is."

"I'm not convinced."

Orren chuckled under his breath. "I have known worse descriptions of gifted students."

The first attempts were terrible in an ordinary human way. A catch too late. A throw too hard. A ball clipped off the heel of her hand and shot toward the mat. But the pattern made sense faster than any of the physical skills had. By the time Orren finally intervened and informed them all that circus excellence would survive a delayed morning of juggling, Kira had already managed a short, honest cascade.

Anya stared at her. "I dislike you."

"You absolutely do not."

Anya sighed dramatically. "No," she admitted. "But I could, if you insist on learning at this pace."

She pointed at Kira again. "Knowledge goblin."

Mira took her to the uneven bars next, and the low-to-high transition came back faster than Kira expected. The shape was there now. Hands. Eyes. Timing. Which bar owned her weight, and when.

Mira stepped in only twice. Once to turn Kira's shoulder a few degrees. Once to nudge her hips into better alignment. "Again."

Kira mounted the low bar, swung, reached, and caught. Cleaner. She looked down with a grin she couldn't quite contain.

Mira saw it immediately. "Again."

Kira laughed. "You're impossible."

"One clean catch proves it wasn't luck." Mira folded her arms. "Five clean catches make it yours."

Kira rolled her eyes and went again. The second catch landed more cleanly. The third carried real swing through it. By the fourth, the movement had stopped feeling like a collection of instructions and started feeling like a sentence she knew how to finish.

Orren, working nearby on floor transitions, stopped pretending not to watch.

Mira noticed without looking at him. "Good."

Kira dropped lightly from the high bar. "We're done?"

"No."

Mira nodded back toward the apparatus. "Go back."

Kira looked up. "...That feels unfair."

"Progress usually does."

Kira sighed with theatrical resignation and climbed back onto the low bar. This time she went up, caught, swung through, and returned on the next pass. Not beautifully. Not yet. But without hesitation. Somewhere in the middle of the return, the bars stopped feeling like two separate obstacles and became one continuous conversation.

Mira watched another pass. "There."

Kira looked over. "What?"

"You're not fighting them anymore."

Kira blinked.

Mira gestured toward the bars. "The first day, you tried to make them obey you. Now you're listening to where they want your weight to go before you move."

Kira stood quietly for a second. "...That sounded important."

"It is. I promise."

From the floor lane, Orren called, "That's what I've been trying to say for three days."

Mira finally looked over at him. "Yes."

Orren spread his hands. "You somehow make it sound obvious."

"Little brother, you've always preferred enthusiasm to precision."

Orren considered that. "...Has it stopped working yet?"

Mira's expression softened by a fraction. "No."

Orren smiled. "Thought not."

After that came floor - not for the big breakthroughs, but for polish, for force, for carrying what she had into movement that demanded confidence rather than novelty. No-handed roundoffs, connected lines, tumbling entries under fatigue. Then handstand walking. Orren didn't announce it. He simply cleared the lane, pointed down it, and said, "Go."

Kira kicked up and walked, past the first chalk mark, past the second, shoulders stacked, hands finding the floor in steady rhythm, all the way across, dropping out cleanly to find the entire tent staring at her.

Anya recovered first. "That was rude."

Kira grinned. "You're all running out of original praise."

Orren shook his head once, almost offended by how pleased he was. "You've crossed into show-off territory."

"I've earned it."

"That," Mira said, "is unfortunately true."

The System agreed a little later. After a long block of uneven bars, handstand work, low rail support holds, and one especially vicious sequence chaining no-handed roundoffs into rebound control and immediately into juggling — because apparently Orren had decided mercy was for less interesting students — a pane slid into place.

Acrobatics — Common — Rank 19

Close to twenty now. Still climbing. Asking more for every inch.

The second pane arrived a little later, after a punishing sequence of handstand shoulder taps, hanging knee lifts, and rebound work that left her whole upper body trembling with effort.

Strength +1

Strength: 15

Kira felt that one immediately — something settling deeper through her shoulders and upper back, through the frame itself. The next time she put weight through her hands, the body answered more cleanly.

Anya, by the end of the afternoon, had thrown both hands skyward and declared that if Kira tried knives before the month was out she was leaving the family forever.

"You would be back by dinner," Mira said.

"True," Anya admitted.

Out beyond the tent, the road kept making itself known. Crates appeared and disappeared. Repairs got checked twice instead of once. Less than two weeks now. The thought sharpened everything, and Kira stayed later than usual, wringing every last rep out of the day before finally walking back through Merehaven under a sky gone gold and long, her mind still full of bars and arcs and the exact angle at which juggling stopped being separate catches and became one continuous pattern.

That night, after food and a shorter stretch than usual because the whole day had wrung her out beautifully, Kira sat with the juggling balls in a pile at her feet and the sphere open around her.

The baton came next. She shaped it more quickly now. Harder too. The form obeyed more readily when she approached it like she approached acrobatics: clear demand, clean structure, no permission-seeking. The first baton held in the air for eight breaths. The second for ten. Then she let the first dissolve, formed a second, and tried to keep the transition clean.

That was where juggling came back to her. Not the objects themselves. The rhythm. Track. Release. Arc. Replace. Predict.

Kira sat up straighter all at once. Interesting.

She formed another baton and did not just hold it still. She let it drift half an inch downward, caught the pattern of its movement inside the sphere, and corrected the descent before it could unravel.

The baton steadied. She stared at it. Then smiled very slowly. There you are. Not static control alone. Moving control. Very small. Very real. She worked that until the reserve ran low and the room grew warm with effort and white-blue light. Then she burned the rest through weighted squats and handstand holds inside the sphere, followed by the same work without it. Base body. Class body. Both.

By the time she finally sat on the edge of the bed, shoulders trembling lightly and hands warm from effort, two more panes had arrived.

Sphere of Wraithfire — Unique Class Mechanic — 7%

Sovereign Body — Rare — 11%

Kira looked at them and exhaled once through her nose.

Good. Very good. This was what she had wanted all along in every version of her life - work that mattered, systems that opened if she was relentless enough, and enough room to become dangerous by merit rather than permission.

The road would take the tent soon. The family would go. Their friendship and their training would become part of the shape she carried afterward.

So, she would take everything they could give. And then more besides.

  

    
        Chapter 62

    
    
    
    
  Day fifteen began with Anya announcing, before Kira had even finished taking off the messenger cloak, "You should come with us."

Kira looked up from untying her boots. "Ummmm.. what?"

Anya was sitting cross-legged on the high mat stack with a length of ribbon in one hand and all the certainty of a child who had solved the world correctly before breakfast. "When we leave. You should come."

Mira, checking a bar clamp, did not look up. "That is not how invitations usually begin."

"I don't have time to begin them properly, we have a WHOLE morning of training and I need her to say yes before we start."

Orren, halfway through dragging a landing mat into place, muttered, "You are all becoming me."

Kira laughed despite herself.

Anya hopped down from the stack and came closer, utterly sincere. "What could be more fun? You already train with us. You eat with us. You make up new impossible things and then somehow do them. You could perform. Or train. Or both. We could teach you everything."

The words landed warmer than Kira expected. Too warm, maybe. She looked at Anya's open hopeful face and felt that small complicated ache that came whenever this life gave her something beautiful and immediately made it temporary.

"I do have other obligations," she said gently.

Anya made a face that suggested obligations were a design flaw in the world itself. "They are bad obligations."

"That is not always true."

"It is in this case."

Mira didn't say anything, which from her was its own kind of agreement. Orren, mercifully, let the moment breathe instead of turning it into a joke. That helped. It told Kira something she already knew but liked hearing again in silence: they cared enough not to be careless.

Anya folded her arms. "You would be amazing with us."

Kira smiled. "I know."

That made the younger girl huff in theatrical annoyance, which was safer ground for them both. "Fine," she said. "Then at least become more amazing before we leave."

"That," Orren said, straightening at last, "is a proper training goal."

The day moved after that, but the invitation stayed with Kira. She carried it through the warmup, through the easy authority of stretches that now belonged to her body as much as her teachers', through split work and shoulder opening and the deep bridge line that had once felt like an act of persuasion and now felt like access.

She carried it into the uneven bars too.

Mira made the bars the center of the morning. Day fourteen had proven Kira could understand the apparatus. Day fifteen demanded she stop treating each successful transition like a pleasant surprise.

Again. Low to high. Again. Catch cleaner. Again. Return without drifting. Again.

"You're doing the thing where you count in your head," Mira said, not looking up from the chalk she was reapplying.

"I am not."

"Your lips move when you count."

Kira clamped her mouth shut mid-swing, which nearly cost her the transition entirely, and Mira allowed herself the smallest satisfied sound. "Again."

By the sixth proper sequence the movement had started settling into rhythm. The gap between the bars stopped feeling like a fresh problem every time and started feeling like the next word in a sentence she already knew how to finish. She could feel it now — the half-second her weight arrived late, the tell in her shoulders when they got ahead of her hips, the exact place her eyes drifted wrong and the body paid the toll for it a beat later. More importantly, she could feel herself catching it before it cost her anything.

Mira watched the third clean return in a row and said, "Good. Now stop admiring yourself and make it boring."

"Boring?"

"Boring is repeatable. Impressive is a mood." Mira nodded at the bars. "Again. I want six more that don't feel like anything."

"That's a very Mira way to compliment someone."

"I don't compliment. I calibrate."

Kira did it again. And again — and somewhere around the fourth, Mira was right: it did stop feeling like anything. Which, infuriatingly, felt like the whole point.

By then Orren had stopped pretending not to watch from the floor lane. He was working Kira in alternating blocks now - bars with Mira, then down to the floor for tumbling polish, then back again. He wanted her tired. Not exhausted. Honest. There was a difference, and he knew exactly where to set it.

No-handed roundoffs came out sharper that morning. Handstand walking looked less like defiance and more like locomotion. Juggling, when Anya insisted on dropping it back into the day between sets, had crossed some invisible threshold too. Kira no longer looked like someone trying not to drop things. She looked like someone beginning to understand rhythm as a continuous path.

That pleased Anya enormously. It also made her clingier. At one point, after Kira managed a short clean juggling run immediately after a handstand hold, Anya pointed at her and said to Mira, "See? She belongs to us."

Kira caught the balls and handed them back with a smile she hoped was light enough to keep the ache from showing. "I am standing right here."

"Yes," Anya said. "So, imagine how much easier this would be if you just agreed."

The family took that the way families did - no one stopping the child entirely, no one letting it become cruel. Orren snorted. Mira shook her head once. Their mother, passing through with folded cloths and an eye already on the road preparations stacked near the tent wall, only said, "You'd have to feed her even more if she stayed."

Anya brightened. "Well guess WHAT, I would!"

That got a laugh out of Kira she couldn't have held back if she tried.

The road was everywhere now once she started looking at it. Straps being checked. Travel crates sorted. Minor repairs done immediately instead of later. A quiet culling of what would ride high, what would ride low, what needed replacing before they packed. The circus did not leave all at once. It gathered itself first.

Kira saw that. Felt it. Good. Let the clock tick. She would rob it blind.

The afternoon turned toward harder floor work and stronger support drills after that. Orren took one look at her shoulders and appointed gravity the enemy. If Kira meant to leave his reach eventually, she was going to do it with a body that could argue back and win. He loaded her into handstand shoulder taps, low rail support holds, ugly but useful static positions, and one truly hateful sequence of rebound control into immediate inversion that made her see why certain kinds of strength only came from people who loved being upside down far too much.

At some point during a water break, while she sat on the edge of the mat with her pulse settling and her whole upper body humming, Orren crouched in front of her and said, "I'm changing your last days."

Kira looked up. "That sounds threatening."

"It is logistical."

Mira, a few paces away, did not bother disguising that she was listening. Orren rubbed one thumb along his jaw. "You do not need broad instruction anymore. You need selected theft."

Kira smiled slowly. "That is one of the nicest things you've ever said to me."

"It is not kindness. It is efficiency." Then, after the briefest pause: "And investment."

Something in Kira's chest went warm and a little unsteady, the specific ache of being taken seriously by someone who didn't waste the word on people he wasn't. She filed the feeling away before it could get complicated.

He went on before either of them had to sit in it too long. "Mira gets bars. I get floor and force. Anya gets hand work, juggling, stage instincts, and anything small and vicious she thinks you ought to know before we lose access to you."

"Lose access to me," Kira repeated.

"Yes," he said, perfectly dry. "Apparently you have obligations."

From across the tent, Anya said darkly, "Bad obligations." That made Mira close her eyes for one patient second, and Kira could only shake her head at the persistent girl.

Lunch happened somewhere in there, but by now it had become what it ought to be: fuel, not spectacle. Food arrived. Water arrived. Kira ate what was put before her. The tent lived around her. The city bells marked the hour and went on.

By the time she walked back to the library that evening, her body felt full of the day in all the right places. Shoulders heavy. Wrists aware. Hips loose. Back worked through and alive. Her room - hers and Bjorn's room, though she no longer needed to say that aloud to herself every night - felt especially welcoming when she stepped inside.

The Ruby Cradle sat on the windowsill now, deep red and quietly beautiful in the last of the light. It had become part of the room so quickly that Kira could no longer imagine the sill without it.

She smiled at the sight.

Bjorn noticed immediately, the way he noticed everything that happened on her face before she'd finished having the thought behind it. "Hmmm. You're doing the soft look again."

"I don't have a soft look."

"You have several. That one is reserved for the Cradle, mostly. Occasionally for me, when I've said something you didn't expect to like."

Kira set down her things. "That's an oddly specific taxonomy."

"I have a great deal of time to observe you and very little else to do with it." He considered the sill, the room, the Cradle, and the evening light lying across all of it. "I think rooms become more themselves when they are shared. This one certainly has."

Kira went still for half a beat. That was so simply Bjorn and so exactly right that it bypassed every defense she had.

"That was unfairly good," she said. "You can't just say things like that at the end of the day. I have no defenses up."

Bjorn didn't answer that at all. He just turned back to the window, entirely unbothered, as if he hadn't said anything worth remarking on.

Kira crossed the room, bent, and kissed the top of his ruby head. Bjorn blinked once, then looked deeply pleased.

The hot water loosened the day out of her one layer at a time. Chalk softened and ran from her hands. The ache in her shoulders settled into something deeper and more companionable. Her back unwound. By the time Kira came back down to her room in soft clean clothes with damp hair and a tray balanced on one hand, her body felt reset enough to think clearly inside again.

After food, she opened one of Liora's books and tried to read. The words went in for a little while. Enough to sharpen the mind. Enough to settle her. But after a few pages her attention kept drifting away from the text and toward the same set of thoughts circling in the back of her head.

The Court. The tear. The nature of Wraithfire. What it had actually been doing to the living.

Kira let the book rest open in her lap and sat very still. Everyone called it erosion. That was the easy word. Flesh and mind and spirit exposed too long to that place came apart. People used the word erosion because it described the damage and let them stop there. But damage was not nature. She had felt the Court. Felt the energy in her channels. Felt the way it answered her now. And the longer she sat with it, the less the word erosion satisfied. Wraithfire had not felt hungry. It had not felt malicious. It had not even felt particularly interested in pain. It had felt final. Vast. Cold in the way of something ancient enough not to rush. And wrong for the living. That was different.

Kira closed the book slowly and set it aside.

The Court had opened at a place of worship to Eschara. That mattered. You did not build shrines and halls and sacred chambers to a goddess like Eschara in just any stone. She hypothesized — turning the thought over carefully, testing it before she trusted it — that you built them where the veil felt thinner. Where endings sat more naturally. Where the world had already learned how to hold grief, death, passage, the last rites of the soul's parting from flesh. The place had been prepared for centuries to acknowledge transition. If a barrier between realms was going to fray, of course it would fray there first. The wound had opened where the world had already been taught to accept that life did not keep what it loved forever.

