
        
            
                
            
        

    
THORNBLOOD SAINT — BOOK 2: THORNWAKE


Chapter 1 — After the Heart

The ruin had once been a way shrine, which meant it had all the charm of a broken tooth and half the hospitality.

Three walls still stood. The fourth had collapsed into a spill of stone and root, with thorn-vines pushing through the cracks like they’d paid rent and were sick of waiting for the paperwork. Rain had passed not long before dawn. Everything smelled of wet grit, old moss, and the green-metal tang the Cathedral left on places it had touched too hard for too long.

Iven had picked the ruin because it was miserable in a practical way.

Hard to see from the road. Harder to reach without boots getting loud. Plenty of broken lines to hide a fire if they were stupid enough to light one.

They were not, at the moment, that stupid.

Lysa sat by the gap in the wall with a scavenged knife across her knees and watched the gray morning come on in strips. Deren was asleep in the corner if you were generous about the word. Mostly he was shivering with his eyes shut, one hand clamped over the bandage at his side as though he thought his guts might make a break for freedom if he relaxed.

Iven crouched near the doorway, one knee up, turning a stolen ring-key over in his fingers and frowning at it like it had personally insulted his mother.

And Mara sat with her back to the only intact wall and tried not to move.

It sounded simple.

It wasn’t.

Every part of her hurt in a different language.

Some of it was old pain. Bruises from Sered’s people. Cuts from the routes. The familiar wreckage of getting through a bad stretch of world one broken step at a time. She knew that pain. That pain was almost friendly.

The rest was new.

The seed in her chest had settled in sometime during the night, which was a pleasant enough phrase for something that felt like a barbed fist had rooted itself behind her breastbone and decided it lived there now.

Black-red branching showed faint beneath the skin at her throat and collar. More of it webbed down under the torn collar of her shirt and along the inside of her forearms. Not ink. Not scars. Not exactly veins either. The lines shifted when she breathed. Once, when she’d coughed, they’d moved before she did.

That had gone over well.

Lysa had stared.

Deren had looked like he was about two bad thoughts from bolting into the dark.

Iven had said, “Well. That’s new,” in the tone of a man discovering mold on bread and deciding he’d probably eat it anyway.

Mara rolled one shoulder carefully. Something pulled deep under the blade. Not muscle. Not bone.

Roots.

That was a stupid thought.

Unfortunately, stupid thoughts were having a very good week.

She closed her eyes.

Inside her, the Cathedral still felt close. Not physically. The Briar Heart was behind them now, buried under stone and root and all the rotten old lies men had wrapped around it. But some part of it remained. A pressure memory. A presence under the skin. Not a voice. Not words.

Awareness.

Recognition.

Like a lock that had finally seen the shape of the key and wasn’t thrilled about it.

Mara opened her eyes again before she could sink too far into that feeling.

The ruin was safer than the inside of her own head.

Probably.

Iven glanced over. “You look worse.”

“Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

He tossed the ring-key once and caught it. “Also stronger. Which is rude, frankly. Some of us work hard for our unsettling qualities.”

Lysa didn’t turn from the gap in the wall. “Leave her alone.”

“I am leaving her alone. This is me being supportive.” He held the key up. “See? I’m inventorying stolen property in a spirit of fellowship.”

Deren made a dry sound from the corner. Not quite a laugh. Not quite anything good.

Mara looked at Iven’s hand. The ring-key was iron, old and cold-looking, with three notches cut into the band and a little tooth-like projection where it sat against the palm. Sered’s men had used things like that on living locks. The thought made her skin crawl.

Or maybe that was just the seed reacting again.

She pressed the heel of her hand against her sternum.

Bad idea.

Pain flared sharp and bright.

For one ugly instant the ruin changed.

The roots in the broken wall swelled in her sight. Pressure lines lit beneath the floor in thin red threads. Lysa’s pulse showed at her throat. Deren’s wound glowed hot under the bandage. Even the ring-key in Iven’s hand looked wrong—too dense, too dead, a hard little blank in a world of moving living signal.

Then it passed.

Mara sucked in a breath through her teeth.

Iven’s head came up at once. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“That was a lie.”

“Yes.”

Lysa was already crossing the room. “What happened?”

Mara hated how careful they sounded around her now.

Not frightened exactly.

Worse.

Measured.

Like she was still Mara, but possibly a version of Mara that might bite for no reason if the light caught wrong.

“Chest pulled,” she said. “That’s all.”

Lysa crouched in front of her. Close enough to help. Far enough back to move if helping turned into something else. Practical girl. Mara respected it. Hated it. Respected it anyway.

“Let me see.”

“No.”

“Mara.”

“I said no.”

Lysa’s jaw set.

For a second Mara thought they might actually have it out there in the ruin with Deren leaking on the floor and Iven pretending not to watch. Then Lysa exhaled through her nose and leaned back on her heels.

“Fine,” she said. “But if you fall over dead, I’m going to be furious.”

“That’ll keep me going.”

“It should.”

Iven snorted softly.

Then the seed pulsed.

Mara froze.

No one else reacted.

The ruin remained the ruin. Broken stones. Wet roots. Thin morning. Iven with the ring-key. Lysa crouched in front of her. Deren half-curled in the corner.

But under all of it—

Something screamed.

It came through the pressure lines, through the old road bones buried under the world, through the lattice that linked things no one living was meant to hear. Not a human scream. Not an animal one either. It had too much depth in it. Too much distance. It sounded like a whole place being hurt very slowly and refusing to shut up about it.

Mara lurched forward with a hand to her chest.

Lysa caught her shoulder. “Mara.”

Iven was moving before the word finished. Knife out. Eyes on the doorway. “What is it?”

Deren flinched awake with a gasp and scrambled one-handed for the bit of broken spear he’d kept by his knee. “What? What’s here?”

Mara couldn’t answer.

The scream hit again.

Far away.

Underground.

Wet.

It carried the shape of roots drowned in mud. Gates clogged shut. Pressure trapped where it should have flowed clean. A heart left beating under floodwater because drowning a thing was cheaper than cutting it open fast.

Then it was gone.

Just like that.

Mara bent over, breathing hard, one hand on the floor.

Lysa’s fingers tightened once on her shoulder, then eased. “Talk.”

Mara lifted her head.

They were all staring at her now.

There it was again—that look.

Not just fear.

Not just concern.

Calculation.

What are you now, and what does it mean for us?

Fair question, really. Bit insulting, but fair.

She spat to clear the bad taste in her mouth. “Something’s alive.”

Iven blinked. “Marvelous. Narrow it down.”

“In the lattice.” Mara tapped two fingers hard against her chest. “I heard it.”

“Hear what?” Lysa asked.

“A scream.”

Silence.

Rainwater dripped somewhere beyond the broken wall. Far off, a carrion bird gave one raw stupid cry and shut up, perhaps because even birds occasionally sensed when a room was above their pay grade.

Deren swallowed. “You heard a scream.”

Mara looked at him. “Yes.”

“In your chest.”

“Yes.”

“That is,” Deren said faintly, “not good.”

“No,” Iven said. “But it is informative, which is annoyingly close.”

Lysa rose to her feet, rubbing both hands down her face. “You mean the new point on the map.”

Mara nodded once.

The map lay wrapped in oilcloth near Iven’s pack. Twelve known Cathedrals. Four marked dead. One point dark no longer. A fifth node beginning to glow like a coal under ash.

When the Briar Heart had shown it to Mara, the thing had felt distant and terrible and abstract.

Now it didn’t.

Now it felt like someone had put a hook through her ribs and given the line a tug.

Iven slid the ring-key into his coat and went for the oilcloth bundle. “Tell me exactly what you heard.”

Mara shut her eyes again, but only enough to catch the outline. “Water. Not clean water. Choked flow. Mud in the routes. Pressure backed up. Something alive under it. Hurt. Angry.” She opened her eyes. “Still fighting.”

Iven was already unrolling the map on a flat stone. Lysa came to stand over it. After a moment Deren dragged himself nearer too, pale and shaky and grim, because sometimes the only thing more irritating than terror was being left out of the conversation.

Iven tapped the glowing mark.

“This one.”

Mara looked down.

The point gave her nothing through the parchment. No magic little dance. No convenient glowing arrow for idiots. Just a certainty under the ribs.

“Yes.”

Deren stared at the map like it might bite him. “That’s days away.”

“Assuming roads behave,” said Iven.

“They never do,” said Lysa.

“Exactly.”

Deren gave a short, desperate laugh that had no humor in it. “Right. Good. Excellent. So we’re bloody well discussing a trip because Mara has a screaming place in her chest now.”

Mara looked at him. He flinched at his own tone but didn’t take it back.

Good.

Better that than whispers.

“I can still hear it,” she said.

That was not strictly true. The scream itself had faded. But the aftermath remained. An ache in the seed. A pressure direction. A sense of wrongness waiting down one particular reach of the world.

Lysa folded her arms. “Can you tell if it’s coming here?”

Mara thought of flooded roots, drowning gates, some distant wounded system kicking weakly against the dark.

“No,” she said. “But somebody’s doing to it what they did here. Or trying.”

That killed the room stone dead.

They all knew what that meant now.

Wound orchards. Burn stations. Feed routes. Iron in living flesh. Men with ledgers weighing hurt against yield like they were haggling over sacks of grain.

Iven rested both hands on the edge of the map. “Then we move before the professionals on our tail decide to do the same math.”

Lysa nodded once. Immediate. No flinch.

Deren looked from one of them to the other, then to Mara, as if hoping somebody in this lovely gathering of damaged lunatics would suddenly say, no, actually, let’s go somewhere sane and hide in a ditch until we die of age.

No one did.

He scrubbed a hand over his face. “I hate all of you.”

“Good,” said Iven. “Still alive enough to complain.”

Mara pushed herself to her feet.

Pain climbed her spine and spread through her ribs in a nest of hooked heat. The thorn-lines under her skin darkened, then settled. Lysa’s hand twitched like she meant to steady her, but Mara was upright already.

The ruin seemed smaller than it had an hour ago.

Or maybe she did not fit it quite the same anymore.

At the broken wall, the roots pressing through the stone flexed once, almost too slight to see.

Lysa saw it anyway.

Her eyes cut to Mara.

Mara pretended not to notice.

Outside, morning had properly arrived. Gray sky. Black branches. Wet ground. The kind of day that looked born tired and likely to get worse.

Her sort of weather, apparently.

Iven began packing fast, all business now. “Food first chance we get. Dry cloth if the gods grow generous or concussed. We stay off the obvious roads, which means Mara gets to do whatever ugly trick she did to wake that old route near the Notch.”

“That wasn’t a trick,” Mara said.

“Fine. Your horrifying blood miracle.”

“Better.”

Deren made that dry laugh again despite himself.

Lysa picked up her knife. “If we’re moving, we move now.”

Mara turned toward the gap in the wall and the dripping world beyond it.

Under the ache in her chest, under the ruin stink and the old blood and the cold, the direction waited.

Pulling.

Somewhere out there another Cathedral was still alive, still hurting, and still stupid enough to keep screaming into the dark.

Mara could respect that.

She touched the place over the seed once, lightly.

“I hear you,” she muttered.

Iven glanced up. “What?”

“Nothing.”

This time, the lie had teeth in it.

Then she ducked through the broken wall and went out into the wet morning, with the others falling in behind her and the old roads of the world beginning, very quietly, to wake.


Chapter 2 — No Safe Door

They left the ruin in a wet gray morning and spent the next six hours proving the world could, in fact, get more irritating.

Rain had turned the lower paths to slick black paste. The trees leaned in too close. Thorn scrub tugged at clothes and skin like a drunk creditor. Every hollow held standing water the color of old teeth. The only thing remotely in their favor was that the weather kept most sane travelers off the road.

Unfortunately, sane travelers were not the main problem anymore.

Iven took them along ditch-lines, deer traces, and one stretch of broken wall half-swallowed by ivy where the stones still carried old notch-marks from some forgotten route-keeper’s hand. Lysa ranged ahead when the ground opened enough for it. Deren stumbled along in the middle with a face like a man regretting every choice that had led him to this exact patch of cursed mud.

Mara walked last for the first hour, then first, then nowhere sensible at all.

The pull in her chest had direction.

That was the problem.

It didn’t matter that she couldn’t see the next Cathedral. Didn’t matter that the map point was only ink and memory and trouble. Some buried line inside her had decided it knew where to go, and every time Iven angled them too far off the invisible mark, the seed behind her ribs tightened like a hooked wire being drawn through meat.

By midday she was in a foul enough temper to bite somebody for sport.

“You keep drifting,” Iven said without looking back.

Mara wiped rain from her face. “I’m walking.”

“You’re leaning.”

“I’m not a cart.”

“Could’ve fooled me. Same stubborn axle noise.”

Lysa glanced over her shoulder from the front. “He means you’re pulling us east.”

“South-east,” Mara muttered before she could stop herself.

They all looked at her.

She hated that.

Not because they were wrong to. Because they weren’t.

Deren pushed wet hair off his forehead and said, “You can tell direction now.”

“Apparently.”

“That,” he said, “is not a sentence that improves with repetition.”

“Few do,” said Iven.

He stopped at the lip of a shallow drop and crouched, one hand on the wet bank. Below them, half-hidden by bramble and moss, ran what looked like an old drainage cut or a smuggler’s ditch—too straight in places to be natural, too narrow for wagons, just wide enough for people who didn’t want witnesses.

Iven nodded to himself. “There.”

Lysa peered down. “You sure?”

“No.” He stood. “That’s why it’s interesting.”

Deren made a noise like somebody stepping on a frog. “I hate your hobbies.”

Iven gave him a thin smile. “Keep moving. If I wanted your opinions, I’d steal better ones.”

They slid down into the cut one by one. The bank was slick enough that Deren nearly went on his arse, and only Lysa’s grab at the back of his coat kept him from doing it with all the dignity of a dropped sack of turnips. The ditch itself was lined with old stone under the mud, its sides bowed inward by roots that had grown fat and mean over the years. Black water trickled along the center in a thread. Every so often Mara saw old iron staples driven into the wall under the moss—handholds, once.

A working line, long ago.

Or a running one.

Either way, men had used it when they wanted to move unseen.

Good. That put them in the company of thieves, smugglers, and frightened bastards, which at least made the place feel honest.

The ditch bent twice, then widened under a collapsed stand of alder. Beyond it sat the remains of a storehouse or way-cache built into the bank itself. Most of the front had sunk, leaving only a low entry gap half-choked with thorn cane and one side chamber still intact under a shelf of cracked stone.

Iven spread his hands. “Behold. Luxury.”

Lysa ducked in first, knife out. A moment later her voice came back from the dark. “Clear enough.”

That “enough” did a lot of work.

Inside smelled of wet earth, old timber rot, and the stale mineral tang of long-shut places. The chamber wasn’t large, but it had a roof, one dry corner if you didn’t look too closely at it, and a narrow rear passage that had caved in decades ago. Shelves built into the wall had collapsed into a heap of black boards. A rusted hook hung from one beam like it still expected useful people to arrive.

Deren leaned against the wall and nearly slid down it. “This is where I die, then.”

“No,” said Lysa. “That would require you staying still long enough to be convenient.”

He gave her a tired glare, which was encouraging. Spite had more life in it than panic.

They set the place by habit now. Lysa took the mouth. Iven checked the rear collapse for hidden hollows and found only spiders and disappointment. Mara helped Deren sit in the dry corner and tried not to notice how hot his skin felt through the bandage at his side.

When she pulled her hand back, faint thorn-lines had crept farther down the inside of her wrist.

Not a lot.

Just enough for the day to continue being a bastard.

Deren followed her glance and went pale. “It’s spreading.”

“Everything does,” Mara said.

“That is not comforting.”

“Wasn’t meant to be.”

Lysa came over with a skin of water and a face like carved wood. “He needs the bandage changed.”

Mara looked at Deren. He looked away first.

“I’ll do it,” Lysa said.

“I can manage,” Deren muttered.

“You can faint artistically if that helps your pride.”

Iven, digging through a nest of rotten shelving with his knife tip, called back, “Do it quietly. Some of us are trying to loot history.”

“Some of us,” said Lysa, “would loot a funeral pyre.”

“Waste not.”

Mara left them to it and ducked back outside.

The ditch had gone still in that particular way places sometimes did when something had passed nearby recently and everything small had decided to reconsider its priorities. No birds. No branch-shift. No insect buzz thick enough to notice over the drizzle. Just the faint run of black water and the weight of the bank on either side.

She stood under the bent alder and pressed her fingers hard to the seed in her chest.

The pull remained.

Steady. South-east.

Not urgent at the moment. Just present.

A finger on the inside of her ribs.

The Briars answered differently here than they had near the Heart. Farther off. Sleepier. Old route bones buried under silt and neglect. She could feel them if she let herself—thin lines of dormant pressure under the ditch walls, dead or near dead, with the occasional live twitch deep below where root and stone still touched.

That should have been a comfort.

It wasn’t.

Because the live twitches reacted to her.

One pulse under the right bank moved when she breathed.

Another under the stone lip of the storehouse seemed to tighten when she shifted her weight.

Mara went very still.

The line under the bank flexed again.

Not imagination.

Not pain.

Response.

She backed one step away from the wall. The flex stopped.

“Of course,” she muttered.

The world, hearing the tone and deciding to be extra clever, immediately got worse.

A seam opened in the mud three feet from her boot.

Not a dramatic one. No great spray of dirt or roots exploding out like a storybook curse. Just a clean little line parting in the wet earth as though somebody below had drawn a knife-tip through it. Black water slid sideways into the opening and vanished.

Mara stared.

The slit widened to the width of two fingers, then held.

Something old and cold breathed out of it.

Not air exactly. Pressure. A buried route exhaling after a very long sulk.

Mara crouched despite herself.

Under the running water and silt she saw worked stone.

A channel.

A real one.

Not natural.

Not chance.

The seed in her chest throbbed once, pleased as an arsehole with a key.

“Don’t,” Mara told it.

The slit widened another inch.

Behind her, boots scraped stone.

“You talking to the scenery now?” Iven asked.

Mara looked back. He had one shoulder against the storehouse opening, damp hair in his eyes, a strip of rotten ledger cloth in one hand. Then he saw where she was crouched, and his expression changed.

“Ah,” he said. “That seems bad.”

“It opened when I stood here.”

“That’s also bad.”

“Helpful, though,” said Iven, already stepping closer.

“Don’t sound so happy.”

“I’m not happy. I’m fascinated. Completely different vice.”

He crouched beside her, ignoring the mud soaking into his trousers, and peered into the gap. “Worked stone,” he said. “Drain or route line.”

“Route,” Mara said.

He glanced sideways. “You can tell?”

“No.”

“Confident lie.”

Mara did not dignify that.

Lysa emerged from the storehouse wiping her hands on a rag that had once been part of someone’s shirt. “What now?”

Iven pointed.

Lysa looked. Then she looked at Mara. Not accusing. Not surprised, exactly. Just tired in advance.

“You’re doing that,” she said.

“I’m standing here.”

“You’re doing that while standing there.”

“Important distinction.”

Deren’s voice came thin from inside. “What’s happening?”

Lysa didn’t raise hers. “The ground’s being difficult.”

“The ground was already difficult.”

“Yes,” she said. “Now it’s being creative.”

Mara rose carefully. The seam in the mud held open. Beneath it the channel gave another slow exhale, and somewhere deeper below, stone shifted against root with a sound like old teeth grinding.

Then the storehouse behind them creaked.

All three turned.

A hairline crack split the stone lintel over the entry.

Not collapse.

Movement.

The roots woven through the bank to the left of the doorway had begun to tighten, pulling against stone that had not had cause to move in years.

Iven stood slowly. “That,” he said, “is a new flavor of unwelcome.”

“Mara,” said Lysa.

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“No.”

The rear of the ditch gave a soft sucking noise.

They all looked that way just in time to see a second seam open along the opposite wall, this one longer. It parted the moss in a straight vertical cut from root to waterline. Mud sloughed away. Under it lay fitted stone blocks and the edge of a narrow door-shaped slab.

Deren appeared in the doorway behind them, one hand on the jamb, face bloodless. “I’m not an expert,” he said, voice tight, “but I feel we may have chosen the wrong hole.”

“There may not be a right one anymore,” Mara said.

That was the truth of it. She could feel the pressure lines moving now. Not waking fully. Not yet. Just rolling in their sleep whenever she got too close, like hounds scenting a familiar master or a hated old wound. The smuggler cut wasn’t only a ditch. It sat on top of something older—some side route or service line buried and forgotten. Her being here was enough to make it twitch.

If she bled on it, it might do worse than twitch.

If she slept here—

The seed pulsed once, warm and ugly.

The stone slab in the opposite bank shifted outward a finger’s width with a wet crack.

Lysa swore softly.

Iven’s eyes lit in the deeply concerning way they did when terror and opportunity shared a coat. “Well.”

“No,” Mara said.

“But consider—”

“No.”

“It is, undeniably, a door.”

“It is, undeniably, opening because of me.”

“Yes.”

“And if it keeps opening, anyone with eyes can track the disturbance.”

“That is also yes.”

Deren stared from one of them to the other like he’d somehow become trapped in a conversation between two mildly educated wolves. “Why are you both talking like this is academic? The wall is opening.”

“Because panicking wastes breath,” said Lysa.

“And because,” said Iven, “the details are the interesting part.”

Lysa gave him a flat look. “One day I’m going to hit you with a shovel.”

“One day you’ll need me to tell you what kind of shovel.”

The roots around the storehouse mouth tightened again. Stone grated. A thin shower of dirt fell from the bank roof.

That settled it.

Mara stepped into the center of the ditch and felt all the lines answer at once. Not violently. Not enough for a fight. But enough to make the world underfoot feel less like ground and more like a sleeping thing shifting under a blanket.

No safe door.

No safe stop.

The Cathedral—or its far thin nerves, at least—had no intention of letting her sit still in peace and pretend to be only human-shaped damage.

Fine.

She was getting tired of pretending anyway.

“We leave,” she said.

Iven spread his hands. “Agreed.”

Deren blinked. “Just like that?”

Mara pointed at the wall-door inching open by itself. “Unless you’d like to wait and see what else wakes.”

He looked at it, reconsidered existence, and said, “No.”

Lysa was already moving, efficient and hard. Pack tied. Knife sheathed. Water skin looped. She hauled Deren’s arm over her shoulder before he could argue and took his weight with only the briefest hitch in her jaw.

Iven darted back into the storehouse and reappeared with their things plus one worm-eaten board pried from the shelving. He jammed it down into the first seam in the mud as if a bit of dead timber might shame the earth into behaving.

“Will that help?” Mara asked.

“Not remotely,” he said. “But it offends the problem, and I feel that matters.”

A fresh crack split the stone around the opposite door. The slab eased outward another inch.

Something behind it breathed.

Not a creature’s breath.

That same old route-pressure, cold and mineral and wrong.

Still, nobody waited around to debate the distinction.

They moved down-ditch at a bruised, ugly pace, Lysa half-carrying Deren, Iven checking back every few steps, Mara walking last because the lines tugged hardest behind her and she didn’t trust the ground not to keep trying tricks.

At the bend she looked back once.

The storehouse had gone visibly crooked. Roots tightened through the bank like knotted tendons. The hidden side-door stood open a hand’s breadth now, black inside. The seam she had first opened had widened into a proper slit channel, draining the ditch water with greedy little gulps.

A place waking up because she had stood in it too long.

Wonderful.

She turned away and kept moving.

The cut narrowed ahead, then spilled them out beneath a low ridge of slate and thorn where the ground rose into scrubby higher country. Rain had eased to mist. Evening was starting to gather in the hollows, gray on gray on black.

No birdsong.

No road noise.

Just their breathing and Deren’s rough little winces and the sound of wet branches dragging over packs.

After a while Iven said, quieter than usual, “That’ll keep happening.”

It wasn’t a question.

Mara did not pretend otherwise. “Probably.”

Lysa didn’t look back. “Then we don’t stop near anything old enough to remember what you are.”

“That limits our options,” said Iven.

“Yes.”

Deren, from between clenched teeth, managed, “Brilliant. Love fewer options.”

Mara pressed a hand once to her chest.

The pull south-east remained.

Behind them, somewhere under the ridge and the cut and the waking dark, stone groaned again as the hidden route finished remembering itself.

No safe door, then.

No safe ruin.

No corner of the world where she could curl up for a few hours and be only flesh and pain and temper.

Good.

That settled one thing, at least.

Whatever Book 1’s old life had been—pit brute, debt meat, woman who bled when hit and healed badly after—it was over enough now that the roads themselves had started acting peculiar in her shadow.

She walked on through the mist with the thorn-lines itching under her skin and the next Cathedral pulling at the hooks in her ribs, while behind her the old buried ways of the world woke one by one and refused, very politely, to let her rest.


Chapter 3 — Sered Sends Word

Abbot Sered hated the lower routes.

They smelled like wet root, old blood, and other people’s bad decisions.

The shrine above had stone floors, clean lamps, proper walls, and doors that stayed doors instead of becoming theological arguments with teeth. Down here, nothing held its shape for long. Corridors sweated. Iron rusted faster than it should. Briar growth pushed through cracks that had been sealed twice already. Even silence felt wrong, as if the place was listening and disapproving.

Sered walked anyway.

He held a lantern in one hand and a wrapped cloth against his side with the other. The wound there was shallow. Humiliating, but shallow. Mara had not killed him. Mara had done something worse.

She had lived.

She had gone into the Heart, refused correction, and come back out changed.

That should not have been possible.

It offended doctrine. It offended process. It offended Sered personally, which mattered more.

Two shrine guards followed him with spears and anxious eyes. Neither liked being in the lower service hall. Sensible men. Useless, but sensible.

The corridor bent left, then dipped. Old route marks showed faint under the limewash where previous superiors had tried to cover them. Sered noticed them because he always noticed them. Men above him liked to pretend the shrine stood on sacred ground. Sered knew better.

The shrine stood on infrastructure.

Old living infrastructure, wounded and chained and put to work.

That had been the real miracle for generations. Not faith. Not prayer. Not blessing.

Yield.

He reached the message chamber and stopped.

The room was small, round, and built around an old root column that came up through the center like a twisted spine. Iron bands bit into it at three points. Copper wire wrapped the bands and disappeared into the walls. At the far side sat the relay cradle: carved stone, brass pins, ink trays, and a speaking plate wired into the old lattice below.

Ugly thing.

Useful thing.

A novice in gray looked up from the table when Sered entered and nearly dropped his stylus.

“Abbot.”

“Out.”

The novice hesitated. “The relay is still unstable, I—”

“Then go be unstable somewhere else.”

The novice went.

Sered waited until the guards had shut the door behind him. Then he crossed to the relay cradle and set the lantern down.

For a few seconds he simply stood there, breathing through his nose.

He had sent reports before.

Loss statements. Yield updates. Maintenance requests. Quiet corrections after workers had vanished in routes they should not have entered. That was the real business of places like this. Not sermons for villagers. Not incense. Paperwork over damage.

But this report would be different.

He unwrapped the cloth from his side and dropped it on the table. Blood had soaked through in a dark fan. He ignored it.

Then he touched the brass pins.

The relay woke with a low hum.

Text bled across the speaking plate in dull gold.

SHRINE RELAY: LOWER ACCESS NODE 3
AUTHORITY: ABBOT-SERED / VERIFIED
STATUS: DEGRADED
MESSAGE BANDWIDTH: LIMITED
PRIORITY TIERS AVAILABLE:
— ROUTINE
— YIELD
— INCIDENT
— CATHEDRAL EVENT

Sered stared at the last line.

His jaw tightened.

Then he pressed it.

The root column in the middle of the room twitched against its iron bands. A little green-black sap welled where bark had cracked under pressure. The relay tone dropped lower.

New text appeared.

CATHEDRAL EVENT FLAGGED
WARNING: FALSE FLAG PENALTIES APPLY
SUBMIT?

“Yes,” Sered said.

The plate flashed once.

VOICE + WRITTEN REPORT REQUIRED

“Fine.”

He sat, pulled the report slate toward him, and began to write.

His script stayed neat even now. That pleased him. Men should keep order in the hand if nowhere else.

Incident Report: Briar Heart access breach.
Subject of interest: female labor asset / pit stock / debt-linked. Identified locally as Mara Vey.
Previous designation: expendable.
Revised designation: live anomaly.
Event summary: subject entered sealed lower route system and reached inner node access. Survived direct contact event. Exited with visible integration signs. Route behavior altered in her presence. Control failure complete. Containment unsuccessful.

He stopped there, stylus held above the slate.

“Unsuccessful” was a tidy word.

It covered a great many humiliations.

He wrote on.

Additional concern: subject appears capable of provoking Briar response without ring-key authorization. Evidence suggests nonstandard blood-linked interaction. Unknown whether stable. Unknown whether transferable. Unknown whether node corruption, node choice, or legacy Warden function.

That word made him pause.

Warden.

Old poison in an old bottle.

The official histories treated Wardens as sainted custodians, primitive and pious, useful only as ancestry for current authority. The buried records told a different story. Wardens had been operators. Access-holders. Men and women the Cathedrals had recognized directly before shrines learned how to use chains, doctrine, and selective literacy to replace them.

If Mara was anything like that—

No.

Not Warden.

Worse.

Unbound.

He finished the written report and set the stylus down.

Then he placed two fingers on the speaking plate.

The relay accepted voice better through skin.

The root column shivered again.

“Abbot Sered,” he said clearly. “Lower shrine access authority. This is an immediate event report under Cathedral breach condition.”

The brass pins ticked softly as the relay transcribed.

“Subject Mara Vey survived a direct inner-node encounter. She refused standard behavioral outcomes. She did not submit. She did not die. She exited carrying integration markers and induced route response in active and dormant systems.”

He paused.

Saying it aloud made it worse.

“She may represent a recoverable anomaly,” he said, the words sour in his mouth. “Or a contamination vector. She is mobile. She is not in custody. The inner node remains unstable. Local control is compromised.”

The plate waited.

Sered added the part he hated most.

“I request formal guidance and external support.”

Silence.

Then the plate lit bright enough to hurt the eyes.

The root column jerked hard against its bands. Sap ran black-green down the bark.

A response came through in clean gold text, line by line.

UPLINK RECEIVED
PROCESSING
ARCHIVE CROSS-REFERENCE IN PROGRESS
EVENT CLASSIFICATION: ANOMALOUS INTEGRATION
LOCAL AUTHORITY DOWNRANKED PENDING REVIEW

Sered went cold.

“Downranked?”

The plate did not care.

More text followed.

DO NOT PURSUE WITH LOCAL PERSONNEL
DO NOT ATTEMPT TERMINATION
DO NOT RE-ENTER INNER NODE WITHOUT EXTERNAL AUTHORITY
HOLD POSITION
CONTAIN INFORMATION SPREAD
HARVEST CELL EN ROUTE

Sered stared.

For a moment all he could hear was the hum of the relay and the tiny wet tick of sap falling from the bound root column to the stone floor.

Harvest Cell.

Not auditors. Not doctrinal review. Not censure.

Harvest.

A slow, sour satisfaction tried to rise in him. External experts meant this was real. He had not exaggerated. He had not been weak. The matter had simply exceeded local tools.

Then the rest of the message sank in.

Local authority downranked.

Hold position.

Do not pursue.

He was being shelved in his own shrine.

The plate flashed once more.

ESTIMATED ARRIVAL: 3–5 DAYS
PREPARE ALL RECORDS
MAINTAIN SITE ACCESS
FAILURE TO PRESERVE ASSET CHAINS WILL RESULT IN PENALTY

“Asset chains,” Sered said softly.

Meaning routes.

Locks.

Records.

Useful bodies.

If the harvest cell came in hard, they would want everything still intact.

Not just Mara.

The whole wound.

His mouth went dry.

He had worked with downstream teams before. Never a full harvest cell, but enough adjacent hands to understand the type. Calm people. Polite people. Clean boots in dirty places. Men who spoke of living systems in measures and cuts and output ratios. They did not care about shrines except as convenient covers with existing chain-work.

If they found mistakes in his records—

The relay chimed again.

Final line.

DO NOT INTERFERE WITH CELL AUTHORITY

Then the text dimmed.

The room felt smaller.

Sered sat very still.

So that was it.

He had expected correction, perhaps reward if handled neatly, perhaps a formal transfer upward if the anomaly proved valuable.

Instead, the machine above him had made its opinion perfectly clear.

He was not the answer.

He was furniture until the real tools arrived.

The door opened behind him.

One of the guards leaned in. “Abbot?”

Sered did not turn at once.

He watched a final thread of sap slide down the root column and drip onto the floor.

Then he stood.

“Yes.”

The guard shifted. “We heard the relay tone change. Is it… bad?”

Sered faced him.

The man had the broad, patient face of a labor son who had learned obedience late and never beautifully. Good enough with a spear. Terrible with nuance. The sort of man who thought rank meant safety.

Sered almost envied him.

“No,” he said. “It is important.”

The guard looked relieved, which told Sered exactly how much of the sentence had landed.

Sered gathered the written report slate and wrapped his bloodied cloth around it. “Double watches on all lower accesses. No one speaks of what happened below. Anyone who asks questions gets doctrine and a broom.”

“Yes, Abbot.”

“And send for the archive chest. I want all route ledgers from the last fifteen years.”

The guard blinked. “All of them?”

“Yes.”

The guard hesitated. “That is… a lot.”

Sered smiled without warmth. “Then begin experiencing ambition.”

The guard left.

Sered lingered one moment longer in the message chamber.