Kira sat with that.

Then the rest of it fell into place so hard and cleanly that she actually drew a breath through her teeth.

Wraithfire was not trying to kill the living. It was trying to unmoor them. That was the difference.

It belonged to a state where the spark of life no longer held the body the same way — passage made force, threshold pressure, the weight of a place where soul and flesh were no longer bound by the same bright claim. Exposure to it didn't "erode" anything, not really, because erosion had never been the intent. It stripped away certainty because certainty of life simply had no place there to begin with.

The living suffered because they were being pressed toward a state they were never built to survive.

Kira's pulse had begun to climb. Then why had she survived it? Why had she found balance in it when others would have been thinned, emptied, disanchored?

The answer rose at once and struck her hard enough that she had to put one hand over her sternum, like she could hold the thought in place by pressing on the place it had landed.

Because she was already a thing that had crossed and remained. She had died. Crossed worlds. Entered a body not originally hers. Anchored. Lived. Wraithfire belonged to passage.

Kira was passage - stabilized. A threshold that had somehow resolved into a person and kept walking anyway.

That was why the Court had not unmade her.

No. Not just that. That was why it had answered her at all.

The class said sovereign. The System had looked at her standing there in that impossible place and named her master of it, and for days now she had been trying to force herself into belief by effort alone. Effort mattered. It always would. But underneath the labor there had been a deeper truth she had not yet named.

Wraithfire recognized her because she was already impossible in its language.

Kira opened the sphere.

The pale field bloomed around her in a hush of pressure and familiar cost. The reserve began its steady drain, but tonight the room felt different at once. More legible. More coherent. Less like she was imposing herself on something alien and more like she was stepping into territory that had already accepted her claim.

Her breathing slowed. "All right," she said softly into the room. "I see you now."

She shaped the Wraithfire in her hand. Not a blade tonight. A baton first. No taper, no waste, the shape declared and held rather than fought into place. She compressed it, hardened it, and felt immediately how the process had changed. Before, she had treated hardening as force - more pressure, more cohesion, more refusal to let it come apart. Now she understood the thing more cleanly. She was not bullying fire into solidity. She was anchoring transitional force into a declared state and telling it where to remain. Not asking, telling.

The baton came out cleaner than any she had made before. Kira turned it in her hand and watched the edges hold without blur.

"Good," she murmured.

She tapped it once against the bedframe. It rang with a strange muted firmness, not metal, not wood, but something with enough structure to make her smile.

Then she lifted it into the air and let go. The baton fell. But slower than it had the night before. Kira's eyes sharpened.

She formed another one. This time, when she released it, she did not think hold this object up. She thought remain here between states. Stay in the place I have declared for you. The sphere is mine. This form is mine. Persist.

The baton descended halfway toward the floor and stopped. Perfectly still.

Kira went motionless with it.

The construct hung there in the center of the room, white-blue and faintly luminous, dense enough to look almost real, its shape held not by contact, not by attachment, but by command.

It lasted three breaths. Then four. Then six before the structure softened and dissolved in a drift of pale motes.

Kira laughed outright, bright and low and delighted all the way through. "Oh, that's it." There you were.

She made another one immediately. This time she shaped it faster, cleaner, with less waste in the thought itself. She could feel the difference everywhere now - in the sphere, in the baton, in the relation between them. Wraithfire was not resisting being told what to become. It was waiting for an instruction that matched its nature.

The second baton held longer. The third longer still. Then she pushed the idea further.

A bar this time. Slightly above her head. Broad enough for both hands. Not because the shape was easier, but because the point of all mastery, so far as Kira had ever been concerned, was whether it could survive contact with reality.

The first bar failed before she even finished hardening the center. The second held long enough to look promising. The third came together in a clean white line and hovered in the space above her, bright and impossible and stable enough to make her heart pound.

Kira stepped under it slowly. One pullup, she thought. That was all. She reached up, caught the bar, and loaded her weight. The Wraithfire trembled. Flexed. Held. Kira pulled. Her chin rose over the line of the bar. For one impossible and deeply satisfying instant she had done a full pullup on a thing made of death-threshold pressure and sovereign insistence.

Then the bar gave way in a brief shower of pale light and she dropped lightly back to the floor, laughing hard enough that she had to bend over with both hands on her knees.

"Yes," she said into the empty room. "Yes!" That was the first true test of it. It definitely wasn't elegant and probably not something she could repeat on command yet. But there was no denying what was unfolding.

She built two smaller bars next, one for each hand. The extra complexity told the truth immediately. Two held forms strained the sphere differently. The left wanted to waver before the right. The right hardened better but failed more dramatically once destabilized. She got them both stable long enough to load cautiously and begin the pull, but the structures broke before she could complete it.

Kira sat back on the floor and grinned at the failure. "Good," she said. "You told me where the edge is." That was useful too.

Then came the disc.

A flat impossible circle of Wraithfire broad enough for one foot. This took longer, and for a while she didn't understand why — she had the shape, she had the hardening, she had everything that had worked for the bar. She kept building it wrong anyway.

The bar, she realized eventually, she had made the way she made anything: hands first, form first, an object conjured and then set into place. The disc refused that approach entirely, and it took her three failed attempts to understand why. A bar was a thing. A disc was a direction — something she had to reach for with the field itself rather than shape in her palm and set down.

So she stopped building and started extending instead. She let the sphere's edge become her hand, felt outward the way she'd learned to feel the core's own turning, and pushed a thin declaration of Wraithfire away from her center in a slow circle — not thick, not solid, barely more than a held breath of density laid flat against the air.

That was the part that surprised her. Thickness had nothing to do with it. She kept instinctively wanting to make it more — denser, heavier, more clearly a thing — because a thicker platform felt like it should hold more weight, the same dumb intuition that made people trust a wide bridge over a narrow one. But Wraithfire didn't care about mass. It cared whether she meant it. A surface as thin as a held thought could bear her full weight if her control over it was absolute and her will never wavered mid-command, and a surface as thick as a table would collapse the instant her attention flinched.

It wasn't a platform. It was a claim. And a claim didn't get stronger by getting bigger. It got stronger by getting sure.

Her first few attempts dissolved almost immediately. One collapsed at the edges. Another failed in the center. A third held shape beautifully and lost all courage the moment she widened it enough to imagine stepping on it.

Kira kept going.

She understood the principle now, and it wasn't the one she'd started with. Not thickness. Not mass. A claim, held whole, with nothing wavering in the will behind it.

On the sixth serious attempt, the disc held. A handspan above the floor. Flat. Pale. Thin enough to see the floorboards through at the edges, and just as thin at the center - she'd stopped trying to reinforce the middle three attempts ago, and the moment she did, it finally worked.

Kira lowered one foot carefully. The sole of her boot met resistance. The disc bore her for a heartbeat. A real one.

Her whole body went electric with it - heart slamming once, hard, the way it did at the top of a fall before the catch - because for that single heartbeat the floor had genuinely not been the thing holding her up. Something she had made had done it instead.

Then it dispersed and her foot touched the boards beneath, but by then the world had already changed.

Kira stood very still and looked at the empty air where it had been. The breath she let out afterward felt almost reverent. Not because she had made a platform. Because she would. Sooner than she had imagined yesterday. Much sooner than she would have believed before tonight.

She spent the rest of the reserve the way she always did now - sphere active, body heavier by a quarter, pushups, squats, wall sits, static holds, then the same work again without the class smoothing the edges for her. The integration pleased her. The distinction mattered. Base body and sovereign body were becoming partners instead of rivals.

By the time the reserve ran low enough to demand caution, five quiet panes arrived.

Heart of the Wraithfire Court — Rank 1 — 12%

Sphere of Wraithfire — Unique Class Mechanic — 8%

Sovereign Body — Rare — 14%

Field Sense — Rare — 19%

Mana Channels — Rare — 9% toward Epic

Kira accepted the panes with a slow smile that had nothing polite left in it.

An hour ago, what had truly transpired at the Court had been a theory she'd talked herself into believing on the strength of a good argument. Now it was a bar she'd pulled her own weight against, and a disc that had held her boot for one real heartbeat before it let go. Understanding something and having your hands confirm it were not the same event, and she'd just gotten both in the same night.

And underneath the satisfaction, something bigger was waking up.

If shape didn't need to be built, only declared — if a disc thin as a held thought could hold her weight because her will held it instead — then a blade was the smallest, most timid thing she'd ever asked Wraithfire to become. She'd been thinking in weapons. Wraithfire didn't think in weapons at all. It thought in territory, and she had barely scratched the edge of how much of it she could claim.

Platforms. Walls. Steps hung in open air. Anything the field would agree to hold, if she meant it hard enough and didn't flinch.

Kira sat very still on the floor of her room, breathing a little too fast, and let herself feel the size of that for one unguarded second.

Oh, this is going to be so much fun.

When she finally sat on the edge of the bed, hair almost dry now, shoulders warm and trembling from effort, the room felt fuller somehow. The Ruby Cradle on the sill. Bjorn quiet beside it. The books. The bed. The faint memory of a baton and a disc hanging in the air because she had told them to.

Bjorn looked at her with that gentle, knowing interest he had in all things she loved. "You seem more settled," he said.

Kira smiled. "I understand something better."

"Ohhh," Bjorn said. "That is one of the nicest kinds of evening."

She leaned back on her hands and looked at the space in the room where the bar had held her and the disc had carried her weight, if only for a moment.

Outside, the circus family was drawing closer to departure with every passing day. The road was coming for them. For the tent. For all this strange tender borrowed happiness.

Good. She would take everything she could carry.

And now, at last, she had begun to understand that Wraithfire was something she could carry too. Not as a dangerous gift on loan. As an answer.

Kira woke before Bjorn reached her.

For a few quiet seconds she lay still in the dimness, staring at the faint blue-white pane only she could see.

Level 1.

It offended her more every morning. Not because the System was wrong. It wasn't. Not really. She was new to this body, new to this class, new to this world's version of motion, force, and survival. But level 1 still sat there with the smugness of a technicality, and Kira had never in her life been particularly respectful toward technicalities that stood between her and competence.

She let the pane fade and folded both hands over her stomach.

The fire was already there. It lived in her the same way it always had: hard, bright, disciplined, hungry. In the old life it had climbed into whatever cracks the world left her. Security systems. Bad networks. Interfaces built by arrogant men who thought inconvenience was the same thing as safety. Code. Pressure. Patience. Brute force where brute force worked. Subtlety where it didn't. The body had failed her there, over and over and over, but the fire never had. The part of her that learned, adapted, locked on, and refused to let go until a problem opened had come with her.

For that, lying in the quiet before dawn, she offered a silent prayer of thanks.

No routers here. No senators to ruin. No phishing campaigns. No long ugly wars against systems built by liars.

The fundamentals remained.

Pattern. Pressure. Persistence. Control.

Kira lifted her arm and called the Wraithfire blade along the back of her hand. Pale white-blue force flowed into shape over her knuckles and out past her wrist in that now-familiar line of cold purpose.

She studied it in the dim room.

Now she had a weapon. Now she had movement. Now she had acrobatics, bars, handstands, juggling, balance, power, timing, and a growing command of things no one around her fully understood.

What did that get her in a fight?

The answer sat there with unpleasant honesty.

Not enough.

If one of the dead things in the Court had turned and truly found her before Seralyth, she would have died.

If the road fight happened again exactly as it had happened before, would she survive now?

Better odds, certainly.

Good odds? No.

Her nose had been smashed at a dance. Her arm had been cut off on the road. She had run through streets from kidnappers with more terror than plan. Seralyth had fought like judgment itself while Kira mostly survived around her.

That counted for something. It did not count as fighting.

Kira looked at the blade a little longer, then dismissed it and sat up. "All right," she muttered. "Then that's the problem."

Bjorn climbed down from the sill at that exact moment, tiny ruby paws careful on the wood, and looked up at her with immediate concern and interest. "Ohhh?"

"I know what I'm missing."

Bjorn considered that. "Hmmm. That sounds useful."

"It will be, if Orren is awake."

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood. The room was still gray with pre-dawn. The Ruby Cradle sat on the sill like a jewel set there by some tasteful giant, beautiful enough now that her eyes went to it automatically every morning. Her room, she thought — not hers alone anymore. Hers and Bjorn's.

He noticed the glance, as he noticed most things.

Kira smiled. "Tomorrow you come with me."

Bjorn's whole expression brightened. "Ohhh. Good."

"I'm going to show you some things."

He gave one solemn nod that somehow carried all the dignity of a much larger creature.

That decided, Kira opened the sphere and began emptying her Wraithfire before the day even properly started. She formed the bar above her head and did pullups until the construct shivered and dissolved. Then another. Then she dropped and kicked into a handstand in the middle of the room, walked six steps, tipped out, laughed once, kicked up again, and crossed farther this time.

By the time the reserve had been worked down and the body was warm and awake, she had stretched, dressed, clasped on the messenger cloak, and put a name to the thing in her chest.

Purpose. Not the broad divine kind. Today's purpose.

Combat.

She crossed Merehaven under the lingering hush before dawn, bells not yet rung, the city only beginning to stir. Orren's tent sat in that half-light with its ropes and canvas and practiced readiness, and when Kira ducked inside she found him exactly where she had hoped he would be: already awake, already stretching, already too disciplined to waste the hour.

He glanced over, saw her there alone and early, and lifted a brow. "You're ahead of the girls."

"I know."

"That usually means trouble."

"It means a question."

Orren rose from the mat and rolled one shoulder loose. "Ah. Spiritual trouble."

Kira stripped off the cloak, set it aside, and moved through the first few stretches while she spoke. Her body knew these now. That let the words come easier.

"Orren," she said, "have you wondered why the Church of Jaheira paid to have me trained?"

He gave her a look very much in character: dry, amused, and slightly offended on principle by mysteries that tried to exist near him. "I was paid," he said, "not to wonder out loud."

Kira smiled despite herself.

"Well. I have things I need to accomplish. Dangerous things. There are people with a strong interest in my success."

That was true enough. Just not the whole truth.

Orren watched her more closely now, not prying, simply listening.

Kira bent into a deeper stretch, straightened, and asked the thing that mattered. "Can you fight?"

He stared at her.

Then his whole face changed. Not dramatically. Cleanly. Some bright amused acrobat's looseness gave way to the older road-built truth underneath — the look of a man remembering, briefly and without theater, every town that had turned unfriendly after dark and every reason a traveling family learned to carry more than juggling clubs.

"Of course I can fight."

Kira nodded once. "I thought so."

"The road is not kind to those who confuse performance with safety." He said it simply, without weight, the way a man states something he stopped finding remarkable a long time ago. "You learn early, or you learn once, badly, and then you learn properly out of necessity."

"That's exactly the problem," Kira said. "I'm learning how to move. I'm getting stronger. I can do things now I couldn't do even a few days ago. But if something ugly happens and I can't run, I don't know how much of this turns into staying alive."

Orren was quiet for half a beat, weighing her the way he weighed a new skill before deciding whether it was worth his time.

Then he smiled, small and sharp and entirely too pleased by the question. "Today," he said, "we begin translating."

That word hit her exactly right.

He crossed the tent, opened a chest near the side wall, and came back with two wooden practice daggers. They were weighted beautifully, balanced enough to feel real even in the hand, smoothed by use and age.

Kira took one when he offered it. "These are for juggling," Orren said. "And for teaching hands what a bad decision feels like before steel gets involved."

He showed her the grips first. Standard. Reverse. Loose enough to move. Firm enough not to lose the thing like an idiot.

Then stance. Not theatrical. Not pretty. Alive.

He shifted around her with small mercurial steps, weight always where it could become something else on short notice. He showed her how the hips lied less than the shoulders. How the front foot invited mistakes if it got heavy. How distance changed with angle. How circling was not motion for motion's sake but theft — the theft of timing, certainty, and clean lines from the other person.

"Most people lose in the feet," he said. "The hands merely make it official."

Kira absorbed that at once. Of course she did.

He had her mirror him. Shift. Settle. Change angle. Move without crossing herself into stupidity. Keep the weight available. He corrected by touch and by demonstration, never overexplaining, always returning the lesson to the same foundation: movement with consequence.

Then he stepped back, lifted the wooden dagger lazily in one hand, and said, "You have one minute."

"For what."

"Touch me."

Kira smiled slowly. "That does sound fun."

"It will not feel fun."

"You're ruining the moment."

"I am managing your expectations. There is a difference, and you will learn it in about eight seconds."

He was right within six.

The first fifteen seconds were not fun at all. She lunged too directly and he wasn't there. She tried speed and he was elsewhere, already circled a half-step to her open side before she'd finished committing. She tried a feint she had no business attempting this early, one hand dipping low to sell a strike that never came, and he looked so genuinely disappointed in her judgment that she nearly laughed mid-lunge and paid for the distraction with empty air where he should have been.

He did not strike back. Did not even raise his own dagger most of the time. He simply moved — loose one instant, gone the next, always balanced, always turning her line into wasted intention, like water finding the one gap in a fence built by someone who'd never actually watched water try.

"Your shoulders arrive before your feet do," he said, not even breathing hard. "Fix the order."

By the end of the minute Kira was breathing harder and smiling in spite of herself.

"Again."

He let her try three more rounds before the girls arrived, and by then she had touched his sleeve once and nearly got his hip twice.

"Better," he said.

"That felt like bullying."

"It was instruction."

Anya and Mira entered partway through the next round and stopped dead.

Anya's whole face lit up like Winterfest had come early. "WAIT. Wait wait wait. What did I miss. Tell me everything I missed."

"You missed everything," Kira said, not breaking her stance. "It's genuinely embarrassing how much you missed."

"That's so unfair, I was gone for like ten minutes—"

"Anya." Mira didn't raise her voice. She never seemed to need to. She took in the daggers, the stance, the whole shape of it in one unhurried sweep, and nodded once, like a woman confirming something she'd already suspected. "Combat."

Kira broke from the line and looked at her. "Yeah."

"Finally," Mira said, setting down her things with something almost like relief. "I've been waiting for someone in this tent to admit that acrobatics alone would get her killed."

"That's dark."

"It's accurate. Good is the wrong word. Overdue is the right one." She glanced at Anya, who was still vibrating with the effort of not immediately grabbing a dagger herself. "And no, you may not join yet. You'll get an elbow in the teeth."

"I would not."

"You would. You did, with me, when you were nine, and you cried about it for a week."

"I did NOT cry."

"You cried for a week and then insisted for a year that you'd merely gotten something in your eye. Both eyes. For seven consecutive days." Mira said it without malice, the way you'd recite a fact everyone already knew, and turned back to her things. "Sit. Watch. Learn something before you bleed for it."

That decided the day.

Training still happened. Of course it did. Stretching. Bars. Floor. But the shape of it changed, and the change itself became the day's real education.

Orren took her back to the floor lane first and had her run the same tumbling sequence she'd nearly perfected days ago — roundoff, rebound, front handspring, cartwheel, rise. She threw it clean, out of habit, and came up already turning to face him for the next instruction.

He didn't give one. He just stood there, arms crossed, waiting.

"What?"

"Where are you."

Kira blinked. "In the tent. Where I always am."

"No. In the sequence you just threw. Where were you standing at the end of it? Which direction were you facing? What was behind you?"

She thought about it and realized, with mild horror, that she genuinely didn't know. "I don't — I wasn't tracking that."

"Then it was a performance. Not a tool." He walked her back to the start of the lane. "Again. Same sequence. But this time, when you finish, I want you to already know three things: what's behind you, what's within reach of your hands, and whether you could move again immediately or whether you'd need a full breath first."

She ran it again. Landed the rise, and this time forced her eyes to actually see the tent instead of just finishing the shape — the bar rig behind her, close enough to reach; Mira's toolbox within two steps; her own legs still loaded enough to move without resetting.

"Behind me, the rig. Reachable, your sister's toolbox. And yes, I could go again."

Orren's mouth twitched, the closest thing to open approval he tended to allow himself mid-lesson. "There. Now it is not a trick. It is a position."

He made her run it four more times, each pass demanding the same accounting, until the habit of seeing the room after landing started to arrive faster than the conscious effort to look for it.

"A back handspring is not useful because it is beautiful," he said, catching her by the shoulder to stop her before a fifth pass. "It is useful because it returns you to your feet, facing a direction you chose, in a place you can defend. If it does not do that, it is only decoration, and decoration does not survive a bad night on a bad road."

Mira, watching from the bars, called over without looking up, "Tell her about the roundoff into blind space."

"I was getting to it."

"You were monologuing. There's a difference."

Orren did not dignify that with a response, which Kira privately took as a point to Mira.

Once she understood the shape of the question — not can I do the movement but where does the movement leave me — Mira folded the same logic into the bars without missing a step. She had Kira mount the low bar, transition to the high, and instead of praising the clean catch, asked, "If that bar had just broken under your hand, where would you have landed?"

Kira paused mid-swing to actually think about it, which nearly cost her the grip entirely.

"Wrong moment," Mira said, mercifully catching her at the elbow before the miscalculation became a fall. Her voice never rose — it never did, Kira was starting to notice, no matter what was happening in front of her. "You think about it before you commit, not during. That's the whole lesson, really. Everyone your sister's age wants to think while they're already falling. It doesn't work. You decide first."

From the crate where she'd flopped to catch her breath, Anya called, "I can hear you."

"Good. Then it's landing twice."

Kira bit back a laugh. "Is this a permanent arrangement? You narrating her flaws to me specifically?"

"It's efficient," Mira said, entirely serious. "She won't listen to me directly anymore. She listens better if she thinks she's overhearing something." A beat. "It's worked since she was six."

"I was NOT six," Anya said, with the injured dignity of someone who absolutely had been six.

"You were exactly six. I have witnesses." Mira turned back to Kira like the matter was closed, because to her it clearly was. "The uneven bars are the closest thing to fighting on bad footing I know how to teach you honestly — one surface trustworthy, one surface not, and you rarely get to choose which is which until your weight's already on it. Every transition here is a bet about ground you can't fully see."

"You and Orren give the same speech with different words."

"We had the same childhood with different tempers." Mira's mouth curved, the smallest thing, gone almost before it arrived. "Again. This time assume the low bar lies to you."

Kira went again, and this time some new, wary part of her attention stayed with the low bar the whole way through the transfer — testing it, not trusting it — and the catch that followed felt different in a way she couldn't yet name but recognized as correct.

Anya, when her turn came, made no pretense of subtlety about what she was teaching. She simply handed Kira the wooden daggers, tossed her three juggling balls on top of them without warning, and said, "Catch!"

Kira fumbled two of five objects immediately and glared at her over the wreckage.

"Yes! Perfect! Now do it again except I'm gonna walk around you the whole time, and every time I clap you drop everything, spin toward the noise, and grab whatever's closest, ready or not."

"That's insane."

"That's a crowd." Anya was already circling, bouncing a little on her toes like she couldn't hold still even explaining it. "Or a fight in an alley, or a room where somebody behind you wants something and you don't get to pick when you find out."

She clapped, without warning, in the middle of Kira's sentence. Kira, badly, dropped a dagger on her own foot and spun a half-second too late.

"You're thinking about the catch," Anya said, already moving again, voice climbing with the thrill of it. "Forget the catch! I don't care if you drop every single thing in this tent, I care if you know where the noise came from before you're even done flinching—"

"She means," Mira cut in from the side, not looking up from the bar clamp she was checking, "that you're trying to be tidy. Stop being tidy."

"That's what I said."

"You said seven sentences and none of them had a stopping point."

"They all had a point!"

"They had enthusiasm. That is different from a point." Mira finally glanced over, dry as ever. "Kira. Ignore the volume, keep the instruction. Turn first. Everything else is optional."

Anya threw both hands up. "That is exactly what I said, just shorter."

"Yes," Mira agreed. "That was the problem."

By the fourth pass Kira had stopped trying to save the falling objects at all and started trusting her hands to find whatever was nearest once she'd turned, which — infuriatingly — worked better than trying to catch everything cleanly ever had.

"There!" Anya said, delighted, bouncing again. "See? I told you. Juggling was never really about the balls."

"I feel deeply lied to by circus people in general."

"Welcome to the family business."

It was magnificent.

By midday Kira was sweating through every layer of the day and finally beginning to feel the shape of it. Acrobatics was not fighting. Orren made that clear ten different ways. But acrobatics could build a body that lied beautifully, recovered instantly, changed levels, changed angles, and refused to remain where danger expected it.

That mattered. That mattered a lot.

At one point Orren stood in front of her, wooden dagger hanging relaxed in one hand, and said, "Again. Touch me."

Kira circled.

This time she did not rush. She let her weight settle low through her hips the way Mira had drilled into her on the low bar — trust nothing fully, commit nothing early. She watched his feet instead of his hands, the way he'd told her to that morning. His front foot carried too much weight for half a breath as he shifted his angle, and she saw it the instant it happened.

She didn't chase the opening. She let her shoulders lie first — a small false lean toward his open side, nothing more — then broke the angle sharply the moment his weight committed to covering it.

Orren's brows rose a fraction before he'd even finished adjusting, already half a step behind a decision he hadn't fully made yet.

Her dagger found his ribs. Lightly. Cleanly.

Real.

The whole tent went silent for one full breath before it broke.

Anya made a sound like she'd personally witnessed a small miracle. Mira's smile sharpened into something close to pride. Orren looked down at the wooden blade resting against his side, then up at Kira, and laughed once, short and genuine.

"There," he said. "Now we have something."

That line carried her through the next hours.

They pushed harder after that. Ladder work. High bar. Release into dismount. Orren stopped being conservative in the way he had been before. If danger was part of her future, then hesitating to teach her anything out of caution had become its own kind of foolishness. He kept it controlled. He kept it smart. But he pushed.

Backflip dismounts off the high bar. Handstand work on the low rail and the bars. More dangerous transitions under watchful eyes.

And somewhere in the middle of all that, while she was moving from bar to floor to stance to weapon to body and back again, the System answered.

Acrobatics — Common — Rank 20

Athletics — Common — Rank 12

Agility +1

Agility: 21

Kira felt that one all the way through her.

Not exactly flash. Translation.

The body answered motion faster. Tiny corrections arrived earlier. Balance sharpened. Recovery came cleaner. She did not stop. She simply kept moving and let the difference reveal itself in the work.

By the time she finally left the tent, sore and lit from the inside with something dangerously close to hope, she understood the day for what it was.

This was starting to translate.

That thought stayed with her all the way back to the library.

Bath first, always. The heat took the day out of her in slow waves, and once she had sunk fully into the water, she opened the sphere and summoned Seralyth.

The paladin formed in the steam-softened room with her usual grave certainty, silver-white eyes falling immediately to Kira's face.

"You are troubled," Seralyth said.

Kira looked at the water for a while before answering. "Not troubled exactly." She smiled faintly. "Maybe just... ready to say something true."

Seralyth inclined her head and waited.

Kira drew one knee up in the bath and rested her arm across it. "I'm not from this world."

The words hung there between the steam and the pale light.

Seralyth did not interrupt.

Kira went on. "I died somewhere else. I came here in a body that had already lost almost everything. Before that..." She let out one soft breath. "Before that I lived a long time inside a body that didn't work the way it should. I learned to survive by making my mind sharper because there was nothing else to trust — and if I'm being honest, being bedridden is extremely boring."

Seralyth listened with the whole still weight of her attention.

Kira looked up at her then, open and tired and honest in the bathwater. "That's why I do this. That's why I can't waste days. I had too many of them already where all I could do was watch other people live."

The paladin's expression changed by the smallest degree, grief and understanding touching it both at once.

Kira's hand drifted to the surface of the water, drawing a little line through it. "I had mercenaries come to my bedside once," she said quietly. "In that other world. I had them bring death right up to my forehead."

Her voice didn't shake when she said it. That was the part she was quietly proud of.

"And I tried as hard as I could to smile."

Something flickered across the water's surface where her hand had gone still — not fear exactly, more the ghost of it, gone the instant she noticed it in herself and refused it house room.

"I am the product of a lot of bad and a lot of good," Kira said, and her voice hardened underneath the softness, steel showing through cloth. "And I am going to complete these tasks. I am going to grow stronger every day. I don't care how long it takes, and I don't care what it costs. I already paid the worst bill life had to offer. Everything after that is just interest."

For a moment the room held only steam and pale Wraithfire and the quiet of something true finally spoken aloud.

Seralyth was quiet longer than usual. When she finally spoke, her voice had lost some of its careful evenness.

"You say that as though it settles the matter," she said. "It does not. Not for me."

Kira looked up, surprised by the edge in it.

"I died believing my work was finished," Seralyth said. "I was wrong, and Eschara gave me a second binding I did not ask for and do not fully understand — folded into a stranger's chest, tied to a life I cannot live myself, only watch. If you fail, Kira Asher, I do not simply lose an ally. I lose the only proof I was given that my faith was not spent for nothing. That is not a small thing to carry into every bath, every fight, every night you decide whether tonight is the night you finally rest instead of pushing."

"I didn't know it weighed that much on you."

"You were not meant to. I am disciplined. Discipline exists precisely so the people around it never have to feel its full weight." A pause, and something almost gentler moved beneath the steel of her. "But you offered me truth tonight. I will not answer it with less."

Kira sat with that for a long moment, the water gone still around her.

"Then I'll say it properly," she said finally. "I'm not doing this only for you. But I see it now - what it costs you if I get lazy, if I get comfortable, if I decide one easy week is worth more than the hard one that should have come instead. I won't do that to you. I won't do it to Caelan either, three hundred miles away assuming I'm still pushing when no one's counting. I won't do it to myself." Her jaw set. "I have never once, in either life, gotten to choose an easy ending. I'm not about to start choosing an easy middle."

Seralyth's silver-white eyes held hers without blinking. "That," she said, "is the answer I needed. Not comfort. Intent."

Then she stepped closer. "You crossed death and remained," she said. "That would shape anyone."

Kira huffed something close to a laugh. "You'd know. You're sort of the resident expert on crossing death. Though I notice you didn't stick the landing quite the same way I did."

"I am dead," Seralyth agreed, entirely without offense. "You are alive and difficult. Between the two of us, I remain unconvinced yours is the easier condition."

"That's fair."

"It shaped you into someone I am honored to serve beside."

That one landed so hard and cleanly that Kira had to look away for a second. When she looked back, she smiled - small, real, and steadier than before.

"Good," she said softly. "Because I'm not done becoming."

  

    
        Chapter 63: The Hood Talks

    
    
    
    
  Bjorn was awake before she was, and far more excited about it.

Kira had barely pushed herself upright when he climbed down from the windowsill, ruby-bright and solemn with purpose, and said, "Ohhh. Today I come with you."

"You do."

"Hmmm." He looked toward the dim gray beyond the glass. "I would like very much to hear the bells from the street itself."

That made her smile at once.

"You're going to love the street," she said. "It has weather. You're a big fan of weather."

"I am," Bjorn agreed. "And people."

"Right, and people-"

"And carts."

"Sure, and-"

"And puddles. And chimney smoke. And the particular sound a shutter makes when someone opens it too early and regrets it." He said this with the same grave wonder he gave everything, entirely unbothered that he'd stacked four new enthusiasms on top of the first one before she'd finished agreeing to it. "And gutters. I am very fond of gutters."