The root column had gone still again. Bound. Quiet. Wounded. Used.

He knew the feeling.

[System Notice]
Authority Status Updated
LOCAL CONTROL: REDUCED
EXTERNAL CELL: INBOUND
Primary Directive: Preserve Site / Contain Spread / Await Transfer

Sered read the notice twice.

Then he dismissed it with a sharp motion of his hand.

He stepped back into the corridor, lantern light washing over damp stone and old covered route marks.

Three to five days.

Not long.

Mara was on the road.

The harvest cell was coming.

And for the first time since she had crawled back out of the dark, Sered felt something colder than anger.

Not fear exactly.

Recognition.

The board had gotten bigger.

He was no longer the man making cuts.

He was standing near the table, hoping not to be measured with the meat.


Chapter 4 — The Map of Twelve

They stopped near dusk because Deren’s legs had started doing the sort of tremble that usually came right before a man fell over and became everybody else’s problem.

The ridge gave them a little shelter. Not much. Just a broken shelf of slate, thorn brush on one side, and a wind-crooked pine leaning over the hollow like it regretted being born there. Better than the ditch. Better than the waking storehouse. Better than another charming surprise from the old roads.

That was enough.

Lysa checked the ground first.

Iven checked the approaches.

Mara stood still and checked whether the earth intended to start opening like an arsehole again.

It didn’t.

Good. Standards were low, but not nonexistent.

They made a cold camp. No fire. No lamp. No noise they could help. Lysa changed Deren’s bandage again while swearing at him for bleeding with such commitment. Iven unpacked the oilcloth bundle with the map in it and spread it on a flat bit of stone between them.

The parchment had seen better years.

Maybe better centuries.

The edges were cracked. Two corners had been patched with old linen and pitch. The ink had browned in places, gone nearly black in others. Some marks were ordinary enough—roads, old river lines, shrine sigils, route cuts, settlement knots. But the important things sat deeper in the page.

Twelve points.

Twelve Cathedrals.

Four marked with the same dead slash through them.

One faintly dark.

One now glowing just enough to make Mara’s chest hurt when she looked at it too long.

Deren followed her stare and went quiet.

Lysa sat back on her heels. “Still that one?”

Mara nodded.

Iven tapped the glowing mark with a dirty nail. “Distance says three days if the world behaves. Four if it remembers what it is.”

“The world does not behave,” said Deren.

“Very good,” said Iven. “You are learning.”

Deren glared at him. “I’m wounded, half dead, and starving.”

“Yes. That’s often when lessons stick.”

Lysa ignored both of them. “What’s between here and there?”

Iven leaned over the map.

“Depends which layer of bad luck you mean.” He traced a route with one finger. “Fastest line uses old Warden roads. Which is interesting because those roads should be dead, and Mara keeps making dead things sit up. Slower line skirts market territory, two shrine bounds, and a patch of old cut-ground I don’t like the look of.”

“Why not?” asked Deren.

Iven glanced at him. “Because people who draw maps for practical reasons tend not to leave empty space unless the space bites.”

That was fair.

Mara looked past the glowing fifth mark to the others.

Twelve known.

Four slashed dead.

The point under her ribs tugged again, hard enough to make her jaw tighten. Not pain exactly. Direction, pressure, insistence. Like the seed disliked being looked at sideways and preferred forward movement.

She put two fingers against her sternum.

Lysa saw it. “Again?”

“Yes.”

“Worse?”

“No.” Mara thought about that. “Nearer.”

That changed the air a little.

Not panic.

Not yet.

Just focus.

Iven sat back and rubbed a hand over his mouth. “Then we stop pretending we have leisurely options.”

Deren stared at the map. “I’d like to note that I wasn’t pretending anything of the sort.”

“Noted,” said Iven. “Dismissed, but noted.”

Lysa pointed to one of the slashed marks. “What’s that one?”

Iven followed her finger. “No local name on this copy. Just old notation. Could be one of the harvested four.”

“Harvested,” Deren said softly.

Nobody rushed to fill that silence.

The word had weight now.

Book 1 had done that much for all of them. They knew what it meant when people turned living systems into yield tables and pain into inventory.

Mara looked down at the dead mark.

Nothing pulled there.

Nothing hurt.

That bothered her more than if it had.

A live Cathedral pressed at the seed like a hand through cloth. A dead one was blank. Not sleeping. Not hidden. Gone. Like a tooth yanked from the jaw and the hole packed over.

She hated it.

[Status]
Class: THORNBLOOD SAINT
State: MARKED / UNBOUND
Pain Charge: 31%
Blood Mend: Stable
Route Sense: Active (Minor)

The HUD blinked into the edge of her sight and hung there for a second.

Deren did not see it.

Lysa did not see it.

Iven definitely would have said something smug if he had seen it.

Mara ignored the panel.

Mostly.

“Route sense,” she muttered.

Lysa looked up. “What?”

“Nothing.”

Iven snorted. “Wonderful. She’s talking to her invisible paperwork now.”

Mara did not explain.

There was no point.

The System had been getting more present since the Heart. Not louder. Not chatty. Just clearer. Small notices. Little labels. Helpful, in the way a knife left on a table was helpful. Useful if you knew what you were doing. Bad if you got stupid.

She crouched closer to the map.

The fifth point still gave that deep, ugly pull. Around it the parchment showed marsh lines or old water cuts, though the ink there was blurred with age. That fit the scream she’d heard. Mud. Backed pressure. A whole wounded place drowning by inches.

She moved her finger to the other dead marks one by one.

Nothing.

Then to the point nearest them that was not dead and not glowing.

At that, the seed gave a tiny, unpleasant twitch.

Not a pull.

Recognition.

Mara frowned.

Iven noticed. “What?”

She tapped the other point. “This one’s alive.”

All three looked at her.

Deren was first to say it. “You can tell that from a map.”

“No,” Mara said. “From this.”

She touched her chest.

Deren closed his eyes briefly, as if negotiating with a god he no longer trusted.

Lysa leaned over the map, serious now. “How many?”

Mara looked across the twelve marks and listened inward.

It was not elegant.

No choir of truth. No glowing helpful path. Just pressure, absence, and a headache building behind the eyes.

“This one,” she said, touching the fifth. “Alive. Hurt.”

She moved to the other point.

“This one. Alive.”

Another.

“This one…” She paused. The sense there was weaker, thin as breath through a cracked reed. “Maybe. Faint.”

Iven was already adjusting his understanding of the world in real time, which was one of his more alarming virtues. “And the slashed four?”

“Dead.”

“Properly?”

Mara looked at the marks and felt nothing at all. “Yes.”

Deren swallowed. “How many are left, then?”

Mara counted again.

Twelve known.

Four dead.

One maybe fading.

A handful still there.

Not enough.

“Too few,” she said.

That shut everybody up nicely.

Wind hissed through the thorn brush above them. Somewhere down-ridge a branch knocked against stone in an irregular little clack. The sky had gone from gray to iron. Night was on its way, slow and mean.

Iven folded his arms. “Fine. We move on the live one that’s calling. If the people behind us are what I think they are, they’ll do the same once they get enough records in one place.”

Lysa nodded. “We need supplies.”

“Yes.”

“We need Deren walking better.”

“Yes.”

“We need to not die on the road.”

Iven considered that. “Optional, but desirable.”

Deren made a strangled sound that wanted to be a laugh and got lost on the way out.

Mara put her palm flat on the parchment beside the glowing mark.

It was a stupid impulse.

She did it anyway.

The seed pulsed.

The map reacted.

Not with light.

Not with miracles.

Just a dark old line under the surface of the parchment becoming visible for half a heartbeat—thin route marks spidering out from the fifth point toward three others, like veins pressed under skin.

Mara jerked her hand back.

Lysa sucked in a breath. “You saw that.”

“Yes.”

Iven leaned in so fast he nearly put his face on the map. “Saw what?”

“The roads,” Mara said.

“What roads?”

She hesitated, then touched one fingernail to the parchment where the line had shown. “Hidden ones. Old ones.”

Iven went utterly still.

Now that was a face a man wore when the world had just become both richer and more dangerous, which for him was essentially flirting.

“Show me.”

“I can’t.”

“Try.”

Lysa shot him a look. “Don’t start.”

“I am not starting. I am observing with professional greed.”

Mara pressed her fingers to the map again, gentler this time.

Nothing.

Just old parchment. Cracked ink. Twelve marks. One glow.

She tried to force the feeling.

That was a mistake.

Pain stabbed through her chest, sudden and vicious. Not enough to drop her, but enough to bend her over with a hiss between her teeth.

The HUD flashed.

[Warning]
Overuse Detected
Blood-Key Interaction Strain Rising
Minor Internal Damage Prevented

Lysa caught her shoulder at once. “Enough.”

Mara held up a hand. “I’m fine.”

“Lovely,” said Lysa. “Be fine without touching cursed paperwork.”

Iven had the grace to look mildly guilty, which on him was practically a public apology.

“Can you do it later?” he asked.

Mara straightened slowly. “Maybe.”

“Excellent.”

“That wasn’t agreement.”

“It was possibility. I thrive on scraps.”

Deren looked from face to face. “Just so I’m clear, the map is also wrong now.”

“The map is interesting,” said Iven.

“That is not the same thing.”

“It often is.”

Lysa reached over and folded the oilcloth back over the parchment before Mara could poke it again out of sheer stubbornness. “Enough for tonight. We’ve got a direction. That’s what matters.”

She was right.

They had a destination now, not just a scream and a guess.

Worse, they had proof the old Warden network might still exist under the world like buried wire. If Mara could see even fragments of it, the game had changed.

Not in a fun way.

In a useful way.

Mara sat back against the slate and let the ache in her chest settle.

Above them the first proper dark had arrived. The ridge had gone all edges and shadow. Iven took first watch because he trusted nobody’s habits but his own. Lysa made Deren drink water and eat two hard bites of dried meat before he could complain himself into collapse. Mara stayed by the stone shelf, hands resting loose on her knees, and listened to the pressure under the earth.

South-east.

Still there.

Still hurting.

Still alive.

After a while Deren said, very quietly, “We don’t have to do this, do we?”

No one answered right away.

Because that was the nasty little truth of it. They did not have to.

They could turn west. Hide. Sell the map. Pretend none of this had become their business. Find a ditch, a town, a lie big enough to sleep inside.

The harvest would still happen.

The screaming place would still drown.

The old roads would still rot.

They would simply be somewhere else while it did.

Mara looked out into the dark.

“No,” she said at last. “We don’t have to.”

Deren let out a shaky breath.

Then Mara added, “We’re going anyway.”

Iven, from his watch post by the brush, said, “There she is.”

Lysa did not smile, but some hard little line in her face settled into place. “Good. Saves time.”

Deren closed his eyes. “You’re all lunatics.”

“Yes,” said Iven. “But we’re your lunatics now, so really this is a management issue.”

That got a tired half-snort out of Deren, which was about as close to morale as anyone was likely to manufacture tonight.

Mara leaned her head back against the stone and shut her eyes.

The seed under her ribs pulsed once.

Not pain this time.

Approval.

She hated that almost as much as she needed it.

[Quest Updated]
THE FIFTH SCREAM
Reach the wounded Cathedral before the harvest cell.
Reward: Unknown
Failure: You already know.

Mara opened her eyes again and stared into the dark.

“Fine,” she muttered.

No one asked who she was talking to.

That was probably for the best.


Chapter 5 — Paid in Meat

They hit the market edge the next day under a sky the color of dirty dishwater.

It was not a proper town.

Proper towns had walls, gates, and enough shared lies to call themselves civilized. This was a road knot with delusions. A strip of timber stalls and patched lean-tos built where three old tracks crossed near a shallow bridge. Two smokehouses. One tanner’s shed. A shrine post with half the paint flaked off. Pens for goats. Carts parked nose to arse. Mud everywhere, because apparently the world had committed to a theme.

Still, it had people.

People meant food.

People meant cloth, salt, lamp oil, maybe a pot that hadn’t already died three times in service.

People also meant eyes, gossip, and a much higher chance of somebody doing something stupid.

So, naturally, they went in anyway.

They stopped on a rise above the market to argue about it first.

Lysa crouched in the brush, looking down over the place. “We go small. In and out.”

Iven nodded. “We need dried food, bandage cloth, and anything with actual healing value instead of prayer attached to it.”

Deren, pale and angry at being alive, sat with his back to a stone and held his side. “We also need a cart, two mules, a roof, and a week where nobody tries to cut us open.”

“Wonderful,” said Iven. “Make a list. We’ll disappoint you in order.”

Mara kept her eyes on the market.

Nothing about it looked directly dangerous. That was usually when danger got ambitious.

Smoke drifted low from the cookfires. Voices carried thin on the damp air. A man shouted over the price of hides. Somewhere a child laughed and got told to stop under somebody’s breath. Near the far side of the knot stood a tall clipped hedge wrapped around an old stone marker or route post. Too neatly kept for this place. Too green for the season.

Mara disliked it on sight.

The seed in her chest gave a small, nasty little twitch.

There.

She did not like that either.

Lysa noticed her face. “What?”

Mara nodded toward the hedge. “That.”

Iven squinted down. “A bush.”

“It’s never just a bush with you around,” said Deren.

“That’s unkind,” Mara said.

“It’s accurate.”

Lysa followed Mara’s stare, then looked back at the market. “Can you keep it from doing whatever bush nonsense it wants to do?”

“Probably.”

That was not a promise.

Lysa accepted it anyway, which was poor judgment but very on-brand by now. “Fine. I go with Iven. Mara, you stay outside with Deren.”

“No,” said Mara.

“No?” Lysa asked.

“We need more than two can carry.”

Iven nodded. “Also she is very good at making people reconsider annoying decisions.”

Lysa didn’t look convinced. “She is also very good at making the ground open.”

Mara said, “That happened twice.”

“In two days.”

“Fair.”

Deren dragged a hand down his face. “This is a terrible plan.”

“Yes,” said Iven. “That’s why we’re polishing it instead of abandoning it.”

In the end they split the difference.

Iven and Lysa would do the buying and stealing and smiling through their teeth.

Mara would go in too, hood up, say as little as possible, and help carry.

Deren would stay hidden above the road with a knife, water, and instructions not to die of spite while they were gone.

He did not like that.

Nobody cared enough to change it.

Before they moved, Mara got a little window in the edge of her vision.

[Quest: THE FIFTH SCREAM]
Objective Updated:
— Acquire supplies
— Avoid route exposure
Bonus: Remain anonymous

Mara stared at the word Bonus.

“Cheeky bastard,” she muttered.

Iven glanced over. “Talking to your invisible clerk again?”

“Yes.”

“Tell it I said the pricing in this district is theft.”

Then they went down.

The road into the knot was all churned mud and wagon ruts. Mara kept her hood low and her hands inside her sleeves. The thorn-lines at her throat itched under the cloth. Every few steps she felt the little tug in her chest toward the south-east, beyond the market, beyond the next ridge and the next mess after that. The fifth Cathedral was still there. Still hurting. Still patient enough to annoy her.

At least one of them had manners.

The market took them in without much fuss.

That was almost worse.

People glanced, measured, and moved on. Travelers came through. Traders came through. Half-dead bastards with too many knives came through. Nothing to see here except the usual human misery and the price of onions.

Iven broke off at once toward the supply stalls with the brisk, insulting ease of a man who looked like he belonged nowhere and therefore fit everywhere. Lysa went with him, face blank, one hand near her belt knife. Mara drifted along two paces behind, carrying an empty sack and trying not to touch anything old, green, or rooted.

Simple.

LitRPG helpfully decided this was exactly the time to be visible again.

[Area Discovered]
MIRECROSS MARKET
Threat: Low / Human
Opportunity: Supplies / Rumors / Trouble
Suggested Behavior: Don’t start anything stupid

Mara almost snorted.

Then a dog started barking.

Not at them.

At the hedge.

The clipped green wall by the stone marker stood near the little shrine post on the market’s north side. It looked ornamental in the way only something secretly vicious could look ornamental. Thick leaves. Thorns hidden underneath. Root base mounded too high. Someone had shaped it to make the old stone behind it less obvious.

That old stone mattered.

Mara could feel it now.

Buried route hardware. Old line marker. Dormant but not dead.

Her pulse picked up.

She angled away from it at once.

Bad choice.

The seed tightened.

Pain ran under her breastbone like a wire jerked hard.

Mara kept walking.

One more step.

Two.

The dog barked louder.

The hedge flexed.

Not enough for anyone sane to notice.

Enough for Mara to see the movement ripple through the leaves from bottom to top like a hand passing under skin.

“No,” she whispered.

Iven was haggling with a salt seller over three miserable cones of white. Lysa was checking bandage cloth against the light. Neither had seen it yet.

Good.

Mara veered toward them fast.

The market liked that even less.

Because the old route stone inside the hedge had recognized her.

Of course it had.

The base of the clipped hedge split with a soft tearing sound.

A few people nearby looked down.

A child pointed.

One old woman frowned.

Mara kept moving.

The seed pulsed once.

The hedge answered.

Branches swelled outward. Leaves shook. Hidden thorns pushed through the clipped green surface in a sudden ugly bloom. The whole thing surged around the stone post inside it, not attacking, not exactly, but opening like a hand around a kept secret.

That got everyone’s attention.

The dog began losing its mind.

A trader shouted, “What in the hells—”

Iven turned, saw the hedge, saw Mara, and closed his eyes briefly in private suffering.

Lysa did not waste time. “Move.”

They moved.

People didn’t.

People rarely did, when being sensible would have solved everything.

Instead the nearest stallholders backed away slowly, exactly as if giving a strange green problem more room had ever improved it. A woman hauling turnips made a sign against bad luck. The old woman stared openly at Mara now, eyes narrowed.

The route stone inside the hedge rose another inch from the ground.

It had old symbols cut into it.

Warden symbols.

Mara knew them now, or near enough. Access marks. Direction. Blood-key notation.

The hedge opened wider as if presenting it.

Wonderful.

A boy’s voice piped from somewhere behind a cart. “Mum, is that a saint?”

“No,” said somebody else at once. “That’s plague.”

A third voice: “Looks like shrine work.”

A fourth, much more interesting: “No shrine mark I’ve seen.”

Rumor traveled faster than rot.

Iven snatched the sack from Mara’s hand and shoved dried meat and cloth into it without looking. “Can you shut it down?”

“I didn’t start it.”

“That is not an answer.”

Mara gritted her teeth and stepped toward the hedge.

Lysa hissed, “Don’t.”

“If I walk away it follows.”

“That is also bad.”

“Yes.”

Another HUD panel blinked.

[Route Sense Triggered]
Dormant Marker Detected
State: Responding
Recommended Action:
— Blood-key
— Distance
— Destruction

“Helpful,” Mara muttered.

Then she made her choice.

Not blood-key. Absolutely not in a market full of idiots.

Distance hadn’t worked.

So that left destruction.

She grabbed the nearest thing with enough weight—a trader’s iron-bound crate sitting beside a wheel—and hauled it up.

The trader yelped, “Hey!”

Mara threw it.

The crate hit the hedge low and hard.

Wood burst.

Iron bands snapped.

The clipped branches buckled sideways into the old stone marker with a wet cracking thump. Leaves and twigs flew. The responding root mass under the hedge lost its shape for one crucial second.

The route pressure faltered.

Mara stepped in, kicked the exposed marker broadside, and heard old stone crack.

Pain lanced through her chest as the seed reacted in outrage.

The hedge convulsed and collapsed inward.

Silence hit the market like a dropped board.

Then everybody started talking at once.

“Saint.”

“Witch.”

“Route-touched.”

“Get the shrine man.”

“No, don’t get the shrine man.”

“Did you see her hands?”

“She looked at it and it moved.”

“That stone had old cuts on it—”

Iven was already at Mara’s shoulder, thrusting the filled sack back into her arms. “We are leaving.”

“Sharp observation,” said Mara.

Lysa grabbed a second bundle from the stall counter and slapped a coin into the startled seller’s palm with enough force to count as violence in some districts. “Move.”

They moved.

Now the crowd did too, which was the problem.

People shifted out of the way just slowly enough to be irritating and just fast enough to make it obvious they were shifting because of Mara. Heads turned. Eyes followed. Someone made another sign. Someone else spat for luck. A man in a patched shrine badge started pushing through from the far side of the knot, trying to look official and failing because his sandals were covered in duck shit.

Iven saw him. “Left.”

They cut left between the tanner’s shed and a cart loaded with wicker cages. One of the cages held geese. The geese objected to everybody. Mara respected them on principle.

Behind them the shrine man shouted, “Hold there!”

Lysa said, “No.”

A child ran alongside for three steps, staring up at Mara’s hood. “Are you blessed?”

Mara kept walking. “Wrong word.”

The child seemed to think about that and accepted it with surprising grace.

Then a stallholder yelled, “She paid in meat!”

That made no sense at all until Mara realized the line had started with the old woman by the hedge. She’d seen the reaction, seen Mara smash the marker, seen the thorn-lines at Mara’s throat when the hood shifted.

Paid in meat.

Blood-key.

Someone who opened old routes the expensive way.

That rumor would stick.

Damn it.

They reached the road out at a fast walk that wanted to be a run. Iven made it one more stall before pausing long enough to steal a wrapped heel of hard cheese from a basket and tuck it inside his coat with the serene focus of a man committed to efficient sin.

Then they were past the last cart and into the scrub by the road bank.

No alarm bell rang.

No posse formed.

The market simply watched them go with the hot, ugly curiosity of people who had just seen something almost holy and decidedly inconvenient.

They climbed hard for the ridge.

Deren was waiting in the brush with his knife out and his face even whiter than usual. “That was fast.”

Iven handed him a bundle of cloth. “We are memorable.”

Deren looked past him at Mara. “What happened?”

Lysa dumped the second sack down and started sorting it by touch. “A hedge recognized her.”

Deren stared.

Then, because he was still Deren under the pain and fear and bad luck, he said, “That is the worst sentence I’ve heard this week, and I have heard some real contenders.”

Mara set the bag down and pulled her hood back.

The thorn-lines at her throat had darkened again. A faint ache ran down her sternum where the route marker had cracked and the seed had objected like a kicked dog.

Iven pointed at her chest. “How bad?”

“Annoying.”

“Scale?”

“Seven.”

“Out of?”

“Yes.”

“Good,” said Iven. “A useful system.”

Lysa finished inventory fast. Dried meat. Salt. Cloth. One little packet of bitter-smelling herb that might actually help if boiled. A heel of stolen cheese. Two onions. No lamp oil. No pot. No miracle.

Still better than yesterday.

Below them the market had already begun to absorb the story. Mara could hear the sound of voices carrying in bursts on the damp air. Once, clearly enough, she heard saint. Once witch. Once paid in meat again.

That one would travel.

Deren heard it too.

He looked at Mara carefully. “What does that mean?”

Mara flexed her hand. The lines on the inside of her wrist looked darker than they had that morning.

“It means,” she said, “they know I open old things with blood.”

Nobody spoke for a second.

Then Iven said, “Very catchy. Distressing, but catchy.”

Lysa tied the supply bundles shut. “Then we move before somebody decides that makes you worth selling.”

That was the truth of it.

Markets sold more than food.

News, too.

And news like this had legs.

Mara looked south-east.

The pull in her chest had not lessened. If anything, the market disturbance had sharpened it. The fifth Cathedral still called. The old route marker had just reminded her the network under the world was not dead. Only sleeping badly.

The HUD flicked up once more.

[Reputation Updated]
Local Tag Gained: PAID IN MEAT
Effect: Rumors spread faster than you do

Mara stared at it.

Then she laughed once, short and ugly.

Lysa looked over. “What?”

“Nothing.”

Iven sighed. “That invisible clerk again?”

“Yes.”

“Tell it I object to being unnamed in all this.”

Deren, clutching his side and trying not to faint decoratively, muttered, “I’d settle for being unpersecuted.”

“Ambitious,” said Iven.

They packed and moved at once, leaving the ridge and the muttering market behind them.

Below, Mirecross would spend the next week arguing over whether Mara had been a saint, a witch, a Warden ghost, or just another road-cursed bastard with a taste for public drama.

The smarter ones would remember the old marker inside the hedge.

The greedy ones would remember the rumor.

Paid in meat.

A woman who could wake old roads by bleeding on them.

That sort of story had value.

Which meant, somewhere ahead or behind, trouble had just gotten a little more interested.


Chapter 6 — The Wrong Road Again

They left Mirecross with food, cloth, a packet of herbs, and one fresh rumor running ahead of them like a dog with a stolen sausage.

Not ideal.

Still better than starving.

The ground rose after the market and turned mean. Less mud, more broken stone. Low ridges. Thorn scrub. Patches of old pine that looked burned years ago and had come back ugly. The road south-east split twice, then again, with one branch heading toward a shrine mile-marker and the other dipping into a shallow basin full of mist.

Iven stopped on the ridge and looked down both.

“We go off-road.”

Deren, already breathing like the world had personally insulted him, said, “At this point I assume that’s your answer to everything.”

“It is,” said Iven. “I enjoy consistency.”

Lysa shifted the supply bundle higher on her back. “Why off-road?”

Iven jerked his chin back toward the market behind them. “Because half that knot just watched Mara wake a hedge and smash a route stone in public. If there’s a shrine man down there with a functioning head—and I admit the odds are poor—word goes forward. We use the road, we walk into somebody’s tidy little welcome.”

“Alternative?” asked Lysa.

Iven pointed east of the basin, where the slope seemed to break in a strange straight line through the scrub.

“That.”

Deren squinted. “That is a hill.”

“That,” said Iven patiently, “is the top of an old cut.”

Mara looked harder.

He was right.

Not a natural line. Too straight. Too level. A shelf carved into the slope long ago, now half buried under roots and years of nobody having the good manners to keep it clear.

The seed in her chest gave a slow, unpleasant pulse.

Recognition.

Iven saw her face and smiled without much joy. “Yes. That’s the one.”

Lysa folded her arms. “Tell me why this is a bad idea before we do it.”

“Because it’s old Warden work,” said Iven. “Because it should be dead. Because if the map’s hidden lines are real, this cut may link to one of them. Because Mara will probably make it sit up and bark if she breathes near it.”

Deren stared at him. “And those are the reasons for going there.”

“Yes.”

“That is insane.”

“That,” said Iven, “is speed.”

Mara looked at the buried cut again.

The pull in her chest toward the fifth Cathedral sharpened slightly when she faced it. Not full alignment. But close enough to matter.

“It goes the right way,” she said.

Iven spread both hands. “See? I’m brilliant.”

Lysa pinched the bridge of her nose. “No. You’re useful. It’s different.”

They went.

The climb to the cut was steep enough to make Deren swear creatively under his breath. Mara took some of his weight without comment. He hated that, too, which at least meant he still had spirit.

When they reached the shelf, the place looked dead in the way old useful things often did. Stone retaining blocks shoved up out of the earth at intervals. Black roots had crawled across them in thick ropes. The cut itself ran into the hillside in a long narrow track, just wide enough for two abreast if they liked each other, which nobody here currently did enough to test.

Moss covered everything.

No birds.

No obvious use for years.

Mara stepped onto the old road and felt the world under her boots wake a little.

Not much.

Just a little.

Like a sleeping dog lifting one eyelid.

[Route Sense]
Old Warden Cut Detected
Status: Dormant
Alignment: Partial
Travel Bonus Possible
Risk: Response / Notice

Mara sighed.

Iven heard it. “Good news?”

“Not really.”

“Excellent. Onward.”

The first stretch was slow. Roots underfoot. Stone slick with damp. The cut wound along the slope and dipped under two leaning pines before entering a shallow notch in the rock. Once inside, the air changed. Cooler. Still. The sound of wind dropped away behind them.

Lysa went first.

Then Iven.

Then Deren, because if he fell it was better to have two people in front of him than one.

Mara walked last.

The seed pulsed once every dozen steps.

Not pain. Counting.

At the twentieth pulse, an old marker stone at ankle height shed its skin of moss in a soft wet slide.

Iven stopped dead.

Lysa nearly walked into him. “What?”

He pointed.

The stone was small. Waist-high at most, sunk deep into the edge of the cut. One face had been covered completely until a second ago. Now a clean strip showed where the moss had peeled away on its own, exposing a carved sign beneath.

Three hooked lines.

A broken circle.

A downward slash.

Mara knew it before she knew she knew it.

“Direction marker,” she said.

Everyone looked at her.

She was getting really bloody tired of that look.

Iven recovered first. “Which direction?”

“Forward,” Mara said.

He grinned. “My favorite sort.”

Deren stared at the marker. “It did that because of you.”

“Probably.”

“That answer is becoming irritating.”

“Then stop asking questions with bad answers.”

They kept moving.

The cut narrowed again. Twice they had to turn sideways to squeeze past root-bulged stone. Once Lysa found an old drainage grate under a mat of leaves and nearly put a foot through it. The deeper they went, the more the old road remembered itself.

More moss peeled back.

A second marker cleared.

Then a third.

At one bend, a fallen trunk lying across the way gave a long crack and slowly rolled aside all by itself, settling into a niche in the stone wall as though it had been waiting for a cue.

Deren stopped and simply looked at it.

“I hate this,” he said.

“Yes,” said Iven. “But efficiently, please. Keep moving.”

Mara touched the wall once as she passed.

Bad idea.

The line under the stone lit hot in her senses. A buried pressure vein, still faintly live. It ran ahead of them, not toward the fifth Cathedral directly, but along the same broad angle. An old service road. Quick, hidden, wrong.

She pulled her hand back fast.

Too late.

The HUD blinked.

[Blood-Key Interaction: Passive]
Minor Wake Triggered
Route Efficiency +8%
Notice Chance Increased

Mara swore softly.

Lysa glanced back. “What now?”

“Nothing good.”

“Specifics.”

“This road’s faster.”

Iven brightened at once. “Marvelous.”

“It’s also noticed us.”

That took some of the shine off him.

“By what?” asked Deren.

Mara looked down the cut ahead.

Stone. Roots. Dark.

No answer.

“That,” she said, “is the problem.”

They came out of the notch into a higher shelf country where the cut had once been properly paved. Most of the slabs were cracked now, but enough remained to make walking easier. Deren’s breathing steadied. The supply sacks stopped banging against knees quite so often. Even Lysa relaxed half an inch, which on her counted as a festival mood.

Iven checked the sky through the broken trees and nodded to himself. “We’re making good time.”

“Of course we are,” said Deren. “We’re using the haunted shortcut.”

“Words like haunted are unhelpfully broad.”

Mara kept looking behind them.

Nothing moved on the road.

No trackers.

No shrine men.

But twice now she had felt little ripples in the buried line, as if the route was passing news sideways under the earth.

Not speaking.

Not exactly.

Just updating itself.

Occupied. Active. Open.

That was how systems worked. She knew that now in the same nasty instinctive way she knew how to set a shoulder or read a knife hand.

The old roads talked when they could.

The problem was not the road itself.

The problem was who else might be listening.

Around midday they found proof the cut had once mattered.

A side-chamber had been carved into the stone wall under a leaning shelf of granite. The front had partly collapsed, but one carved lintel still stood. Under the dirt and lichen was an old Warden seal.

Lysa crouched by it. “This a checkpoint?”

“Maintenance alcove,” said Iven. “Or cache.”

Deren looked pained. “And we are checking because.”

“Because if there’s still anything in it, I want it.”

Fair.

They spent ten minutes clearing enough rock to get in.

Inside was a cramped shelf-room full of old rot and dry dust. The contents had long since gone to shit. Broken clay jars. A rusted hook knife. The remains of two oilskins that turned to flakes when Iven touched them. But in the back wall sat a stone niche with a fitted lid.

Mara saw it and immediately disliked it.

The seed agreed.

Iven, naturally, loved it.

“There now,” he murmured. “That looks promising.”

“Promising for who?” asked Deren.

“The deserving.”

He worked the lid loose with the hook knife and a flat stone. It took a while. The niche had sealed hard. At last the lid dropped forward in one heavy piece and something inside gave a little hiss of trapped air.

Not a trap.

Just age.

Inside lay three items.

A strip of waxed cloth wrapped around a bundle of route tags.

A little bronze key with no obvious teeth.

And a slate plate no bigger than Mara’s hand, black and smooth, with a faint gold line running through the center.

Iven held the bronze key up reverently. “Oh, I do adore old thieves.”

Lysa took the route tags. “Can you read them?”

“Not in this light. Later.”

Mara looked at the slate plate.

The gold line brightened.

Only a little.

Only for her.

She should have kept quiet.

Instead she said, “Don’t touch that.”

Everybody froze.

Iven looked at the plate. Then at Mara. Then, with the suicidal curiosity of his species, began reaching for it anyway.

Lysa smacked his wrist.

“Hands,” she said.

“I was being delicate.”

“You were being stupid with confidence.”

He rubbed his wrist. “Rude.”

Mara crouched by the niche.

The plate was not exactly active. More like waiting. The kind of thing a road keeper or Warden might press blood or authority to when passing. A checkpoint token. A route log. Something tied into the old line.

[Object Detected]
Warden Transit Slate
Condition: Degraded / Sleep State
Function: Unknown
Suggested Interaction: Not here

Mara nodded once.

Lysa saw. “That bad?”

“Could be useful.” Mara looked around the little alcove. “Could also light this whole road up.”

Iven sighed. “Everything interesting comes with terms.”

“Yes,” said Mara. “Shocking.”

They wrapped the plate back up in the waxed cloth and took all three items.

Then they left the alcove and kept moving.

The road bent higher into the ridge. The air thinned. Trees gave way to broken heath and patches of old stone poking through scrub. By late afternoon they had covered more ground than they should have in a full day with Deren injured and the load split badly between them.

That was the route bonus.

And Mara hated it.

The fifth Cathedral pulled harder now. Not close close. But closer.

The seed in her chest had stopped counting and started tugging.

That meant the old cut was doing what it had once been built to do: carry authorized bodies quickly between important places.

Unfortunately, Mara was starting to qualify as authorized in all the worst possible ways.

They made camp late in a fold of rock above the cut where the wind could strip their scent and no old marker stood within touching distance.

That last part had become policy.

Lysa saw to Deren’s bandage. Iven studied the route tags under the last weak light and muttered to himself like a man reading love letters from a dead criminal. Mara sat on a stone above them and listened to the old road below.

Alive now.

Not fully. But alive enough.

A little while later, Iven said, “You were right.”

Mara looked down. “About what?”

“The road being noticed.”

He held up one of the route tags. The waxed cloth had kept enough ink alive to read the symbols, barely.

Lysa glanced over. “And?”

Iven’s face had gone flatter, tighter.

“This wasn’t just a maintenance cut.” He turned the tag so they could all see the old carved marks. “It was a relay road.”

Mara felt cold under the skin.

Deren said, “That sounds bad.”

“It means,” said Iven, “that when active, it didn’t only carry people. It carried traffic. Signals. Updates. Access records.”

Lysa looked at Mara.

Mara looked at the darkening line of the cut below them.

Of course it did.

Of bloody course.

The HUD came back one last time for the day.

[Travel Log]
Old Warden Cut Used
Distance Gained: Significant
Exposure Gained: Unknown
Reminder: Fast and quiet are not the same thing

Mara let out a breath and laughed once without humor.

Lysa looked up. “Again?”

“Yes.”

“What now?”

Mara stared out into the gathering dark.

“Now,” she said, “we find out who heard us.”


Chapter 7 — Briar Teeth

Night did not improve matters.

It rarely did, but this one put in extra effort.

The camp sat in a fold of stone above the old relay cut, just far enough from the road to keep Mara from accidentally waking anything with a misplaced elbow. Wind came hard over the ridge and stripped the heat out of everything. No fire. No lamp. Just dark, rock, thorn scrub, and the steady mean ache in Mara’s chest where the seed kept pulling south-east like an impatient creditor.

Iven took first watch.

Lysa told him twice not to wander.

He told her he was insulted by the suggestion.

Then wandered anyway, but only ten paces, which in his case counted as compromise.

Deren slept badly with one hand on his knife and the other over his bandaged side. He looked gray even in the dark. Mara did not like that, but there was nothing to do about it except keep him moving and hope the herbs Lysa had boiled into bitter sludge earlier did more than smell committed.

Mara sat with her back to a stone outcrop and listened.

Below them, the relay cut lay quiet.

Too quiet.

Not dead. Not sleeping. Alert.

Like a road waiting for footsteps it had already promised to somebody else.

She hated that feeling.

The HUD blinked up once and hovered at the edge of her sight.

[Status]
Class: THORNBLOOD SAINT
Pain Charge: 29%
Blood Mend: Stable
Route Sense: Minor Active
Condition: Tired / Not Safe

“Useful,” Mara muttered.

Iven glanced over from his watch point. “You and your invisible misery clerk still talking, then?”

“Yes.”

“Ask it if we’re rich yet.”

“No.”

“Rude.”

Wind hissed through the thorn scrub above them.

Then stopped.

Mara’s head came up.

The silence that followed was wrong.

Not empty. Pressed.

The kind of silence small animals left behind when they had all decided, together and in a hurry, that something else could have the ground for a while.

Iven felt it too. She could tell by the way he went still.

Lysa opened her eyes without moving anything else. “What?”

Mara stood.

The seed in her chest tightened like a fist.

Not toward the fifth Cathedral this time.

Closer.

Near.

Downwind.

She stepped to the edge of the fold and looked into the dark.

At first there was nothing.

Then one shape moved between the thorn clumps below.

Low.

Fast.

Wrong.

Another moved behind it.

Then a third.

Deren pushed himself up too quickly and hissed through his teeth. “What is it?”

Mara did not answer at once.

She knew briar hounds by silhouette now. She wished she didn’t.

Too lean. Too long in the jaw. Bodies that looked built out of root bundles and bad ideas wrapped in hide. Thorn growth knotted through the shoulders. Eyes with no shine in them until they turned a certain way and caught what little light the sky still gave. They moved like things that had once learned dog and then gotten bored with the assignment.

Iven’s voice stayed low. “How many?”

“Three,” Mara said.

Then a fourth shape slipped up over the ridge of the old cut and stopped, nose high, sampling the air.

“Four.”

Deren whispered, “Wonderful.”

Lysa was already on her feet, knife out. “Do they know we’re here?”

The lead hound lifted its head and looked straight at Mara.

That settled that.

“Yes,” she said.

The HUD flickered.

[Threat Detected]
Briar Hounds x4
Threat: Moderate
Notes: Drawn to blood, route wake, and bad luck

“Cheeky bastard,” Mara said.

“What?” asked Lysa.

“Nothing.”

The lead hound screamed.

Not barked.

Not growled.

Screamed.

A raw splitting sound like a gate hinge dragged through meat. Then it came uphill in a burst, claws tearing loose shale behind it.

The other three followed.

“Hold high ground,” Lysa snapped.

Iven already had his knife in one hand and the rusted hook blade in the other. Deren braced beside the stone shelf with his spear fragment held two-handed, looking like a man who very much wanted to be elsewhere and had accepted that the world did not care.

Mara stepped forward to meet the first hound.

It hit the rise at speed, jaws wide.

She caught it wrong.

Too slow.

Too close.

The thing slammed into her shoulder and chest, all thorn-hide and snapping bone teeth. One foreclaw ripped across her ribs and opened her shirt and skin in the same motion. Heat spilled down her side.

Pain hit bright enough to whiten the edges of her sight.

Then the seed answered.

Not healing first.

Power first.

[Pain Harvest Triggered]
Charge +11%
Current: 40%

Mara snarled and drove her forearm up under the hound’s jaw. The impact checked it for half a heartbeat. She grabbed the thorn-knotted hide behind its neck with one hand, found purchase where no sane hand should have, and turned with all the ugly leverage of a pit fighter who had spent too much of her life solving problems by throwing them.

The hound went over her hip and smashed into the rock hard enough to crack something.

It got up anyway.

Of course it did.

Behind her, Lysa met the second one clean.

She sidestepped the rush and buried her knife just behind the thing’s foreleg. Not deep enough to kill. Deep enough to make it hate her properly. It twisted back toward her, and Iven slashed across its muzzle with the hook blade, opening root-tough hide in a wet line.

Deren got lucky with the third.

Or unlucky, depending on how you defined it.

The beast went for his bad side, probably because the blood smell there was louder. He braced like a man taking a door hit and jammed the broken spear point into its throat as it leaped. The shaft snapped at once, but the point stayed in. The hound crashed into him and both went down in a tangle of claws and swearing.

The fourth circled.

Smart one.

Mara hated smart ones.

Her own hound came again, jaw hanging crooked now, blood and sap mixed dark along its teeth. She hit it once in the snout to slow it, then again in the neck. On the third hit her knuckles split on thorn-ridge bone and the beast got a mouthful of her sleeve and forearm.

Teeth went in.

Pain flared huge and immediate.

[Pain Harvest Triggered]
Charge +9%
Current: 49%

“Fine,” Mara hissed.

She planted her feet, let the thing bite deeper for one ugly second, then rammed her free hand into the wound under its jaw where she had already bruised it. Her fingers punched through torn hide into hot wet structure beneath.

The hound convulsed.

Mara grabbed and ripped sideways.

Something inside it gave.

It collapsed at her feet, kicking.

That should have been enough.

It wasn’t.

The smart fourth hound chose that moment to spring past her toward Deren, who was still on one knee, half under the third beast, trying very hard not to be disemboweled by a creature with too many opinions.

Mara moved before thought caught up.

Pain charge dumped into motion.

[Move Hurt]
Burst Mobility Activated

She crossed the gap in two ugly strides, hit the hound from the side, and drove both of them into the stone lip of the fold. Thorn-hide split. Her shoulder did too, probably. Hard to tell. Everything was noise now. The hound snapped at her face. She jammed her forearm across its throat and hammered elbows into its ribs until one sank through softer structure below the thorn growth.

The beast spasmed and bit down.

Her left forearm lit with agony.

Hot blood ran over both of them.

The seed in her chest went cold.

Then came the healing.

Not clean.

Never clean.

Black-red thorn lines burst alive under the skin of Mara’s arm and shoulder. She felt them move inside her, sliding under flesh, knitting torn muscle by force, lacing around the bite damage like roots shoving through a ruined wall. Pain layered over pain until she could not tell where her body ended and the repair began.

Deren saw it.

That was the problem.

He saw the skin around the bite pull tight from the inside. Saw dark branching move beneath the flesh. Saw the blood slow, then stop, not because wounds did that, but because something in Mara had reached into the meat and closed them like a hand pinching thread.

His face went white in a whole new way.

“Mara—”

No time.

The hound under her was not dead enough.

She slammed its head into the stone until it was.

Behind her, Lysa swore hard.

Mara turned.

The second hound had gotten past Iven’s hook blade and caught Lysa high on the thigh. Not deep. Still bad. Lysa was on one knee, one hand braced to keep the beast’s jaws off her throat while the knife hand punched up and in, again and again, too fast to count.

Iven came in from the side and buried his blade to the hilt in the hound’s eye.

That finally settled it.

The third, the one Deren had half-spitted, staggered two steps with the broken spear lodged in its throat and tried to crawl downslope.

Mara walked over and stamped on the shaft.

The point went through the rest of the way.

The hound stopped moving.

Silence came back in pieces.

Wind first.

Then Deren breathing like a bellows with a hole in it.

Then Iven saying, very softly, “Well. Shit.”

Mara stood in the middle of the fold with blood running down both arms, shirt hanging in strips at the ribs, and one dead briar hound under each boot and hand if the count was being generous. The seed in her chest still pulsed with the aftermath of pain charge. The thorn-lines under her skin were bright enough now that even in the dark they gave a faint ugly sheen at her throat and forearms.

Lysa saw it.

So did Iven.

Deren could not stop seeing it.

The HUD blinked again like an unhelpful little applause sign.

[Combat Complete]
Briar Hounds Defeated: 4
Pain Charge Remaining: 18%
Blood Mend Active
Warning: Witnesses present

“Brilliant,” Mara muttered.

Iven looked up. “Please tell me that wasn’t for me.”

“No.”

“Good. I’d hate to think the evening had turned personal.”

Lysa pushed herself upright with obvious reluctance. Blood darkened one trouser leg where the bite had gone in. Not catastrophic. Not nice.

Deren was still staring at Mara’s arm.

The bite there had already closed from ripped meat to red seam. The skin moved once more under it, a final little knotting twist, then settled.

Deren made a sound like he might be sick.

Mara looked down at the arm, then back at him.

Fair.

He had seen bad healing before. Stitching. cautery. pressure wraps. Men surviving out of pure belligerence.

He had not seen a woman get opened up and then stitched shut from the inside by something alive in her blood.

Nobody ought to see that and walk away cheerful.

Lysa limped over to him first. Practical as ever. “You bitten?”

He blinked. “What?”

“You bitten?”

“No.”

“Good. Then breathe.”

Iven crouched by one of the dead hounds and prodded the thorn-growth at its shoulder with the tip of his knife. “Drawn fast,” he said. “Faster than chance.”

Mara wiped blood from her mouth with the back of her hand. “They heard the road.”

“Or smelled you,” said Iven.

“Comforting.”

“Thank you.”

Lysa tested her leg and winced. “We can’t stay.”

“No,” Mara said.

Deren still had that fixed horrified look on him. Not at the dead beasts. At her.

Mara was getting really tired of being the worst thing in camp.

She stepped toward him.

He flinched.

That landed.

More than the bites, more than the claws, more than the hounds.

Mara stopped.

For a second nobody said anything.

Then Deren swallowed hard and looked furious at himself for the flinch. “I know it’s you,” he said, too fast. “I do. I just—”

He looked at her arm.

At the dark lines shifting faintly under skin not made for that sort of business.

“I know,” Mara said.

That was all she had.

Lysa cut in before the silence got worse. “Pack. Now. There’ll be more.”

Iven nodded once. No jokes this time. “He’s right to be scared.”

Everyone looked at him.

He cleaned his hook blade on the hide of the nearest hound and stood.

“Doesn’t mean he’s wrong about who you are,” he said to Deren. Then to Mara: “But it does mean whatever lives in you isn’t subtle.”

“Noted.”

“We may all die of your notoriety.”

“That too.”

The moment passed, or at least got shoved into a sack for later, which was all most of them could manage on a good day.

They moved fast.

Lysa wrapped her thigh tight with bandage cloth and kept walking.

Deren retrieved what was left of his spear shaft and seemed offended by its condition.

Iven stripped the least damaged hound for teeth and one usable strip of thorn-hide because he was, at heart, a raccoon with opinions.

Mara took last look at the dead beasts.

The one she had killed with her hand was still leaking dark blood and sap through the torn neck. Her own blood marked its muzzle and chest. The old road below the fold had gone quiet again, but not innocent quiet. Fed quiet.

Something in the relay line had noticed the fight.

She could feel the update passing under the earth.

Occupied. Blood. Active.

“Move,” Lysa said again.

They moved.

Down off the fold and away from the relay cut, into harsher ground where stone broke up underfoot and thorn scrub gave way to low black heath. Dawn was still hours off. They walked by feel and the little dirty light the clouds gave. Deren stumbled twice. Lysa never complained. Iven complained enough for all of them.

By the time they stopped again, the east had just begun thinking about gray.

This new camp was worse, which made it safer.

A crack in the hillside. Bare stone. No old markers. No rooted walls. No history anyone would miss.

Mara sat down hard.

The blood on her arms had dried tacky. The bite seam on her forearm had closed completely. Her ribs still hurt where the first hound had opened her. Blood Mend worked there too, slow and ugly under the skin, tightening tears and bruises with that invasive inward crawl she would never get used to.

Deren watched her once, then looked away quickly.

Lysa drank water, handed the skin to him, then to Iven. “Sleep in turns.”

Iven dropped beside a stone with his trophies and gave Mara a sideways look. “You all right?”

“No.”

“Good. I distrust optimism.”

Deren, voice low, said, “When you heal like that… does it hurt?”

Mara looked at him.

He met her eyes this time.

That was something.

“Yes,” she said.

He nodded once, as if that mattered.

Maybe it did.

Lysa lay back against the stone, one hand over the bandage at her thigh. “Then next time,” she said, eyes already closing, “don’t let them bite you.”

Mara stared at her.

Iven laughed once, tired and dry. “There she is.”

The HUD flickered one last time before sleep took whoever it could catch.

[Party Condition]
Mara: Functional / Disturbing
Lysa: Wounded / Angry
Iven: Tired / Looting-Positive
Deren: Shaken / Breathing
Objective: Keep moving

Mara closed her eyes.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled south-east.

The relay road behind them still whispered under the world.

And somewhere between those two facts, the people around her had now seen exactly what keeping her alive cost.

No going back from that.

Good.

She had never liked backward much anyway.


Chapter 8 — Lysa Counts the Cost

Morning came thin and miserable.

The crack in the hillside had all the comforts of a grave and most of the warmth. Wind worried at the entrance. The stone sweated cold. Nobody had slept enough to call it rest. Even Iven, who could usually get comfortable in a theft and a bad attitude, looked wrung out. Lysa’s thigh had stiffened in the night. Deren’s wound still looked angry. Mara’s ribs ached where the hound had opened her, though the skin there had already pulled mostly shut under the black-red work of Blood Mend. All in all, a charming start.

The HUD blinked up as she sat with her back to the stone and flexed her left arm.

[Status]
Class: THORNBLOOD SAINT
Pain Charge: 12%
Blood Mend: Stable
Condition: Sore / Hungry / Watched
Objective: Keep moving

“Helpful,” Mara muttered.

Iven, from the crack mouth where he was pretending not to keep watch, said, “If that invisible bastard ever starts charging rent, I’m leaving you to it.”

Mara looked at him. “Tempting.”

“Cruel.”

Lysa was already awake. Of course she was. She sat with her injured leg stretched out, rewrapping the bandage with sharp economical movements that suggested she would very much like to blame somebody for the morning and had narrowed the field considerably. Deren sat nearby with both hands around a water skin, staring at nothing in particular with the focused exhaustion of a man trying not to think about what he’d seen in the dark.

Nobody mentioned the healing.

That, somehow, was worse than if they had.

They ate cold dried meat and a bit of onion in silence. Iven cut the cheese heel into unfair portions and claimed the smallest slice for himself so nobody could accuse him of principles later. Lysa checked Deren’s side, pronounced it “bad but walking,” and then checked her own leg with the kind of disinterest people reserved for injuries that were inconvenient rather than fatal.

When she was done, she looked at Mara.

“Come here.”

Mara did not move. “That sounds threatening.”

“It should.”

Iven took that as his cue to become fascinated by the sky. Deren found the water skin deeply compelling. Mara sighed, pushed herself upright, and crossed to Lysa.

Lysa looked at the half-healed bite seam on Mara’s forearm first.

Then the ribs.

Then the faint thorn-lines dark under the skin at Mara’s throat.

She did not flinch. Mara appreciated that more than she was willing to admit.

“How bad?” Lysa asked.

“I’m walking.”

“That is not what I asked.”

Mara leaned one shoulder against the rock. “Sore.”

“Scale?”

Mara almost smiled despite herself. “You and Iven are catching each other’s diseases.”

“I’ll live. Answer.”

Mara looked down at the black-red seam on her arm. The bite had closed, yes. That did not mean it had been pleasant. Her whole forearm felt packed with gravel and wire. The ribs were worse—tight when she breathed too deep, as if someone had stitched her together with thorn vine and forgotten to trim the ends.

“Arm’s ugly,” she said. “Ribs are worse. But I’m fine.”

Lysa’s face stayed flat. “I know you’re lying because you say ‘fine’ when something is actively on fire.”

“That seems unfair.”

“It seems accurate.”

Fair enough.

Lysa finished tying off her own bandage and sat back. “Deren saw too much.”

Mara stared out past the crack mouth. “Yes.”

“He’ll settle.”

“Maybe.”

Lysa’s mouth twitched once, not quite a smile. “He’s not scared of you.”

Mara looked at her.

“He’s scared for very normal reasons,” Lysa said. “There’s a difference.”

Mara let that sit.

Because there was, actually. Deren had flinched, yes. But then he had asked whether the healing hurt. Not what she was. Not whether it was catching. Not whether she needed putting down like a bad dog. Whether it hurt.

That counted for something.

Unfortunately, it also made the whole thing worse.

Lysa shifted, winced once at her leg, and went on. “You’re changing the rules around us.”

Mara said nothing.

That was also fair.

The old roads woke in her shadow. Hedges opened. Route markers noticed her. Hounds came faster than chance. Her blood could key old systems if she let it. Her body healed like something with too many opinions lived inside it. None of that was normal. None of that was safe. And none of it stayed only hers once other people stood too close to the splash.

Lysa looked down at her own hands for a moment, then back up. “I’m not saying stop.”

Mara blinked. “No?”

“No.” Lysa’s tone made it clear she thought the question was stupid. “I’m saying I need the real count.”

“What count?”

“The cost.” Lysa tapped two fingers against her own chest. “What this does to you. What it wakes. What follows. How much worse it gets every time you lean on it.”

Mara considered lying.

Then decided she was too tired to do the work properly.

“I don’t know the top end yet,” she said.

Lysa nodded once. “Good. Honest for once.”

“Don’t get greedy.”

Mara looked down at her arm again. “Using it lightly hurts. Using it hard hurts more. The roads notice. The old things notice. Sometimes the Briars answer. Sometimes they answer wrong.” She touched the place over the seed in her chest. “And when I push too far, this pushes back.”

Lysa watched that hand.

“The scream?” she asked.

Mara froze a little.

“Yes.”

“You still hear it.”

“Yes.”

Lysa exhaled through her nose and looked away toward the brightening gray outside. “I thought so.”

There was no mockery in it. No fear either. Just hard practical acceptance.

Mara did not realize until then how much she had expected one or the other.

“It’s stronger when we stop,” Mara said.

That got Lysa’s attention.

“Why?”

“Because the pull has room, I think.” Mara frowned, trying to put shape to a feeling that did not want words. “When we move, I’m busy. The road, the pack, the next step. When we stop, it’s just there.” She pressed her fist lightly over the seed. “South-east. Hurt. Waiting.”

“Calling you.”

Mara thought about the drowned-root pressure she had felt. The mud. The trapped lines. The sense of a whole living place refusing to die quietly.

“Yes,” she said.

Lysa let a few seconds pass.

Then: “And you’re going.”

That was not a question either.

Mara looked at her. “Yes.”

Even if Iven sold the map. Even if Deren bolted west. Even if Lysa called her a fool and limped off the other way. Mara was going. The fifth Cathedral would still be screaming whether or not she deserved the trouble. Whether or not she wanted it. Whether or not this all ended with her buried under roots and somebody else rifling her pockets after.

Yes.

She was going.

Lysa nodded once more, as if some internal ledger had just balanced in a way she did not enjoy but would accept. “Good.”

Mara frowned. “That was easier than expected.”

“Don’t act smug. I’m still annoyed.”

“There she is.”

Lysa’s mouth twitched again. “Somebody has to do the counting.”

Mara leaned her head back against the stone and closed her eyes for one second too long.

The pull in her chest deepened.

Mud.

Pressure.

A half-drowned gate trying to open.

The seed gave a hard painful pulse.

Then a flash cut across the inside of her skull.

Not sight exactly.

System.

A little crisp pane of information slammed into place and hung there long enough to hurt.

[Quest Update: THE FIFTH SCREAM]
Distance Closing
New Tag Unlocked: CATHEDRAL DISTRESS
Passive Effect: Severe node injury may bleed through bonded seed
Warning: Delay increases signal intensity

Mara inhaled sharply.

Lysa caught it at once. “What?”

Mara opened her eyes. The world had gone normal again. Wet stone. Gray morning. Lysa’s hard face. Iven beyond the crack mouth. Deren pretending not to listen and failing with commitment.

“It got louder,” Mara said.

Lysa did not waste time. “How much louder?”

“Enough.”

“Specific.”

“Enough that waiting is a bad idea.”

Lysa swore softly.

Iven wandered over at once, because he had been listening the whole time like the little grave-robbing goblin he was. “Bad idea in the ordinary sense, or bad idea in the Mara sense where the hedge might get theological again?”

“Both,” Mara said.

“Marvelous.”

Deren looked up from the water skin. “We’re moving now?”

Lysa answered before Mara could. “Yes.”

Deren closed his eyes briefly and nodded. No complaint. That, more than anything else, told Mara how scared he still was. A healthy Deren would have found at least three ways to insult the plan.

They packed fast.

Iven wrapped the old route tags and the transit slate carefully and stowed them inside his coat. Lysa checked everyone’s bandages one last time and redistributed weight so Deren carried less and Mara carried more. Mara objected. Lysa ignored her with the serene authority of somebody who had already done the sums and found the argument uninteresting.

Before they left, Lysa caught Mara’s arm once—not hard, just enough to stop her for a second.

“When it gets worse,” she said quietly, “tell me before it becomes everybody’s surprise.”

Mara met her eyes.

There it was.

The actual thing beneath all the practical talk.

Not fear.

Trust, stripped down mean and ugly enough to survive the road.

“I will,” Mara said.

Lysa released her arm. “Good. Because I’m not dragging your dramatic corpse through thorn country if you drop without warning.”

“That’s touching, in a hostile sort of way.”

“It’s what I have.”

Then they climbed out of the crack and back into the morning.

The wind had picked up. Thin cloud moved fast over the ridge. The old relay cut lay somewhere behind and below them now, out of sight but not out of mind. Ahead, the land dipped into harsher country—stone shelves, scrub, and a line of darker hills crouched on the south-eastern horizon like they had opinions.

Mara felt the pull the moment her boots hit open ground.

Harder now.

Cleaner.

The fifth Cathedral was still out there, drowning by inches and mean enough to keep complaining through a bonded seed lodged in her chest.

Good.

Mara adjusted the pack straps, tasted blood where she had bitten the inside of her cheek without noticing, and started walking.

The HUD gave her one last little nudge as if rewarding motion.

[Party Sync Updated]
Current State: Fragile / Functional
Primary Goal: Reach the wounded Cathedral
Suggested Method: Walk faster

Mara almost laughed.

Instead she said, “Right, then.”

Iven glanced over. “Motivational speech?”

“The best you get.”

“Stirring stuff.”

And with that, the four of them limped, hobbled, and stubbornly swore their way south-east again, carrying too little food, too many wounds, and just enough trust to make the next disaster everybody’s shared problem.


Chapter 9 — First Bloom

The land ahead of them got stranger by noon.

Not prettier. Just stranger.

The hills south-east were wrong in the same way old wounds were wrong—healed over badly, still carrying the shape of the thing that had broken them. Stone shelves rose out of the ground at odd angles. Scrub grew in hard knots between them. Here and there Mara saw old cut-lines hidden under moss and root, too straight to be natural and too ruined to be current. The fifth Cathedral kept pulling at the seed in her chest, steady as a hook. Lysa limped but did not complain. Deren walked because there was nothing else to do. Iven kept finding signs that somebody had once used this ground on purpose and then stopped, which only made him more interested.

They followed a narrow shelf between two broken ridges and came down into a shallow basin ringed by black thorn and low bent pines.

At first it looked empty.

Then Iven raised a hand.

There, half buried in the basin floor, lay a stone circle no wider than a cart wheel. Not a well. Not a fire pit. The stones were too smooth, too fitted, and cut with marks half hidden under lichen. Three short pillars surrounded it at uneven points, all cracked, all leaning. A fourth pillar had snapped off entirely and lay sunk in the dirt.

Lysa stopped. “What is it?”

Iven crouched, eyes bright with the same deeply suspicious enthusiasm he usually reserved for locked things and other people’s property. “Old route hardware.”

“That,” said Deren, “is not a sentence that improves my day.”

Mara stared at the circle.

The seed in her chest had gone from pull to pressure.

Not toward the fifth Cathedral this time.

Here.

At the ring.

The air above the stone looked still. The ground around it did not. Fine root threads showed under the dirt in pale, hair-thin lines, braided into the basin floor like veins under skin.

She did not like that.

The HUD blinked at the edge of her sight.

[Object Detected]
Dormant Route Lock
Condition: Damaged / Partial
Alignment: Unknown
Suggested Interaction: Authority or Blood-Key Required

“Helpful,” Mara muttered.

Iven glanced at her. “Bad news?”

“Old news.”

Lysa looked between them. “Can it be used?”

Mara kept staring at the ring. “Maybe.”

Deren made a rough sound. “That always goes well.”

They circled the basin slowly.

No tracks.

No fresh camp signs.

No obvious ambush.

Still, the place felt watched in the way abandoned things sometimes did—as if whatever had once mattered here had not entirely accepted being forgotten.

Iven knelt by one of the leaning pillars and scraped off lichen with the back of his knife. More of the old cuts showed underneath.

“Direction marks,” he said. “And something else.”

Mara stepped closer.

The moment her boot crossed into the stone ring’s shadow, the pressure in her chest sharpened hard enough to make her inhale.

Lysa heard it. “Mara?”

She did not answer.

The marks on the pillar had become readable in the nasty instinctive way too many old systems were becoming readable now. Not words exactly. Functions. Access. Flow. Hold. Transit.

This lock had once opened a route.

Not a big one.

A side line. A local passage.

Still enough to matter.

Iven watched her face. “You know it.”

“I know enough to hate it.”

“That’s practically expertise.”

Lysa came closer, careful with her bad leg. “Can you open it?”

Mara looked at the broken fourth pillar sunk in the dirt. At the snapped line in the ring where one segment had shifted out of true. At the fine pale roots braided under the soil like the whole thing had spent years trying to knit itself back together and failing.

“Maybe,” she said.

Deren closed his eyes. “I am begging the world for one answer that isn’t maybe.”

Nobody gave him one.

Because if this old lock worked, even badly, it might save them time. Might put them on one of the hidden roads beneath the world. Might get them nearer the fifth Cathedral before the harvest cell closed the gap.

And all of them knew it.

Lysa folded her arms. “Talk me through the cost.”

Mara appreciated that.

Not the question.

The shape of it.

“No blood unless I have to,” she said. “If it wakes clean, fine. If it wakes wrong, we leave. If it starts pulling hard, somebody drags me back whether I like it or not.”

“That last bit sounds important,” said Iven.

“It is.”

Deren looked at the ring like it had personally offended his family. “And what does ‘wakes wrong’ mean?”

Mara considered all the available bad options.

Then chose honesty, which continued to be an irritating habit.

“Roots. Pressure surge. Maybe noise in the old lines. Maybe worse.”

Deren nodded once. “Marvelous. Clear as mud.”

Mara stepped into the center of the stone circle.

Nothing happened.

Good.

She crouched by the snapped pillar first. Its broken face had sheared clean years ago, but the base was still seated in a socket ringed with old root growth. She brushed dirt away with both hands. The thorn-lines under her wrists tingled. Beneath the soil, the pale root threads twitched.

Not moving.

Answering.

The HUD blinked again.

[Route Lock]
Integrity: 41%
Missing Support: 1/4
Manual Realignment Possible
Risk: Strain

“Of course it is,” Mara muttered.

Iven leaned in. “Can you fix it?”

“Maybe.”

Deren made a face. “I’m going to start screaming.”

Lysa ignored him. “What do you need?”

Mara pointed. “That pillar up. Back in line. If the socket holds.”

Iven looked at the stone, then at Mara. “That thing weighs as much as my better decisions.”

“Then help.”

He grinned despite himself. “There she is.”

They dug first.

Lysa with her knife.

Iven with a flat stone and bad language.

Deren because pride would not let him sit it out completely, though he paled after ten minutes and had to stop before Lysa killed him herself.

Mara worked bare-handed in the dirt around the socket. The pale root threads kept twitching under her fingers. Every time she brushed one, the seed in her chest pulsed back.

By the time they had enough of the pillar clear to move it, Mara’s palms were dirty, scraped, and humming with pressure.

“All right,” said Iven. “On three.”

They heaved.

The pillar shifted half an inch and stopped.

Lysa swore.

Deren made a noise like his soul had torn.

Mara set both hands lower and pushed.

Pain tightened through her ribs where the hound had opened her last night. The half-healed seam pulled like hot wire.

The seed answered.

Not a full surge.

Just enough.

[Pain Harvest Triggered]
Charge +4%
Current: 16%

The extra strength came ugly and fast. Mara drove shoulder and hip into the cracked stone and shoved.

This time the pillar lurched free of the dirt.

Iven barked, “Again!”

They got it upright by stages, staggering and swearing and nearly dropping the damned thing twice. When it finally settled over the socket, Mara felt the whole ring underfoot tense.

Not active.

Ready.

She dropped back one step, breathing hard.

Lysa braced herself with one hand on her thigh. “Tell me that was the difficult bit.”

Mara looked at the circle.

The four pillars now stood in rough alignment, but the central ring remained dull. Dead stone. Cut marks. Nothing more.

“No,” she said.

Deren laughed once, sharp and hopeless. “Naturally.”

Mara walked to the edge of the ring and touched the nearest pillar with two fingers.

The old cuts under the lichen prickled against her skin. The root threads in the dirt drew tighter. One pale line surfaced and disappeared again like a worm changing its mind.

The HUD flashed.

[Manual Realignment Complete]
Authority Check Pending
Next Step: Activate Route Lock

Iven saw her face. “Well?”

Mara looked at Lysa. “This is the point where it gets rude.”

Lysa drew herself up as much as her leg allowed. “Do it.”

Mara almost smiled.

Then she put both hands flat on the ring.

For one second, nothing.

Then the lock woke.

Not with light.

With pressure.

A hard cold shove ran up through her palms and into her arms. The stone cuts beneath her hands filled with dark wet color as if ink were rising inside them. The pale root threads under the basin floor all surfaced at once, spreading out from the ring in a circle.

Deren stumbled back. “Mara—”

“I know.”

The pressure kept climbing.

The ring wanted more than touch.

More than alignment.

It wanted proof.

Authority or blood-key.

She had neither in any clean respectable form.

Wonderful.

The seed in her chest pulsed once, hard enough to hurt.

The thorn-lines under her hands darkened.

A tiny bead of blood welled where the old stone cuts bit her palm.

She had not meant to give it that.

Too late.

The blood touched stone.

Everything answered.

The ring cracked open in a burst of black-red root growth.

Not explosive. Worse.

Beautiful.

The cuts in the stone filled all at once, red running through old channels. Fine thorn roots bloomed outward from Mara’s hands and raced along the carved lines like ink dropped in water. The four pillars shuddered, then straightened a little more. Around the basin, the buried root threads surfaced in delicate arcs, weaving a low circular pattern through the dirt.

Iven took one involuntary step back. “Well.”

Lysa stared openly. “Mara.”

Mara could not answer.

The roots were not attacking.

They were arranging.

Responding.

A localized Thorn Response—small, precise, and deeply unsettling.

Every line led back to her hands.