Kira opened her mouth to respond to the weather, gave up, and tried the people instead. "The people are nice too, I think you'll-"

"And birds," Bjorn said. "And the particular way stone smells after rain has been sitting on it for exactly the correct amount of time, which is a very specific window and most creatures miss it entirely."

"I was going to say something about the people."

"Also carts," Bjorn said again, as though this bore repeating. "I did mention carts."

"You did."

"Good. I wanted to be thorough."

Kira laughed helplessly and gave up trying to finish a single sentence about the street at all.

By the time they left the library, the morning had gathered into one of Merehaven's gentler moods. The sea air came in cold and damp off the coast. A fine mist of rain drifted through the streets rather than properly falling, enough to silver the stone and darken wood but not enough to chase working people indoors. Far off over the ocean, thunder rolled in long patient murmurs. Kira could hear the waves even from here, hitting harder than usual against the shore and harbor stone.

Bjorn loved all of it.

Hidden in the folds of her hood with his little ruby paws resting near her collar, he kept turning his head to take in every direction at once.

"Ohhh," he said softly as they passed a row of shuttered windows beaded with rain. "The air tastes larger today."

Kira laughed.

"That is an extremely Bjorn way to describe weather."

He considered that and seemed pleased. A cart went past with wet wheels hissing softly over the road. A woman under a waxed cloak hurried along with a basket tucked under one arm. Somewhere a gull shouted its grievances to the morning.

Bjorn watched everything.

Then, as casually as if he were commenting on the color of the clouds, he said, "I was once on a ship that began sinking in weather somewhat stronger than this."

Kira turned her head slightly, though she kept walking. "You were?"

"Oh yes. Hmmm. I did not wish to make matters worse, so I went over the side to reduce the burden."

Kira kept her face very still.

"You jumped off a sinking ship."

"Yes." Bjorn nodded inside the hood as though this were obviously the neighborly thing to do. "Then I sank to the bottom of the ocean."

Kira looked ahead into the misty street and decided not to ask whether he was joking, because Bjorn did not really joke in that direction.

"And then?"

"I picked a direction and began walking." He sounded warmly reflective now. "It took some time. I am not very good with time. But I met many fish. They were lovely company."

Kira tried, and largely failed, to picture it - a small ruby bear picking a direction at random on the seafloor and simply committing to it, trudging through drifts of pale sand, skirting the black mouths of rifts, pushing determinedly through fields of coral like a man late for an appointment he'd set with no one. "How far out to sea were you, exactly? That seems like it would take forever. Your legs aren't exactly long."

"They are not," Bjorn agreed, entirely without complaint. "It did take some time. I mentioned that."

"You said 'some time' like it was a pleasant afternoon. I feel like it was probably more of a geological era."

"Hmmm. Perhaps closer to a season."

"That's so much worse."

"It did not feel worse. The fish were very good company, as I said."

Kira considered that for a second. "Did you name any of them?"

Bjorn's whole posture took on a note of quiet pride. "Several."

"Somehow I'm not surprised."

"They seemed confused by that, at first," he admitted. "I do not think fish expect to be named. Or greeted, really. Or asked their opinions on anything. I believe I was, on the whole, a very unusual event in their week."

Kira made it another six steps before a laugh broke loose.

"Ooooof course you did."

Bjorn seemed delighted she understood.

By the time they reached the Kasov tent, the rain had settled into a finer drift and the canvas smelled richly of damp rope, chalk, and the half-lived warmth of bodies already moving inside. Kira slipped in beneath the flap with the cloak still on, hood up, and found everyone already there.

Orren was adjusting a low rail. Mira was sorting wraps and chalk. Anya was on a mat stack, as if gravity had personally failed to make its case to her again. Kira had a working theory, never once confirmed and never once asked about out loud, that Anya was perpetually playing some private version of the floor being lava - that she'd been playing it for years, told absolutely no one, and simply took quiet, permanent delight in the fact that she was always, somehow, on top of something.

All three looked up.

Anya narrowed her eyes immediately.

"Why are you acting suspicious?"

Kira stopped mid-step. "I'm not."

"You are absolutely acting suspicious." Anya pointed at the cloak as though it had personally offended her, personally, and possibly her whole family line. "Did you forget your clothes?"

Kira stared at her.

"What."

"You heard me." Anya's eyes narrowed to accusatory slits. "Something's off. I've been doing this a long time. I have instincts."

Anya turned at once and called across the tent, "Mira, bring this naked girl some clothes."

Mira looked up so fast Kira almost respected it.

Orren's expression did something far more dangerous: his eyes flicked once, involuntarily, to the cloak and then sharply away again. Color rose straight into his face.

Kira looked at all of them and felt laughter gathering with terrible speed.

"I am not naked under the cloak."

"That," Anya said gravely, "is exactly what a naked person would say."

Orren made a strangled sound that might have been a cough if anyone in the tent were feeling charitable.

Kira took pity on him first.

"I brought someone," she said.

Anya looked around the tent, then back at Kira with deep concern.

"Never mind," she said. "We need a priestess. She hit her head on the way over."

Kira gave up and pulled down the hood.

Bjorn sat there in the fold of the cloak and lifted one ruby paw in a small wave.

"Ohhh," he said. "Hello."

Anya froze.

Absolutely froze.

Her eyes went wide, her mouth opened, and without seeming to notice she was doing it at all, she stepped clean off the top of the mat stack - three feet of open air she should by every reasonable law have had to think about - and landed lightly on the balls of her feet, already walking forward, eyes locked on Bjorn the entire way down. She never once looked at her own feet. She never once looked away from him.

Mira went still in a different way, all the composure briefly dropping out of her face and leaving behind something much younger and much more astonished.

Orren just stared.

Kira let them have it for one beat, then said, with all the calm dignity she could fake, "This is Bjorn."

Anya, still walking, still not blinking, breathed out, "He's real. He's actually - he waved. He waved at me."

Bjorn's head tipped slightly, delighted twice over now - once by the greeting, and once, though he did not say so, by the small perfect dismount he suspected she had not noticed herself performing at all. "Hmmm. Yes."

That was what finally broke her.

Anya made a noise of pure overwhelmed delight and closed the last few steps to stare up at him at point-blank range. Mira and Orren followed more slowly, though only technically more slowly. All three of them stood there looking at the tiny ruby construct in Kira's hood as if someone had pulled a legend out of a children's story and set it casually in the middle of the circus.

Bjorn, for his part, seemed perfectly comfortable with the attention.

"It is very nice to meet you," he said. "Kira has spoken of you warmly."

That was enough to ruin Mira completely. Whatever composure she had rebuilt went soft around the eyes at once.

Anya pointed at him, scandalized in the specific way only total delight can produce. "He has opinions about me. He's known me for one minute and he already has opinions."

"Warm ones," Kira said.

Orren found his voice first, though only barely. "What," he said, with immense care, "is he."

Bjorn answered before Kira could.

"Ohhh. Bjorn."

That made Kira laugh so hard she had to turn away for a second.

Then the questions came.

Mostly from Anya.

Relentlessly from Anya.

Did he eat? Could he climb things? Was he heavy? How old was he? Was he really made of ruby? Had he always been this size? Could he fight? Could he juggle? Did he like the rain? Had he seen the ocean? Did he want to?

Bjorn loved every second of it. He moved from Kira's hood to the low rail, then to the mat stack beside Anya, answering each question with full grave attention as if the child were a scholar conducting an inquiry of genuine importance.

"Yes, I enjoy rain very much."

"Hmmm. I have seen the ocean from many angles."

"Ohhh. I was larger during some of those occasions."

"I do not juggle at present, though I admire the practice."

Mira stayed near them longer than she meant to. Kira could see it. Every time she turned away to resume some practical task, another answer from Bjorn or another delighted noise from Anya pulled her straight back in. Even Orren drifted closer more than once under pretense so thin it barely counted. He would adjust something near the rail, then stand there listening to Bjorn describe some half-remembered road or town as though there were nothing odd about any of this.

Their mother finally came in because, apparently, Anya had run out into the weather at some point to announce to the world that a tiny talking ruby bear had arrived and no one was taking her seriously enough.

She entered with that practical maternal look already in place - the one that expected nonsense and intended to sort it quickly.

Then she saw Bjorn. Her whole face changed.

"Oh, oh my..." she said softly.

Bjorn looked up at her from the mat stack and waved.

The mother sat down immediately on the nearest crate as if her knees had made the decision without consulting her. "Well," she said after a long breath, "that is genuinely something."

"It is," Kira agreed.

Anya, thrilled beyond all reason now that yet another adult had been conquered by the reality of Bjorn, announced, "He should travel with us."

Bjorn turned to her with thoughtful interest. "I have traveled with a circus before."

That silenced the tent for half a heartbeat.

Orren recovered first, though "recovered" gave him more composure than he actually had. "Which circus," he said, with the specific gravity of a man already calculating whether he had competition. "I want a name. I want to know if we should be worried."

"Oh yes," Bjorn said, sailing past the question entirely, the way he tended to when a question was smaller than the answer he actually wanted to give. "Many years ago. Only for a short time. The children in the towns were a delight."

Orren opened his mouth to press for the name again, took one look at the sheer unbothered confidence radiating off a bear made entirely of gemstone, visibly recalculated the odds of winning that particular argument, and let it go with the air of a man filing something away for later.

Anya looked as if this was the greatest endorsement of circus life ever spoken in any language.

"That settles it," she said.

"It settles nothing," said Mira, though her voice lacked all force because she was still visibly halfway to being a little girl again every time she looked at him.

Eventually training resumed.

Sort of.

Kira warmed up while Anya continued peppering Bjorn with questions from the sidelines. Mira actually laughed at something he said - a real laugh, quick and surprised and much younger than the rest of her - and Orren twice caught himself watching Bjorn instead of Kira's line and had to visibly drag his own attention back to the work.

Kira found the whole thing delightful, and also, more usefully, found it gave her room to work.

Today was not a day for being led by the hand through every piece. She had enough now to sharpen on her own for stretches at a time. So while the family collectively suffered from the presence of a living wonder on the mat stack, Kira put in the work.

She stretched, hit the bars, worked the handstand line, and drilled the uneven-bar transition until it lived more cleanly in her shoulders and timing.

She practiced under her own discipline while the tent's emotional center of gravity had plainly shifted toward a tiny ruby creature answering questions about roads and sea air and fish.

For the first half of the day, Orren let it happen more than he normally would. Kira could see him trying not to. Trying to hold onto the plan. Then Bjorn would say something like, "Hmmm. I once crossed a mountain in the company of six musicians and one mule with excellent judgment," and Orren's attention would slide off its task like a wheel on wet stone.

By midday, Orren realized he had permitted far too much freedom and far too pleasant a morning, and looked personally offended by his own negligence.

His expression sharpened.

Kira saw it immediately and smiled to herself.

Orren clapped once.

"Enough joy," he said. "Now we correct for my generosity."

Anya groaned. Mira, who knew exactly what that tone meant, gave Kira a look of sincere sympathy and stepped aside.

The second half of the day became an assault: floor first, hard and exacting, then bars, then handstand work until Kira's shoulders shook, then the ladder, then back to the floor to prove she could still move under fatigue, then rebound control, then dagger footwork, because apparently Orren had decided pain and adaptation were old friends now.

He pushed her viciously and with love so obvious it hardly needed naming. Every drill had purpose. Every ugly repetition fed something. Kira left whole pieces of herself on the mats and got better in exchange.

By the time she finally walked back through the misting rain toward the library, Bjorn riding happily in her hood and recounting how "the acrobat family seems very dear," her body felt worked through down to the marrow.

Kira smiled under the cloak.

"They are," she said.

And she was already thinking about tomorrow.

Day eighteen began with Kira carrying two different hungers into the morning.

One was for movement, sharpened now into purpose. Yesterday had changed the frame of it. Acrobatics was no longer just skill, beauty, and ownership of the body. Orren had shown her where it bent toward survival. Angle. Timing. Exit line. Recovery. How not to be where danger expected her to remain.

The other hunger was harder to name - not the broad holy kind, not something abstract she could pray her way toward, but something closer to a route. A map. A place where all of this might one day be tested against something real.

She left the library under the messenger cloak with the bells of Merehaven still fading through the damp morning air. The sea wind came in cool and salted, and the streets still belonged to workers, early carts, and people who had begun to accept the sight of Jaheira's cloaked messenger moving through their part of the world as a fact of local life.

"Good day, Messenger," called a cooper rolling open his shop shutters.

Kira tipped her head.

A fishwife crossing with two empty baskets under one arm stepped aside and nodded her through without surprise. A boy sweeping his family's stoop stared at the hood, then remembered himself and offered a solemn, "Morning, miss."

That part of the city had settled around her without quite knowing who she was. Kira found she liked that. It felt like being trusted with a shape she had not asked for and had somehow still grown into.

When she entered the Kasov tent, Anya was already there and already in motion, one ball arcing from hand to hand while she balanced on the edge of a low rail as if the ground had never made an especially convincing case for itself.

She lit up the moment she saw Kira.

"There you are," she said. "Good. I've decided where you'll sleep."

Kira stopped with one hand on the cloak clasp.

"What."

Anya kept tossing the ball in one smooth loop of absolute confidence. "When you come with us."

Kira looked across the tent automatically.

Mira was tightening a strap on one of the travel crates stacked near the wall. She heard it. Kira knew she heard it. But she said nothing, only kept working with that quiet, precise attention of hers.

Orren, sorting wraps and wooden daggers on a side table, made a sound suspiciously close to a laugh and hid it by being busy.

Anya hopped down, caught the ball, and continued as if none of this were even slightly hypothetical.

"You can have the space by mine for the first stretch of road because Bjorn will obviously want the better side if it rains, and once we hit the larger routes we can move things around depending on the wagons and whether Mira insists on order for no reason."

Kira stared at her.

"That is an alarming amount of planning."

"It is practical planning," Anya said. "Different thing."

Mira still said nothing.

That silence landed harder than correction would have.

Kira set the cloak aside and began her warmup. Ankles, hips, hamstrings, shoulders, wrists, split line, bridge line. The body moved into it with easy knowledge now. She did not need to think about what came first. She only had to listen for where the day wanted more.

Anya, apparently deciding the matter was still active, called over while Kira folded into a deep straddle stretch, "Bjorn can sit by me whenever he likes."

Kira smiled into the mat.

"I'll let him know he's been assigned quarters."

"Good."

Mira didn't look up from her strap, which by now Kira had learned was the loudest thing she was capable of saying without saying anything at all.

That was enough.

Orren let the warmup finish without interruption, then tossed Kira one of the weighted wooden juggling daggers.

"Combat first," he said. "Your feet were beginning to tell fewer lies yesterday. Let's continue improving their character."

Kira caught the dagger and rolled it once through her fingers.

The morning took on its new shape quickly after that.

No ornamental drills, no movement for its own sake - everything had consequence now.

Orren ran her through stance work first. Weight forward without falling into it. Back foot awake. Hips ready to lie less than the shoulders. Dagger held in a grip that could change without becoming panic. He circled her, made her circle him, cut her line with the ease of a man who had fought on roads where the difference between "performer" and "survivor" was often measured in blood and timing.

"Again," he said.

Kira shifted.

"No. You're admiring the movement. Use it."

"I wasn't admiring it, I was thinking about it."

"Thinking is a luxury. You do not have it yet. Feel it, then think about it later, when it matters less."

She changed angle harder, more annoyed at herself than at him.

"Better."

He came at her then - not with force, but with intent. A forward line that would have meant a strike if the blades were real. Kira broke the line, turned, reset, and came back facing him instead of running the movement out like stage choreography.

That earned a nod.

There.

She felt it.

This was the translation she had asked for.

He made her tumble into stance. Rebound into exit. Roll, rise, angle. Hand to floor, body through, weapon back up. Sometimes he had her try to touch him. Sometimes the goal was simply not to be where he wanted her. Both lessons mattered.