The roots around the ring flowered into tiny black-red thorns, each no bigger than a fingernail. Then green pushed after them. Fresh green. New growth, fast as breath, curling around old dead stone in one impossible sudden bloom.

The basin changed in seconds.

What had been dead route hardware now looked half alive.

The fourth snapped pillar knit a fine seam of living root around its break. The lichen on the ring split and fell away. One of the leaning side stones tipped upright with a soft grinding sound.

The HUD lit bright enough to sting.

[Blood-Key Interaction Successful]
Localized Thorn Response Triggered
Route Lock: ACTIVE
Transit Access: Limited
Reward: Path Unlocked
Warning: You were noticed

Mara tore her hands off the ring.

The blooming stopped at once.

The roots held where they had grown.

Silence hit the basin.

Wind moved through the black thorn around them.

Nobody said anything.

Then Deren, very quietly, said, “That’s new.”

Fair.

Mara looked at her palms.

The shallow cuts there had already sealed to dark red lines. The thorn-marking beneath her skin had spread across the heel of one hand in a faint branching lace she did not remember having before.

Lysa came nearest first.

Not too near.

Just enough.

“You all right?”

Mara swallowed once. “Yes.”

It was true, more or less.

No tearing pain. No collapse. Just the ugly hollow feeling after using the seed too directly, like somebody had reached into her chest and rung her out.

Iven crouched at the ring’s edge, eyes fixed on the new root growth. “This,” he said, “is either very good or very bad.”

“Insightful,” said Lysa.

“I pride myself on range.”

Deren kept staring at the bloom around the pillars. “The plants listened to her.”

Mara looked at him. “Apparently.”

He met her eyes. Flinched less this time. Good.

Then he said, “I preferred the punching.”

“That is rude,” Mara said.

“It is sincere.”

Iven extended a careful hand toward the ring and stopped before touching. Smart, for once. “Can we use it?”

Mara looked at the center of the circle.

Something had changed there. The dull stone now held a dark seam the width of a hand, like a little door laid flat into the earth. Not open. Available.

She felt the pull south-east deepen through it.

Yes.

This lock did not lead all the way to the fifth Cathedral. Nothing so generous. But it tied into a living side route, one still breathing under the world.

“A little,” she said. “It’ll open a path.”

“How little?” Lysa asked.

“Enough to matter.”

That was good enough for everyone here.

Iven finally grinned outright. “Marvelous. We’ve bullied gardening into transit.”

Lysa gave him a look. “You say things that make murder feel like an administrative task.”

“Thank you.”

Mara stepped back from the ring and wiped her hands on her trousers.

The bloom remained.

Tiny black-red thorn flowers around the cuts. Green new shoots curling over dead stone. Four pillars standing straighter than they had any right to.

The old lock had recognized her.

Worse, it had approved.

That landed somewhere under her ribs in a place she did not want examined.

The HUD flickered one last time.

[New Tag Gained]
FIRST BLOOM
Effect: Minor Thorn Responses are easier to trigger in damaged route systems

Mara stared at the panel.

Then at the basin.

Then at her hands.

“Absolutely not,” she said.

Lysa glanced over. “What now?”

“Nothing good.”

Iven rose and adjusted his coat. “Splendid. Shall we continue before the consequences catch up?”

That, unfortunately, was the right question.

Because the basin was too quiet now in a different way. Not sleeping. Listening. And somewhere under the ground, beyond the little active seam in the ring, Mara could feel the old route carrying the news outward.

Active. Open. Blood-key confirmed.

Not just noticed.

Logged.

She looked south-east.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled.

Harder now.

Whatever this lock opened, they would use it.

Then they would have to keep ahead of whatever had just felt the bloom.

“Pack up,” Mara said.

Lysa nodded at once.

Deren did not argue, which remained worrying.

Iven gave the ring one last longing look, like a thief leaving a good silver cup behind for reasons of self-preservation.

Then the four of them turned from the blooming lock and started readying themselves for the path under the world, while behind them the tiny black-red flowers clung to the old stone and made the basin look, for the first time in years, alive.


Chapter 10 — Riders Behind

They found the path under the bloom.

Not a grand road. Not a glowing tunnel. The world was rarely that generous. It was a narrow old service line dropping away from the basin through a split in the rock, half hidden by root and thorn until the lock woke it. Once Mara knew where to look, she could see the shape of it clearly enough: worked stone under dirt, drainage grooves cut into the sides, old handholds where the slope steepened.

Before the bloom, it had been a crack in the hill.

After the bloom, it was a road pretending badly.

Iven stood at the mouth of it and smiled like a man seeing a purse left unattended.

“Oh, that is filthy,” he said with approval.

Lysa looked down the line. “Can we walk it?”

Mara felt the answer before she said it. The route pulled south-east in a cleaner line than the open ground above. Not straight to the fifth Cathedral. Nothing so convenient. But it connected. Tied into the same old hidden network she kept waking by accident and blood.

“Yes,” she said.

Deren peered down into the cut and made a face. “And what’s the catch?”

Mara looked at him.

He spread both hands. “There is always a catch.”

“That’s fair,” said Iven.

Mara glanced at the old ring behind them, where the tiny black-red flowers still clung to the stone like they had always belonged there. The lock was active. The road was awake. And somewhere beneath the earth, the old systems had just recorded that fact in whatever ugly clerk’s language they used. That was the catch.

“We’ll be faster,” she said. “And easier to follow.”

Deren nodded once, grim. “There it is.”

They went anyway.

The service line was steeper than it looked from above. It cut down through the ridge in a tight switch of stone and root, then leveled into a narrow shelf running beneath the hillside. The ceiling was open sky in places, overhung rock in others. A bad road for carts. A good road for people who wanted to move unseen and did not mind being uncomfortable.

So, perfect.

Mara took point this time.

The seed in her chest had settled since the bloom, though not completely. It still felt overfull. Sensitive. Like one hard hit in the wrong direction might make something answer that had no business answering. She kept her hands off the walls and tried not to bleed on anything important.

The little pane of information came and went at the edge of her sight.

[Transit Path Confirmed]
Old Service Line
Speed Bonus: Minor
Exposure Risk: Moderate
Suggestion: Keep moving

“Helpful,” Mara muttered.

Iven, three paces behind, said, “If the invisible clerk starts offering investment tips, let me know.”

They moved fast for wounded people.

That was the road doing some of the work. The footing was better than the open shelves above. Old drainage still functioned in parts, carrying water away in thin channels. The grade was deliberate, not natural, and that mattered. Even Deren managed a decent pace once the line smoothed out.

By midday they had covered more ground than they should have.

Lysa noticed too.

“We’re moving too well,” she said.

Iven glanced back. “That is a strange complaint.”

“It’s a practical one. Fast roads have owners.”

“Had owners,” Deren muttered.

Mara listened to the route underfoot.

That was the problem.

It did not feel ownerless.

Not watched in the immediate sense. No ambush. No hunter around the next bend. Just… active. The same quiet relay feeling as the last cut, only smaller and sharper. Occupied space. Logged transit. A line doing what it had been built to do.

Carrying bodies.

Counting them.

She did not mention that.

Not yet.

The line bent again and opened into a shelf wide enough to stop on. An old rest niche sat carved into the inner wall there, just a shallow recess with a stone bench and a cracked basin under a dead trickle spout. Above the bench, someone had cut a route mark into the wall so long ago the edges had gone soft.

Lysa pointed at the basin. “Water?”

Iven tested it with one finger. “Barely.”

“Enough to fill skins if we bully it.”

Deren lowered himself onto the bench with a sigh that suggested his soul had just left through his teeth. “Wonderful. I’ve always wanted to drink from haunted plumbing.”

Mara stayed standing.

The mark above the basin bothered her.

Not because it was active. Because it was recent.

Not the carving. The scrape beside it.

Thin straight lines, too clean to be old weathering. Metal on stone within the last few days.

She crouched by the wall.

Lysa saw her and came over. “What?”

Mara pointed.

Iven leaned in at once. “That,” he said softly, “is new.”

Deren did not bother getting up. “New in what very encouraging sense?”

“New in the sense that someone else has been using the road,” said Lysa.

That got him up.

There were four scrape marks, close together. Not random damage. A pattern. Something ringed or hooked had been set against the stone while someone rested or checked gear.

Iven touched the marks lightly and frowned. “Metal. Narrow edge. Could be harness hardware.”

“Could be tools,” Lysa said.

“Could be very organized bastards,” said Deren.

Mara looked down the shelf ahead.

The seed in her chest pulled toward the fifth Cathedral as ever. But under that, smaller, nearer, was another sensation now: disturbance behind them. Not close. Not immediate. Just a faint wrongness in the line they had walked.

The bloom.

The road.

The market rumor.

All of it catching up.

A warning flickered at the edge of her sight.

[Trail Warning]
Recent Transit Detected
Count: Unclear
Direction: Matching
Assessment: You are not alone on this road

Mara stood. “We move.”

Iven nodded at once. “Agreed.”

Lysa filled the skins from the miserable trickle anyway, because practical people did not let doom interfere with water. Then they were off again, faster now, no talk wasted on comfort.

The service line ran under an overhang of black stone, crossed a narrow root bridge over a washed-out section, and finally climbed back toward daylight through a broken cleft between two standing slabs. From there they got their first clear look behind them.

A long shelf of stone and thorn.

The basin somewhere beyond the ridge.

The faint cut of the route bending through it all like an old scar.

And, moving on that scar below—

three riders.

Not horses.

Pack-lizards or scrub drays of some hard narrow breed built for bad ground. Low to the earth. Fast-footed. Their riders sat easy, close, balanced for speed rather than show. No market men. No shrine fools. These were people who knew how to travel difficult country and expected their gear to stay where they tied it.

Iven swore softly.

Lysa narrowed her eyes. “How many?”

“Three,” said Mara.

Deren looked, went quiet, then said, “They’re not from Mirecross.”

“No,” said Iven. “Mirecross doesn’t produce people who sit that straight.”

The riders were too far for faces, but not too far for pattern.

Uniform spacing.

No chatter.

One ahead, two slightly back.

They were reading the route as they came, not blundering through it. At the bend by the old rest niche the lead rider stopped, leaned down, and checked the wall marks where Mara had crouched.

Then pointed forward.

Lysa’s hand tightened on her knife. “Trackers.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

The word harvest did not need saying.

Not yet.

Not until they knew more.

Iven crouched by the standing slab and squinted hard. “Not shrine. Too clean. Not local raiders either. No banners, no bright cloth, no showing off.”

Deren laughed once without humor. “Marvelous. Professional problems.”

The lead rider lifted one hand.

A tiny glint answered from the second rider—sun off glass or polished metal.

Signal.

Then all three started forward again.

Efficient.

No wasted motion.

No confusion.

Lysa looked at Mara. “Can they see us?”

“At this distance?” Iven said. “Maybe shapes.”

Mara kept watching the lead rider.

There was something wrong with the way he sat his mount.

Not posture.

Equipment.

A frame rose behind his shoulders, iron or steel, with narrow rods angling up like folded antennae or tool brackets. Not decorative. Functional. The second rider had one too.

Route work gear.

Extraction gear.

A harvest scout team, then. Or near enough.

The seed in Mara’s chest went cold.

Because the people behind were not just on their trail.

They were comfortable there.

A fresh warning flashed.

[Threat Update]
Pursuers Identified: Professional Trackers
Estimated Role: Advance Cell / Scout Riders
Threat: Rising
Bonus Objective Failed: Remain anonymous

“Well,” Mara said.

Iven sighed. “I assume that was bad news from your invisible clerk.”

“It’s never congratulations.”

Lysa looked once more at the riders below, then turned away. “Options.”

“Run,” said Deren at once.

“That is a direction,” said Iven.

“Do you have a better one?”

“Yes,” said Iven. “Run smarter.”

Mara looked ahead.

The service line continued south-east another half mile at most before disappearing into heavier rock. Beyond that she could feel open ground and, maybe, another junction if the old routes had not fully collapsed.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled from farther out, steady and merciless.

Behind them, the riders kept coming.

Not racing.

That was worse.

They were not trying to catch up immediately.

They were keeping contact.

Marking the trail.

Learning pace.

Lysa saw it too. “They’re measuring us.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

Deren wiped a hand over his mouth. “I preferred hounds.”

“That,” said Iven, “is because you are an optimist at heart.”

Mara stepped back from the edge.

“They know the route.”

Iven nodded. “And now they know we do too.”

“Can we lose them?” Lysa asked.

“On open ground, maybe. On roads like this?” Iven tilted his head. “Not unless the road gives us a gift.”

Mara thought of the bloom at the lock. The old systems waking. The route responding to her blood.

Gifts, in her experience, usually came with teeth.

Still.

Teeth might be useful.

She looked at the service line underfoot and let herself feel it properly for the first time since the basin. Not just the path ahead. The little side tensions in the stone. A drainage spur under the left wall. A dead alcove below. Pressure knots where roots had grown through old joints.

One of them, farther ahead, felt weak.

Not collapsed.

Fragile.

She pointed south-east. “There’s a bad section coming.”

Iven’s head snapped toward her. “Bad how?”

“Thin. Undercut. Maybe a washout under the stone.”

He grinned slowly. “Now we’re talking.”

Lysa caught up at once. “You want to bring it down behind us.”

“I want,” said Iven, “to encourage a natural disagreement between weight and engineering.”

Deren stared at him. “You say theft things about everything.”

“Because theft is simply logistics with better timing.”

Mara was already moving. “If we do it, we do it fast.”

The others fell in with her at once.

No more talking.

No more watching the riders.

Just speed.

The service line narrowed as it wound under a broken overhang. Once Mara had to shoulder aside a dead root to clear the way for Deren. Twice Lysa nearly slipped and caught herself with one hard curse and no drama. Iven kept glancing back, counting bends, judging distance by instinct.

Then Mara felt it.

The weak point.

A narrow section where the outer edge of the road had lost support beneath. Stone still covered it, but the hollow underneath ran deeper than it should. Rain and time had done most of the work already. One good shock might finish it.

She stopped and pointed.

“Here.”

Iven dropped to one knee at once and tapped the road edge with the butt of his knife. Hollow sound answered.

“Oh, that’s filthy,” he said admiringly.

Lysa moved Deren past them. “Tell me we can use it.”

Mara looked at the old cut stones, the root-work beneath, the pressure line running through the seam.

“Yes,” she said. “But it’ll notice.”

Iven stood. “Everything notices. Let’s make that somebody else’s problem.”

Below them, faint but coming nearer, they heard the first distant clatter of the riders entering the upper bend.

Not long now.

Mara flexed her right hand. The thorn-lines beneath the skin of her palm darkened.

Blood-key would do it.

Or a hard enough physical shock in the right place.

Blood would be faster.

Lysa saw her face and said, “No blood if there’s another way.”

Mara met her eyes.

Lysa went on. “Not because I object. Because I’d like one disaster at a time.”

Fair.

Mara looked at the cracked edge again, then at the fallen stone block lodged under the inner wall.

Weight.

Leverage.

Timing.

Simple.

Sometimes the answer was still hit the bastard until the world changed shape.

That, at least, felt familiar.

She bent, got both hands under the fallen block, and said, “Help me.”

Iven grinned.

Lysa swore and came in on the other side.

Together they hauled the block up just as the first rider’s silhouette showed around the bend below, and Mara thought, not for the first time, that the road ahead was getting very crowded.


Chapter 11 — Bring It Down

The stone block came up ugly.

That was all right. Ugly was often enough.

Mara had both hands under one corner, boots braced against the inner wall of the cut. Lysa had the other side, jaw tight, bad leg trembling with the effort. Iven shoved from below and talked through his teeth like a man helping move furniture while still somehow being smug about it.

“Up,” he hissed.

“We are,” said Lysa.

“More up.”

“That is not a useful amount of up.”

Below them, around the bend, came the hard little clatter of the riders closing on the weak section. Stone under claw. Harness metal. A low angry snort from one of the mounts. Close now. Too close.

Deren stood five paces up the path with both supply sacks and the broken spear shaft tucked under one arm, looking like a man who deeply resented every god responsible for knees.

“Hurry,” he said.

Iven glanced at him. “Remarkable. Hadn’t thought of that.”

Mara growled under her breath and heaved.

Pain pulled hot through the half-healed seam in her ribs where the hound had opened her. The wound held, but barely. The seed in her chest noticed at once. A little pulse. Not enough to steal from. Just enough to remind her it was there, awake and listening like a bastard in the wall.

The block tipped higher.

Lysa shifted her grip. “Now?”

“Not yet,” said Mara.

The weak point in the road sat just ahead of them, the outer edge of the service line hollow underneath from years of wash and neglect. On its own it might have held another season. Or another week. Or another hour.

With luck and weight applied in the right place, it was about to discover new career options.

A rider came into view below.

Lead scout.

Close enough now that Mara saw details instead of silhouette.

Dark coat waxed against weather. No shrine colors. No village scraps. Gear strapped flat and quiet to the body. The beast under him was low and hard-muscled, built like something halfway between a lizard and a pack brute, with clawed feet that found purchase on stone like it had been born annoyed at gravity. A dray, then. A rough-ground riding beast bred for bad country and worse manners. Behind the scout’s shoulders rose an iron frame: rods, hooks, braces, folded down for travel.

Route kit.

Field work.

Not hunters for sport. Workers.

The rider saw them.

That was the first bad part.

He did not shout.

That was the second.

His eyes flicked once to the block, once to the hollow edge, and once to Mara. Fast. Measuring. Understanding.

Then he drove the dray forward instead of back.

“Oh, the disciplined prick,” said Iven.

“Now,” said Mara.

They shoved.

The block dropped.

It hit the weak edge with a cracking boom that ran through the cut like a struck bell. Stone split. Dust jumped. The outer lip of the road sagged, held for one awful heartbeat, then gave way in a long tearing collapse.

The rider was already on it.

His dray lunged.

One clawed foot found the breaking edge. The second found nothing. The beast screamed and scrabbled, half over the gap, half not. The rider had already kicked free of the saddle with professional speed, using the failing animal as a springboard. He hit the surviving lip of the road in a crouch six feet from Mara and came up with a hooked iron rod in one hand.

“Shit,” said Deren.

The dray went down into the washout with a crash of stone and an ugly snapping noise. The rider did not look at it.

He came straight for Mara.

Not at Lysa. Not at Iven. Not for Deren. For Mara.

Of course he did.

He was fast.

Not berserk fast like the hounds. Human fast. Trained. Efficient. No waste in him at all.

The hooked rod flashed up toward her throat.

Mara turned just enough that it scraped across her collar instead of biting in. The iron tore cloth and skin both. A hot line opened under her jaw. The pain came clean and bright.

The seed pulsed.

Mara ignored it.

She slammed both hands into the man’s chest before he could reset his footing. Not a pretty strike. More a pit shove with all her weight and temper behind it. He slid one step back toward the new edge, boots finding loose stone and holding.

Too good.

He snapped the hooked rod down toward her knee.

Mara caught his wrist with one hand. The shock of contact ran up both arms. Leather bracer. Hard bone. No give in him. He twisted to break her grip and she saw the rest of his gear clear now—salt capsules at the belt, ring-frame folded flat at the spine, two little clamp tools on the harness.

Harvest.

The word moved cold through her.

The rider saw something in her face then. Recognition, maybe. Or the thorn-lines dark under the skin at her throat where the scraped cut was already trying to close. His expression did not change much, but one part of him sharpened.

Interesting, that look said.

Then Iven hit him from the side.

The hook blade caught the rider high on the shoulder, not deep enough to kill through the coat, but enough to turn him. Lysa came in low and drove her boot into the back of his knee. The man buckled an inch, no more.

Still too good.

He let go of the rod entirely and snatched a knife from somewhere inside his coat in the same motion, short blade, inward curve, meant for close work. His free hand chopped for Iven’s throat.

Mara moved first.

She caught a fistful of his coat front and drove her forehead into his face.

Cartilage gave.

The rider staggered.

Lysa shouted, “Edge!”

No one needed the reminder.

Stone was still falling in chunks into the wash below. Dust hung thick. The surviving lip of the road had narrowed to a mean little strip between inner wall and open drop.

The second rider appeared around the bend beneath, pulling up hard as the collapse revealed itself. He did not charge blind into it. He reined back on his dray, dropped to one knee beside the saddle, and raised some kind of narrow tube or sighting rod in Mara’s direction. Not a bow. Not a crossbow. Survey glass maybe. Or a range tube.

Looking at her.

Not the collapse. Not the others.

Her.

Iven saw and swore. “Down!”

They all dropped at once as something clicked off the rock above their heads. Not a bolt. Not a shot. A little metal tag or dart, no longer than a finger, which struck the stone wall and stuck there quivering.

Deren stared at it. “What the hell is that?”

The second rider did not explain. He had already lowered the tube and was backing his dray away from the break. The third rider came up beside him on another of the low claw-footed beasts. They spoke two words too low to hear.

Then both turned and disappeared around the bend.

Retreat.

Orderly, immediate, and deeply irritating.

Iven rose first and peered over the broken edge. “Bastards.”

Lysa stayed low one extra second, then looked at the metal tag in the wall. “Don’t touch it.”

“That was my first plan,” said Iven.

“No, it wasn’t.”

“No,” he admitted. “It wasn’t.”

Mara walked to the stuck tag and crouched without touching.

Thin metal shaft.

Little hooked barbs.

A square bit of stamped brass at the base marked with a number and a tiny cut symbol she did not know.

Not a weapon.

A marker.

A survey pin.

The seed in her chest went colder.

Deren saw it on her face. “What?”

“They tagged the route.”

Iven came over, squinting. “Not the route.”

He looked up at her, grim now.

“You.”

That sat there.

Simple as rot.

Lysa rose carefully, weight off her bad leg, and looked across the gap toward the bend where the surviving riders had vanished. “They got what they came for.”

“Not all of it,” said Iven.

“Enough,” Mara said.

The rider who fell had looked at her and understood she mattered. The one with the tube had confirmed it, measured it, and left a marker to carry the news to someone farther back.

That was how professionals hunted.

Not with shouting.

With records.

A crisp little pane flashed at the edge of her sight.

[Threat Update]
Scout Rider Neutralized: 1
Scout Riders Remaining: 2
Status Change: Positively Identified
Assessment: Matters are now worse

“Helpful,” Mara muttered.

Deren, still pale from the fight and the drop and the sight of the rider going over, said, “I am starting to dislike your invisible friend.”

“It’s mutual.”

Iven pointed at the broken gap. “Can they cross?”

Mara looked.

Not quickly. The collapse had torn a good fifteen feet of the service line away and dumped most of it down the wash. The far lip was unstable. A jump would be suicidal. A dray crossing was impossible. With tools and time? Yes. Professionals always had one of those. Maybe both.

“Not now,” she said.

Lysa nodded once. “Then we buy the distance while it’s cheap.”

Deren adjusted the sacks with shaky hands. “That rider—”

He stopped.

No one made him finish.

He did anyway.

“He went for you first.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

Deren looked at the cut under her jaw, already narrowing to a red seam. Then at the blood drying on her forearm. Then at the gap where the rider had fallen.

“They know.”

“Yes.”

Iven yanked the survey pin out of the wall with the hook blade and held it between thumb and forefinger like a dead insect. “Now they know enough to be boring about it.”

Lysa took one last look across the broken route and then turned away from it. “Move.”

Mara did not move right away.

She walked to the edge of the collapse and looked down.

The fallen rider had landed badly among broken stone and scrub root twenty feet below. One arm bent wrong. Neck too. Dead on impact or close enough. His dray was beneath him somewhere under the rubble, not moving.

His coat had torn open in the fall.

Now she could see more of the gear strapped under it.

Clamp kit. Salt tubes. Folded ring. Survey docket case sealed in waxed hide.

Field work, just like she thought.

Not shrine men with ideas.

Not bounty fools.

Real harvest hands.

The dead man’s face was turned partly up toward her, blood dark across it, expression gone slack at last. Intelligent no more. Just meat and kit and consequence.

Mara felt no triumph.

Only the ugly little certainty that he had seen enough before he died.

Above her, Iven said, “Mara.”

She looked up.

He nodded once toward the road ahead.

Not soft.

Not unkind either.

Just right.

No time.

She climbed back from the edge.

They moved fast after that.

Deren in the middle.

Lysa limping but steady.

Iven already turning the stolen survey pin over in his fingers like it might confess if insulted properly.

Mara took the rear this time, because the road behind mattered more now than the road ahead, at least for the next mile.

No one spoke for several bends.

The service line narrowed, split around a fallen slab, and climbed again toward harsher rock. The fifth Cathedral still pulled south-east through the seed in Mara’s chest, but now it had competition: the clean mean pressure of pursuit with a name and a method.

Not hounds.

Not rumor.

People.

The worst kind.

After a while Deren said, without turning, “When he looked at you…”

Mara waited.

“He looked like he was measuring livestock.”

Lysa’s shoulders tightened.

Iven’s mouth flattened.

Mara looked back down the path they had broken and left.

“Yes,” she said.

No one had anything useful to add to that.

Good.

The day was doing enough already.

By the time they reached the next bend, the service line had widened just enough to breathe on. Mara let herself glance once more over her shoulder. The broken section was out of sight now. Dust still rose faint and pale above the lower cut.

The surviving riders would be circling back. Sending word. Bringing up better tools. Better people.

She could feel that as clearly as the Cathedral’s pull.

The board had changed.

Not because they had been seen.

Because now the right enemy had seen them.

The little pane flickered once more, mean and crisp.

[Objective Updated]
Reach the fifth Cathedral before the harvest cell closes distance

Mara bared her teeth at nothing.

“Fine,” she said.

Iven glanced back. “Encouraging yourself?”

“No.”

“Pity. We could use a speech.”

Mara adjusted her grip on the salvaged hooked rod she had taken from the dead rider and kept walking.

Ahead was drowned ground, a screaming Cathedral, and whatever else the world had decided to stack on top of them.

Behind were clean boots, careful records, and men who looked at living things and saw yield.

Good.

Let them follow.

Now at least the road belonged to both sides.


Chapter 12 — Clean Boots

The surviving riders did not chase like angry men.

They chased like clerks with knives.

By late afternoon the broken service line had widened into a shelf road running beneath a black stone face. The ground was harder here, the wind cleaner, and there were fewer places for ambush unless the ambush had been designed by someone with time and engineering. Mara kept the rear and watched the bends behind them. Lysa limped in the middle and pretended she wasn’t. Deren carried less now and hated that with admirable consistency. Iven kept turning the stolen survey pin over in his fingers as if insult alone might make it useful.

No one wasted breath on false comfort.

The dead scout’s hooked rod hung from Mara’s hand. It was iron, balanced for close work, with a tooth-shaped inward hook near the end and old scrape marks along the shaft where it had bitten stone before flesh. Route tool first. Weapon second. She disliked that order.

They found the first sign of the others just before dusk.

A narrow cut opened in the cliff wall to their left, shallow enough to miss if you were tired, which they were. Lysa would have walked past it. Deren nearly did. Iven didn’t. He stopped dead, crouched, and touched two fingers to the dirt just inside the cut.

“Here,” he said.

Mara went to him.

The recess had once been another service niche, maybe a cache or a tool layby, but now it held only hard-packed earth, one broken iron ring driven into the wall, and the clear marks of recent use. Not old. Not weather-soft. Recent enough that a little displaced grit still sat bright against the darker floor.

Lysa saw it at once. “Three sets?”

“Three in,” said Iven. “Two out.”

Deren frowned. “That makes no sense.”

“It does if one of them stayed,” Mara said.

The seed in her chest had gone cold again.

Not Cathedral-cold.

Human-cold.

Recent occupation. Gear check. Waiting ground.

Iven rose slowly and looked farther into the recess. “No bedroll signs. No cook stain. Just a stop.” He glanced back down the road behind them. “Observation point, maybe.”

“Or signal point,” said Lysa.

Mara stepped inside.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered once.

[Trace]
Recent human activity detected
Iron / salt / treated leather
Age: Fresh

Useful, if slightly smug.

There, in the wall beside the broken ring, someone had scratched a mark she had not seen before. Not a Warden cut. Cleaner. Sharper. Two straight strokes crossing a hooked line, like a tally made by a man who believed numbers deserved discipline.

Harvest notation, maybe.

She touched it with one fingertip.

Bad idea.

No pain this time. Just a flash.

Three riders in the cut. One with the range tube. One crouched over a field case. One speaking without looking up while gloved hands sorted metal tags, little salt tubes, folded clamps. Efficient movements. No wasted motion. Clean kit laid out on a waxed cloth like surgical instruments.

Then the image was gone.

Mara took her hand off the wall.

Lysa saw her face. “What?”

“Nothing good.”

“That list grows.”

“Yes.”

Iven stepped past her and peered at the scratch mark. “Can you read that?”

“No.”

“Can you feel what it means?”

Mara looked at the wall. At the iron ring. At the floor where the grit had been disturbed by men who expected to come back.

“Yes,” she said. “It means this wasn’t pursuit.”

Deren swallowed. “What, then?”

Mara stepped out of the recess and looked along the road ahead.

“Method.”

That landed quietly.

They moved again at once.

The shelf road bent into harsher stone as the light bled out of the day. Twilight turned the cliffs the color of old bruises. Nothing lived loudly here. No birds. No insect cloud. Just the wind and the scrape of boots. A place cut for function and left to harden into memory.

Good ground for tidy bastards.

By the time they stopped, full dark was coming on. The road had widened around a split boulder and left them a poor little shelf above a dry wash. Not a camp. Just a pause. Lysa made it one because she had more sense than the rest of them combined and less patience.

“Water,” she said.

Iven handed skins out.

“Bandage,” she said next.

Deren obeyed.

Mara sat because Lysa gave her the look and because her ribs had started pulling again beneath the skin. Not badly. Just enough to remind her that being mostly healed and being well were two separate professions.

Lysa checked the cut under Mara’s jaw first. Then the forearm slice. Then, without asking, pushed the torn shirt aside enough to inspect the seam along Mara’s ribs.

“Still closed,” she said.

“Glowing endorsement.”

“You’re welcome.”

Deren sat with his back to the split boulder and stared into the dark below the road. After a while he said, “What happens when they catch us?”

No one answered immediately.

Because that was the wrong question in the right shape.

Mara looked at the hooked rod in her hand. At the inward tooth designed to catch, fix, pull, or pry. Route work. Flesh work. Same tool. Same people.

“They won’t call it catching,” she said.

Iven snorted once, humorless. “No. They’ll call it recovery.”

Deren looked at him.

Iven rolled the survey pin across his knuckles. “People like that always have kinder words than they deserve.”

Lysa tied off Mara’s bandage and sat back on her heel. “Sleep in turns. We move before first light.”

“Comforting,” said Deren.

“Not meant to be.”

He nodded once. That was enough.

Mara took first watch.

The others slept badly, which still counted. Lysa with one hand on her knife. Deren with both shoulders tight even in sleep. Iven flat on his back like a corpse who expected to wake up annoyed. Mara sat at the edge of the shelf with the hooked rod across her knees and watched the dark.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled south-east.

That part had not changed.

But beneath that pull now ran a second line: the harvest men behind them, clean and steady, moving not by scent or rage but by records, tags, route knowledge, and time. That was worse. Anger could be baited. Fear could be turned. Process just kept coming.

Somewhere after midnight she heard it.

Not boots.

Metal.

A soft deliberate click far down the road behind them. Then another. Then silence.

Mara stood.

The sound came again.

Not close enough to threaten immediately. Close enough to count.

She woke Lysa with one touch to the shoulder. Iven with a nudge of the boot. Deren with the unkindness of direct truth.

“Up.”

Lysa rose without speaking. Iven blinked once and was awake in the irritating manner of thieves and lightly damaged animals.

“What is it?” Deren whispered.

Mara looked back down the road.

“Guests.”

They did not run blind. That would have pleased the enemy.

Instead they pulled back from the edge of the shelf and crouched in the shadow of the split boulder, all four of them low and silent. The road behind them stayed empty for a long half minute.

Then a light appeared.

Small.

Shuttered.

Not a torch. A field lamp hooded almost to black, just enough shine escaping to catch edges.

One figure stepped into view.

Not mounted now. On foot. Long coat. Quiet boots. Lamp in one hand, rod in the other. He walked to the place where they had stopped earlier, knelt, and held the lamp low over the stone.

Behind him came another.

Then a third.

Three shapes. Deliberate. Unhurried.

Lysa leaned close enough to breathe against Mara’s ear. “Scouts?”

Mara shook her head.

Not the two surviving riders, or not only them. One of the new men moved differently. Less field muscle. More contained. He wore a shorter coat and carried no visible weapon apart from a narrow sidearm blade. The others made room for him without being told.

That was rank.

The man with the lamp inspected the ground where Mara had sat while Lysa checked her ribs. He tilted the light. Studied stone. Then turned the lamp toward the scrap of bloody bandage cloth Lysa had thrown into the wash and forgotten.

He did not look excited.

He looked mildly pleased.

Professional bastards, then.

The second man crouched and opened a flat leather case on the road. Inside were little slots holding metal tags, folded paper slips sealed in wax, clamps, wire, and one tiny glass vial of dark fluid. He selected a pin, dipped its tip into the vial, and handed it across without a word.

The short-coated man took it.

Not a scout, then.

Something worse.

He stepped to the rock face beside the road and wrote a mark no bigger than a thumbprint. The fluid shone black for a moment, then dulled into the stone like a bruise.

Mara felt the seed in her chest react.

Only slightly.

Enough.

The mark was not for roads.

It was for her.

The little pane at the edge of sight came up sharp as a slap.