By the time Mira took her away for bars, Kira's whole body felt different. Less like a gymnast polishing herself. More like a creature learning where threat lived.

Mira's training had no wasted motion in it. Words included.

"Low to high," she said.

Kira mounted, then paused with both hands on the bar. "You know, you could just say good morning like a person."

"Good morning. Low to high."

"That's not really an improvement."

"It was not meant to be one. It was meant to get you moving." Mira nodded at the bar. "Go."

The uneven bars no longer felt alien. Strange, yes. Unequal by nature. Unforgiving. But not alien. She knew what the gap was asking now. Which bar owned her weight. Where the eyes had to go before the hands. How hesitation poisoned the whole phrase.

The first transition was clean.

Mira did not praise it.

"Again." Return. Catch. Swing. Control. "Again."

The beauty of Mira's teaching was that nothing got to count as real until it repeated under fatigue. One clean transfer meant possibility. Three meant progress. Five meant maybe you were beginning to earn ownership. By the seventh, Kira's shoulders were burning and the timing still held.

"That," Mira said at last, "belongs to you."

Kira breathed out once, still hanging in the line of the movement.

That meant more from Mira than a dozen louder reactions would have from someone else.

Anya took her after that and immediately threw her into object work while moving.

Juggling while stepping.

Juggling while turning.

Catch, pivot, catch.

Drop one hand low and recover.

Track three arcs while the feet kept obeying a pattern Orren had drilled into her that morning.

The whole thing felt ridiculous at first and then, very quickly, obvious. Juggling was not combat. That was clear. But it did train the same thing she had started chasing everywhere now: control of changing space. Prediction under motion. Keeping rhythm when the world insisted on making several demands at once.

By the time Orren dragged her back for another knife-and-footwork sequence, Anya was narrating her future as if the matter had been settled by universal law.

"When we reach the bigger summer towns, you can do hand-walking in the open lane before dusk performances if Orren lets you."

"He won't," said Mira.

"He will if it looks impressive enough."

"It will," Orren said, not even glancing up.

Kira nearly laughed herself out of stance.

"You are all deeply unhelpful."

Anya grinned. "No, we're realistic."

That line stayed with her the rest of the day.

Realistic.

It was realistic to plan roads.

Realistic to keep training.

Realistic to know that the circus would leave and Kira would not.

And yet the child kept placing her in that future without hesitation. Mira still did not correct her. Kira felt gratitude for that and something sadder twined up in the same place.

Lunch came and went in the way it should now: quickly, gratefully, without interrupting the shape of the work. The road preparations sat in the edges of everything. Coiled ropes. Packed cloth. A small stack of repaired straps near the wagon list. Kira noticed all of it more sharply today. The circus was gathering itself.

The afternoon belonged to integration.

Orren put her through a brutal sequence that started with dodging lines, moved into no-handed roundoff recoveries, then back into dagger work, then straight to handstand control because apparently mercy had lost his address sometime in youth and never found it again.

At one point he barked, "Again-only this time pretend the man actually wants you dead."

Kira came out of the next line harder.

"Good," Orren said, and didn't say anything else, which by now she knew meant she'd actually earned it.

The System agreed.
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She didn't stop to admire it. Take the gain, use it immediately - that was the rule now, and admiring things was for people with time to spare.

By the time she walked back to the library beneath a dimmer sky and a fine sea drizzle, her whole body felt wrung out in the right way. Used honestly. Built through. The room she shared with Bjorn welcomed her with books, the Ruby Cradle on the sill, and the smell of dry paper and old wood that felt more and more like safety.

Liora was waiting in one of the lower study rooms when Kira came down after her bath, hair damp and skin warm and dressed in clean clothes. A lamp burned near one elbow. Three books were open around her in the sort of arrangement that suggested she had gone to retrieve one answer and found six better questions instead.

She looked up at once.

"You have the look of someone who wants information for an urgent purpose."

Kira smiled faintly. "I do."

Liora sat back and folded her hands.

"All right."

Kira took the chair opposite her.

"How do people actually level?"

That sharpened the priestess immediately. Not with alarm. With relevance.

"You mean in practical terms."

"Yeah. Not theory. Not what the books say in the first chapter. What do people do if they need to get stronger."

Liora nodded once.

"For combat classes, the most common paths are combat, quests, and hardship meaningful enough for the System to recognize. If you kill a creature near your level, you gain experience. If you defeat something above your level and survive the attempt, you gain more. The more dangerous the victory, the more the System considers it worthy." She tilted her head slightly. "Assuming you do not simply die and remove the need for measurement."

Kira appreciated that Liora never softened things just because she was young.

"And quests?"

"Some are generated by the System. Some by institutions. Some, very rarely, by gods." Her eyes rested on Kira for exactly one beat longer than usual. "Those tend to matter."

"Cool, cool. Extremely normal thing to have happen to a person."

Liora did not dignify that with a response, which Kira had learned by now meant she agreed completely.

Kira let that pass without further comment.

"And if your class isn't combat?"

"Then you grow through the labor your class recognizes. Crafters craft. Healers heal. Scholars, in some cases, advance through discoveries, preserved knowledge, translation work, ritual study, or service tied to their path."

Kira nodded slowly.

"Where do you go to fight things worth fighting?"

Liora's expression grew more serious.

"Away from places like this."

She gestured, not at the room, but at Merehaven itself. Civilization. Roads. Walls. Bells. Markets. Safety by accumulated effort.

"The lands closest to settled populations are usually the safest for a reason. Monsters, dangerous beasts, and worse have been driven out, hunted down, or learned to stay away. Most people in towns like this live their whole lives in what are, by the standards of the wider world, relatively safe lands."

Kira sat back.

"Most of the world is not safe."

"No," Liora said. "Most of the world is not."

That landed like a horizon moving.

Kira had known danger existed. She had lived enough of it already. But there was a difference between surviving danger and understanding that beyond the belt of roads, farms, shrines, militia routes, and known traffic, the world changed category entirely.

She thought of the swamp, the wilds beyond, the map she did not yet have, the questions she had started to ask herself in bed before dawn.

Liora, reading enough of that in her face to continue, said, "If you intend to level seriously, then eventually you will need to leave safe lands behind."

Kira smiled a little.

"I was afraid you were going to say that."

Something in Liora's tone came close to fond, without quite committing to it. "I assumed you already knew."

Kira couldn't argue with that.

Later, back in the great glorious heat of the book dragon's bathroom, Kira sank down into scalding water, let herself hiss once in relief, then opened the sphere and summoned Seralyth.

The paladin formed in pale white-blue light beside the bath and took one look at the steam, the domed window, the absurd luxury of the room, and then at Kira half-drowned in hot water.

"Do you ever leave this bath?"

Kira laughed immediately.

"I think better naked and in scalding hot water in the book dragon's bathroom."

Seralyth's expression shifted by the smallest degree.

"That does sound like you."

Kira tipped her head back against the tub and stretched one wet arm along the rim.

"I have to appreciate these moments," she said. "I have a feeling I'm going to go a very long time without a bath in the near future."

Seralyth inclined her head once.

"That is likely. Adventuring allows for cold streams when fortune is kind. More often it allows for less."

"Wonderful."

"It builds character."

"That is what people say when they mean suffering."

Something eased at the corner of Seralyth's expression - not quite a smile, more the absence of her usual gravity for half a second.

Kira let the silence sit between them for a moment, steam curling around the both of them, then asked the real question.

"Where would you go if you were me?"

Seralyth did not need clarification.

"If I were low level, needed combat experience, and meant to grow quickly?"

"Yeah."

The paladin folded her hands behind her back, gaze drifting not to the walls but somewhere beyond them, as if she were looking at terrain laid over memory.

"East around the swamp," she said. "Then north. Then west into the wilds beyond the safer routes. There are bands of dangerous country there, old roads gone bad, hunting grounds where beasts and lesser horrors still test themselves against one another." She looked back to Kira. "It is a more survivable path. Slower. Cleaner."

"And the less survivable one?"

"North through the swamp," Seralyth said, in exactly the same even tone she'd used for everything else, which somehow made it worse.

That made Kira smile.

"Of course there is a less survivable one."

"There always is."

The steam hissed softly around the rim of the bath. Rain ticked against the high window.

Kira thought about the swamp, about the ambient Wraithfire in cursed places, about her core filling from it instead of withering under it.

Seralyth saw the thought before she spoke it.

"For you," the paladin said, "the swamp is not what it would be for most. The Wraithfire there would not thin you. It would likely sustain your reserve. Perhaps even strengthen your pace if handled carefully."

Kira's eyes narrowed in active thought.

"So the dangerous route is weirdly attractive."

"Yes."

"That feels like my life."

Seralyth accepted that without argument.

Kira sat there in the heat, water lapping softly against her skin, and let the two routes take shape in her head. Around the swamp. Through the swamp. Safer. Faster. Cleaner. Stranger. The first real outlines of a path out of Merehaven and into the world that actually made people into adventurers.

For the first time, it did not feel abstract.

It felt like a choice that would eventually belong to her.

By the time she dismissed the paladin and sank a little deeper into the water, all of it - every tumble, every recovery, every bar transition, every handstand and pivot and angle break - had turned another degree in her mind. It all had direction now.

The circus would leave.

She would leave too.

Just not in the same direction.

And tonight, in the dragon's bath with the rain at the window and the steam thick around her face, that felt less like uncertainty than the beginning of a map.

The days kept moving whether she was ready for them or not.

Day nineteen felt emptier before Kira even stepped inside the tent.

She saw it from the lane.

The clutter that had once made the place feel endless and alive - extra mats, spare props, stacked practice gear, half-used crates, little signs of a family living in motion - had thinned dramatically. What remained inside was what they needed for the day. Nothing more. The rest had been packed and moved out to carts waiting beyond town, or so Kira assumed. The circus was drawing itself inward. Folding down toward departure.

That knowledge sat in her chest before she had even lifted the flap.

Inside, the mood had changed.

Anya was the easiest to read.

Someone had told her. Probably her mother, because mothers understood the cruel value of saying necessary things plainly. Probably after Mira and Orren had already tried softening it with the promise that she would see Kira and Bjorn again someday, somewhere down some other road in some other season. The child sat on the low rail with one knee drawn up and all her usual velocity dimmed under a layer of stubborn sorrow.

Kira loved her for it at once.

There was something quietly miraculous in being missed before you had even gone.

Orren was different. He had gone quieter, his usual brightness banked down into something more controlled. He was not the sort to say he would miss someone, at least not while he still had practical work to do in front of him. But it lived in the way he checked the space, the way his eyes landed on Kira and held for half a beat longer than usual before he looked away and busied his hands with wraps and chalk and bars that needed no further straightening.

Mira did what Mira always did when feeling threatened to become too large for easy management.

She taught harder.

She had already set the uneven bars. She was already checking the spacing. Already occupying herself in the exacting little rituals of a person who believed, with complete and probably justified faith, that work done properly improved almost everything.

Kira set aside the cloak and walked in.

Anya looked up. Her face did something brave and miserable all at once.

Kira went to her first.

No joke. No attempt to rescue the mood with cleverness. She just stepped in close, wrapped both arms around the younger girl, and held on while Anya pretended for exactly two seconds that she was not going to melt into the embrace.

Then she did.

"I still think you should come," Anya muttered into her shoulder.

Kira smiled against her hair.

"I know."

"You would fit."

"I know that too."

Anya pulled back only far enough to glare up at her with damp, offended eyes. "Then why are you making this difficult."

"Because apparently I'm committed to being tragic."

That got a laugh out of her, small and wet and reluctant. Good enough.

When Kira finally let her go, Orren pointed at the open floor with all the sternness of a man who had been waiting for an emotional moment to resolve so he could punish someone productively.

"Pullups," he said.

Kira looked at him. "Good morning to you too."

"It will be a good morning when your shoulders stop thinking they are ornaments."

Kira went to the bar anyway.

The work started there.

Pullups first, strict and clean, because Orren believed every day should begin with the body telling the truth. Kira gave him twenty-three before the pace slowed and twenty-five before the last one came up hard enough to feel honest all the way through her back and arms. Pushups followed. Then handstand hold. Then squat holds. Then a hateful little support sequence on the low rail that reminded her, with great clarity, how much stronger she had become in so little time.

She felt it more keenly on day nineteen because the contrast no longer had to be imagined.

Weeks ago this body had been possibility.

Now it was a machine learning to answer on command.

Shoulders stronger. Back defined. Arms with real shape to them. Thighs cut with work.

Agility living in her not as an abstract number but as the way balance corrected faster, the way the body found itself in air and on landing and between one movement and the next.

The miracle of it sat in plain view now. None of them said it because they all knew it already.

Mira took over first.

"Bars," she said, and Kira went.

Day nineteen was not for invention. It was for inheritance.

Mira's gift to her was exactness. She cared less for Kira's spectacular rate of improvement than for what would remain when the tent was gone and there was no one left to say again for the sixth time. She wanted the movement to survive separation.

So she drilled what mattered: low to high, catch, return, "again," and again after that.

Then body position on the catch. Then line through the shoulder. Then precision under fatigue. Then how not to let excitement ruin mechanics once the skill had become familiar enough to invite sloppiness.

At one point Kira came off the bar after a clean phrase and Mira simply said, "Your form still needs work."

Kira laughed, breathless, and dropped her hands to her hips. "That is so cruel."

"It is true."

"It is also a little insulting after all this."

Mira's eyes went briefly warmer than her voice.

"We have done you a disservice," she said. "You should have had years."

That stopped Kira more effectively than any correction could have.

Because it was true.

Because it wasn't pity.

Because Mira wasn't diminishing what she had done. She was measuring it honestly against what it might have been given proper time and feeling furious on Kira's behalf anyway.

Kira looked back at the bars, then at Mira.

"You did not do me any disservice."

Mira held her gaze for a moment, then gestured to the rails.

"Again."

That was the closest thing to affection she could manage without cracking open.

Kira understood. She went again.

Orren took her next and gave her his piece of the inheritance: movement with consequence. Knife in hand, then no knife, then knife again.

He made her circle, cut angles, break line, recover from awkward landings, turn a rebound into an exit instead of a finish. He made her think about roads, ambushes, wet ground, multiple attackers, ugly choices, and how to survive the sort of men who never once in their lives cared whether something was graceful.

"Your feet decide whether you live long enough for the rest to matter," he told her.

That stayed.

He had her tumble through a line, rise with the wooden dagger ready, shift left, pivot right, then do it again with his own body moving against hers. He made her use her acrobatics as theft - stealing position, stealing certainty, stealing the clean line of someone else's intent. She began to understand how all the impossible control she had built could become practical in the ugliest places.

And that gave her hope deeper than a new trick ever could.

Anya's portion came after that and looked, on the surface, like play.

It wasn't.

She handed Kira the juggling balls first, then the weighted wooden daggers, and made her keep rhythm while stepping through Orren's combat patterns. Catch while turning. Catch while dropping level. Catch and recover. Track three objects while the feet changed angle and the shoulders lied to the world.

"Again," Anya said, wiping her eyes at one point with the heel of one hand and trying not to be caught doing it.

Kira did it again.

The child's gift to her was rhythm under emotional weather. Hand skill. Spatial confidence. That little seed of performance instinct that said your body could remain playful under pressure and therefore remain fluid. Kira saw the shape of it and loved Anya for trying so hard to leave her something useful.

The morning and afternoon passed that way - in blocks of inheritance, each one going deeper instead of wider, each of them driving a different thing into her and making sure it took.

By the time the day had bent toward evening, the tent looked even barer in the angled light. The remaining gear felt temporary now. The road sat just outside the canvas like a patient animal waiting for them to admit it had arrived.

Orren wiped chalk from his hands and said, almost casually, "Liora can come by tomorrow at noon."

Kira looked up from rewrapping her wrists.