[Marking Event]
Hostile field notation detected
Meaning: Subject track confirmed / live value high

Mara’s grip tightened on the rod.

Iven, beside her, had gone very still. Not frightened-still. Angry-still. The useful kind.

The short-coated man spoke then, voice quiet and precise.

“Blood closure accelerated,” he said. “Jaw line and forearm. Rib wound likely the same. Subject remains mobile.”

The man with the leather case made a note.

Deren stared at Mara in the dark, then back at the men on the road, as if hearing your body described like livestock at market was a fresh little horror he had not ordered.

The short-coated man went on.

“Path use is adaptive, not trained. Route interactions remain unstable but productive. One scout lost. Confirmed due to fixation error and proximity overcommitment.”

No anger in it.

Not even blame.

Just classification.

Lysa’s face did something small and dangerous.

The man with the lamp—older, broader, probably one of the surviving riders—said, “Cell lead will want visual confirmation.”

“You have visual confirmation,” said the short-coated man.

“I mean proper.”

A pause.

Then the short-coated man looked down the road ahead, toward the dark south-east where the fifth Cathedral waited.

“Yes,” he said. “And we will get it.”

He closed the leather case himself and handed it back.

“The subject is not shrine-touched,” he said. “Not sainted. Not feral. The response pattern is too coherent for corruption and too independent for obedience.”

The older rider said, “Then what is she?”

The short-coated man answered without hesitation.

“Live integration anomaly.”

There it was.

Cold as iron.

Mara did not realize until that moment she had hoped for something else. Witch. Saint. Rot. Beast. Any of the old stupid human words would have been better. Those at least belonged to fear, and fear could be made sloppy.

Anomaly was different.

Anomaly got catalogued.

The little man looked once more at the bloodied cloth in the wash.

“Do not rush the next contact,” he said. “We are not chasing a fugitive. We are managing a moving systems event.”

That was somehow even worse.

He turned then, and for one horrible second Mara thought he was looking straight at the boulder where they hid. But his eyes passed over it and moved on.

“Tag the recess behind us. Break camp at first gray. I want the outer watershed by tomorrow night.”

The two others nodded.

No wasted words.

No swagger.

No promises of violence.

Just the road, the task, the count.

The three men withdrew as neatly as they had arrived, lamp shuttered down again, footsteps fading into the dark.

Only when they were gone did anyone speak.

Deren was first, voice thin with controlled fury.

“They talk about you like a damaged bridge.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

Iven bared his teeth in the dark. “I hate educated men.”

Lysa looked down the road where the harvest hands had vanished. “Now we know.”

Mara nodded once.

Now they knew what was behind them. Not rumor. Not shrine stupidity. Not even simple hunters.

A field process.

A lead.

A classification.

Men with clean boots and neat handwriting coming to turn her into a case.

Deren scrubbed both hands over his face. “Live integration anomaly,” he said, as if testing how much he hated each word.

“Catchy,” said Iven.

“No, it bloody isn’t.”

“No,” Iven admitted. “But it tells us what they think they’re doing.”

Mara rose carefully to one knee, then all the way up. The ribs pulled. The cut at her jaw itched as it tightened further. The fifth Cathedral still called south-east through the dark.

The short-coated man had said outer watershed by tomorrow night.

That meant they knew where she was going.

Or guessed.

Or had enough maps and method to land close.

Either way, the board had narrowed.

Lysa got to her feet too, wincing once at the leg. “We move now.”

Deren stared at her. “It’s the middle of the night.”

“Yes.”

“We’re exhausted.”

“Yes.”

“They’re still behind us.”

“Yes.”

Deren exhaled long and hard, then shoved himself upright. “Fine.”

Iven packed in silence for once.

Mara took one last look at the road behind them. Somewhere down there, on stone she could no longer see, a black mark sat drying under the lamp touch of a man who thought she was a systems event to be managed.

Good.

Let him manage this.

She adjusted the strap on the supply sack, shifted the hooked rod in her grip, and stepped back onto the road with the others closing around her.

The night ahead was cold, the ground bad, and the drowned country still a long pull south-east.

But behind them now walked a name and a method.

That made things simpler, if not easier.

Mara preferred simple.

Simple meant there were fewer lies to step in.

They left the shelf without another word and pushed into the dark before first gray, while behind them the harvest men packed their cases, cleaned their tools, and came on at the same steady pace a butcher used when the meat was already hung.


Chapter 13 — No More Running Blind

They left the road before dawn because the harvest men had earned that much courtesy.

The cut they’d been following ran south-east another mile through bad stone and harder wind, but Mara did not need the road anymore to tell her what it wanted. The fifth Cathedral still pulled under her ribs, steady as a hook. The problem was everything else that came with the road now—markers, field notes, men with shutters on their lamps and cleaner words for butchery. So when the path forked around a broken tooth of black rock, Mara stopped and pointed east into a slope of scrub, scree, and old dead cuts half-hidden under moss.

Lysa looked where she pointed and did not smile. “That’s not a path.”

“No,” said Mara. “That’s the point.”

Iven squinted over the slope, hands in his coat, expression sharpening in the nasty pleased way it did when a bad option started looking useful. “Broken ground,” he said. “Collapsed service lines, old drainage scars, maybe dead route work underneath.”

Deren stared at all of them with the resigned fury of a man trapped in a traveling argument. “And we want the ground to be worse.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

“That remains insane.”

“It remains strategic,” said Lysa.

That shut him up for nearly three steps, which was as close to a blessing as the morning was likely to offer.

They climbed off the service line and into dead country.

It felt different immediately. On the road, there had been pressure underfoot, a sense of old use, of systems still doing the tired remnants of their job. Out here, the land was all interruption. Stone shelves cut off by collapse. Thorn scrub growing over old retaining lines. Gullies where water had bitten through something built and left its bones showing. Mara could still feel the fifth Cathedral somewhere ahead, but the ground around her had gone quiet in a way she disliked. Not peaceful. Empty. As if the old workings here had once mattered and then been cut out.

The going was miserable.

Loose shale slid under boots. Deren nearly went down twice before Lysa threatened to tie him to Iven out of pure spite. Mara took the heavier sack without asking. Iven ranged ahead and back, reading whatever the world had left lying around in the dirt like a thief going through a dead man’s desk.

By full morning they had lost sight of the old road entirely.

That helped.

It also left them with no clean way to judge whether the harvest men had stayed on it or cut after them.

Mara kept checking behind.

Nothing.

No riders.

No lamp-glints.

No neat little teams with cases and tags.

That did not comfort her.

People like that did not need to be seen to stay dangerous.

Around midday Iven called them down into the lee of a broken stone bank that had once been something deliberate—a retaining wall, maybe, or the edge of an old work terrace. Now it was just a low spine of fitted blocks half-swallowed by thorn and dirt. Good enough to crouch behind. Good enough to breathe.

Lysa sat first, easing the bad leg out in front of her. “Food.”

Deren looked offended by the concept and ate anyway.

Mara stayed standing.

The seed in her chest had gone quieter since they left the road, but only in one sense. The pull toward the fifth Cathedral was still there. What had changed was the noise around it. The old route chatter had dropped away. No logged transit. No active line humming under stone. Just distance, hurt, and the faint pressure of drowned things calling from somewhere ahead.

Iven watched her over a strip of dried meat. “Well?”

“Well what?”

“Was that the right call?”

Mara looked east again. Broken shelves. Dead scrub. No road worth the name. No clean way to move a survey team quickly.

“Yes,” she said.

He nodded once. “Good. Because I’m about to praise you and I’d like to feel clean about it.”

“That sounds unlikely.”

“Everything worthwhile does.”

Lysa drank from a skin and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “The scouts are better than us on working routes.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

“They’re better equipped, better rested, and more used to this kind of ground.”

“Yes.”

“So the only sensible answer is to stop giving them the ground they’re good at.”

Deren chewed, swallowed, and muttered, “Wonderful. We’re now being sensible in a ditch. Inspiring stuff.”

Mara crouched at last by the stone bank and pulled the stolen survey pin from Iven’s hand before he could object. The thing was light, balanced, and stamped with that same little cut mark she did not know. A field number ran along one side. Near the barb sat a smear of dried dark fluid, almost black.

Lysa saw where her eyes went. “Same as the wall mark?”

“I think so.”

Iven leaned in. “Can you read it?”

“No.”

“Can you do that thing where you stare at old nonsense until it feels rude and informative?”

“Possibly.”

Deren shut his eyes. “I hate how that is now a practical question.”

Mara ignored him and held the pin lightly between thumb and forefinger.

The black smear caught on her skin.

Cold.

Not poisonous-cold. Deliberate-cold. Treated. Marking fluid or route dye or some other careful little horror meant for record-keeping. The seed in her chest tightened once in answer.

Then the world tilted.

Not a full vision. Just a sharp ugly impression, quick as a blade-tip.

A ledger line.

Three marks already written.

A fourth added by a steady hand.

Movement. Mobility. Closure.

Then underneath all of it, the shape of a word not in language but function.

Valuable.

Mara let go of the pin at once.

It landed in the dirt.

Lysa’s hand was on her wrist before the metal stopped bouncing. “What happened?”

Mara breathed once through her nose. Twice. “Marker fluid.”

“That explains absolutely nothing.”

“It’s not for roads alone.” Mara looked at the pin in the dirt. “It records traits. Not just location.”

Iven’s face changed. “That is extremely rude.”

Deren stared. “Traits?”

Mara looked at him. “How fast wounds close. Whether a target uses routes. Whether they’re worth taking alive.”

That sat over the little shelter like weather.

Lysa’s jaw hardened first. “So when the small educated bastard looked at you—”

“He was doing an assessment,” said Mara.

Iven scrubbed one hand down his face. “Of course he was. Why stab somebody when you can fill out a form about it first?”

Deren laughed once, short and raw. “Because forms are what monsters use when they want to feel tidy.”

No one disagreed.

Mara picked the pin up again, this time by the unstained end, and tucked it into the outer seam of her coat. “They’re not going to rush now.”

Lysa looked at her. “No?”

“No. Not if they think I’m more useful in one piece.”

Iven nodded slowly. “That tracks.”

Deren frowned. “Isn’t that good?”

Mara held his gaze. “No. It means they’ll be patient.”

That landed harder.

Fast enemies could be baited. Angry enemies could be led into bad ground and made stupid. Patient enemies just kept showing up with the right tools.

Lysa pushed herself back to her feet with a wince she pretended not to make. “Then we stop thinking like prey.”

Iven looked up at her. “There she is.”

Deren blinked. “We weren’t thinking like prey?”

Lysa hitched her pack higher and looked east across the dead shelves. “We’ve been running their lines, reacting to their pace, using routes they know better than we do. That stops now.”

Mara stood too. “Agreed.”

Iven rose more slowly, interest sharpening again. “So. We choose bad ground. We choose where they find sign. We choose what they think they’re tracking.”

Deren stared at all three of them in mounting dismay. “I’m sorry, have we become the ones making plans?”

“Yes,” said Mara.

“That feels unsafe.”

“Yes,” said Lysa.

He rubbed both hands over his face. “Just checking.”

They moved east again, but with purpose now rather than flight. Mara took point only when the land went too strange for the others to read. Most of the time Iven led them along broken runoff channels and old construction scars, following the logic of places people had once used until usage became a liability. Twice Deren spotted signs the others missed: a snapped survey stake half hidden under gorse, and a little stack of flat stones set too evenly to be chance. Both times Iven stopped, examined the find, and nodded like a man being forced to revise a ledger.

“Useful eye,” he said the second time.

Deren looked suspicious. “Is that praise?”

“Don’t be greedy.”

Still, the compliment landed.

Mara saw it in the way Deren straightened after, despite himself.

By late afternoon the dead ground turned uglier in a new way.

The broken shelves gave way to a stretch of low ridges split by narrow cuts in the earth, as if something long ago had sliced into the land and then left it to heal badly. Old iron showed in places—bent stakes, half-buried rings, short lengths of corroded rail. Not a road. Not a settlement either. A work zone. The kind of place that had once existed for a task and then been abandoned when the task grew unpleasant.

The seed in Mara’s chest did not like it.

Not because it was active.

Because it was not.

She stopped at the lip of one cut and looked down.

Stone sides. Silt in the bottom. Black root fragments jutting out of the walls in dead knots. No pressure. No answer. No echo from the old systems at all.

Just absence.

Lysa came up beside her. “What is this?”

Mara looked at the dead root fragment again. “I don’t know.”

Iven crouched by the cut wall and brushed dirt away with careful fingers. Beneath the silt line lay old scoring marks. Straight. Repeated. Tool work.

He exhaled slowly.

“Well,” he said.

Deren did not like that tone. “What?”

Iven looked up at them. “Not a route cut.”

Lysa followed his gaze down to the dead root in the wall.

Realization moved across her face like a bruise.

“Oh,” she said.

Mara felt the truth of it a second later.

Not route work.

Harvest work.

Old.

Scaled.

Methodical.

The cuts in the earth were not roads.

They were trenches.

The book was getting wider, and meaner, exactly the way she had feared it would.

The little pane at the edge of her sight blinked once.

[Area Note]
Damaged ground is not always dead ground
Some places were killed on purpose

Mara stared at the dead root in the trench wall.

Then at the next cut beyond it.

And the next.

No one said anything for a while.

Because once you understood what you were looking at, the land itself started reading like a confession.

At last Lysa said, very quietly, “Good. Then we were right to come off the roads.”

Mara nodded once.

Not because this place was safe.

Because the people behind them would know it too well.

And if they knew it well, then somewhere in all this dead work there would be signs, caches, field notes, or something else left by careful men who measured living things and called it order.

Mara shifted the pack on her shoulders and looked east.

“We keep going,” she said.

Iven rose, dusting off his hands. “Into the pit, then.”

Deren looked down into the trench and then at the sky, as if weighing which one offended him more. “I miss simpler problems.”

“No, you don’t,” said Lysa.

He considered that. “Fair.”

Then the four of them climbed down into the first of the old cuts and started moving through dead harvest ground, no longer blind, no longer merely running, but finally choosing the worst road on purpose.


Chapter 14 — Deren’s Useful Eye

The trench was worse once they were inside it.

From above, it had looked like a dead cut in the land. A scar. A ditch. Another ugly piece of ground in a world increasingly overachieving in that department.

From inside, it felt built. Not well. Not kindly. But built. The walls were too straight in places, the floor too level under the silt, the turns too deliberate. Someone had cut this into the earth for a job and then walked away when the job stopped paying. Mara could feel the absence of living pressure in the dead root stumps jutting from the trench walls, and that blankness bothered her more than if the Briars had started whispering. She would have preferred a monster. Monsters, at least, were honest.

The trench ran east by south-east in a shallow curve, with smaller cuts branching off at angles like ribs from a spine. Some had collapsed. Some still held shape. Old iron showed here and there beneath the dirt—rings, hooks, short lengths of rail. None of it answered to her. None of it stirred. The fifth Cathedral still pulled under her ribs from farther on, but this place between here and there felt dead in a different register. Not sleeping. Finished.

Lysa went first because she trusted walls more than open ground and disliked surprises less when they were close enough to stab. Mara walked behind her. Deren came next with one sack and the broken spear shaft. Iven ranged where he pleased, which usually meant wherever the chance of discovering old useful trouble was highest.

They had gone perhaps two hundred yards when Deren stopped.

Not stumbled. Not complained. Stopped.

Mara nearly walked into him. “What?”

Deren pointed to the trench floor.

At first she saw nothing but silt and broken stone.

Then she saw what he meant.

A patch of dirt near the wall had been disturbed recently. Not footprints. Not exactly. More a narrow scrape, then another, then a little fan where grit had been brushed aside by something dragged low and careful.

Iven crouched at once. “Hnh.”

Lysa looked over her shoulder. “What?”

“Not ours,” said Deren.

No one mocked him.

That helped him more than praise would have.

Iven brushed the scrape with two fingers. “Metal edge,” he said. “Narrow. Not heavy. Something carried close to the ground.” He followed it with his eyes to where it stopped beside an old iron ring set into the trench wall. “And there.”

Lysa moved over. “Staging point?”

“Maybe.” Iven glanced at Deren. “Good catch.”

Deren looked deeply suspicious of the compliment, which was fair.

Mara crouched by the ring and felt nothing from it at all. Dead iron. Dead root. Dead place. But the scrape beside it was new enough that a darker line still marked where metal had kissed stone.

Harvest men, then.

Or somebody like them.

Either way, the trench had not been forgotten as neatly as it looked.

They kept going, slower now.

The dead cuts ahead began to show more signs once Deren had adjusted his eyes to what mattered. A chipped stake half sunk in the wall. A knot of stones too evenly stacked to be chance. A length of old braided cord caught under a fallen slab and weathered gray, but not weathered enough. Each time he spotted something, the route of the trench changed shape in Mara’s head. It stopped being just ruined ground. It became a workplace that had once run on order and had recently been checked by men who still understood its bones.

That was worse.

At the next branch, Deren stopped again.

“This one,” he said.

Lysa looked down the left-hand cut. “Why?”

He pointed without stepping in. “See the wall there? Less collapse. Less wash. And those scrape lines are inside the turn, not outside.”

Iven grinned like a man watching a dog suddenly learn to open locks. “Go on.”

Deren squinted harder, annoyed by the encouragement. “If they were just passing through, they’d take the wider turn and brush the outer wall. Whoever moved here knew they wanted this branch before they got to it.”

Lysa looked. Mara looked. He was right.

The left branch showed a cleaner entry. Deliberate use. The right branch had only the soft rot of time.

Mara glanced at him. “Useful eye.”

Deren muttered, “Don’t start.”

Iven clapped him once on the shoulder as he passed. “Too late.”

They took the left branch.

It narrowed quickly, the walls drawing close enough that the air changed. Colder. Stiller. Less wind. The floor hardened under the silt until old fitted stone began showing through. Someone had once run carts or sledges here. Or dragged loads. Mara found she did not want to know which.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered.

[Trace]
Repeated transit detected
Frequency: Low
Pattern: Deliberate / human

“Helpful,” she muttered.

Lysa heard. “What now?”

“People have used this branch more than once.”

Deren let out a dry little laugh that had no humor in it. “Marvelous. A tunnel with returning customers.”

That joke died fast.

Because fifty paces later they found the first marker.

It was set low in the trench wall beneath a dead root stump. Not one of the old Warden cuts, and not the harvest notation scratched in the service recess either. This was newer and meaner. A little square of dull metal fixed to the wall with two iron teeth, stamped with a number and a black diagonal line. Beneath it, almost hidden by dirt, lay a second square bent nearly in half as if someone had pulled it out and thrown it down, then changed their mind.

Iven crouched by it and whistled softly through his teeth. “Field indexing.”

“English,” said Lysa.

“Numbered sectors. Sequential checks. Somebody uses this trench enough to label bits of it.”

Deren looked ahead into the dim cut. “That sounds bad.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

No one touched the tags.

That was progress.

The trench opened after that into a wider chamber or junction where three cuts met beneath a broken shelf of stone. The floor had once been laid with planks over the mud. Most had rotted away, but the impressions remained. Along one wall sat a line of low stone blocks like work tables or supports. Above them, black streaks marked the wall from old damp, and under the damp, Mara saw long parallel scoring cuts.

Tool marks.

Repetition.

Measured work.

Not route maintenance.

Extraction.

The word settled over the place like soot.

Lysa walked the line of stone supports slowly. “This was a station.”

“Yes,” said Iven.

Deren kept looking around, eyes working now the way they had not earlier in the book—not just scared, though he still was, but cataloguing. Counting. Taking the ugly shape of the place in and fitting it together.

He pointed to the far wall. “There.”

A recess had been cut there, no deeper than a cupboard. Empty now, except for a broken clay jar and a scatter of old iron wedges. But the wall above it held hooks. Four of them. Evenly spaced.

Mara looked, then wished she hadn’t.

Because once you saw the hooks, you saw the floor beneath them.

Worn.

Grooved.

Stained a darker brown-black than the rest of the chamber, though time had done its best to soften the difference.

Lysa’s face hardened.

Iven said nothing at all.

Deren swallowed once. “This wasn’t just a trench.”

“No,” Mara said.

He looked at her, waiting.

She gave him the truth because the place had already done worse.

“It was a workroom.”

That was almost the worst part.

Not slaughter yard. Not torture pit. Workroom.

A place people came to do a task, clean their tools, keep count, and go home after.

The pane flickered again.

[Area Note]
Function: Harvest support zone
Status: Abandoned
Residual system activity: None

Mara hated that last part most.

None.

Nothing left in the roots here to rage or mourn or even remember.

Lysa turned slowly in place, taking the chamber in. “Then this whole stretch was part of it.”

Iven nodded. “Looks like outer processing, maybe. Cut, sort, move on.”

Deren rubbed one hand over his mouth. “You say it like you’ve seen this before.”

“I’ve seen the human version of this before,” said Iven. “People always build the same shapes when they want to turn something living into stock.”

No one had a better answer.

They searched the chamber because leaving information behind was now a luxury they could not afford. Lysa checked the floor edges and the broken recess. Iven inspected the hooks, the tags, the stone supports, and a collapsed side cut that might once have held a store niche. Mara stood still in the center and listened to the dead place, finding nothing, which was its own answer.

Deren walked the walls.

At first Mara thought he was just trying not to look at the floor beneath the hooks.

Then he stopped at the third support block and crouched.

“There’s a gap here,” he said.

Iven was beside him at once. “Where?”

Deren pointed to the base of the block. The stones around it were silted over, but one narrow joint showed cleaner than the others. Less packed. Less settled. Recent disturbance.

Iven’s eyes lit. “Oh, now you’re speaking my language.”

Lysa sighed. “Of course you have a language for hidden gaps.”

“Several.”

Together they cleared the silt away. Under the support block sat a shallow cavity closed with a fitted slate lid no wider than a bread board. Not ancient-sealed. Recently reseated.

Mara looked at Deren.

He shrugged awkwardly, already regretting being useful out loud. “The dirt line was wrong.”

“That,” said Iven, “is a beautiful sentence.”

He eased the slate lid up with his knife and a strip of old iron.

Inside lay a waxed cloth packet, a narrow tin tube, and a folded paper docket stiff with damp but not ruined.

Field cache.

Recent.

Lysa exhaled slowly. “Good.”

“No,” said Mara. “Useful.”

“Fine. Useful.”

Iven handed the paper to Mara and took the tube for himself. “Read.”

The paper was written in a neat compressed hand with numbers down the left side and short notes beside them. Some words were gone to damp. Enough remained.

Sector marks.

Depth notations.

Tool check counts.

Two route references she did not know.

And one line clear enough to read fully:

OUTER CUTS VERIFIED / DEAD SYSTEM / NO RESPONSE

Below it, in darker newer ink:

ANOMALOUS SUBJECT BELIEVED MOVING TOWARD WATERSHED

Deren leaned over her shoulder. “That’s us.”

“Yes.”

Lysa took the page next. “They’re checking the dead ground as they move.”

Iven had gotten the tin tube open. Inside were four little glass vials in padded slots and a tightly rolled strip of treated cloth marked with tiny black symbols. “Marker fluid,” he said. “And something else unpleasant.”

Mara looked at the paper again.

The note about the anomalous subject sat there neat and controlled and somehow more insulting than open hatred would have been.

Believed moving toward watershed.

Not woman.

Not Mara.

Not even target.

Subject.

She folded the sheet once and tucked it into her coat.

Lysa saw that and nodded. “We keep it.”

“Yes.”

Iven held up one of the vials to the light leaking down from the broken shelf. “Could use these.”

“Could kill us with them,” said Deren.

“Also true.”

“We take one,” said Lysa. “Leave the rest. I don’t want them knowing we found the cache until they check it.”

Iven looked pained by restraint, which was healthy for him. “Fine.”

He took one vial and reseated the others.

Deren was still staring at the chamber around them, but something had changed in the stare. Less frozen revulsion. More measured hate.

Good.

That could be used.

He looked at Mara. “They don’t know exactly where we are.”

“No,” she said.

“They think they know where we’re going.”

“Yes.”

He nodded once, thinking.

Then: “So we start giving them wrong signs.”

Iven smiled slowly. “There he is.”

Lysa folded her arms. “Can you do that?”

Deren looked around the chamber, at the tags, the hooks, the old track grooves and the reseated cache. “I can tell what doesn’t fit. Maybe I can make things fit wrong.”

Mara held his gaze for a second.

Not a burden, then.

Not just a witness.

A man whose fear had sharpened into a useful edge.

“Yes,” she said. “You can.”

That settled something in him. Not comfort. Nothing as soft as that. Just place.

They resealed the cache and left the chamber as they had found it as best they could. When they climbed back into the branching trench, the day above had gone grayer. Wind moved over the broken shelf tops, carrying the smell of dust, old iron, and distant wet ground from somewhere farther east.

Watershed.

The harvest men were right about that much.

Mara looked along the trench ahead, then back once at the chamber behind them where hooks and stone tables sat in the dark like the memory of a job done too often.

No more running blind.

No more walking where the enemy was strongest just because the path was there.

Now they had ground, a method, and the first thin little pieces of the other side’s paperwork.

Good.

Paperwork cut both ways if you were mean enough with it.

She shifted the pack higher on her shoulders and looked at Deren. “Take point at the next branch.”

He stared. “You serious?”

“Yes.”

“That seems reckless.”

“It seems earned,” said Lysa.

Iven tilted his head. “Try not to enjoy it. It’ll go to your reputation.”

Deren looked at all three of them like they had developed a shared fever.

Then he sighed, adjusted his grip on the broken spear shaft, and moved ahead into the dead harvest cuts, eyes narrowed, fear still in him but no longer driving alone.

Mara followed.

Behind them, the old workroom stayed dead.

Ahead, the trenches twisted east toward drowned ground and the fifth Cathedral’s pull.

And somewhere behind all of that came the harvest men with their ledgers, their clean boots, and their polite little names for ruin.


Chapter 15 — The Harvest Letter

The trench narrowed again after the old workroom, then widened without warning into a shallower cut full of broken stone and bent iron. The light above had gone thin and gray. Wind moved over the top edges in low cold gusts, carrying the smell of wet ground from farther east. Deren took the lead at the next branch because Mara had told him to and because none of them were taking the words back now.

He hated that.

That was probably healthy.

“Left,” he said after a moment.

Iven, behind him, said, “Reason?”

“The right side was used more often once,” Deren said. “The left side was used recently.”

“That,” said Iven, “is a lovely sentence.”

Deren muttered something rude and kept walking.

Mara followed two paces back. She watched the trench walls, the dead root stumps, the little cuts of old iron jutting through silt. Nothing answered her here. No old pressure lines. No waking route bones. Just dead work and the fifth Cathedral’s steady pull under her ribs from somewhere farther on.

That was enough.

The left branch sloped downward into a lower cut where the floor had hardened into packed earth. Here the dead ground showed fresher signs of use than before. Not enough for a blind fool to see. Enough for Deren.

He stopped at a stretch of wall where the trench bent around a shoulder of stone.

“There,” he said.

Lysa came up on his other side. “What?”

He pointed low.

A line had been scratched into the dirt just above the wall base. Thin. Deliberate. Then another crossing it. And beside them, pressed into the damp earth, the square heel-mark of a boot turned slightly sideways as if someone had crouched there and worked in close.

Iven crouched and grinned despite himself. “Message point.”

Mara looked ahead around the bend.

Nothing moved.

Still, the back of her neck went tight.

Lysa saw it. “Trap?”

“Maybe,” Mara said.

Deren did not step closer. Good. Learning.

Iven used the hook from the dead scout’s rod to brush away dirt instead of his fingers. Under the loose earth a narrow waxed strip appeared, folded twice and wedged into a crack in the wall between two stones.

No seal.

No flourish.

Just a field note left by someone who assumed the right hands would come along shortly.

Lysa exhaled once. “Take it.”

“Gladly,” said Iven.

He hooked it free and handed it to Mara.

The waxed strip was stiff but intact. She unfolded it carefully. Inside was a narrow sheet of treated paper with that same neat compact hand they had seen in the cache.

Not a letter in the grand sense.

Which made it worse.

Just a report.

She read it once, then again.

Lysa watched her face. “Well?”

Mara handed it over.

Lysa read aloud in a low flat voice.

“Outer cuts clear. Dead system verified. Service line breach confirmed. One scout lost. Subject remains mobile.” She stopped there for half a second, jaw tightening. Then kept going. “Marker response positive. Closure rate above predicted range. Path choice suggests limited adaptive reasoning rather than formal route knowledge.”

Deren stared. “Limited adaptive reasoning.”

Iven leaned over Lysa’s shoulder. “That is how people with ledgers say ‘annoyingly clever.’”

Lysa kept reading.

“Secondary instruction from field lead: avoid premature contact unless isolation is clean. Subject priority revised. Capture if practicable. Kill only under spoilage risk.”

That sat in the trench with them.

Cold as iron.

Deren said, “Spoilage.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

He looked at her, face gone hard in a way it had not earlier. “I know.”

Lysa read the last line in silence first, then handed the sheet back to Mara.

“What?” asked Iven.

Lysa’s mouth flattened. “They’ve named the watershed point. They know where they expect us to surface.”

Mara looked at the page again.

There it was at the bottom, beneath the little efficient rot of the rest:

Prepare at Blackwater Gate. Subject likely drawn by live node distress.

The seed in her chest tightened once at the words live node distress.

Not because the paper had power.

Because it was right.

Iven saw it happen. “Well?”

“They know,” Mara said.

“Not everything,” said Lysa. “Enough.”

Deren rubbed a hand over his mouth. “Blackwater Gate sounds horrible.”

“It does,” said Iven. “Which means it’s probably important.”

Mara folded the sheet once, then again. “It’s part of the drowned system.”

That shut them up for a second.

Not because she had certainty.

Because she had the kind of certainty the seed gave—ugly, partial, and usually expensive.

The name had shape under her ribs now. Blackwater Gate. A control point. A choke. Something drowned and forced shut. Somewhere the harvest team expected the fifth Cathedral to matter.

Lysa took a slow breath. “So we don’t go there the way they expect.”

“No,” said Mara. “We don’t.”

Iven crouched by the wall crack again, studying the dirt. “If this note was meant for a team behind the scouts, then the proper road is still in play. That means the field lead thinks he can split pursuit and preparation at once.”

Deren looked at him. “English.”

“They’re not all behind us,” said Iven. “Some are already ahead.”

That landed worse than the note had.

Mara looked east down the trench. The pull of the fifth Cathedral had not changed. But now it had a shape around it. Not just drowned hurt in the dark. A gate. A name. Men moving to meet her there with cases and tags and careful little words for murder.

Good.

At least the board had edges now.

Lysa was already thinking in the same direction. “Then the note becomes ours.”

Deren blinked. “What?”

She pointed at the wall crack, the boot mark, the scratched signal lines in the dirt. “We use the drop.”

Iven’s face lit up in the profoundly suspicious way it did when a bad plan started putting on good boots. “Oh, now you’re talking.”

Deren looked between them. “No. Absolutely not. That sounds like one of your plans.”

“Yes,” said Lysa. “That’s why it might work.”

Mara crouched beside the wall crack and looked at the earth around it. The signs were small. Clean. Easy to miss. Which meant whoever came next would trust what they saw more than if the message point had been turned over by obvious fools.

Deren saw where her eyes were going.

Then, slowly, he understood.

“You want to leave them something,” he said.

“Yes,” said Mara.

“No.”

“Yes.”

Deren stared at the wall as if hoping another answer might hatch out of it if he waited. “They’ll know it’s wrong.”

“Only if we’re clumsy,” said Iven.

Lysa folded her arms. “Can you make it look right?”

Deren opened his mouth.

Closed it.

Looked down at the scratched signal lines and the crouch mark and the narrow wall crack.

Then at the old note in Mara’s hand.

Then back at the ground.

“Yes,” he said, and sounded unhappy about it.

“Good,” said Lysa.

“I hate that you all trust me the minute it gets worse.”

“That,” said Iven, “is because you are earning it.”

They worked quickly.

Iven produced a blank scrap of treated paper from the dead scout’s docket case and a bit of dark marking stick from his coat. Mara handed over the original note long enough for Deren to study the hand. Lysa kept watch at the bend with knife out and bad leg locked straight. Mara crouched in the trench and listened for movement that did not belong to them.

Nothing yet.

Above them the wind moved over the trench mouth with a dry hiss.

Below that, under everything, the fifth Cathedral pulled.

Deren wrote slowly.

Not because his hand shook, though it did a little. Because he understood now that the lie had to be small. Plausible. Mean enough to redirect a careful mind without demanding stupidity from it.

When he was done, he handed the paper to Mara.

She read:

Subject veering north-east through collapse cuts. Mobility reduced. Closure slowing. Blackwater Gate timing unchanged.

Iven’s eyebrows climbed. “That,” he said softly, “is very nasty.”

Deren looked sick. “Thank you.”

Mara read it again.

North-east through collapse cuts.

Wrong direction.

Reduced mobility.

Wrong weakness.

Timing unchanged.

That was the sharp bit. It told the people behind to keep their pace while implying the people ahead need not hurry.

Good.

Lysa came back from the bend and took the page. “Will it hold?”

“It doesn’t need to hold forever,” said Iven. “It only needs to hold long enough.”

Deren wiped his hand on his trouser leg. “The mark lines are different.”

All three looked at him.

He pointed at the dirt. “The man who left the note scratched two crossing lines first, then set the message. If I copy them too neatly, it’ll look wrong. If I leave them as they are, the next man might notice the paper was changed.”