"For what."

He gave her a flat look. "To see that we are not thieves."

She blinked once, then smiled.

That was exactly the scale it needed to be. No audience, no little ceremony, no ridiculous speech about talent and investment.

Just: you paid us, here is the proof.

Kira nodded. "I'll tell her."

He gave one brisk nod, as if that completed the transaction.

The walk back to the library felt quieter than most. She carried the day in her body and the coming separation in her thoughts. By now she knew better than to confuse ache with suffering. This was good ache. Honest ache. The kind that built futures.

Liora was in one of the lower rooms again when Kira came in after her bath, and this time the table before her was spread with maps.

Not one.

Several.

Regional roads. Town markers. River routes. Older trade lines. One broader atlas sheet with vast pale spaces beyond the denser clusters of named settlements. Kira stopped in the doorway and felt the world widen before a word had even been spoken.

Liora glanced up and saw immediately what had caught her.

"Come sit."

Kira did.

For a while she simply looked.

Towns gathered near roads and rivers. Villages clustered in safer lands. Named places lay in webs of relation where civilization had pushed itself into shape. But beyond those webs, the spaces spread wider. Fewer names. Longer stretches. More uncertainty.

"For every town here," Kira said slowly, touching one of the more settled regions with a fingertip, "there are what - two in the wilds?"

Liora folded her hands. "Sometimes fewer."

Kira leaned back.

"It's that bad."

"It is that large," Liora corrected. "And that dangerous."

Kira studied the map again. "What makes one creature higher level than another?"

Liora looked faintly pleased by the question. "Several things. Age. Success. Kills. Environment. Some creatures simply survive long enough to harden into more than they once were. Some become dangerous because they continue winning. Some are born with advantages and sharpen those with time. Beasts, undead, monsters, all can have levels."

"Do they get classes?"

"Some do. Most in simpler ways than people. Truly intelligent beings can develop much more complex paths." She adjusted one of the atlas pages slightly. "Dragons, sphinxes, and certain older creatures complicate the category. People speak of them differently because the world itself does. Dragons especially are not treated as mere monsters. There are dragon gods. There are lineages, rites, politics, and older authorities involved there."

That fascinated Kira enough that she nearly forgot the rest of the question. Almost.

"So the roughest people go out there," she said, looking at the pale spaces again. "Because only the roughest survive."

Liora's expression went very still.

"Yes."

That settled in Kira differently than the level-mechanics had the night before. Maps did that. They made abstractions measurable. The world beyond Merehaven stopped being "the wilds" and became direction, distance, decision.

That night, before sleep took her, Kira lay in the dark with the rain still ticking faintly at the window and reached inward through the bond instead of opening the sphere. She didn't need the full manifestation for this - just enough presence to talk.

Seralyth answered the reach with the quiet attention that had become, over these weeks, its own kind of comfort.

You are thinking loudly, the paladin observed, more felt than heard.

"I spent tonight with maps," Kira said into the dark, quiet enough that Bjorn on the sill wouldn't stir. "Liora explained levels. Quests. The wilds. How most people in towns like this live in the safe skin of the world and call that normal."

Yes.

"I'm trying to think past the romance of it. Past the part where the road sounds like freedom and the wilds sound like some grand proving ground." Kira stared up at the dark ceiling. "What kind of adventurer am I, actually?"

Seralyth answered without delay.

The kind who should survive first.

Kira huffed a quiet laugh into the pillow. "That is brutally unromantic."

It is also correct, and unromantic things tend to be.

Kira let that sit.

You are not built yet for contests of attrition, Seralyth went on. You should not stand and trade force with creatures heavier than you, stronger than you, or more accustomed to killing. Not unless circumstance leaves you no other choice. A pause that felt, somehow, like a considering look. You are becoming a mobility fighter. A skirmisher. A creature of angles, exits, timing, and terrain.

Kira lay with that in the dark.

It felt right immediately.

You should favor movement, information, and controlled engagements, Seralyth continued. Creatures with readable habits. Foes you can isolate. Ground that lets you leave if your judgment fails.

"And the swamp?"

Something in the bond sharpened faintly.

The swamp is complicated.

Kira smiled up at nothing. "That usually means interesting."

It means dangerous in ways that suit you more than they suit most. Wraithfire-laced places will not punish you as they punish others. That gives you a kind of terrain advantage. Do not mistake affinity for invulnerability.

"I wasn't planning to."

Good.

Rain ticked at the window, softer now.

Kira thought about roads, monsters, old routes, and herself somewhere out there with all this training finally asked to become something more than promise.

"What kills people like me first?" she asked.

Seralyth did not answer immediately.

Confidence without discipline, she said at last. Curiosity without retreat.

"Those feel like the same flaw wearing two coats."

They are. Most fatal ones are. A pause, and something in the bond that might have been the paladin choosing her next words with unusual care. Taking one clean victory as proof that all similar fights will end the same way.

"I definitely have that one."

I know. It is why I am naming it.

"Rude, but fair."

Something in the bond deepened rather than softened. And exhaustion. More young adventurers die tired than heroic.

Kira exhaled a short laugh. "That's a genuinely upsetting way to end a bedtime conversation."

You asked.

"I did. I regret it slightly."

You will regret it less than the alternative, Seralyth said, which was, Kira had learned, about as close as she came to reassurance.

For a while the only sound in the room was the rain and the small, patient stillness of Bjorn on the sill, awake and watching the street the way he always was, needing nothing from the dark to keep him company in it.

Then Kira said, "Orren started translating things for me yesterday. Acrobatics into combat. Tumbling into recovery. Movement into not dying where I'm standing."

Good. He sees clearly.

"He does."

And you?

Kira looked up into the dark, where her own thoughts had gone soft and strange at the edges the way they did right before sleep took them.

"I think," she said slowly, "I'm becoming hard to pin down."

Good. Difficult to pin down usually means difficult to kill. I have found the two travel together more often than people expect.

"That's almost sweet, coming from you."

I contain multitudes, Seralyth said, entirely deadpan, and Kira laughed into the dark loud enough that she had to press a hand over her own mouth so it wouldn't carry.

The bond carried the faintest hint of approval back to her.

Yes. Become harder.

Kira smiled at that and let her eyes finally close.

The road still waited. The wilds still waited. The tent would still come down soon. All true.

But this conversation had given shape to something she needed more than vague resolve.

She already had purpose.

What tonight had given her was method - and method, in the end, was what turned a future from something hoped for into something usable.

  

    
        Chapter 64 - You Will Never See This Kira Again

    
    
    
    
  Liora arrived just after midday and was treated, to her enduring embarrassment, like visiting royalty.

Orren met her at the edge of the tent with hands clean, posture straightened, and enough earnest respect in him to make refusal feel churlish. Liora noted it with some private surprise. She had heard enough about him from Kira - the mock-formal outbursts, the dry combativeness, the total ease with his own competence - to have expected someone harder to unsettle. Here he was straightening his collar twice in the space of ten seconds like a boy called before a magistrate. Mira stood just behind him, composed and watchful, though even her composure carried a slightly more careful edge than Liora suspected was usual for her. Their mother appeared from somewhere deeper in the camp with a cloth still in one hand and gratitude already plain in her face. Even the younger sister had gone solemn for the occasion, which in itself suggested the family had understood that this mattered.

It took one plain sentence to dissolve all of it.

"You have all been very kind," Liora said, and something in the plainness of the delivery - no formality thrown back at them, no leverage reached for to remind anyone who held the purse - let the whole tent exhale at once. Orren's shoulders came down from around his ears. Their mother's hands stopped fussing with the cloth. Even Mira allowed herself something closer to her ordinary stillness.

Liora noted the effect with the same faint, familiar discomfort she always felt at moments like this. It happened everywhere she went, if she was honest with herself - cold guildhalls, a church hierarchy thick with its own self-importance, and now, apparently, a circus tent stripped down for the road. She had never quite decided whether it was a skill she had built or simply a side effect of having spent a life learning to sound certain even when she wasn't. Either way, it worked on scholars and clergy and city functionaries who spoke her particular language of precision.

Apparently it worked on circus families too. Apparently it worked on anyone.

Orren's usual brightness dimmed into something more careful. "You hired us when work was thin," he said, "and asked for something difficult. We did not expect to be handed someone worth the difficulty in return."

Mira stepped in then, because she was clearly the one among them least willing to let the moment become theatrical.

"We are grateful," she said simply. "You trusted us when others could have been chosen."

Liora looked at her, then at Orren, then at the tent itself, half-stripped and half-packed, its future already waiting in the wagons beyond town.

"I chose the best," she said, and then, because she had never in her life let a true statement stand when a fuller one would serve better, she went on. "I want to be precise about that, because I think you've assumed it meant something narrower than it did. There were half a dozen acrobats in this city I could have hired. Two of them classed, one of them likely better on the bars than any of you, if we are being honest about it. I did not choose on skill alone. I have seen skilled teachers who would have handed Kira technique and nothing else - correct her lines, count her repetitions, take my coin, and never once ask her a single question that wasn't about her body. I did not want that for her." She looked at each of them in turn - Orren, Mira, their mother, the girl still solemn by the mats. "I wanted people who would ask few questions and mean it. Who would be delighted, not merely tolerant, to fold a stranger into their mornings. I have watched a great many families over a great many years, and most of them close ranks around blood without meaning to. I needed one that wouldn't. I needed one that would look at a girl who arrived with no history she could safely tell them and decide, within days, that she belonged anyway." A small pause. "I did not simply hire acrobats. I went looking for people who might, without ever being asked to, become something like family to her. I believe I found exactly that. I hope that makes sense."

She had not expected any of it to reach as deep as it did. Orren looked away almost immediately, which told her more than his silence ever could have. Their mother smiled and blinked once too quickly. Even Mira, precise iron creature that she was, lost some of the guarded distance in her face.

It was Orren who finally spoke, and when he did, all the earlier brightness had burned down into something plainer and harder to perform. "We did not know that was what you were actually asking for," he said. "If we had, I would have told you that you did not need to pay us extra for it. She would have had that from us regardless."

"I am aware," Liora said. "That was rather the point of choosing you."

Mira's voice, when it came, was quieter than usual. "You could not have known we would take to her the way we did. Not truly. That was not something you could purchase in advance."

"No," Liora agreed. "It was a wager. I am pleased to say I have rarely made a better one."

Their mother pressed the cloth once against her own eyes, brisk about it, unwilling to let the moment become anything so undignified as tears in front of a priestess, and said nothing at all, which said everything.

Good, Liora thought. Let them have that truth plainly.

She stepped past them, further into the working heart of the tent, and felt it change around her as she went. Stripped down. Reduced to function. Less a home than a structure in the act of remembering it had always been built to move. What remained inside was what still mattered for the final day's work: bars, rails, mats, the open lanes of controlled violence through which an acrobat's body was taught obedience.

And then, before she had properly taken two steps past the family, she saw why the room felt charged beyond that.

Kira was there.

So was Bjorn.

Kira had her back to the entrance, deep in a stretch line Mira had evidently set her to before Liora's arrival, and hadn't turned. Liora understood why the moment she saw the care in the position - full attention, full discipline, nothing spared for the door. The old Kira would have abandoned the stretch mid-line the instant she heard a familiar voice. This one trusted that whatever waited at the entrance would still be there when the work was properly finished. Liora found that, in its own quiet way, as telling as anything else she had seen all day.

Bjorn had no such discipline to maintain, and looked up from his stacked mat the moment Liora crossed the threshold, ruby-bright and serenely interested in everything as if the whole world had once again proved slightly more delightful than expected.

The effect of the two of them together, one utterly absorbed and one utterly attentive, was difficult to name and impossible to miss. Kira wore training clothes now, the messenger cloak set aside, changed almost beyond easy language from the girl who had first come under Liora's roof.

Liora paused.

This, she thought. This was the thing she had just tried to put into words for a family too polite to ask her to explain herself further. Not a girl who had been taught to move well. A girl who had been let in. Kira looked, standing there in borrowed training clothes, less like someone's successful project and more like someone's kept and cherished person. It was in the smaller things as much as the larger ones - the way Kira's weight now dropped fully into the floor instead of hovering above it the way frightened bodies did, the ease with which her shoulders had dropped from around her ears the same way Orren's just had, the absence of that old flinching alertness that used to track every door in a room before anything else. Liora had gambled on that outcome without ever being certain she could name it in advance. Watching it now, she allowed herself the rare, private luxury of feeling entirely correct, and offered Jaheira a small, wordless thanks for the kind of certainty that only ever arrived after the work was already finished.

Perhaps, she thought for one further private, scholarly instant, there were some rooms that did become more themselves when inhabited by the right souls.

Kira turned and saw her.

There was no performative excitement in the greeting, no childish rush or awkward need to impress. Only a brightening, a real one, and the easy confidence of someone standing inside a body that now answered her.

"Liora."

Liora let herself smile. "Kira."

She took her time then, not out of rudeness but observation.

Transformation, when it was real, deserved to be witnessed properly.

Kira's posture had changed first. That was immediately obvious. Her step was smoother. Her hips had learned honest alignment. Even the way her arms rested at her sides spoke of a body that now expected to move well and usually did.

But it was the muscle itself that Liora's eye kept returning to, and the longer she looked, the less comfortable the looking became. The trapezius carried definition no span of weeks, however brutal the training, should have produced. The lats had widened into a true taper through the back. The thighs and glutes had thickened with the specific, dense power of someone who had spent years, not weeks, loading a body under real resistance. Liora had trained clerics. She had catalogued the physiques of temple guards, road wardens, hardened pilgrims who walked the pilgrim roads for a decade before their bodies looked anything like this.

She knew exactly what she was looking at, and exactly why, and the oath sitting quiet and absolute behind her tongue meant she would never once say so aloud - not to Kira, not to the Kasovs, not even in the privacy of her own study where she sometimes permitted herself to think dangerous thoughts about dangerous things. Some knowledge existed to be held, not spoken. She held this the way she held everything sacred: carefully, and without complaint.

Liora had known the work was taking. She had trusted that it would. Still, seeing it in front of her was another matter entirely - the miracle was not only that Kira had improved, but the rate.

Mira drifted toward Kira first, all brisk business, the particular manner of someone covering emotion with correction.

"Warm up again," she said, not quite meeting Kira's eyes. "I don't care that Liora is watching. You do it properly or you don't do it at all in front of me."

Kira looked at her a moment longer than the instruction required, then nodded once and obeyed without argument.

That too, Liora noted, was new. Not obedience exactly. Trust. The kind built through repetition and honest effort and many mornings of being made to discover where her limits had been hiding.

Anya hovered nearest Bjorn, one hand resting lightly against his side as if checking, every few breaths, that he remained real and available to her for one little while longer. Her sadness lived close to the surface today. Liora could see that even without understanding all the family's internal weather. The child looked at Kira the way very young hearts looked at beloved things about to leave - already grieving, already half building a future in which they returned.

It would have been easy to think Kira's presence alone caused such attachment.

Liora knew better.

Presence mattered. Kira had it in excess and then some. But this was not mere charisma. This was the older, stranger gravity of someone who arrived openhearted enough to be loved and fierce enough to earn it.

Bjorn looked up at her just then and raised one ruby paw.

"Ohhh," he said. "It is a very particular feeling, when a difficult choice turns out correct and you had not truly let yourself believe it would, not until this exact moment. I have felt that same relief myself, more than once, and been faintly embarrassed by how much of it there was - especially when I had spent so long insisting to myself that the whole arrangement was only ever a practical one, nothing more. Those are often the choices that turn out best, I find. I try to remember that, when I remember to."

Liora's hands went cold around nothing in particular, the reaction landing before thought could catch up to it.

That was not a guess. A guess would have circled the feeling and landed somewhere near it. This was the feeling itself, spoken back to her whole, in words she had not used even privately in her own head, as though he had simply reached in and read the page rather than inferred the book.