Mara smiled before she meant to.

“There he is,” said Iven.

Deren glared at all of them out of sheer self-defense, then crouched and reworked the dirt marks with two careful fingers until they looked just slightly disturbed. Not fresh-fresh. Not untouched. Used twice.

That was the sort of detail that would never have occurred to Mara, which was why he was in front now.

They put the false note into the wall crack and returned the dirt around it.

The original Mara kept.

Not just because it mattered.

Because she wanted their words in her pocket.

Wanted the proof of how they saw her. Subject. Spoilage risk. Live node distress. Blackwater Gate.

Useful things to hate.

Lysa rose and tested her leg. “Move.”

They went at once, taking the next branch south-east instead of north-east and dropping deeper into the old cuts. The trench floor worsened as they went. More standing water in the low places. More dead root tangles in the walls. Once they had to climb over a collapsed section where old support timbers had rotted to black ribs under the silt.

By afternoon the dead ground started showing signs of wetter country ahead.

Mud instead of dust.

Reed growth in the trench bottoms.

A sour mineral smell in the air.

Blackwater, then.

Or near enough.

They stopped only once more before dusk, in a half-collapsed tool recess with one dry wall and just enough room to breathe. Lysa made them eat. Iven checked the stolen vial without opening it. Deren sat with his back to the wall and stared at his own ink-stained fingers like he had not expected them to become part of the war.

Mara took the original report out and read it again in the failing light.

Subject priority revised. Capture if practicable. Kill only under spoilage risk.

She folded it very carefully.

Deren saw. “You’re keeping that.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Mara slid it back into her coat. “Because I don’t like forgetting what people are.”

No one had anything to improve on that.

After a while, Iven said, “If the false note works, we buy time.”

“If it doesn’t?” asked Deren.

Lysa looked toward the dark trench mouth. “Then we were already in trouble.”

Fair.

The little pane at the edge of Mara’s sight flickered once.

[Objective Updated]
New location identified: Blackwater Gate
Enemy expectation manipulated
Effect: Uncertain

Mara stared at the last word until it faded.

Uncertain.

That was the whole damned book, really.

Still, uncertain was better than blind.

She leaned her head back against the wall and shut her eyes for one second. Under the ache in her ribs and the old dirt smell and the weight of the report in her coat, the fifth Cathedral kept calling through the seed.

Closer now.

Hurt.

Waiting.

And somewhere between here and there sat Blackwater Gate with the harvest team’s tidy little plans wrapped around it.

Good.

Plans broke.

That was one of the few reliable pleasures left in the world.

When she opened her eyes again, the others were watching her in the dimness.

Not afraid.

Not calm either.

Just with her.

That would have to do.

“Sleep in turns,” Lysa said.

Deren managed a tired, lopsided grimace. “Try not to draft me into any more forgery while I’m unconscious.”

“No promises,” said Iven.

And outside the little recess, the dead trenches ran east through silt and old ruin toward drowned ground, carrying four stubborn bastards and one stolen letter deeper into the part of the world where all the polite names stopped mattering.


Chapter 16 — Harvested Ground

The trenches ended in a rise of black stone and dead reed.

Not cleanly. Nothing in this country seemed to know how to end cleanly anymore. The last cut simply shallowed into a broad slope where the walls crumbled outward and the floor gave up pretending to be a floor. Silt turned to cracked mud. Dead roots lay half exposed like bones dug from a shallow grave. Beyond the rise, the land opened.

Mara stopped at the crest and felt nothing.

That was the first bad part.

Ahead of them spread a wide low basin full of dead structure. Not ruins in the ordinary sense. Not a village. Not a shrine cluster. Something older and colder than that. Rows of blackened stump-rings cut low to the ground. Long channels sunk into the earth in ruler-straight lines. Stone platforms collapsed at the edges. Iron anchor posts leaning out of the mud at measured intervals. Farther off, a lattice of dead roots lay matted over the basin floor like veins pulled out and left to dry.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled at her chest from somewhere beyond the basin.

But this place in front of them—

Nothing.

No pressure.

No listening.

No sleeping wrongness.

No Briar answer at all.

Just absence.

Lysa came up on her left and stared out over it. “God.”

Iven, on her right, was quiet for a change. That was how Mara knew the place had teeth.

Deren climbed the last few feet behind them, one hand on the broken spear shaft, and looked past Mara into the basin.

Then he swore softly and sincerely.

The wind moved over the dead ground with a thin dry sound. Not leaf-rustle. Not reed-song. Just air scraping over cut things.

Mara stepped forward and down.

The slope into the basin was easy enough. Too easy. The mud underfoot had dried and cracked long ago, then cracked again after that, leaving a brittle skin over harder packed layers below. Halfway down she passed the first stump-ring close enough to inspect.

It was not a tree stump.

Not really.

It had been once, maybe. Or the root crown of something bigger. Now it was just a black circular mass cut flat across with tool marks still visible under the weathering. The surface had gone glassy in places, as if heat or chemical treatment had sealed it after the cut.

Mara crouched.

The seed in her chest remained stubbornly silent.

She laid two fingers against the black surface.

Nothing.

Not even a ghost of an answer.

No pulse.

No memory.

No rage.

Nothing.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered once.

[Area Note]
Dead system confirmed
Residual response: None

She took her hand away.

Lysa saw her face and understood enough. “Still nothing?”

Mara stood. “Nothing.”

Deren looked from the stump-ring to Mara. “That bothers you more than it should.”

“Yes,” she said.

Because this was what too late looked like.

Not pain.

Not noise.

Not a thing still fighting under the knife.

Just the silence after every useful piece had been taken.

They moved deeper into the basin.

The rows resolved as they walked. Not random stumps. Planned spacing. Deliberate lanes between them wide enough for drag sledges or carts. The long channels were lined with fitted stone and sloped gently toward lower pits ringed in iron. At the base of one pit lay a crust of black residue mixed with pale flakes that might once have been root fiber.

Iven crouched there and touched nothing, which was wise and unlike him.

“Drain run,” he said quietly.

“From what?” asked Deren.

Iven looked up. “Use your imagination and then be meaner.”

Deren’s mouth flattened. “No.”

Fair.

Lysa kept walking, counting with her eyes. Mara could tell. Distances. Lines of movement. How many workers a place like this might once have needed. How much time it would have taken to turn a living Cathedral into neat rows and channels and pits.

That was one of the reasons Mara trusted her. Lysa did not look away from the work of a thing once it was ugly enough to matter.

They reached the first raised platform near the basin center.

Stone blocks, waist-high, arranged in a square with iron rings at the corners and grooves cut into the top surface. Not decorative. Not ceremonial. A work station, then, or a transfer bed, or something equally charming. The grooves all ran toward one side where a shattered pipe or chute had once connected to the nearest lined channel.

Deren stared at it. “They built the ground around the work.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

He looked at the rows behind them. At the channels. At the pits. “This wasn’t scavenging.”

“No.”

Iven stood and turned slowly in place, taking the basin in. “Scaled operation,” he said. “Not some local abbot with ideas and too much iron. This was planned.”

Lysa nodded once. “And repeated.”

That word mattered.

Repeated.

Book 1 had shown them orchard stations and wound routes and shrine cruelty wrapped up in doctrine. This place stripped away the doctrine and left only the machine underneath. Process. Yield. Layout. The basin felt less like a crime scene and more like a ledger made solid.

Mara walked to the nearest channel and followed it with her eyes. It ran straight for thirty yards, then bent around a line of three more platforms before feeding into a wider trench at the basin edge. That trench aimed east.

Toward water country.

Toward the fifth Cathedral’s drowned pull.

Even dead systems had fed the same direction once.

The harvest note in her coat seemed heavier all of a sudden.

OUTER CUTS VERIFIED / DEAD SYSTEM / NO RESPONSE

No response.

She believed them now.

Deren stopped beside another stump-ring and frowned at the ground. “There.”

Lysa came over. “What now?”

He pointed with the broken spear tip.

At first Mara saw only mud cracked in the wind and scattered old flakes of black fiber. Then she saw the shallow grooves crossing the lane between two rows.

Wheel ruts.

Very old at the base.

Less old on top of them.

Iven crouched again. “Well now.”

“Recent?” asked Lysa.

“Not yesterday,” said Iven. “Not ancient either.” He scraped loose a little of the dry crust with his knife tip. Under it, the deeper line showed darker. “Somebody’s checked this place since it died.”

Mara looked across the basin again.

Of course they had.

Careful men with markers and notes did not ignore old harvest ground. Not if they were moving toward a live node. Not if dead zones still held workable lines, old caches, field marks, comparative records.

The board behind them and ahead of them had just gotten tighter.

Deren saw that truth land and did not flinch from it. “Then this is part of their map too.”

“Yes,” Mara said.

Lysa straightened. “Which means they may expect us to avoid it.”

Iven bared his teeth a little. “Which means coming through it was ugly and correct.”

Mara almost smiled.

Almost.

The wind shifted.

A new smell came with it from farther east—wet mineral, standing water, and something old below both. Not rot exactly. Drowned root. Choked flow. The fifth Cathedral, nearer now.

The seed in her chest tightened hard enough to hurt.

There.

Past the basin.

Past the dead work.

Still alive. Still dragged under. Still calling like a bastard.

Mara turned toward the eastern edge of the harvested ground.

And stopped again.

There, half hidden beyond a line of collapsed platforms, stood a tall frame of black iron with three arms projecting from it like a stripped tree. Chains hung from two of the arms. The third had broken and fallen. Beneath the frame sat a broad stone slab stained darker than the rest of the basin and ringed in old bolt holes where something heavier had once been mounted.

Lysa came to stand beside her. “What is it?”

Mara answered before she could help it.

“Transfer gantry.”

All three looked at her.

She hated that.

Iven recovered first. “You know that how?”

Mara stared at the frame.

Not from memory exactly.

From function.

The same ugly instinctive knowing that had let her read route marks and transit locks. Only this time there was no living system beneath it, no pulse answering back. Just the shape of what it had once done. Lifted loads from one line to another. Sorted. Moved. Shifted processed pieces east.

Her jaw tightened.

“I know because it’s obvious,” she said.

Lysa looked at the chain arms, the slab, the bolt holes, the lanes leading toward it.

Then she nodded once.

“Yes,” she said. “It is.”

Deren had gone paler, which took some doing.

“This whole place,” he said slowly, “was a throat.”

No one answered.

Because yes.

That was exactly what it looked like.

A place where the living had been cut down, broken apart, drained, sorted, and fed onward.

The little pane at the edge of Mara’s sight flickered again.

[Function Trace]
Outer harvest yard
Status: Decommissioned
System note: Connection severed

Severed.

That word hit deeper than the rest.

Not harvested. Not dead. Severed.

A choice made by people.

Lysa moved first after that.

“Keep going,” she said. “No reason to stand in the mouth of it.”

Good advice.

They crossed the rest of the basin at a fast walk. Not running—no one here had the legs or patience for theatrics—but with that purposeful ugly speed people found when they wanted a place behind them before the place finished saying what it was.

At the eastern edge the ground rose again into a low embankment cut with more channels, these narrower and half silted over. Beyond them the land broke into patches of standing water, black reed, and sagging root mass. The drowned region beginning.

Mara turned once at the top of the bank and looked back across the harvested basin.

From here the rows were clearer.

Too clear.

Not a natural dead wood. Not storm damage. Not fire.

A worked field of loss laid out by men with measures.

She thought of the fifth Cathedral still fighting somewhere ahead under floodwater and weight.

And she thought of arriving too late.

The seed in her chest gave one hard painful throb in answer.

Yes, then.

Message received.

Deren came up beside her, breathing harder than he liked. He looked back too, face set now in that new way of his—not just frightened, though he still was, but counting and angry enough to stay useful.

“If this is what dead looks like,” he said, “then the drowned one’s worse.”

Mara looked east.

“Yes.”

Lysa joined them, then Iven. For one brief second all four stood there at the edge between dead harvest yard and drowned country, looking from the silence behind to the wet ruin ahead.

Then Iven said, with commendable understatement, “Well. On the bright side, at least we’ve broadened the misery.”

That got the smallest possible sound out of Lysa. Not a laugh. Close enough to matter.

Mara adjusted the pack straps on her shoulders and started down into the reeds.

Behind them, the harvested ground stayed silent as stone and severed root.

Ahead, water waited.

And somewhere under it, the fifth Cathedral kept breathing through mud like it had not yet been informed that decent things were supposed to die quietly.


Chapter 17 — The Silent Orchard

The drowned ground started politely.

That should have warned them.

Beyond the harvested basin the land sloped into black reed, shallow standing water, and long mats of root mass that had once belonged to something alive and interconnected. Now they floated in pieces, thick as wet rope and pale underneath where rot had not yet had the decency to finish the job. The wind dropped as they went lower. Sound changed. The world got muffled.

Boots sank.

Mud sucked.

Water lapped at broken stone just out of sight.

No birds called.

No insect cloud rose.

Even the air smelled wrong—cold mineral water, drowned root, and the faint sour trace of treatment chemicals long washed thin but not gone.

Lysa stopped at the first broad pool and looked left, then right.

“Spread the weight,” she said. “No one follows directly in the same print if the ground starts to go.”

Iven nodded once.

Deren looked at the black water and muttered, “Marvelous. Wet death. We were due a genre change.”

“No,” said Mara. “Same genre. Worse chapter.”

That got the barest edge of a grimace out of Lysa, which was about as close to levity as the place deserved.

They moved in a staggered line through the reeds.

The ground beneath the water was not natural. Mara could tell that much even when the seed in her chest could tell her nothing else. Stone ridges under mud. Straight edges where channels had once been cleaner. Old retaining lips. Something engineered and then drowned. Twice they crossed submerged paving wide enough for carts, or sledges, or whatever the bastards here had used before the water took the edges off everything.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled east-south-east under Mara’s ribs.

Closer now.

Not loud.

Not screaming like before.

Worse.

Weak enough that every pause felt dangerous.

As if the thing ahead had spent so long hurting that it had stopped wasting breath on theatrics.

Deren stopped first this time.

He stood knee-deep in reeds, one hand raised slightly.

“There,” he said.

Not fear.

Not warning.

Observation.

Mara followed his line of sight across a belt of dead watergrass to a rise of black earth half encircled by flooded channels. From here it looked like a little island, no bigger than a yard.

Then the wind shifted.

And the island resolved into rows.

Mara went cold.

They climbed the rise carefully.

At the top, the reeds fell away and the orchard showed itself.

Not trees.

Never trees, not really.

Root crowns.

Dozens of them.

Maybe more.

Planted or fixed in rows across the rise with exact spacing between them, each one cut low, bound once with iron collars or anchors now mostly rotted through, each blackened at the top where something had been repeatedly opened, tapped, or carved down. Thin stone runnels ran between the rows, all sloping toward a central collection trench now half-filled with stagnant water and pale scum.

Mara crouched at the nearest crown.

The top surface had gone hard and glossy in places, split in others where weather and flood had got in. Around the sides she could still see shallow old blade marks in a repeating pattern.

Work marks.

Maintenance marks.

Yield marks.

Book 1’s orchard had been ugly enough.

This one made that look small and local.

Because it was laid out right.

Measured.

Scaled.

Not a secret sin under one abbot’s floorboards.

A field.

A proper, built, staffed, repeatable field.

Lysa stood in the lane between two rows and turned slowly in place.

“How many?”

Iven did the quick thief’s count with his eyes. “Forty-eight visible. Maybe more under the reeds on the far side.”

Deren looked at the central trench and the stone runnels feeding it. “They drained them.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

“No,” Deren said, harder now. “I mean properly. Not hacked at. Not random. They made it a system.”

Nobody had anything useful to add to that.

The little pane at the edge of Mara’s sight flickered once, almost ashamed of itself.

[Area Note]
Harvest orchard
Status: Exhausted
Residual response: None

She hated that word too.

Exhausted.

Like this place had merely been worked hard instead of butchered with accounting.

Iven stepped over one of the runnels and knelt by the central trench. He used the butt of the hooked rod to stir the scummed water once, carefully.

Under the scum lay a residue of pale fibrous paste and black grit.

“Pulp line,” he said.

Deren’s mouth tightened. “You say that too easily.”

“I say it because that’s what it is.”

Lysa did not look at either of them. She was checking the orchard the way she checked every dangerous place now—lanes, blind corners, stable footing, sightlines, exits. Practical even here. Especially here.

“Nothing lives here,” she said at last.

Mara stood.

“No.”

And that was the worst truth in the chapter.

Not that the orchard had been harvested.

Not even that it had been harvested at scale.

That the land around it felt finished.

No sleeping response in the root crowns. No buried pressure line. No wrongness listening back. The seed in Mara’s chest, which reacted to old locks and live damage and half-awake systems, gave this place nothing. It might as well have been cut stone and dead pipe.

Too late.

Again.

She walked down one row and stopped at the sixth crown. This one had a number plate fixed to the side with two corroded teeth. The plate was almost hidden by moss, but when she scraped it clean with her thumb she found three stamped marks and a shallow diagonal slash.

Iven saw. “Indexing.”

Lysa came over. “Same system as the trench tags?”

“Related,” said Iven. “Older style, maybe. But yes. Counted stock.”

Stock.

Deren looked physically ill now, but he did not look away.

Instead he started moving row by row, slower than before, reading the place the way he had learned to read the trenches.

At the tenth crown he stopped and crouched.

“This one’s different.”

Mara joined him.

He pointed to the mud at the base. Most of the crowns sat in waterlogged earth and old root rot. This one had recent disturbance around the collar line—mud broken, not by weather, but by hands or tools. Beside it, half-buried in the muck, lay a snapped wooden peg with fresh pale wood showing inside the break.

Iven came in low and studied it. “Recent enough.”

“How recent?” asked Lysa.

“Days, maybe. Not months.”

Deren pointed again. “And here. The cut marks on top are older, but that scrape on the side isn’t.”

Mara looked.

He was right.

One clean newer mark had been made near the plate, shallow and precise, the sort of touch a survey tool or probe might leave.

The harvest men were checking dead orchards as they moved.

Comparing them.

Maybe measuring against the live one ahead.

Maybe just keeping records because that was how men like that slept at night.

Lysa rose and looked east over the drowned channels beyond the orchard. “Then we don’t stay.”

“No,” said Mara.

But no one moved yet.

Because the orchard had one more thing to say.

Deren found it.

Of course he did.

At the far side of the rise, where the rows ended and the ground sloped back into waterlogged reed, one crown had been cut lower than the rest. Nearly flush with the soil. At first Mara thought it was just more damaged.

Then she saw the metal hoops around it.

Three of them.

Nested.

And the little iron guide frame fixed above.

Iven stopped dead.

“Well,” he said quietly.

Lysa went still too. “What is that?”

Not a collection point.

Not a drain.

A test rig.

Mara knew it the same ugly instinctive way she knew the transfer gantry yesterday.

“Sampling head,” she said.

All three looked at her.

She hated that almost enough to enjoy being right.

Deren stared at the hoops. “Meaning?”

Mara kept her eyes on the crown.

“Meaning they could tap one without taking the whole row. Check viability. Flow. Response. Whatever they wanted before committing labor.”

Iven’s face had gone flat and ugly. “So even this wasn’t just extraction. It was assessment first.”

“Yes.”

That mattered.

A lot.

Because it made the fifth Cathedral’s current treatment make more sense in a way Mara deeply wished it did not. Drown the node. Choke the gates. Weaken the system. Sample. Measure. Then decide how much to take and how hard to cut.

The orchard in front of them was not just aftermath.

It was precedent.

The little pane flickered again.

[Function Trace]
Sampling frame detected
Purpose: Viability testing / yield prediction

Deren let out one sharp breath.

“Yield prediction,” he said. “They really did build a trade language for this.”

“Yes,” said Lysa.

Mara turned away from the frame and looked down the orchard lanes one last time. Book 1’s horror had roots and flesh and pain. This was colder than that. This was the proof that somewhere, sometime, a room full of men had turned all of that into a repeatable worksheet and called it sense.

The wind moved again.

This time it carried a different smell from the east.

Cleaner water at first.

Then silt.

Then the deep mineral breath of something drowned but not dead.

The seed in Mara’s chest tightened hard enough to make her bend a fraction.

Lysa saw at once. “How close?”

Mara looked east through the reeds.

“Closer.”

“Useful answer,” said Iven.

“Shut up.”

Deren was already adjusting his grip on the spear shaft. Good. No more freezing at the scenery. No more just seeing and recoiling. Seeing and then moving. That was better.

Lysa took over the field the way Mara had known she would eventually. “We cut the orchard edge, not the center. Ground’s firmer on the stone runs. Iven, check the far channel before we commit. Deren, eyes open for fresh markers or recent probes. Mara—”

Mara looked at her.

Lysa held her gaze. “Tell me if it starts getting louder before you drop in the mud and become everybody’s problem.”

That was almost tender by their standards.

“Fine,” Mara said.

“Good.”

Iven was already moving, light-footed along the runnel edge. Deren followed a lane with his head down, reading mud, collar rust, and broken pegs like a man who had finally found the exact kind of nightmare he was suited for. Mara stood one second longer among the dead crowns and looked at the central trench full of stagnant scum.

Then she spat into it.

Petty, yes.

Still satisfying.

“Professional opinion?” Iven called softly from the far side.

Mara looked up.

He stood beside a narrow outflow cut where the orchard drained east into the reeds. The channel was partly blocked with dead root mats, but recent tool scoring marked the stone edges.

“Somebody cleared this not long ago,” he said.

Lysa swore once under her breath.

Of course they had.

Of course the harvest men had walked even here, checked old channels, sampled dead stock, and kept notes for the live work ahead.

No wasted ground.

No wasted suffering.

Good.

Then nothing about this next stretch would surprise them quite as much as it should.

Mara stepped off the rise and joined the others at the eastern cut. Water moved there in a thin black thread under the dead roots, sliding toward lower drowned ground.

Toward Blackwater Gate.

Toward the fifth Cathedral.

Toward the part of the story where the dead orchard stopped being history and started being a warning.

She adjusted the sack on her shoulder and started walking.

Behind them, the Silent Orchard sat in neat exhausted rows under the gray sky, quiet as accounting.

Ahead, the drowned country waited with its gates choked, its channels weighted, and its live node still breathing under mud.

That was where the book was headed now:

out of proof
and into intervention.

I’m taking this next chapter into the physical cost of crossing dead ground. After the harvested basin and the Silent Orchard proved the scale and method of the harvest, the book needs a chapter where the horror stops being just something they look at and starts being something they have to survive through. The dead Cathedral zone should feel harder on the body precisely because nothing living helps them here. No answering routes. No Briar pressure. No useful response at all.


Chapter 18 — Lysa Takes Command

The orchard edge gave way to worse ground.

Not deeper water. Mara would almost have preferred that. Deep water was honest. It tried to drown you in a way everyone understood. This was shallower and meaner. Mud over stone. Reed beds hiding drainage cuts. Mats of dead root floating over black water thin enough to step on if you were lucky and disappear through if you weren’t.

The dead channel running east from the Silent Orchard narrowed into three smaller runs and then vanished under the reeds altogether.

Iven stood at the split and frowned. “Well. That’s rude.”

Deren peered into the black grass and said, “Can we go back to solid misery?”

“No,” said Mara.

“Worth asking.”

The wind barely reached down here. The air sat close and damp over the drowned ground, carrying the stale mineral smell of flooded stone and drowned root. Somewhere ahead, under all of it, the fifth Cathedral still pulled at the seed in Mara’s chest.

Closer.

Weaker.

Still alive.

That was the problem. The living thing ahead mattered. The ground between here and there did not care.

Lysa stepped into the middle of the split and looked left, right, then down. She did not rush it. Mara liked that about her. People who rushed bad ground usually ended up becoming part of it.

“We don’t spread,” Lysa said.

Nobody argued.

“Single line. Three paces between each. If someone goes through, the rest stay where they are until I say otherwise.”

Iven lifted one hand. “Question.”

“No.”

“That feels prejudicial.”

“Yes.”

She pointed at Mara. “You first. Not because you’re magic. Because if the Cathedral pulls harder in one direction I want to know now, not when we’re chest-deep in filth.”

Mara nodded once.

Lysa pointed at herself. “I’m second.”

That was sensible. Close enough to haul someone out or shove someone back. Close enough to watch footing. Close enough to swear properly.

Then at Deren. “Third.”

Deren blinked. “Why am I not last?”

“Because if you fall behind, you start thinking.”

“That is a slanderous understanding of my character.”

“It’s an accurate one.”

Finally she pointed at Iven. “You rear. Watch back trail, check for sign, and do not wander off because your curiosity develops legs.”

Iven looked wounded. “You make me sound difficult.”

“You are difficult.”

“Sharp-eyed, though.”

“Yes.”

“Could be worse.”

“It is worse,” said Deren. “You’re also chatty.”

Mara almost smiled.

Lysa ignored both of them and crouched at the channel split. She cut a long reed with her knife, tested it, then cut three more and handed them out like a quartermaster distributing disappointment.

“Probe before every third step if the ground changes color,” she said. “If I tell you to freeze, you freeze. If I tell you to drop, you drop. If you lose a boot, let it go.”

Deren stared at the reed in his hand. “I had grander dreams.”

Lysa stood. “You should have made better life choices.”

Then she pointed left.

“We take the firmer line along the old stone. There’s a retaining edge under the reeds there. Not stable. Better than the middle.”

Mara looked where she indicated and saw it only after a second—a faint straightness under the water, broken now and then by hummocks of mud and dead root. Another bit of drowned work. Another remnant of a system that had once moved things on purpose.

Not routes, here.

Drainage.

Control.

Shaping water to make extraction cleaner.

The thought made her jaw set.

“Move,” said Lysa.

They moved.

Mara took the first step out onto the half-hidden retaining edge and found it held. The second sank ankle-deep in sludge before hitting stone. The third slid. She caught herself with the reed staff and kept going.

Behind her, Lysa said, “Call firm.”

“Firm.”

That became the rhythm of the chapter.

Firm.

Soft.

Gap.

Stone.

Root.

Wait.

Again.

No wasted words. No drifting into thought. Just the practical language of not dying stupid one step at a time. After twenty minutes Mara realized she had stopped feeling like she was leading and started feeling like she was being measured out across the ground by Lysa’s voice.

Good.

Someone needed to.

They crossed the first drowned run without incident.

The second was worse.

The retaining edge dipped under black water and vanished into a thick mat of dead roots and floating sedge. Mara probed ahead and found nothing on the first pass, then struck something hard a foot deeper.

Stone, maybe.

Or old grating.

She tested her weight onto it carefully.

It held just long enough to inspire false confidence.

Deren went through up to his thigh on the next step.

He did not scream, which Mara appreciated. He did make a noise of such betrayed outrage that it came close.

“Freeze,” Lysa snapped.

Deren froze.

That probably saved him.

The mud around his trapped leg shivered once and settled, water rising dark around the hole. Not a sinkhole exactly. Just a drowned pocket where the root mat had looked solid and lied.

Iven crouched where he was. “Can you move it?”

Deren tried once and hissed through his teeth. “No.”

“Good,” said Lysa. “Then don’t.”

“That feels unhelpful.”

“It’s not for your feelings.”

Lysa shifted her own footing, planted her reed, then moved past Mara onto a firmer stone lip to Deren’s left. “Mara, back half a step. Iven, brace and stay put. Deren, give me the sack.”

He handed it over with obvious reluctance.

“Now the spear.”

“That’s all I have left of my dignity.”

“Yes,” said Lysa, taking it anyway. “And now you don’t.”

She laid the broken shaft crosswise over the mud pocket, tested it, then said, “When I count, you lean forward and pull your leg straight back. Not up. Back.”

Deren looked at the black water and the root mat and then at her face. Whatever he saw there persuaded him more than encouragement would have.

“All right.”

“One. Two. Now.”

He hauled back.

The mud gave with a foul wet suck and released him so suddenly he nearly pitched face-first into Lysa. She caught his coat front, shoved him toward Mara, and took his weight for one ugly second until Mara got a hand under his arm and pulled him onto solid stone.

Deren stood there panting, soaked to the hip and furious at the existence of matter.

Lysa handed him the sack back. “Check the leg.”

He did. Nothing broken. Boot still on. Trousers ruined. Pride in pieces.

“Fine,” he muttered.

“No,” said Lysa. “Functional.”

That shut him up because it was exactly the right word.

They moved again.

From then on the ground got steadily worse in the quiet little ways that ruined people. Not dramatic failures. No cliff breaks. No heroic leaps. Just endless bad footing, hidden drops, false mats, and channels where dead water moved under the reeds with enough force to steal balance if you stepped in wrong.

Lysa started timing rests.

Not because anyone wanted them. Because she judged the terrain in sections and refused to let exhaustion make choices for them. Ten minutes on. One minute still. No sitting. No taking boots off. No staring into the water like it owed you an answer.

At the second halt, Iven said, “I don’t suppose this efficiency comes with biscuits.”

Lysa drank from a skin, passed it to Mara, and said, “No.”

He sighed. “Tyranny.”

Mara handed the skin on to Deren. “She’s right.”

“Both of you are unbearable when competent.”

“Only when you notice,” said Lysa.

At the third halt, she redistributed weight.

Mara got the heavier sack because she could still carry it.

Deren lost the wet cloth bundle because he was dragging.

Iven took the marker vial and the hooked rod because, in Lysa’s words, “if anyone falls, I’d rather it be the man most likely to complain his way back to shore.”

Iven looked genuinely touched. “That’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“It isn’t.”

“No,” he agreed. “But it’s top ten.”

Mara watched all this while trying not to admire it too openly.

Lysa wasn’t doing anything grand. No speeches. No hero nonsense. She was just seeing everyone as a set of limits in motion and arranging those limits so they kept working. Mara could not do that. Iven would not. Deren might, someday, if the world kept offending him into practicality.

Lysa did it now.

That mattered.

The drowned ground forced them into a long curving detour by midafternoon where the retaining edge broke entirely and dropped into a flooded cut full of broken stone teeth. They had to climb out onto a root-choked bank, move along it in a crouch, then descend again by a slope of black clay slick as grease.

Mara went first.

Halfway down the slope the seed in her chest tightened.

Hard.

She stopped at once.

Lysa was one step behind. “What?”

Mara held up one hand.

Not danger in the ground.

Not pursuit.

Ahead.

The pull had sharpened.

The fifth Cathedral.

Close enough now that the drowned misery in it came through clearer—water pressure where there should have been air, gates jammed shut, channels backing up under weight.

Weak.

Not dead.

Still trying.

Mara took one careful breath. “It’s nearer.”

“How near?” asked Lysa.

“Near enough that delays matter.”

That changed the pace.

Not recklessly. Lysa did not do reckless. But she cut the next rest in half, shortened the water stops, and stopped pretending Deren’s wet leg could have a say in the matter. “You can limp when we stop,” she told him. “Until then, you walk.”

Deren looked at her with admiration so deeply disguised as resentment that only a fool would miss it. “You’d have made a wonderful prison warden.”

“Yes,” she said. “Now move.”

Late in the day they reached the remains of an old flood-control line.

Mara knew what it was the moment she saw the stone teeth rising from the reeds in a long broken row. Not a wall exactly. A series of baffles or gates once used to slow and sort water through the drowned channels.

Most had collapsed.

One still held partly upright.

And on that one, set just above the waterline, sat a fresh black mark.

Not old Warden work.

Not dead harvest indexing.

Recent field notation.

Lysa saw it too and swore under her breath. “They’re checking ahead.”

Iven crouched without touching the stone. “Or someone ahead of us is.”

Mara looked east.

The fifth Cathedral pulled.

The mark on the gate baffle sat black and neat against old stone, sharp as a new cut.

Blackwater Gate was close now.

Whatever the name meant in full, it belonged to this drowned control system. The harvest team had been here recently enough to leave clean notation. Their forged letter might slow some of the people behind. It would not erase the people already ahead.

Good.

Complications were at least familiar.

Lysa looked at the failing light, the mark on the gate stone, and then at the four of them—mud-streaked, tired, limping, but still moving.

“We stop once,” she said. “Short. Then we push until full dark.”

Deren opened his mouth.

She looked at him.

He closed it again.

They took the stop under the lee of the broken baffle. One minute. Water. Dried meat. No sitting.

Iven checked the back trail.

Deren wrung black water from his trouser leg and muttered curses inventive enough to count as prayer in some cultures.

Mara stood with one hand on the stone and felt nothing from it but dead cold and recent human use.

Lysa came to stand beside her.

“You all right?” she asked.

“No.”

“Good. Me neither.”

That was almost funny.

Mara looked at the black mark on the baffle. “They’re ahead.”

“Yes.”

“They know the drowned system.”

“Yes.”

Mara glanced at her. “Still happy we came this way?”

Lysa looked out over the reeds and black water. “Happy’s an odd word for it.” Then she shrugged one shoulder. “Still right.”

That landed where it needed to.

The minute ended.

Lysa pushed off the stone. “Move.”

And because she said it, they did.

Not as four people stumbling through a bad place anymore.

As a unit.

Wounded, annoyed, mud-soaked, badly provisioned, and stalked by organized bastards, yes.

Still a unit.

They crossed the rest of the flood line under a darkening sky, picking their way between dead gates and drowned channels toward Blackwater Gate and the live hurt waiting beyond it, while behind them the harvested ground stayed silent and before them the drowned ground tightened like a fist.


Chapter 18 — Lysa Takes Command

The orchard edge gave way to worse ground.