Her mind went, unbidden, to the small worn volume still sitting in a drawer in her old office - the same one Maelis would later produce from her satchel, though Liora did not yet know that. She had read it as a girl, over and over, the way clever lonely children read the one book that felt like it had been written for them specifically. In the story, the characters were always stopping the little red bear on the road to ask him small foolish questions about where he'd been and what he'd seen, and the book-bear always answered, patient and strange and a little too knowing for a children's tale.

She had thought nothing of it in years. Then Kira had brought the real one into her library, and somewhere in the second or third week, while Kira trained and Bjorn sat on some windowsill or other with nothing particular to do, Liora had found herself drifting into easy, idle conversation with him the way one did with a pleasant houseguest - and had, on a whim she hadn't examined too closely at the time, started working in a few of the same small foolish questions the children in the book used to ask. Which road stayed honest to sailors in winter. Whether the old bridge at Cael's Ford had really been raised by grieving hands, the way the story claimed. She had expected nothing. Certainly not answers that matched the book so precisely, phrase for phrase in places, that she had quietly stopped asking rather than sit with what the matching implied.

She had told herself, at the time, that it was coincidence. That old stories borrowed from other old stories, and any sufficiently well-read creature could reproduce the overlap.

She was no longer certain she believed that.

Who is this, she thought, with the particular cold clarity of a scholar's mind refusing to look away from an uncomfortable question. What is this.

Her pulse gave one unhelpful, undignified skip - the plain animal recognition of sitting close to something far older than its size had any right to suggest. Whatever Bjorn was, he fit easily into two cupped hands, smaller than a kitten only days into the world. And yet nothing about the way he spoke, the way he listened, the sheer patient certainty in him belonged to something that young. She had no name for what she felt looking at him just then beyond the plain animal sense of scale gone wrong - the unmistakable impression of sitting beside something ancient enough to have walked through ages she could not properly picture, adventures she suspected no book in her collection, however old, could have fully contained even if he chose to describe them plainly. And that same impossible age sat now on a stacked mat in a circus tent, delighted by rain and birds and the particular sound a shutter made, asking for nothing more from the world than to be allowed to keep watching it. That contrast - whatever vastness lived behind those small ruby eyes, folded so contentedly into something so small - was somehow more unsettling than any danger could have been.

Then Bjorn's expression eased back into its usual open, uncomplicated warmth, ears tipped with easy curiosity, entirely unaware - or entirely unconcerned - that he had just quietly detonated three decades of Liora's professional composure.

"I do hope that was useful to hear," he said. "Sometimes it helps, being told plainly."

And just like that the moment folded back into something small and cheerful and easy to explain away, and Liora found herself doing exactly that, turning the whole thing over once more and wondering whether she had overstated it to herself. Whether her instincts, so reliable in every other room she had ever stood in, had simply misfired here. Whether a bear who asked nothing of anyone and clearly wished no one any harm could possibly be the thing her pulse had just insisted he was.

She did not know.

She filed the not-knowing away carefully, the way she filed everything she could not yet solve, and said only, "Yes. It was useful."

Bjorn nodded, satisfied, and returned his attention to the tent with the same serene interest he gave everything, as if nothing at all unusual had just occurred.

Liora was still half a thought away from steady when Orren caught the distance in her eyes and, mistaking its cause for simple travel weariness, took it as his cue.

"You look like a woman who would rather hear the short version than watch us fumble through the long one," he said, and did not wait for her to agree before giving it to her anyway. He spoke quickly, with that bright particular intensity of his, explaining what he had worked on, where Mira had taken over, where Anya had proved unexpectedly useful and where Kira had become downright unreasonable.

"At first she came in moving like someone whose body had only recently been informed that motion existed," he said. "Now look at her."

Liora did.

Kira moved into the work without flourish, and that mattered - this was not a performance. No one had invited her here for spectacle. The family had not called her to be dazzled. They had called her because they were craftspeople with pride and gratitude enough to say: you trusted us with this girl, see what we made possible.

She warmed through the shapes with astonishing economy. Stretching no longer looked instructional on her. It looked lived-in. Then floor. Then bars. Then handstand line. Then movement with an ease that would once have seemed impossible for her and now simply appeared to be the way her body chose to inhabit the world.

A no-handed roundoff carried her across the lane in one unbroken line, hips leading, feet finding the mat like they'd been promised the spot in advance. She walked the length of the tent on her hands next, not as a trick to be applauded but the way anyone else might simply cross a room - upside down, unbothered, arms taking her weight like it had never once been a question. On the bars, a transition landed so clean that Liora's own breath caught before she could stop it: no scramble, no visible correction, just one shape becoming the next as if the air between them had never really separated the two. And when Kira came out of a fall that should have cost her balance, she recovered mid-motion instead, the stumble folding itself into the next line so seamlessly that only someone who'd watched a hundred beginners fail the same recovery would have caught that it had ever been a mistake at all.

She was not as good as the Kasovs. That was obvious - Liora had eyes, and no romantic need to abandon them. But that was not the point. No one alive who had seen Kira weeks ago, arms shaking through a single wall-supported handstand, would have recognized this girl landing full sequences without a flicker of doubt in her face.

Even her stillness had changed.

Liora watched her come out of a sequence on the floor, rise into stance, and settle there with her weight exactly where it belonged, and understood in that instant that Orren had done far more than teach a collection of skills. He had altered Kira's relationship to her own body. Mira had refined it. Anya had lightened it, threaded rhythm and play through it, made the impossible less solemn and therefore more usable.

Inheritance, Liora thought. Not merely training.

She turned her head slightly toward Orren without taking her eyes off Kira.

"How long," she asked quietly, "should this have taken?"

He did not answer at once, and she understood the delay wasn't hesitation about the answer - it was a man fighting a word he had already decided not to say. She had seen that particular tension before, in physicians and in one memorably good horse-breeder: the look of someone standing in front of evidence their whole professional vocabulary refused to hold. In this city, classed people did not train quietly in circus tents and let everyone around them politely decline to notice. The ones with true gifts wore them loudly - a blade of light dancing along a forearm in a crowded tavern, just to watch strangers flinch. The only ones who trained in silence were the other kind entirely, the sort who needed no one asking why a lock had opened without a sound or a guard had gone down without a mark. Kira fit neither mold, and Liora watched Orren arrive at that same impossible conclusion and swallow it whole rather than say it aloud in front of the girl it was about.

"Years," he said instead, and dropped into a crouch on the mat as if his legs needed something to do before his mouth trusted itself to keep going. "I will tell you honestly what I hoped for, when Liora - when you first asked. I hoped to give her a body she trusted. Confidence in her own skin. Perhaps, if I was ambitious about it, enough grace that she would stop apologizing to the floor every time she fell." A short, disbelieving breath. "I did not hope she would be ready, inside a matter of weeks, to actually audition for this troupe. And I did not hope that if she did, every one of us would vote to take her without a single argument between us first."

He was watching Kira now with the fierce and almost offended expression of a teacher who had gotten exactly what he wanted and still felt personally challenged by it.

Liora nodded once.

Yes.

That was what her own judgment had been whispering under every observed success.

Years.

She said nothing more for a little while after that. She simply watched.

Kira moved through the work while Liora watched.

Mira corrected first. She always did. One line through the shoulder. One adjustment on the catch. Then she stepped back and let Kira repeat the sequence until the movement no longer looked borrowed from the teacher's presence, but lived in the girl herself.

On the floor, Orren's attention tracked every recovery, every angle, every landing that returned Kira to usefulness instead of mere beauty. He did not bark instructions from Liora's side. He did not need to. The work had already been built into her. What remained now was refinement, and Kira carried most of that herself.

Anya, meanwhile, kept threading smaller disciplines into the larger whole. A ball tossed at the right moment. A rhythm change. A demand on the hands while the feet were still solving something else. Kira accepted all of it without surprise, already moving, already adjusting, as if her body had learned that several difficult truths could live together without contradiction.

Watching her, Liora found it impossible not to think of what sat beneath all this: the Court, the quests, the class she had sworn never to speak of without permission, the gods with their hands already, unmistakably, on the scales. And beneath even that, the plain, undeniable fact that Kira had survived enough to make every future she built feel slightly like defiance written into divine structure.

After a while, Orren spoke from beside her - his voice dropped lower than it had been a moment before.

"We'll be back through in a little over a year."

There was hope in the line, careful in the particular way of someone who understood distance and still dared to make room for return.

"Will you," Liora said. Not quite a question.

"We always come back through Merehaven eventually. It's a good circuit, good crowds." He said it a shade too quickly, the way a man recites a fact he badly needs to still be true in a year's time. "She'll be here, presumably. Doing whatever it is she does by then. We'll pick up more or less where we left off."

"You don't believe that."

"I would very much like to."

"I know." Liora kept her eyes on Kira a moment longer. "She will have many paths to choose between now and then. Many roads to walk. I do not know which ones, and neither do you."

Orren said nothing to that, which from him was its own kind of admission.

So Liora turned her head and looked at him at last, and let her voice drop low enough that it belonged only to the two of them.

"You will never see this Kira again," she said. "Take a long look at her."

The words found their mark and stayed there - not as cruelty, but as the only kind of truth she knew how to give: plainly, and without apology for how much it cost.

"That is a hard thing to hand a man while he's still teaching her the last of it," Orren said, quieter than she'd yet heard him.

"It would be crueler to let you believe otherwise while there was still time left to use."

He didn't argue the point. His attention only returned to Kira with a new stillness in it, as if he'd been handed loss and growth in the same breath and had already decided he wasn't going to fight either one.

Liora let him sit with it while Kira dropped from the bars and landed with that smooth, newly honest strength that weeks ago had belonged only to possibility.

This version of her was already ending - not in tragedy, but in motion. The frightened, gifted, half-broken girl who had come under Liora's roof was still there somewhere, incorporated rather than erased. But she had already been overtaken by someone larger in capacity, stronger in body, and more dangerous in will. Someone moving fast enough that no teacher, however skilled, could expect to meet the same self twice.

When Kira finally came toward them, flushed from effort and carrying her new steadiness so naturally she no longer seemed aware of it, Liora felt a fierce private satisfaction rise in her.

She looked first to Orren, then to Mira, then to Anya.

"You have done excellent work."

She watched the words land in all three of them differently - Orren looking away too fast, Mira's chin lifting a fraction, Anya's whole face going soft before she could stop it.

Then she looked at Kira.

"So have you."

And there, in the lean tent with the road almost under the family's feet and the future gathering just beyond the canvas, Liora let herself hold all of it for one long moment. Trust had been placed. Trust had been honored. And the girl standing in front of her was going to go much farther than anyone in that tent could yet measure.



Kira was already back in her room when the quiet finally caught up with her - not grief exactly, and not the hollow kind of emptiness either, but the particular stillness that follows a real parting: the body finished moving before the mind has caught up to the fact that the tent, the mats, the whole texture of the last three weeks, are simply gone from the day now, the way a sound stops mattering the second it ends.

She sat on the edge of the bed with her hands braced beside her and let the room settle around her: books on the desk, clean clothes folded where they belonged, the Ruby Cradle open on the sill and faintly misting cold into the warm air, Bjorn beside it, ruby-bright in the last of the evening light.

The Kasovs would be on the road soon. Maybe already loading the last of it. Maybe laughing through the ache of departure the way good families did when they knew grief had no intention of waiting politely.

Kira smiled faintly to herself. She would see them again, or she wouldn't - that was the truth of roads - but she hoped she would. By then Anya would be bigger and somehow even more certain of herself, which seemed structurally unsound and therefore likely. Orren and Mira would be even more infuriatingly good at what they did. And Kira -

Well. She didn't know exactly what she would be. Stronger, certainly. That much felt inevitable.

She rolled one shoulder, then the other, and frowned slightly. The day had not gotten enough out of her. That would not do.

Kira stood, moved to the center of the room, and opened the sphere. Pale Wraithfire bloomed around her with its now-familiar hush of pressure and cost. She shaped the pullup bar above her head, denser and cleaner than the versions she had been making even a few nights ago, then reached up and tested it once before loading her full weight.

The structure held. Good.

She pulled. One, two, three - by five her back and arms had fully joined the conversation. By eight the bar had begun to tremble. By ten it finally gave way in a soft burst of pale motes and dropped her lightly back to the floor.

Kira stood there breathing hard and smiling.

"Better."

Bjorn turned from the sill, visibly pleased.

"Ohhh. That one lasted longer."

"It did." She rolled her wrists out, chasing the last of the tremor from them. "Getting closer to actually trusting the thing instead of just hoping it doesn't quit on me mid-rep."

"Hmmm. Trust usually arrives only after the eleventh disappointment learns to distrust itself first, at which point the disappointment becomes its own kind of foundation."

Kira paused mid-wrist-roll. "Wait - what? What does that even mean?"

"Nothing at all," Bjorn said, entirely serene. "I made it up just now."

"You made it up."

"Hmmm. Yes. I do it occasionally, to see whether you are still listening properly or have simply started nodding at anything I say in that voice." He looked extremely pleased with himself. "You passed."

"You made up an entire fake piece of wisdom and used it on me while I was tired and vulnerable and emotionally invested in my pullups. That's grounds for a formal complaint." Kira pointed a finger at him. "Head scratches are getting reduced. Effective immediately. And you can walk yourself around this library from now on - no more riding in the hood like royalty."

"That seems like an extreme response to a small, harmless joke."

"It's not extreme, it's proportional. I trusted you. I was going to write that down. 'The disappointment becomes its own kind of foundation.' I was going to think about that one for days, Bjorn."

"Hmmm. That does sound like a lot of wasted thinking. I feel some responsibility for that."

"You feel nothing. You feel delighted. I can hear it in your voice."

"I feel many things," Bjorn said, with great dignity, from a position of zero remorse whatsoever. "Delight is simply the loudest one at present."

Kira glared at him for exactly as long as she could manage, which was not very long, and gave up with a huff that was mostly a laugh. "Fine. Head scratches reinstated. Conditionally." She rolled her shoulders once, already turning back toward the center of the room. "Watch. I want you to see this part."

She shaped a disc next, handspan above the floor, broad enough for one foot and no more. The Wraithfire obeyed with increasing willingness now that she understood it better: transitional force given an anchored state and commanded to remain, rather than the dangerous fuel she'd spent so long bullying into solidity. There was something almost embarrassingly familiar about the whole process, if she let herself think about it too directly: find the exploit, stop fighting the system's actual rules, get it to do what she wanted by finally asking correctly. Old instincts, new firmware.

She stepped onto it. The disc held. Kira's grin sharpened.

She formed a second one in front of her and slightly higher. That took more; the field tightened perceptibly around the effort. Still, the second platform came together, pale and impossible and just stable enough to tempt hope into bad behavior. Her second foot landed on it.

For the span of one bright, ridiculous heartbeat Kira stood above the floor on nothing but shaped Wraithfire and sovereign insistence.

Then both discs collapsed at once.

She landed easily on the boards and laughed, low and delighted all the way through.

"Soon," she told the empty air. "Soon that's going to be a thing."

A knock came at the door.

Before Kira could answer, Bjorn said, in his warm deep voice, "Please come in."

The door opened.

Liora stepped through first.

And behind her -

Kira was on her feet before thought caught up.

"Maelis."

The older woman had barely time to smile before Kira crossed the room and hugged her.

Maelis stiffened for exactly half a second, purely out of long ingrained habits of rank and dignity, the reflex of a woman more accustomed to being greeted with formality than affection - then one hand came up and settled between Kira's shoulders with quiet certainty.

When Kira stepped back, Maelis's face had changed in that small telling way people had when they had been unexpectedly glad.

"Well," she said. "That is one way to welcome a priestess."

"You started it," Kira said, quieter than the joke wanted to be. "You were the first person in this world who looked at what I was carrying and decided to help me carry it instead of asking me to explain myself first. I don't think I ever properly told you what that meant, coming right after everything with the mercenaries and my father. It mattered more than you probably know."

Maelis hesitated, the reflex to deflect visibly warring with something more honest. She chose the honest thing. "It mattered to me too," she said. "I have spent a great many years being useful to people who needed my authority. You were the first in a long while who simply needed someone to believe her."

Liora shut the door behind them and leaned against it for one brief second, watching the two of them with an expression she didn't bother to hide.

Maelis looked Kira over then, properly, and the easy warmth of a moment ago sharpened into something more exacting - a scholar's attention, quiet and unhurried, the look of a woman who had expected change and now found herself measuring scale.

"You have..." She stopped, recalibrated, and tried again. "Liora did not overstate. I confess I assumed some of it was affection speaking louder than accuracy. It was not."

"I rarely let the two mix," Liora said.

Bjorn had climbed down from the sill by then and was standing with tiny ruby paws neatly placed, watching the new arrival with deep interest.

Maelis saw him and, unlike the Kasovs, did not freeze. She had clearly been warned. Even so, something in her carefully maintained bearing gave, just slightly, at the sight of him.

"You are Bjorn," she said.

"Ohhh," Bjorn replied. "Yes."

Maelis reached into her satchel at once and drew out a small, beautifully preserved children's book. The cover showed a very ornamental little red bear standing under a shower of stars with a lantern in one paw and entirely too much decorative gold leaf around the edges.

It looked nothing like Bjorn, though it did bear his name in large cheerful letters.

Bjorn leaned forward, fascinated.

"Hmmm," he said. "That is supposed to be me."

"It is," Maelis said, and something gentler than her usual precision crept into her voice. "I found it in an old archive years ago and could never bring myself to catalogue it away properly. I did not know, when I kept it, that I would one day carry it to the actual creature it was written about."

Kira laughed and came to scoop Bjorn gently from the floor. She carried him over to the bed where Maelis had sat and lowered him onto the blanket beside her. Bjorn extended one tiny paw at once with complete solemn courtesy.

Maelis looked at it for one brief beat, then took it carefully between two fingers and shook.

"It is a pleasure to meet you properly," she said.

"And you," Bjorn answered. "You seem to have brought a very interesting book, and a great deal of feeling with it."

Maelis's composure flickered, just slightly, at being read so plainly. "Yes," she admitted. "I suppose I did."

His attention had already gone back to the cover with childlike seriousness.

Maelis's gaze shifted then to the window.

To the Ruby Cradle.

Even closed it would have been beautiful: deep metal worked with old runes and elegant lines, cool mist gathering faintly along its edges where its cold met the room's warmth. Standing open on the sill, it revealed just enough of the interior to hint at the older, stranger beauty within.

Maelis rose and stepped closer.

Kira went to it at once.

"That's his Ruby Cradle," she said, lifting it carefully. "You can look."

Maelis did.

She took in the runes, the old craftsmanship, the impossible chill, the glimpse of interior ornament. Her fingers did not touch without permission, but her eyes missed nothing.

"It's exquisite," she said, almost to herself.

Bjorn, still on the bed with the book, said, "Ohhh. Thank you. I have always liked it."

Kira brought the Cradle over so Maelis could see the inner work more clearly, then set it gently on the desk.

Maelis turned back to her with open regret.

"I am sorry I missed your acrobatics demonstration."

"It wasn't really a demonstration," Kira said. "It was Orren making sure Liora knew he'd earned what she paid him. I can show you properly, though, whenever there's room. I'd like you to see it - not to prove anything. Just because you're one of maybe three people in this world I actually want to see what I've become."

"Then I will make time," Maelis said, and Kira knew from the tone that she meant it exactly as seriously as it had been asked.

Then the room shifted, gradually enough that no one could have named the exact moment it happened.

Maelis had not come only to see that Kira could now do handstands and bar work and no-handed roundoffs. She had crossed the countryside because Liora had written to her. Because Kira and Sela had spoken her name. Because there were questions, and Jaheira's people went to questions the way rivers went to the sea.

So Kira told them.

The swamp. The Court. Seralyth.

The delvers. Corvane. The tear.

The core. The class.

Bjorn.

The return.

Liora heard the parts she had not been permitted to know before with the grave attention of a woman receiving secrets she had already sworn herself worthy to keep. Maelis listened like a priestess and a scholar and an old ally all at once, asking only the occasional clarifying question and never interrupting where silence did better work.

At some point, when the conversation had opened wide enough to make pretense pointless, Kira opened the party pane and invited Maelis as well.

Maelis accepted with one lifted brow and the sort of composure that suggested she had joined stranger things in service to knowledge.

Then Kira did something she had not expected to do even an hour ago. She shared her profile - with Liora, with Maelis, and, though it felt almost ceremonial, with Bjorn too, because Bjorn would never use knowledge as leverage if the world itself begged him to.

The pane opened for them.

And both women stopped speaking at once.

Again, not theatrically. In their own way. In the way Jaheiran minds did when confronted with something that required not excitement, but reordering.

Maelis read everything.

Then read it again.

Then looked at Kira and somehow managed to keep her voice level.

"That is an extraordinary amount of trouble to fit inside one girl."

"I know," Kira said, and for once didn't reach for anything lighter to put beside it. "I've had weeks to sit with it and it still doesn't feel like it should all belong to one person. Some nights I still expect to wake up and find out half of it was a fever."

Liora had gone quieter than usual, which was saying something.

"Your progress," she said slowly, "is even less reasonable when quantified."

Kira looked down at the pane a moment before answering, and when she spoke again the humor had gone out of her voice entirely. "I used to lie in a hospital bed and do math about how much of my life I'd already spent not moving. I think some part of me is still trying to make up the difference. I don't know if that's healthy. I know it's true."

Maelis exhaled softly through her nose, eyes still moving over the pane.

"The system has given you a great deal," she said.

Kira shook her head once.

"No. It noticed what was already there."

That made both women look up, and Maelis's brows drew together first, quick and involuntary, the look of someone recalculating a figure she'd thought already settled.

Yes, that look said.

There you are.

"Good," she said. "Hold onto that."

Then she closed the pane and sat back.

"I would like to meet the paladin."

Kira nodded, all the earlier lightness gone from her now, replaced by something more careful. "I think you should."

She opened the sphere.

Nothing visible bloomed for the others to see, but the room changed all the same. Maelis took one small step back on instinct, not from sight, but from the sudden pressure of presence - as if the air around Kira had quietly deepened and the space itself had remembered it belonged to something older, stranger, and entirely under her command. Liora's breath caught a little. She had felt it before and still did not seem to enjoy how far down the sensation reached. Bjorn, from his place on the bed, looked merely pleased to be included in another important moment.

Kira reached through the bond.

Wraithfire gathered beside the bed and climbed into form.

Armor.

Presence.

The hard quiet beauty of someone who had died and kept the part of herself that mattered.

Seralyth stood there in the warm lamplight of the library room, silver-white eyes settling on Maelis at once.

For one beat the priestess and the paladin simply regarded one another.

Then Maelis inclined her head with formal respect.

"Paladin Seralyth."

Seralyth returned it.

"Priestess."

Kira sat back on the bed between Bjorn and the strange bright promise of her future gathering itself into one room and thought, with private satisfaction, that this had turned into an exceptionally good evening.

For one quiet moment, no one moved.

The room held them all in an arrangement Kira suspected would have sounded absurd if described aloud even a month ago: a library chamber in Merehaven, a Jaheiran priestess, a traveling invoker just arrived from the countryside, a bound paladin of vengeance standing in white-blue radiance, a tiny ruby legend on the bedspread, and Kira herself in the middle of it all trying very hard not to grin like a lunatic.

Maelis recovered first, though the recovery lived entirely on the inside - Kira could always tell when a Jaheiran mind had stopped experiencing surprise and begun reorganizing around it instead.

Her gaze moved over Seralyth once, careful and reverent and analytical all at the same time, exact rather than rude, the way one looked at a text thought lost to fire and suddenly found intact.

"You retain full selfhood," Maelis said at last.

Seralyth inclined her head once. "I do. It was not guaranteed. I have had a great deal of time since to understand how narrowly it was not guaranteed, and what that would have cost the people bound to me if it had gone the other way."

Maelis hadn't expected the answer to cost her composure quite that much. She was quiet a moment before answering. "Then you carry something most of the dead never have the chance to fear losing twice."

"Yes," Seralyth said simply. "I am aware."

Kira leaned back on her hands a little, watching the two of them find each other's weight so quickly, and felt a warmth low in her chest that had nothing to do with pride.

Maelis stepped closer then, though not so close as to presume.

"I was told some of the broad shape of what happened," she said. "Broadly told, it already strained belief. Seeing you is worse - and I mean that as the deepest respect I know how to offer."

Seralyth's gaze shifted slightly toward Kira, then back.

"She is the reason I remain capable of being seen at all. I do not forget that, even in company."

"That," Liora said, her voice dropping, "may be the truest thing anyone has said about Kira since she arrived."

Kira looked between them, throat tightening more than she expected. "I'm right here, you know."

"We know," Maelis said, gentler than her earlier composure had suggested she was capable of. "That is rather the point."

Bjorn, who had been listening with full grave interest from his place on the bed, raised one tiny paw.

"Ohhh. I do not think she is a problem. I think she is simply a great deal, all at once, and the world has not finished learning how to hold that."

"That," Liora said, "is because you are Bjorn."

"Hmmm," Bjorn replied. "Yes."

Maelis's attention returned to Seralyth, but softer this time.

"You understand," she said carefully, "that your existence raises questions of doctrine, soul-binding, sanctioned manifestation, death-state continuity, and a great many things certain priestesses at the capital would consider grounds for a formal inquiry."

"I imagine it does," Seralyth said, entirely untroubled. "My existence has already raised more urgent concerns than doctrine in at least one ruined court. I trust the church can survive being asked hard questions by its own theology for once, instead of only by its enemies."

That made Maelis go quiet for a moment, weighing the line rather than simply enjoying it.

"Yes," she said finally. "I rather think it can. And should."

Liora, who had let the conversation breathe long enough to satisfy curiosity without letting it dissolve into chaos, looked from Seralyth to Kira and back again.

"How long can she remain manifested now?"

Kira glanced to the corner of her vision automatically, reading what she could from habit and feel rather than exact number.

"Longer than before," she said. "Not forever. Still expensive. But not insultingly so anymore. And I think I finally understand why."

Seralyth looked at her. "That is progress."

"It is," Kira said. "Turns out understanding what your class actually is instead of just what it does changes everything about how you carry it."

Maelis's brows rose immediately.

"You found something."

Kira looked at her, then at Liora, then at Seralyth.

This, apparently, was the room where she would end up saying it out loud for the first time in front of people who might actually grasp the scale of it.

She drew one slow breath.

"I think I was looking at Wraithfire wrong," she said. "Everyone talks about what it does to the living like it's rot or erosion or some form of hunger. But that's only the damage. Not the nature."

That sharpened all three women at once, and even Bjorn leaned in a little.

Kira kept going.

"It doesn't feel hungry to me. It doesn't feel hateful either. It feels..." She searched for the cleanest word and found the one that had clicked hardest when it came. "Transitional."

Maelis said nothing.

Which meant she was listening very hard.

Kira rested her forearms on her knees and looked down for a moment, tracing the logic of it again as she spoke.

"The Court opened at a place of worship to Eschara. That matters. A place shaped for endings. For passage. For the separation of soul and flesh. If the boundary between worlds or states thinned anywhere, of course it thinned there."

Liora's eyes had fixed on nothing at all.

Kira looked up again.

"Wraithfire isn't trying to kill the living. It's trying to unmoor them. It belongs to a state where the spark of life doesn't hold the body the same way anymore. That's why it strips people apart when they're exposed too long. It presses them toward a condition they weren't built to survive."

Silence held for a beat after that.

Then Maelis said, barely above a murmur, "Passage made force."

Kira looked at her, warm at being understood that fast. "Yes. Exactly that."

Liora closed her eyes for one brief second.

"Oh," she said, and beneath it, out of long habit, a silent word of thanks to a goddess who had apparently decided this particular evening deserved to be witnessed by someone who would understand what she was seeing.

And there it was again - that little scholar's gasp of reality reordering itself.

Seralyth had not moved at all, but her whole bearing had deepened into approval.

"That accords with what I felt in the Court," she said. "I did not have the words for it. You found them."

Kira nodded immediately. "It explains why I can shape it better now too. Because I stopped treating it like dangerous fuel and started treating it like force that wants an anchored state - a state, not a weapon. I think that's why it recognizes me at all. I've already crossed and stayed. It's not fighting me. It's the first thing in either of my lives that's ever actually spoken my language back to me."

Maelis turned her head slightly toward the bed.

"Bjorn," she said, because apparently everyone in the room had unconsciously accepted that he might simply have thoughts worth adding to metaphysics.

Bjorn blinked, then considered for a long moment.

"Hmmm. It sounds lonely."

All three women looked at him.

Bjorn went on, entirely sincere.

"If it is passage with nowhere proper to go, and so it keeps pressing things out of where they belong, then that seems lonely. It is not evil. It is simply very far from home, and does not know how to stop reaching for the door."

The room held still around that.

Kira felt the line land somewhere much deeper than theory.

Maelis exhaled softly. "That," she said, "is either profound theology or the truest thing said in this room tonight. I am no longer certain there is a difference."

"Ohhh," said Bjorn. "Thank you."

Kira laughed once, low, and scrubbed one hand over her face, more moved than she wanted to show.

Liora looked at Kira then with a kind of fierce, private pride she did not often wear openly.

"And you came to that alone."

Kira shrugged one shoulder, though the gesture carried none of its usual lightness. "Not completely alone. The books helped with structure. The Court helped by trying to kill me. The rest was pattern recognition and being too stubborn to leave it unexplained. I've spent most of my life being the only one in the room who could see the shape of a problem before anyone else did. I didn't expect that to still be true here. I'm glad it is. It's the one part of me neither world managed to take."

Maelis's expression softened.

"There is a reason Jaheira took notice of you early," she said.

Kira held her gaze.

"I know."

That answer could have gone badly with another person.

With Maelis, it only earned a nod.

"Good," the invoker said. "False humility wastes time you don't actually have to spare."

Seralyth looked between them once, then said, "You have all chosen an unusually deliberate way to care for one another. I have served among warriors who called that weakness. I no longer believe them."

Liora pressed her lips together for a moment before she trusted her own voice, the particular ache of hearing a thing named correctly for the first time.

Kira felt her throat go tight again. "Yeah," she said, barely above a breath. "That sounds about right."

For a little while after that, the room loosened. Not into comfort exactly. Into something better. Shared understanding under pressure. Maelis asked a few careful questions about the manifestation - what Kira felt first, what changed in the room, whether Seralyth experienced stasis as absence or pause. Seralyth answered with measured patience, and more than once let something true and difficult surface that she might once have kept behind formality alone. Liora listened like someone already reorganizing three future conversations and two shelves of doctrine around what she had learned tonight.

And through all of it Kira sat there between Bjorn and the pale presence of her companion, something rare and precious taking root in her chest.

Not safety.

Something better suited to her life than safety had ever been.

Alignment.

When the conversation finally eased enough to let silence back in, Maelis looked around the room once more - the books, the Cradle, the bed, the strange impossible little gathering of people and powers and futures - and said, quietly, and without any performance in it at all,

"I have spent a long career watching the System hand power to people who had no idea what to do with the weight of it. I did not expect, at my age, to end an evening feeling as though I had witnessed something worth the whole career."

Liora looked at her for a long moment.

"So did I," she said simply.

No one made a joke of it. For once, Kira did not need one.

  