Not deeper water. Mara would almost have preferred that. Deep water was honest. It tried to drown you in a way everyone understood. This was shallower and meaner. Mud over stone. Reed beds hiding drainage cuts. Mats of dead root floating over black water thin enough to step on if you were lucky and disappear through if you weren’t.

The dead channel running east from the Silent Orchard narrowed into three smaller runs and then vanished under the reeds altogether.

Iven stood at the split and frowned. “Well. That’s rude.”

Deren peered into the black grass and said, “Can we go back to solid misery?”

“No,” said Mara.

“Worth asking.”

The wind barely reached down here. The air sat close and damp over the drowned ground, carrying the stale mineral smell of flooded stone and drowned root. Somewhere ahead, under all of it, the fifth Cathedral still pulled at the seed in Mara’s chest.

Closer.

Weaker.

Still alive.

That was the problem. The living thing ahead mattered. The ground between here and there did not care.

Lysa stepped into the middle of the split and looked left, right, then down. She did not rush it. Mara liked that about her. People who rushed bad ground usually ended up becoming part of it.

“We don’t spread,” Lysa said.

Nobody argued.

“Single line. Three paces between each. If someone goes through, the rest stay where they are until I say otherwise.”

Iven lifted one hand. “Question.”

“No.”

“That feels prejudicial.”

“Yes.”

She pointed at Mara. “You first. Not because you’re magic. Because if the Cathedral pulls harder in one direction I want to know now, not when we’re chest-deep in filth.”

Mara nodded once.

Lysa pointed at herself. “I’m second.”

That was sensible. Close enough to haul someone out or shove someone back. Close enough to watch footing. Close enough to swear properly.

Then at Deren. “Third.”

Deren blinked. “Why am I not last?”

“Because if you fall behind, you start thinking.”

“That is a slanderous understanding of my character.”

“It’s an accurate one.”

Finally she pointed at Iven. “You rear. Watch back trail, check for sign, and do not wander off because your curiosity develops legs.”

Iven looked wounded. “You make me sound difficult.”

“You are difficult.”

“Sharp-eyed, though.”

“Yes.”

“Could be worse.”

“It is worse,” said Deren. “You’re also chatty.”

Mara almost smiled.

Lysa ignored both of them and crouched at the channel split. She cut a long reed with her knife, tested it, then cut three more and handed them out like a quartermaster distributing disappointment.

“Probe before every third step if the ground changes color,” she said. “If I tell you to freeze, you freeze. If I tell you to drop, you drop. If you lose a boot, let it go.”

Deren stared at the reed in his hand. “I had grander dreams.”

Lysa stood. “You should have made better life choices.”

Then she pointed left.

“We take the firmer line along the old stone. There’s a retaining edge under the reeds there. Not stable. Better than the middle.”

Mara looked where she indicated and saw it only after a second—a faint straightness under the water, broken now and then by hummocks of mud and dead root. Another bit of drowned work. Another remnant of a system that had once moved things on purpose.

Not routes, here.

Drainage.

Control.

Shaping water to make extraction cleaner.

The thought made her jaw set.

“Move,” said Lysa.

They moved.

Mara took the first step out onto the half-hidden retaining edge and found it held. The second sank ankle-deep in sludge before hitting stone. The third slid. She caught herself with the reed staff and kept going.

Behind her, Lysa said, “Call firm.”

“Firm.”

That became the rhythm of the chapter.

Firm.

Soft.

Gap.

Stone.

Root.

Wait.

Again.

No wasted words. No drifting into thought. Just the practical language of not dying stupid one step at a time. After twenty minutes Mara realized she had stopped feeling like she was leading and started feeling like she was being measured out across the ground by Lysa’s voice.

Good.

Someone needed to.

They crossed the first drowned run without incident.

The second was worse.

The retaining edge dipped under black water and vanished into a thick mat of dead roots and floating sedge. Mara probed ahead and found nothing on the first pass, then struck something hard a foot deeper.

Stone, maybe.

Or old grating.

She tested her weight onto it carefully.

It held just long enough to inspire false confidence.

Deren went through up to his thigh on the next step.

He did not scream, which Mara appreciated. He did make a noise of such betrayed outrage that it came close.

“Freeze,” Lysa snapped.

Deren froze.

That probably saved him.

The mud around his trapped leg shivered once and settled, water rising dark around the hole. Not a sinkhole exactly. Just a drowned pocket where the root mat had looked solid and lied.

Iven crouched where he was. “Can you move it?”

Deren tried once and hissed through his teeth. “No.”

“Good,” said Lysa. “Then don’t.”

“That feels unhelpful.”

“It’s not for your feelings.”

Lysa shifted her own footing, planted her reed, then moved past Mara onto a firmer stone lip to Deren’s left. “Mara, back half a step. Iven, brace and stay put. Deren, give me the sack.”

He handed it over with obvious reluctance.

“Now the spear.”

“That’s all I have left of my dignity.”

“Yes,” said Lysa, taking it anyway. “And now you don’t.”

She laid the broken shaft crosswise over the mud pocket, tested it, then said, “When I count, you lean forward and pull your leg straight back. Not up. Back.”

Deren looked at the black water and the root mat and then at her face. Whatever he saw there persuaded him more than encouragement would have.

“All right.”

“One. Two. Now.”

He hauled back.

The mud gave with a foul wet suck and released him so suddenly he nearly pitched face-first into Lysa. She caught his coat front, shoved him toward Mara, and took his weight for one ugly second until Mara got a hand under his arm and pulled him onto solid stone.

Deren stood there panting, soaked to the hip and furious at the existence of matter.

Lysa handed him the sack back. “Check the leg.”

He did. Nothing broken. Boot still on. Trousers ruined. Pride in pieces.

“Fine,” he muttered.

“No,” said Lysa. “Functional.”

That shut him up because it was exactly the right word.

They moved again.

From then on the ground got steadily worse in the quiet little ways that ruined people. Not dramatic failures. No cliff breaks. No heroic leaps. Just endless bad footing, hidden drops, false mats, and channels where dead water moved under the reeds with enough force to steal balance if you stepped in wrong.

Lysa started timing rests.

Not because anyone wanted them. Because she judged the terrain in sections and refused to let exhaustion make choices for them. Ten minutes on. One minute still. No sitting. No taking boots off. No staring into the water like it owed you an answer.

At the second halt, Iven said, “I don’t suppose this efficiency comes with biscuits.”

Lysa drank from a skin, passed it to Mara, and said, “No.”

He sighed. “Tyranny.”

Mara handed the skin on to Deren. “She’s right.”

“Both of you are unbearable when competent.”

“Only when you notice,” said Lysa.

At the third halt, she redistributed weight.

Mara got the heavier sack because she could still carry it.

Deren lost the wet cloth bundle because he was dragging.

Iven took the marker vial and the hooked rod because, in Lysa’s words, “if anyone falls, I’d rather it be the man most likely to complain his way back to shore.”

Iven looked genuinely touched. “That’s the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“It isn’t.”

“No,” he agreed. “But it’s top ten.”

Mara watched all this while trying not to admire it too openly.

Lysa wasn’t doing anything grand. No speeches. No hero nonsense. She was just seeing everyone as a set of limits in motion and arranging those limits so they kept working. Mara could not do that. Iven would not. Deren might, someday, if the world kept offending him into practicality.

Lysa did it now.

That mattered.

The drowned ground forced them into a long curving detour by midafternoon where the retaining edge broke entirely and dropped into a flooded cut full of broken stone teeth. They had to climb out onto a root-choked bank, move along it in a crouch, then descend again by a slope of black clay slick as grease.

Mara went first.

Halfway down the slope the seed in her chest tightened.

Hard.

She stopped at once.

Lysa was one step behind. “What?”

Mara held up one hand.

Not danger in the ground.

Not pursuit.

Ahead.

The pull had sharpened.

The fifth Cathedral.

Close enough now that the drowned misery in it came through clearer—water pressure where there should have been air, gates jammed shut, channels backing up under weight.

Weak.

Not dead.

Still trying.

Mara took one careful breath. “It’s nearer.”

“How near?” asked Lysa.

“Near enough that delays matter.”

That changed the pace.

Not recklessly. Lysa did not do reckless. But she cut the next rest in half, shortened the water stops, and stopped pretending Deren’s wet leg could have a say in the matter. “You can limp when we stop,” she told him. “Until then, you walk.”

Deren looked at her with admiration so deeply disguised as resentment that only a fool would miss it. “You’d have made a wonderful prison warden.”

“Yes,” she said. “Now move.”

Late in the day they reached the remains of an old flood-control line.

Mara knew what it was the moment she saw the stone teeth rising from the reeds in a long broken row. Not a wall exactly. A series of baffles or gates once used to slow and sort water through the drowned channels.

Most had collapsed.

One still held partly upright.

And on that one, set just above the waterline, sat a fresh black mark.

Not old Warden work.

Not dead harvest indexing.

Recent field notation.

Lysa saw it too and swore under her breath. “They’re checking ahead.”

Iven crouched without touching the stone. “Or someone ahead of us is.”

Mara looked east.

The fifth Cathedral pulled.

The mark on the gate baffle sat black and neat against old stone, sharp as a new cut.

Blackwater Gate was close now.

Whatever the name meant in full, it belonged to this drowned control system. The harvest team had been here recently enough to leave clean notation. Their forged letter might slow some of the people behind. It would not erase the people already ahead.

Good.

Complications were at least familiar.

Lysa looked at the failing light, the mark on the gate stone, and then at the four of them—mud-streaked, tired, limping, but still moving.

“We stop once,” she said. “Short. Then we push until full dark.”

Deren opened his mouth.

She looked at him.

He closed it again.

They took the stop under the lee of the broken baffle. One minute. Water. Dried meat. No sitting.

Iven checked the back trail.

Deren wrung black water from his trouser leg and muttered curses inventive enough to count as prayer in some cultures.

Mara stood with one hand on the stone and felt nothing from it but dead cold and recent human use.

Lysa came to stand beside her.

“You all right?” she asked.

“No.”

“Good. Me neither.”

That was almost funny.

Mara looked at the black mark on the baffle. “They’re ahead.”

“Yes.”

“They know the drowned system.”

“Yes.”

Mara glanced at her. “Still happy we came this way?”

Lysa looked out over the reeds and black water. “Happy’s an odd word for it.” Then she shrugged one shoulder. “Still right.”

That landed where it needed to.

The minute ended.

Lysa pushed off the stone. “Move.”

And because she said it, they did.

Not as four people stumbling through a bad place anymore.

As a unit.

Wounded, annoyed, mud-soaked, badly provisioned, and stalked by organized bastards, yes.

Still a unit.

They crossed the rest of the flood line under a darkening sky, picking their way between dead gates and drowned channels toward Blackwater Gate and the live hurt waiting beyond it, while behind them the harvested ground stayed silent and before them the drowned ground tightened like a fist.


Chapter 19 — The Last Warden Record

They found the niche because Deren hated symmetry.

That was the simplest way to explain it, and the funniest, so Mara allowed it.

The drowned control line had broken up into smaller stone teeth and half-submerged gate frames by full dark, leaving them to pick their way along the remains of an old service lip above black water. The reeds thinned here. The ground rose a little. Under the mud and old flood silt, Mara could feel worked stone again—not alive, not answering, just shaped. Another piece of the machine. Another stretch of old intent holding on out of spite.

They had stopped under the leaning skeleton of a broken gate frame to take one mean little rest. No fire. No light worth the name. Just cold food, colder water, and the sort of silence that sat on four tired people without quite crushing them.

Iven had gone ten paces upslope to check the line ahead.

Lysa was rewrapping her thigh without comment.

Deren stood beside a low wall of fitted stone with one hand on the broken spear shaft and frowned at it like the stones had said something insulting.

Mara saw the look and knew what it meant now.

Not panic.

Pattern.

“What?” she asked.

Deren didn’t turn. “This wall.”

Iven, coming back, said, “Excellent. Another wall. We’re spoiled.”

Deren ignored him. “It’s wrong.”

Lysa looked up from her bandage. “How?”

Deren crouched and ran his hand over the stone joints. “Too neat for the rest of it. Too little wash. And this section here—” He tapped two blocks near the base. “These aren’t carrying weight. They’re covering something.”

Iven stopped dead.

Then he smiled the way a knife might smile if given a decent opportunity.

“Oh, now we’re talking.”

Mara went over and looked.

Deren was right.

The little wall section formed part of a longer retaining lip running above the drowned control line, but these two stones sat differently from the others. Same size. Same facing. Wrong set. The dirt packed into the joints had settled less. Not recently. Not yesterday-recent. Just less than the surrounding work. Protected.

Hidden, then.

Lysa stood, tied off the bandage on her thigh, and came over. “Can we open it quietly?”

Iven already had the hook from the dead scout’s rod under the seam. “Given enough time and sufficient disrespect, yes.”

“That’s not a plan.”

“It’s the foundation of many plans.”

He worked the hook deeper, then used a flat piece of old iron scavenged from the flood line to lever the first block inward. It did not shift.

“Marvelous,” said Deren. “It’s locked.”

“No,” Iven murmured. “Just proud.”

He changed angle, tested the lower joint, then put his shoulder into it. The stone gave with a little grinding cough and moved half an inch. Mud trickled out from the seam.

Mara looked behind them automatically.

Nothing moved in the dark reed country.

Still, the back of her neck stayed tight.

Lysa saw and said, “Fast.”

Iven grunted. “Helpful.”

Together, he and Mara worked the two blocks loose enough to drag them clear. Behind them sat a shallow cavity lined with slate. Dry inside, or dry enough. Shelved. Deliberate.

Field cache.

Old.

Maybe very old.

And inside, wrapped in brittle waxed cloth, lay a narrow packet the length of Mara’s forearm and a round sealed tube no thicker than a thumb.

Iven exhaled softly. “Well, there you are.”

Lysa crouched beside him. “Recent?”

“No.” Mara knew before she touched anything. Not from magic. From the feel of it. This had been hidden with the kind of care people used when they expected not to come back soon. “Old.”

Deren’s face tightened. “How old?”

Iven looked at the wax cloth. “Older than the harvest tags. Different wrap. Better seal.”

Mara took the narrow packet first, carefully, as though it might still have standards.

The cloth cracked at one fold but held.

Inside was a stack of thin slate sheets bound together with oxidized wire and backed with something that might once have been leather. A record folio, then. Not paper. Not field scrap. Something meant to last longer than a memo and shorter than a monument.

On the top slate, scratched into the black surface in a hand that had once been precise and had later become angrier, was a mark Mara recognized in the same bad instinctive way she recognized route functions and dead machinery.

Warden.

Not shrine.

Not harvest.

Warden.

The seed in her chest tightened once—not in answer, not in recognition from the slate, but from the old shape of the thing. A kept role. A function. A human hand once still allowed to name what the Cathedral was for.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered.

[Object Note]
Archived maintenance folio
Designation: Warden record
Condition: Recoverable

Mara swallowed once.

Lysa saw it. “What is it?”

Mara held the slate up enough for the others to see the header marks. “A record.”

Iven leaned closer. “Whose?”

Mara looked down at the first line, lips moving once as the function-shapes in the cuts resolved into sense.

Then she said, “Someone who lost.”

That shut everybody up nicely.

They moved back under the broken gate frame and crouched close to keep the dark from eating the details. Iven produced the little shuttered lamp they had stolen and opened it the width of a fingernail. Barely enough glow to read by. Enough.

Mara took the first slate and began.

The hand was compact and clerkly in the early lines. Date marks she did not fully understand. Sector references. Water levels. Pressure notes. Maintenance intervals. The ordinary language of someone whose work had once been to keep a living system functioning instead of flaying it for parts.

Then, farther down, the tone shifted.

Not all at once.

Little changes first. A harder cut to the letters. Shorter entries. Fewer niceties.

She read aloud in a low voice:

“Outer flood controls holding. Root pressure low but stable. Shrine requisition requests exceed safe draw again. Access denied.” She turned to the next slate. “Request resubmitted from district office with amended authority marks. Access denied.”

Iven made a soft sound through his nose. “There’s your first argument.”

Lysa listened without moving.

Deren leaned in, eyes narrowed against the poor light.

Mara read on.

“Third demand entered with church sign and yield language.”

She stopped there for half a second.

Yield language.

Not a later invention, then. Not just the jargon of the modern bastards behind them. Old roots to that rot. Older than Sered. Older than the basin maybe. Maybe older than any of the shrine men still playing pious over these systems.

She went on.

“Access taken over objection. Orchard trial authorized beyond maintenance tolerance.”

Deren looked up sharply. “Trial.”

“Yes,” Mara said.

No one liked that word.

She turned the slate.

The next entries were rougher.

“Crown six unresponsive after fourth cut. Pressure did not recover. Adjacent crowns degraded by morning.”

Then:

“Requested halt denied. District men require numbers before cessation.”

And then, on the next slate, written deeper, harder, as if the stylus had wanted to stab through the surface:

“Wardens reduced to witness and tally.”

The silence after that was different.

Not shock. They were past shock.

Recognition.

Lysa took one slow breath. “So that’s when it changed.”

Mara looked at her. “Yes.”

Not in a single dramatic betrayal. Not in one villain speech. In paperwork. Authority shifts. Trial language. Numbers before cessation. The ordinary little cowardly ways people turned a function inside out and called it necessity.

Iven’s face had gone flat and sharp. “Keep going.”

Mara did.

The folio got worse as it went.

The entries shortened further. More damage. More denial.

“Access collars added.”

“Root sedation required for workers.”

“Auxiliary drains carved without pressure read.”

Then one line, nearly cut through the slate:

“Cathedral not failing. Cathedral being taught to fail.”

Deren shut his eyes briefly.

Lysa looked away into the dark beyond the gate frame, jaw working once.

Mara kept reading because stopping would have made it heavier.

The last three slates were the bad ones.

Hand less steady.

Lines crooked.

No more formal intervals or sector notations. Just record as warning, written by someone who had understood too late that maintenance notes were no longer enough.

She read:

“If this cache is opened, know that the cuts were not emergency. The draw was not famine. The damage was not accident.”

Another slate:

“They want the Cathedrals measurable. Obedient if they can be. Yielding if they cannot. Dead if they resist count.”

Then the last slate.

The wire binding had cut into it over time. A corner had split. The hand across it was no longer clerkly at all. Still legible. Barely.

Mara held it closer to the lamp.

“Wardens refused the fifth requisition and lost all seals by dusk.”

Her voice stayed steady. That surprised her.

“Shrine men now oversee drains, collars, and outer transfer.”

She could feel the others listening harder, as if the dead man who had scratched this down might still be somewhere under the water hearing whether his words were reaching anyone at all.

Last lines:

“If one Cathedral is severed, others will feel it.”

Mara stopped breathing for one beat.

Then read the rest.

“They know this. That is why they cut in fields and flood in sections. That is why they separate routes and drown gates. Not for labor alone. To keep the lattice from learning itself.”

No one spoke.

Mara looked at the slate in her hand.

There it was.

The thing underneath the thing.

Not just harvesting for parts.

Not just greed.

Control through isolation.

Kill the body piece by piece and keep the nerves from speaking to one another while you do it.

The seed in her chest throbbed once, hard and ugly.

The fifth Cathedral pulling beyond the drowned ground.

The harvested basin behind them.

The Silent Orchard.

Blackwater Gate.

All one continuous bastard plan.

Iven was the first to move.

He took a careful breath and said, “Well. That’s cheerful.”

Deren looked at him like he wanted to throw a stone. “How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“Say the foulest thing in the room like it’s weather.”

Iven considered. “Practice.”

Lysa held out her hand.

Mara passed her the final slate.

Lysa read the last lines herself, once, then again more slowly.

“They cut in fields and flood in sections,” she said quietly. “To keep the lattice from learning itself.”

She lifted her eyes to Mara. “That’s why the fifth is being drowned instead of stripped outright.”

“Yes,” Mara said.

The word came from deep enough to hurt.

Because if the old Warden was right—and he was, every dead yard around them said so—then the current harvest team was not improvising. They were following doctrine. Built practice. Refined method.

Deren was staring at the water-dark beyond the gate frame. “And the four dead Cathedrals.”

Mara looked at him.

He swallowed. “They weren’t just losses. They were silenced.”

No one corrected him.

He had it right.

The round sealed tube still sat in the open cavity beside the folio bundle.

Iven pointed at it with the lamp. “Second gift?”

Mara did not want there to be a second gift.

Still, she took the tube and tested the seal.

Wax had held, barely. The cap cracked when she twisted it.

Inside lay a thin rolled strip of treated bark or membrane, tougher than paper and more flexible than slate. A route membrane, maybe. She unrolled it carefully over her knee.

Not a map of roads.

A map of relations.

Twelve marked nodes in a rough ringed spread.

Four crossed.

One darkened at the edge.

One circled in an older hand with a note cut beside it so faint Mara had to angle the lamp twice to catch the sense.

If this one calls, answer.

The seed in her chest clenched so hard she nearly dropped the membrane.

The others saw.

Lysa’s voice went flat. “What?”

Mara looked at the circled mark.

Not the fifth Cathedral ahead.

Another one.

Or maybe the same family of wound.

Another call, another site, another place where some last Warden had thought the lattice might still be made to speak if someone—anyone—answered in time.

It was too much for one chapter and exactly enough for the book.

She rolled the membrane back up very carefully.

“It means,” she said, “the old Wardens knew this wouldn’t stop with one.”

Iven shut the lamp.

Dark folded around them again, broken only by wet sky and the dull sheen of drowned stone.

Lysa resealed the cavity with the empty cloths while Mara wrapped the slates and membrane into her coat.

Deren watched the wall go shut and said, “We’re taking it.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

“All of it.”

“Yes.”

“Because if the harvest men find that…”

He did not need to finish.

Because if the harvest men found this record, it became something else. A contradiction to file. A relic to remove. An old witness to silence properly this time.

Mara stood.

The folio felt heavier than the note from the scouts. Rightly so.

One was evidence of pursuit.

This was evidence of cause.

The little pane flickered one more time at the edge of sight.

[Quest Update]
Recovered: Warden testimony
New understanding: Isolation is part of the harvest doctrine

For once, Mara had nothing rude to say to it.

Lysa adjusted her pack and said, “We move.”

Iven rose beside her. “Toward Blackwater Gate.”

“Yes.”

Deren looked once more at the sealed wall section and then down the drowned control line stretching east into darkness.

“Wonderful,” he said. “Now we know why the bastards are doing it.”

Mara stepped back onto the wet stone lip and looked east too.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled.

Closer.

Weaker.

And now she knew exactly why the drowned gates mattered so much.

Not just to break the node.

To keep it alone while they did.

Good.

That meant answering mattered even more than she had feared.

They left the hidden niche behind them and pushed into the drowned dark again, carrying the last Warden’s words in Mara’s coat like a splinter under the skin of the whole damned book, while ahead the water thickened, the reeds grew denser, and Blackwater Gate waited with all the patience of a trap that had been built by men who thought silence was a tool.


Chapter 20 — What Mara Cannot Feel

They walked east in the dark with a dead man’s testimony in Mara’s coat and bad water on both sides.

The drowned control line narrowed after the hidden niche, dropping them onto a strip of old worked stone barely wider than a cart axle. Black water lay to the left, reeds and root mats to the right, both of them equally uninterested in mercy. The wind had gone mean and thin. Somewhere ahead, under all of it, the fifth Cathedral still pulled through the seed in Mara’s chest—weak, distant, and steady in the way only badly hurt things ever were.

Behind them, the hidden record sat sealed back into the wall, at least for now.

Ahead, Blackwater Gate waited.

The group said little.

There wasn’t much to improve on.

Lysa kept the pace hard enough to matter and not so hard they’d fall apart on the stone lip. Iven checked the trail behind them at every break in the reeds. Deren walked with his eyes down and outward both, looking for fresh marks, false footing, and any sign that the harvest team ahead had left more of their neat little handwriting in the drowned country.

Mara walked in the middle now.

Not leading. Not trailing.

Just carrying.

The folio in her coat felt heavier than the weight justified. The old Warden’s words had done that. They had taken the shape of the world around her and made it legible in the worst possible way. The trenches. The orchard. The drowned controls. None of it was random. None of it was collapse without intent. All of it was method. All of it had been built to keep the living parts from learning each other.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered once, as if the world wanted credit for catching up.

[Objective]
Blackwater Gate ahead
Live node distress increasing
Delay worsens separation

“Helpful,” Mara muttered.

Iven glanced back. “Encouragement?”

“No.”

“Pity. Morale’s always better when hallucinations are constructive.”

Deren, without looking up, said, “Your definition of morale is criminal.”

“That is because mine is broad.”

They crossed three more broken gate lips before the land changed again.

Not into deeper water.

Into higher ground.

The stone causeway they had been following climbed out of the reeds and onto a low rise of black earth and root rubble, the kind of place floodwater had licked but never fully taken. At the top of the rise stood the remains of another structure—less a building than a field station. Half roof gone. Three stone walls still standing. A long central slab broken in two. Channels cut through the floor and running east to west. At the rear, under the leaning remains of a lintel, sat a ring of blackened root mass thicker than a man’s waist.

Mara stopped so sharply Lysa nearly hit her.

“What?” Lysa asked.

Mara stared at the root ring.

The seed in her chest had gone quiet.

Not calm.

Quiet.

The way a room went quiet after somebody stopped screaming.

Iven looked past them and took in the station. “Well,” he said softly. “That looks cheerful.”

Deren came up last and peered around Mara’s shoulder. “What is it?”

Mara did not answer at once.

Because she did not know the exact function, only the shape.

Transfer or assay station, maybe. A place where living root had once been brought up into manageable form. A processing node on the way between orchard and drowned line. Another place where hands had done tidy work to things that should have been left the hell alone.

But the real answer was simpler.

“It’s dead,” she said.

Lysa’s face changed a fraction. “All of this is dead.”

“No.” Mara pointed at the root ring. “That’s dead.”

That landed differently.

Because they all knew by now that there were kinds of dead. Hurt and living. Damaged and reactive. Drowned and still trying. This was none of those.

This was over.

The station sat on firm enough ground to search, so Lysa gave the order with one glance at the failing light.

“Quick. Quiet. No one touches anything with bare hands unless they’d like to get bitten by history.”

Iven grinned faintly. “You spoil every good time.”

“Yes.”

They spread through the station.

Deren took the floor channels and the half-collapsed side wall, eyes scanning for recent probes or markers.

Iven went for the rear alcove where broken shelves and a rusted bracket suggested storage once.

Lysa checked the roofline, footing, and exits first because Lysa remained the only person here with a functioning relationship to survival.

Mara walked to the root ring.

It rose from the floor through a collar of cracked stone and old iron bolts. Once it had been anchored, guided, maybe sectioned. Now the surface had gone dull black and split in dry fans. Half the outer fibers had peeled away in rigid strips, leaving a wound pattern she knew and hated from the basin and orchard.

She crouched.

The seed under her ribs waited.

Mara put her hand on the root.

Nothing.

No pressure push.

No memory echo.

No answering hurt.

No system note.

No old route tension trapped in the fibers.

Nothing.

The absence hit like a blow.

She pressed harder.

Still nothing.

For one mad second she wanted pain. Wanted some residual lash of Briar spite. Some tiny ugly pulse to say there had once been a living thing here and not just a process.

Nothing.

The little pane flickered late, almost embarrassed.

[Function Trace]
Severed node line
Response: None
Recoverable signal: None

Mara took her hand off the root and stood too quickly.

Lysa was beside her at once. “What happened?”

Mara looked at the dead root ring and heard her own voice come out flatter than she liked. “Nothing.”

Lysa waited.

That was one of her best qualities and most irritating habits.

Mara said, “That’s what happened.”

Lysa looked at the root ring then back at her. “You can’t feel it.”

“No.”

That word had more in it than she wanted.

Not because the root mattered on its own. Not because this station was unique. Because the dead orchard, the severed basin, the drowned control lines, all of it had still left room for distance, for general horror, for systems thinking. This was immediate. Her hand on a thing that had once been part of a living Cathedral and getting less than she would from touching stone.

Too late, then.

Not theoretical.

Not abstract.

A real boundary under her skin: this far, and then the world goes blank.

Lysa saw enough of that to lower her voice. “Mara.”

“It’s gone,” Mara said.

“Yes.”

“No.” Mara looked at her, angry without quite knowing at whom. “I know it’s gone. I mean gone. There’s nothing left to answer.”

Lysa said nothing.

Good. There wasn’t a useful sentence for that.

Deren called from the far side of the station. “Fresh mark.”

The chapter moved because it had to.

They all crossed to him.

At the base of the broken central slab, half-hidden by silt and old root peel, a small brass tab had been fixed into a floor groove with one clean new pin. Not old harvest indexing. Not ancient Warden work. Recent field mark, just like the others. Deren had spotted it because the groove around it had been wiped clean.

Iven crouched, not touching. “Recent.”

“Days?” asked Lysa.

“Less, maybe.”

Mara looked at the tab.

Stamped on it was the same clipped symbol they had seen before, followed by two numbers and one shorter mark like a correction slash.

Not a note left for pursuers this time.

A progress check.

This station had been examined, logged, and filed by the harvest team ahead.

Even here.

Even on dead lines.

Because men like that did not stop at the live wound. They compared. Measured. Cross-referenced the corpse before they cut the patient.

Deren looked at Mara. “Can you read anything from it?”

“No.”

That came out sharper than she meant.

Deren took it anyway, which was to his credit.

Iven stood slowly. “Then this tells us enough without your chest getting involved.”

Lysa folded her arms and took in the station again. “What are they checking?”

“Baseline,” said Iven.

Mara looked at him.

He shrugged one shoulder. “If I were a bastard with a careful notebook, I’d want the dead numbers before I did my live work. Compare response. Compare output. Compare failure. Makes your reports sound scientific.”

Deren’s mouth tightened. “You make them worse every time you understand them.”

“Yes,” said Iven. “That’s one of my gifts.”

Mara turned away from the brass tab and back to the dead root ring.

Nothing.

Still nothing.

The fifth Cathedral throbbed under her ribs from farther east, weak and real and stubborn enough to keep complaining through the drowned distance. This root behind her might as well have been charred timber.

That difference scared her more than the orchard had.

Because it told her exactly what failure looked like from her side.

Silence.

Not destruction. Not screaming. Not rage trapped in dead fiber.

Just silence where a living system should be.

The little pane flickered again.

[Comparison]
Live node distress detectable
Severed node distress undetectable

Useful.

Cruel.

Accurate.

Mara closed her eyes for one second too long and saw the fifth Cathedral not as it was now, but as this: ring blackened, lines dead, channels dry, men with gloves and notes standing over the remains deciding what the numbers meant.

She opened her eyes at once.

No.

Not that one.

Not if she could help it.

Lysa saw the shift in her face. “How bad?”

Mara looked east. “Bad enough.”

That was all Lysa needed.

“We don’t stay,” she said.

No one argued.

But Iven did cross to the rear alcove one last time and come back with a small square of treated cloth stamped with a faded old Warden seal and half a loop of green-black wire. Nothing obviously useful. Which, for him, meant irresistible.

“Souvenir?” asked Deren.

“Material culture,” said Iven.

“That is just theft with better manners.”

“Yes.”

They left the station by the eastern side where the causeway broke into two raised lines over shallower reed beds. Mara took one last look back from the lip of the rise.

The dead root ring sat in the dimness under the broken lintel with the brass field tab gleaming faintly beside it. Old severed infrastructure and new neat notation occupying the same little patch of floor as if time were simply another clerical inconvenience.

That, more than anything, made her hate the harvest men.

Not because they killed.

Because they made killing orderly.

The ground beyond the station dipped again into wetter country, but the channels here ran more cleanly than before. The reeds parted around old watercourses. Stone shoulders rose at intervals under the black flow. Blackwater Gate was close enough now that the dead controls around it still held a shape.

And the fifth Cathedral—

Mara stopped once more and pressed her fist against her chest.

Lysa, behind her, said only, “Talk.”

Closer.

Closer enough that the drowned pressure in it came through in bursts now. Choked gates. Flooded chambers. Silt packed where pressure should have moved clean. The thing ahead was not only alive. It was still trying to regulate itself with half its lungs full of mud.

Mara looked east and said, “If we lose more time, we’re going to feel it.”

Deren frowned. “We aren’t already?”

“No,” Mara said. “This is still distance.”

That chilled all of them a little.

Good.

They needed the truth more than comfort.

Lysa adjusted her grip on the pack strap and nodded once. “Then we cut rest again.”

Iven groaned softly. “Tyrant.”

“Yes.”

Deren looked at Mara, then back at the drowned lines ahead. “You really felt nothing in there.”

It wasn’t a question.

Mara looked at him. At the wet ground under both of them. At the dead station behind. At the weak living pull ahead.

“No,” she said.

Deren swallowed once. Then: “Good.”

That surprised her.

He saw it.

He shrugged awkwardly. “Not the station. I mean… good that it scares you.”

Mara stared at him.

He scowled, already regretting the honesty. “Because if it didn’t, I’d start thinking you were changing into something worse than useful.”

That was about as kind as Deren got.

Mara nodded once. “Fair.”

Then they walked on.

The causeway narrowed, the water darkened, and the drowned country ahead began to show larger shapes through the reeds—raised gate towers broken at the waist, chain posts sunk crooked into black mud, and beyond them, something broader and lower across the channels that could only be Blackwater Gate itself.

The book was tightening now.

Past proof.

Past history.

Toward intervention.

And Mara carried that dead silence with her as surely as she carried the Warden folio: not as despair, but as the clearest possible picture of what waited if they failed.


Chapter 21 — Overheard in the Bone Cut

Blackwater Gate looked less like a gate and more like a broken jaw.

They came up on it at dusk through the last of the drowned causeways, moving low between reed beds and old stone shoulders slick with black water. The channels widened here. What had been control lines farther west became proper waterworks: split runs, gate mouths, intake throats, flood spill steps, all of it built out of heavy dark stone and iron that had once been expensive enough to matter and was now expensive enough to rust slowly.

Ahead, across three black channels and a tangle of half-drowned root, the main structure rose out of the water in two broken halves.

Once it had probably been impressive.

Now one gate tower leaned at a sick angle with half its top missing. The second stood lower and squatter, its upper face collapsed inward so that the remaining wall looked chewed. Between them stretched the gate body itself, a broad ribbed stone span sunk deep at the center where the water pressed hardest. Three old flood mouths stood open beneath. Two had been clogged with weighted grilles and root mats. The third still ran, but badly, choked to a narrow violent thread of black water that spat through the gap and vanished east into the drowned country beyond.

And under all of it, hard enough now to make Mara’s ribs ache, the fifth Cathedral pulled.

Not from the gate itself.

From beyond.

From somewhere deeper in the drowned system where the water pressure had become a language of damage.

Mara crouched in the reeds and put one hand to the mud.

The seed in her chest tightened.

Closer.

Not enough. Not yet. But close enough that she could feel the shape of the gate’s damage in relation to the thing beyond it. Blackwater Gate was not the wound. It was the hand around the wound’s throat.

Lysa slid in beside her. “Well?”

Mara kept her eyes on the span. “It’s part of the choke.”

“I gathered that much.”

“No.” Mara pointed low, to the blocked flood mouths. “Those aren’t old failures. They were weighted shut on purpose.”

Iven lay on his belly a few feet farther along, peering through a split in the reeds with the easy concentration of a man who felt most spiritually fulfilled when trespassing on important misery. “And not badly, either,” he said. “The people who did that knew what they were about.”

Deren crouched behind the broken stump of a drowned post, less comfortable and no less useful. “How many ways across?”

Lysa studied the gateworks. “Too many to be clean. Too few to be good.”

Fair.

The approach around Blackwater Gate had once been practical. Service lips, inspection runs, narrow walkways over the smaller channels, and one central working causeway leading to the lower tower. Most of those lines were broken now, but broken in a way that still left options for people who knew the system. A patient team could move here. So could a prepared one.

That was what worried Mara.

Not that the ground was bad.

That the badness had shape.

Deren lowered himself another inch and frowned toward the lower tower. “There.”

At first Mara saw only stone, iron braces, and the trick of dusk on water.

Then the movement resolved.

A hooded lamp briefly opened and closed behind the lower tower wall.

Once.

Twice.

Then dark again.

Iven went very still. “Signal shutter.”

Lysa’s hand tightened on her knife. “Scouts?”

“Or work crew,” said Mara.

Neither answer improved the evening.

They shifted along the reed line until they found better cover behind a low spill bank of stone and drowned root. From there the lower tower was clearer. Not open, but broken enough in its face that Mara could see part of the platform inside. Iron cases. A folded frame. One of the low drays tethered under the lee of the wall with its head down and its temper visible from here.

Two men stood on the platform.

A third sat on an upturned crate with a field ledger on his knee.

Mara felt the cold human line of it at once.

Not shrine.

Not local.

Harvest.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered once.

[Contact]
Professional field team detected
Role: Advance assessment / gate preparation

“Helpful,” she muttered.

Iven did not look away from the tower. “If that invisible bastard starts giving names, I will forgive a great many things.”

“Don’t get emotional.”

The men in the tower platform spoke.

Too low at first.

Wind and water took most of it.

Then one voice carried cleanly on a shift in the air.

“—not a failure pattern. It’s load response.”

Calm voice. Educated. The same clipped precision Mara remembered from the night shelf when the short-coated bastard had examined their bloodied cloth and described her like a problem in a ledger.

The field lead, then.

Or near enough.

Lysa heard the recognition in Mara’s breathing. “Same one?”

“Yes.”

They settled deeper into the reeds.

No movement.

No talk.

Just listening.

The field lead stood near the platform edge with one hand on the broken parapet. He wore the shorter coat again, dark and neat, with the side blade and no obvious wasted gear. One of the others—the broader rider with the lamp from before—stood beside a set of iron rods and weighted clamps laid out on a cloth. The third man, younger maybe, kept the ledger on his knee and wrote without looking as if his hand had long since gotten bored with being surprised.

The field lead pointed toward the blocked flood mouths.

“The western pair are still carrying too much trapped pressure. If we open both at once, the inner channels clear too fast and the node gets clean read on the whole gate line.”

The younger man wrote.

The broader rider said, “And if we hold as is?”

“Continued distress. Continued separation.” The field lead bent and tapped the parapet stone with two fingers. “Which is the point.”

Deren’s jaw set so hard Mara heard his teeth click.

Good.

That was the right reaction.

The field lead went on, as calm as rain.

“We are not trying to kill the structure quickly. We are trying to keep it weak, partitioned, and readable.”

The younger man wrote that too.

Mara wanted to put the hooked rod through his ledger hand.

Lysa touched two fingers briefly to Mara’s sleeve without looking at her.

Not restraint exactly.

More a reminder that murder was currently less useful than ears.

The broader rider lifted one of the iron rods. “And the third mouth?”

“Maintain partial flow.” The field lead looked east, past the broken gate, into the drowned dark where the fifth Cathedral still dragged at Mara’s chest. “If you close it fully, it spasms the lower chambers. If you open it fully, it regains too much internal line.”

The younger man wrote again.

Deren’s voice came as a breath against the reeds. “They’re talking about it like a pinned animal.”

“Yes,” Mara said.

Iven’s mouth was flat in the dimness. “Pinned animal would at least be honest.”

The broader rider shifted his weight. “And the subject?”

Mara froze.

The field lead did not.

“Still moving toward the live node,” he said. “As predicted.”

The younger man’s pen scratched.

The broader rider said, “The revised note from the outer cuts suggested a north-east swing.”

That got Mara’s attention hard enough to sting.

Their forged message had landed.

Not fully. Not cleanly. But landed.

The field lead did not sound angry.

Better if he had.

“No,” he said. “It suggested contamination in the message chain.”

The broader rider went quiet.

The younger man stopped writing and looked up for the first time.

The field lead turned slightly, enough for Mara to see the side of his face through the broken tower gap. Sharp-featured. Clean-shaven. A man who probably looked harmless at a dinner table and thus ought to be drowned on principle.

“She left one scout dead and another embarrassed,” he said. “Do not mistake that for panic movement. The subject adapts.”

Deren flinched at the word subject again.

Iven leaned closer to Mara and breathed, “There’s your educated bastard.”

Yes.

There he was.

The field lead rested both hands on the parapet now, looking not at his men but out across Blackwater Gate and the drowned workings beyond.

“The point of isolation,” he said, “is not only the node. It is the bonded human.”

No one on Mara’s side moved.

Even the reeds seemed to listen.

The broader rider said, “You believe she is properly bonded.”

“I believe she is integrated enough to be dangerous and incomplete enough to be useful.”

The younger man wrote that down.

Mara wanted him dead twice now.

The field lead kept going.

“If she reaches the live node without pressure, we learn less. If we kill her in transit, we learn less. If we force contact under managed conditions, we may learn a great deal.”

Deren’s hand tightened on the broken spear shaft until the knuckles showed white even in dusk.

Lysa’s expression did not change at all, which was worse.

Iven’s eyes had gone bright in the predatory little way they did when his anger became practical.

The broader rider said, “Managed how?”

The field lead pointed with two fingers toward the lower service ways around the gate. “We let her come to the choke. The node will pull. The gate will distress it. The subject will attempt intervention. We observe first response. If viable, we isolate. If nonviable, we cut.”

The younger man wrote that too.

Mara tasted blood.

She had bitten the inside of her cheek hard enough to split it.

The seed in her chest tightened once in answer, not enough for pain charge, just enough to remind her she was very much alive and being discussed like a trap animal someone hoped might do a trick.

The little pane flickered.

[Threat Understanding Increased]
Enemy intent: Observe contact / isolate subject / cut if necessary

“Helpful,” Mara whispered.

Iven did not look at her. “Any names yet?”

“No.”

“Stingy bastard.”

Below in the tower, the broader rider set down the rod and said, “And if she does not come through the gate?”

The field lead gave the slightest shrug. “Then she takes longer. The node weakens further. We still win.”

There it was.

The thing under all the clean words.

Confidence.

Not arrogance exactly. Worse. A measured belief that the board itself had been built in their favor.

Mara hated measured men.

The younger clerk shut the ledger at last.

“Message for the outer team?” he asked.

The field lead considered the drowned dark for a moment.

“Tell them the forged note confirms adaptive opposition. Maintain pressure. No open pursuit into the inner reeds. They are more useful moving than cornered.”

Deren’s head snapped toward Mara.

Their lie had done damage, then. Not enough to fool him. Enough to teach him something about them.

That was something.

The broader rider asked, “And the local keepers?”

“Nonfactor unless they mass.”

That word sat badly too.

The field lead bent, picked up one of the weighted clamps from the cloth, and turned it in his hand.

“Tomorrow we test the eastern spill and the secondary gate lattice. By then she will either be in the mouth or trying to go around.”

He set the clamp down.

“Either way, we stop treating this as pursuit.”

He looked toward the drowned country beyond the gate, toward the live hurt still pulling at Mara’s ribs.

“This is an intake event.”

No one in the reeds said anything for a long moment after that.

Because some lines, once heard, finished a chapter by themselves.

At last Lysa breathed, almost soundlessly, “Good.”

Mara looked at her.

Lysa’s eyes stayed on the tower.

“Because now,” Lysa said, “we know exactly what they think they’re doing.”

That was true.

The field lead below had just handed them the shape of his plan.

Not because he was stupid.

Because he did not imagine the reeds had ears worth respecting.

Good.

That sort of mistake aged well.

The men in the tower began packing down the cloth. The younger clerk sealed the ledger. The broader rider checked the dray harness. The field lead stayed at the parapet another few seconds longer, looking east.

Then he said, “No more written notes in the outer dead ground. Voice relay only. I want the subject starved of false certainty.”

Mara almost laughed.

The bastard had learned from one forged scrap and immediately changed process.

Good.

Again: educated men.

Worst kind.

At last the three of them withdrew deeper into the lower tower, lamp shuttered low.

Lysa pulled back first, inch by inch, into thicker reed cover. The others followed. No one stood until the broken tower vanished fully behind black grass and stone shoulders.

They regrouped in a drowned maintenance hollow twenty yards back from the spill bank, ringed by half-submerged posts and one fallen grate that kept the mud from taking them to the knee.

Iven was the first to speak.

“Well,” he said softly, “I would now like to kill him with a brick.”

“Queue forms here,” said Deren.

Lysa ignored both of them and looked at Mara. “Can you feel a way around?”

Mara crouched, one hand on the mud, and closed her eyes for one second.

Blackwater Gate ahead.

The fifth Cathedral beyond.

The pull between them was direct, hard, and ugly. Going through the gate would be fastest. Most obvious. Exactly what the field lead wanted.

But not the only possibility.

Off to the right, under the drowned pressure and broken control lines, she felt something else. Fainter. Narrower. A side wound in the system. Not healthy, not stable, but open enough to matter.

She opened her eyes again.

“There’s another line,” she said. “East-south-east. Narrow. Bad.”

Iven smiled slowly. “My favorite kind.”

“How bad?” asked Lysa.

Mara looked toward the reeds beyond the maintenance hollow. “Bad enough they may not expect us to use it.”

Lysa nodded once. Decision made.

“Good.”

Deren stared at the drowned dark and then back toward the hidden tower. “They think if you touch the live node here, they can watch what happens.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

“And if it goes badly, they cut you.”

“Yes.”

He absorbed that. Then he looked at Lysa. “Please say we’re not walking into the mouth on purpose.”

Lysa’s expression stayed dry as dust. “No. We’re walking into a different mouth on purpose.”

Deren closed his eyes. “Marvelous.”

Iven patted his shoulder once. “That’s the spirit.”

Mara looked back through the reeds toward the ruined gateworks where the field lead and his careful little doctrine waited.

Not pursuit anymore, he’d said.

Intake event.

Good.

Let him write that down and choke on it later.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered once more.

[Objective Updated]
Blackwater Gate: hostile observation point
Recommended adjustment: do not be where they expect

Mara got to her feet, the folio in her coat, the hooked rod in her hand, and the live drowned pull under her ribs turning sharper by the minute.

“Right,” she said.

Iven looked at her. “Inspirational.”

“No,” Mara said. “Practical.”

Then the four of them slipped deeper into the reeds to find the bad narrow line before the harvest men could turn the obvious way into a noose.


Chapter 22 — The Harvester’s Name

The bad narrow line turned out to be exactly what Mara had promised.

Bad.

It ran east-south-east away from Blackwater Gate through a slit of drowned stone and root so tight the reeds leaned over it like they were trying to keep the secret in. Not a proper road. Not even a decent service way. More a maintenance bypass that had failed with dignity and then kept failing after that out of habit.

Mara found it because the pull in her chest sharpened when she faced the slit.

Lysa accepted that with poor grace and useful speed.

Iven called it “filthy, which is encouraging.”

Deren asked whether there were any other available routes that did not sound like a trap built by an engineer with childhood issues.

There were not.

So they went in.

The bypass was half submerged for the first stretch, forcing them along a narrow lip of stone with black water on one side and a wall of drowned root on the other. Twice Mara had to duck under collapsed iron braces. Once Lysa made them all freeze while she tested a run of slick stone with the reed staff and found half of it missing underneath.

“Good,” said Iven quietly. “The floor’s imaginary.”

“No,” said Lysa. “The floor’s dead. The difference matters.”

Deren, behind Mara, muttered, “I miss your gentler chapters.”

Mara kept moving.

The line twisted under the gateworks rather than around them. That was the important part. She could feel it now in the ugly geometry under her skin. Blackwater Gate above and slightly west, the fifth Cathedral’s drowned pull farther east, and this little half-dead bypass threading between them like a cracked needle through rotten cloth.

Not safe.

Not stable.

Useful.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered once.

[Path Trace]
Secondary maintenance bypass
Condition: Partial / unstable
Visibility from main gate: low

“Helpful,” Mara breathed.

Iven, just behind Lysa, said, “If that invisible bastard ever starts charging consultation fees, I’m killing it.”

They pressed on another fifty yards and the bypass widened into a low stone pocket under a broken arch. A drainage chamber once, perhaps, or a service turn where workers had paused to curse the designers. From here a crack in the wall gave a narrow view upward into the underside of the lower gate platform.

Lysa stopped them with one raised hand.

Sound carried down.

Voices.

Not loud.

Not careless.

Mara crouched first, then the others. The crack was no wider than a spread hand, but enough to see through if you kept your face back from it.

Above, three men moved in the broken under-platform space.

Not the open parapet they had watched from the reeds before. Closer. Lower. A work station under the tower belly where the gate rods, braces, and clamp points met the old water controls. Iron tables. Hanging tools. One field lamp hooded almost shut. A ledger board fixed to the wall. And in the middle of it, with his coat sleeves rolled one turn and no drama in him at all, stood the short-coated bastard from last chapter.

The field lead.

He held one of the gate clamps in both hands, turning it slowly as if the object itself had something to confess.

The broader rider stood opposite him with a set of iron teeth laid out on cloth.

The younger clerk—no, not clerk exactly, Mara saw it more clearly now. Survey hand. Measurement first, record second—worked at a wall board marked with lines and little hanging tags.

Lysa leaned close enough to whisper against Mara’s shoulder. “Can you hear?”

“Yes.”

Mostly because the men above spoke like they expected each other to understand the first time.

The broader rider set down a tool. “East spill still binds on the lower third.”

The short-coated man looked up only a little. “Because the root mass is holding in the guide mouth.”

“We could cut it.”

“We could,” said the man, “if we wanted a cleaner failure than the district paid for.”

That line carried all the way down.

Deren’s jaw tightened.

Mara watched the man’s hands.

Steady.

No wasted movement. No twitchy pride. He handled the clamp the way a good butcher handled knives—familiar, unshowy, deeply dangerous.

The survey hand looked over from the wall board. “Then we maintain present drag?”

The short-coated man nodded once. “And increase weight at the western pair by quarter increments only. If you shock the system, it learns around the damage.”

He said learns the way another man might say leaks or cracks.

Calm. Technical. Ordinary.

Mara hated him instantly.

The broader rider grunted. “And the bonded one?”

There it was again.

Not subject this time.

Bonded.

A better word. More accurate. That made it worse.

The short-coated man set the clamp down and wiped black water residue from his fingers onto a folded cloth.

“If she is sensible, she avoids the choke.”

“If she is not?”

“Then she confirms the earlier read and saves us time.”

The survey hand made a note.

Deren shifted his weight, furious and quiet enough to be useful. Good.

Above them, the broader rider picked up a different tool—a slender iron wand with little hooked teeth at the tip. “Outer team reported the forged field note.”

“Yes.”

The rider waited. When the short-coated man did not continue, he asked, “Your view?”

The man finally looked up.

His face was clearer from here.

Not old. Not young either. Fine-featured in the mean way some men were fine-featured—not beautiful, just efficient. Dark hair cut short. No beard. A pale scar under one ear, thin as string. Nothing outwardly dramatic. You could have put him at a desk and half the world would mistake him for civilized.

“Adaptive opposition,” he said. “Not enough to change the board. Enough to waste sloppy men.”

That gave Mara a brief savage pleasure.

One scout dead, one embarrassed, and the lead bastard still had to admit it cleanly.

The survey hand glanced toward the ledger board. “Do you want the update copied to the district brief, Lead Sorn?”

There it was.

A name.

Simple. Hard. Administrative.

Sorn.

Mara fixed it in place at once.

Lead Sorn did not even turn. “No district brief until I’ve seen the first contact at the live node.”

The broader rider frowned. “They’ll want interim notes.”

“They’ll get useful notes.”

No heat in it.

No grandstanding.

Just a man who was used to making lesser men wait while he finished being right.

Iven leaned against the stone by Mara’s shoulder and breathed, barely audible, “There he is.”

Yes.

There he was.

Sorn moved to the wall board then. The survey hand stepped aside automatically. Rank, then, and used to it. Sorn touched one hanging tag, then another, reading the board not like a commander staring at a battle plan but like a carpenter reading measurements.

“You’ve got the dead orchard checks here,” he said.

The survey hand nodded. “And the severed yard west of the basin.”

Sorn tapped one of the tags. “Move the station mark for the dead transfer line one notch south.”

The younger man hesitated. “Why?”

“Because the old flow wasn’t straight. It bent under flood after the second orchard expansion.”

The survey hand changed it without another word.

That told Mara almost more than the name had.

Sorn knew the old work.

Not just current doctrine.

He had studied the older cuts, the old yards, maybe the old records. He was not a brute brought in to swing iron. He was one of the men who understood how the machine had been built before he turned it to this use.

The broader rider—older, thicker through the shoulders, practical face, probably the chief field scout—said, “If she’s using the dead ground as well as you think, she may already know that.”

Sorn answered while adjusting two tags on the board. “No.”

No arrogance in it.

Just certainty.

“The difference,” he said, “is that she feels the damage. I read the pattern.”

The survey hand wrote that down.

Mara’s hand tightened on the hooked rod until her palm hurt.

There was the man, then.

Not merely cruel.

Confident he held the better form of knowledge.

The kind of bastard who would cut a thing open and call it understanding.

Lysa’s face had gone still in that way it did when she was deciding whether killing someone would improve the weather.

The broader rider folded his arms. “And when you’ve read her?”

Sorn slid one last tag into place and stepped back from the board.

“Then I’ll know whether she is an accident, a bridge, or a salvage problem.”

Deren made the smallest possible sound through his nose.

Not fear.

Disgust.

Good.

The survey hand asked, “And if she reaches the inner channels without us?”

Sorn picked up the clamp again, glanced once toward the drowned dark east of the gate, and said, “Then she suffers contact without structure and we learn less. Which is why she won’t.”

The rider looked at him. “You think you can force that.”

“I think the node will do half the work for me.”

Again, no heat.

No villain flourish.

Just a man discussing water pressure and human desperation as if both could be entered neatly into the same account.

Below the platform, in the dead little service pocket, Mara could feel the fifth Cathedral pulling under her ribs harder now that Sorn had named the game aloud. The node would pull. The gate would distress it. He meant to stand at the choke and make her choose the obvious line under his eyes.

Good.

That meant he still thought the obvious line mattered more than the bad narrow one.

For now.

The survey hand shifted the ledger board and asked, “Do you want the bonded one taken live even if contact destabilizes the node?”

Sorn looked at him.

A long enough pause that the question became stupid before he answered it.

“If contact destabilizes the node,” he said, “that is contact doing what contact does. The issue is whether she remains readable afterward.”

The broader rider said, “And if she doesn’t?”

Sorn’s expression did not change.

“Then we cut and retain what the district still considers valuable.”

Silence after that.

Even the survey hand did not write immediately.

Because there it was, stripped down plain.

Read her if possible.

Take her if useful.

Cut her if not.

Mara wanted his name so she could hate it properly.

Now she had it.

Sorn.

Above them, the rider broke the silence first. “Local keepers still quiet.”

“Because they’re sensible or because they’re waiting?” asked the survey hand.

Sorn shrugged once. “If they mass, they become part of the count. Until then, nonfactor.”

Nonfactor.

Mara stored that too.

Not because she liked it.

Because underestimating locals was the sort of clean professional mistake that could be encouraged if you were mean enough.

The broader rider glanced toward the water beyond the work chamber. “Night team on the lower spill?”

“Yes. Rotate at second gray.”

“And the outer trail?”

“Maintain contact, no pressure entry. I want the bonded one choosing, not fleeing.”

The survey hand finally wrote again.

There it was one more time. Sorn’s real shape.

Not hunter.

Not soldier.

Operator.

He did not want chaos. He wanted conditions.

That made him worse than a brute and easier to kill than a priest. Brutes rushed. Priests sermonized. Men like Sorn built good systems and trusted them just enough to stand still when they should have been afraid.

Mara would remember that.

The little pane at the edge of sight flickered once.

[Threat Understanding Increased]
Lead Sorn: field operator / pattern reader / low-ego high-control type

For once, the invisible bastard had the decency to be accurate.

Iven breathed, almost soundless, “Low-ego. That’s dreadful.”

Lysa shot him a look that said later.

Above, Sorn set the clamp back on the cloth and said, “Shut the lamp another notch. We’re wasting light.”

The survey hand obeyed.

The work chamber dimmed.

That ended the listening time whether they liked it or not.

Lysa pulled back first, inch by inch, until the stone crack no longer framed the men above. Mara followed, then Deren, then Iven last because he had to be difficult about something or his organs would fail.

They regrouped thirty feet farther along the bypass where the wall bowed inward and gave them a pocket out of line with the chamber.

No one spoke for a moment.

Then Deren said, very quietly, “I hate him.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

Iven leaned back against the wet stone and nodded once. “Good name, though.”

Lysa looked at him.

He spread a hand. “Not in a complimentary sense. In a memorable one.”

Deren said, “You are the strangest man I’ve ever been unlucky enough to trust.”

“Thank you.”

Lysa ignored both of them and looked at Mara. “Well?”

Mara pressed one hand lightly to the seed in her chest.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled east.

The bypass still ran narrow in that direction.

Blackwater Gate and Sorn’s lower work chamber sat above and west, watching the obvious line and waiting for the node to do half the work.

“We keep the bad line,” she said.

Lysa nodded at once. “Good.”

Iven pushed off the wall. “And Sorn?”

Mara looked back once toward the hidden chamber where Lead Sorn and his clean-handed doctrine were still adjusting clamps and tags and the terms on which other things were allowed to suffer.

“Sorn thinks he reads patterns,” she said.

Deren frowned. “Meaning?”

“Meaning,” Mara said, “we give him a bad one.”

That got a thin hard smile out of Lysa.

Good.

There she was.

Iven looked delighted in the worst possible way. “Now we’re talking.”

The group moved again, deeper into the bypass, one by one through black water, dead stone, and drowned root, while above them Sorn went on being calm and sure and clever in exactly the ways Mara intended to inconvenience as soon as possible.


Chapter 23 — Brack’s Men Die Stupid

The bypass spat them out into bad open ground just before full dark.

Not wide-open. Nothing in this country had the courage to be simple anymore. But open enough that the reeds broke into scattered black clumps, the drowned stone shoulders flattened, and the channels ahead spread into a messy braid of mud, shallow flow, and half-collapsed work lines. Blackwater Gate still loomed somewhere to their left-rear through the dark, hidden now by distance and broken ground. Ahead, the fifth Cathedral’s pull came harder under Mara’s ribs—still not close enough to touch, but close enough that every delay felt expensive.

Lysa stopped the group in the lee of a low root-banked rise and crouched. “Water. One minute.”

Iven dropped beside her, peered over the bank, and said, “You keep making leadership look like rationing with threats.”

“Yes,” said Lysa. “It’s because that’s what it is.”

Deren was opening his mouth to complain when he froze instead.

Mara saw it happen and looked at him first, not the ground. That was how much he’d improved. His face had gone still in that new way—fear present, but not driving alone. His eyes were fixed downslope into the half-drowned dark.

“There,” he whispered.

They all followed his stare.

Three lantern-glows moved low through the mud channels ahead.

Not shuttered field lamps like Sorn’s people used. These were ordinary hand lanterns, held too high and too carelessly, bobbing with the stride of men who thought they were hunting in rough country and had not yet understood the rough country was hunting back.

Iven made a quiet disgusted sound. “Well. Civilians with ambition.”

As the lanterns drew nearer, shapes resolved around them. Four men, not three. One carried the second lantern belatedly revealed behind the first. Coats patched with road grease and old leather. Weapons worn openly and badly. One crossbow, string wrapped in oilcloth against the damp. Two cudgels. One man with a meat-hook on a pole, which told Mara all she needed to know about the kind of genius currently approaching.

Deren exhaled through his nose. “Oh, good. Idiots.”

Mara looked harder.

The lead man’s face came clear as he crossed a strip of pale mud between reed clumps—scar down one cheek, flattened nose, mouth she remembered hating before she remembered why. Brack Voss’s kennel, then. One of the pit-side collectors or road men who’d once come to count debt in bruises and boots.

That made sense in the worst possible way.

Brack had never understood systems, Cathedrals, or doctrine. He understood value, and someone had clearly told him Mara was walking value now.

“There,” Mara said softly. “Old trouble.”

Lysa looked at her. “Yours?”

“Yes.”

Iven squinted downslope. “Can we let the ground eat them and move on?”

“Maybe,” said Lysa. “Depends how noisy they get.”

The answer turned out to be: very.

The lead thug shouted before he was even close enough to have a right to. “Tracks cut through here! Spread out!”

His men obeyed with all the graceful discipline of dropped laundry.

One swung too wide into a reed mat and nearly vanished to the knee.

Another turned full sideways with his lantern up high, flooding the mud channels with more light than sense.

The man with the meat-hook prodded at the ground ahead like he expected Mara to pop out of it already tied up and tagged.

Iven looked offended on behalf of competent crime. “I retract ‘civilians.’ These are enthusiasts.”

Deren murmured, “Please tell me we aren’t fighting them here and now.”

Mara kept watching the leader. “Maybe not.”

Because the problem wasn’t Brack’s men alone.

The problem was where they were blundering.

The open drowned braid ahead wasn’t open at all—not really. Mara could feel it now that she was looking at it properly. Old work lines ran under the mud. Broken cuts. Silted channels. Dead supports. And beneath one broad pale patch ten yards left of the lead thug, the ground had that same thin, hollow feel she’d learned to hate on the service roads.

Not alive.

Not reactive.

Just structurally dishonest.

Lysa saw her expression change. “What?”

Mara pointed. “There’s a false shelf in front of them.”

Iven leaned in, eyes brightening in the dark like some housebroken carrion thing. “How false?”

“Enough.”

Lysa considered for half a heartbeat. “Can we use it without announcing ourselves?”

Deren answered before Mara could. “Not if we want finesse. Yes if we want them panicking.”

That got all three of them looking at him.

He scowled. “What? It’s a mud shelf over a cut. If one of them goes through shouting, the others either rush in stupid or back away loud. Either way, noise.”

Iven nodded slowly. “Useful eye.”

Deren looked like he regretted being right in public. “I hate all of you.”

Below them, Brack’s lead thug had found sign. Not real sign. Just the scrape of some old root mat or maybe one of their earlier footprints softened by mud and bad luck. He crouched, touched it, then raised his lantern higher.

“She came through!” he barked. “Brack pays double if she’s breathing!”

Mara’s mouth flattened.

There it was. Old world thinking. Debt. Meat. Hands on a body and coin after. As if the country ahead were still the kind of place where a man like Brack mattered more than what was under his boots.

Lysa murmured, “Decision.”

Mara looked from the false shelf to the men, then east toward the fifth Cathedral’s pull. Time mattered. Noise mattered. But Brack’s men stumbling onward mattered too. Left alone, they might blunder into Sorn’s outer people, or worse, into the side lines Mara meant to use.

“Break them fast,” Mara said. “Then move.”

Iven grinned. “Delightful.”

Lysa caught his sleeve before he could enjoy himself too loudly. “No heroics. Deren, stay down until they look the wrong way. Mara—”

“I know.”

Below, the lead thug stepped onto the false shelf.

Mara moved first.

Not charging.

Just one hard-voiced shout from the bank above them.

“Wrong step.”

All four men looked up.

Too late.

The lead thug jerked, twisted to face the voice, and put his full weight onto the pale mud shelf.

It broke like rotten board.

Not dramatic. Worse. The crust gave in one long wet cracking sigh and dropped him hip-deep into black water and old cut-stone beneath. His lantern flew out of his hand and smashed, flaring once before the muck ate it. He screamed in pure outraged surprise.

The others did exactly what Deren predicted.

One rushed forward.

One stumbled backward with his lantern high.

The crossbow man did the cleverest thing of the lot and froze, which still wasn’t clever enough.

Iven came off the bank low and fast, hit the rushing man behind the knee with the hooked rod, and sent him face-first into the same collapsing edge. Lysa was on the crossbowman before he’d even decided which god to pray to, knife hand slamming his wrist sideways so the bowstring snapped empty into the reeds.

Mara went for the lantern man.

He saw her coming and made the same mistake too many men had made before him: he thought recognizing her gave him ownership of the moment.

“Got you, you—”

She hit him in the mouth hard enough to remove the rest of the sentence from history.

He went down backward in the mud with the lantern tumbling free. Mara kicked it aside before it could spill flame where they didn’t need it and planted one boot on his chest.

The man in the false shelf was still trying to claw his way out, screaming for help and getting mostly mud for his trouble. The second one, Iven’s victim, had managed to wedge one arm onto firmer ground and was now learning the price of panic as the rotten edge kept sloughing away under him.

The crossbowman made a brave attempt to recover.

Lysa cut that short with a kick to the temple that folded him over his own knees.

Deren came down the bank then, not into the thick of it but close enough to matter, broken spear shaft level and voice tight.

“Don’t let the hook one swing!”

Good catch.

The meat-hook man—the only one left upright—had indeed decided now was the time to find courage and momentum. He came in at Mara’s blind side with the pole raised high, all muscle and bad judgment.

Mara half turned.

Too slow.

Deren wasn’t.

He jabbed the broken spear shaft crosswise into the man’s path, not a killing move, just enough to catch the lower end of the hook pole and ruin the swing. The man overcommitted. Mara stepped inside the arc and drove an elbow into his throat.

He made a soft ugly sound and collapsed to his knees in the mud.

Iven, behind him, said, “Useful eye,” with deeply irritating cheer.

Deren looked like he wanted to bite somebody, which Mara considered encouraging.

Then the night changed.

A whistle sounded from farther west.

Not Brack’s men.

Not random.

Two sharp notes, clipped and carrying over the drowned braid with all the warmth of filed iron.

Sorn’s people.

Everyone froze for one bad half-second.

Then Lysa said, “Finish it.”

No arguments.

No mercy speeches.

No time.

Mara hauled the lantern man half upright by the front of his coat and looked him in the face.

He knew her now.

Properly.

Not as rumor. Not as valuable meat. As the woman he used to think could be priced.

That fear sat better on him.

“Brack send you?” Mara asked.

He spat blood and tried for pride. “Worth good coin, you are.”

Mara hit him again, not hard enough to kill. Just hard enough to reset priorities.

“Did Brack send you?” she asked.

“Yes,” he gasped. “Said you’d gone strange. Said people’d pay. Said—”

Mara let him drop.

Of course he had.

Brack understood opportunity the way rats understood grain stores: blindly, greedily, and only until the trap closed.

Behind her, the lead thug in the false shelf had finally stopped screaming and started begging.

That improved nothing.

The second whistle came, nearer now.

Iven was already going through pockets with the efficiency of a man looting between weather fronts. “These idiots have two maps, no brains, and one local marker token.”

Lysa yanked the crossbow out of the mud and snapped the remaining string. “Move.”

Deren pointed west through the reeds. “Lantern. Low.”

There it was.

Shuttered.

Professional.

Not rushing.

Just closing.

Mara looked once at the begging man trapped in the false shelf and once at the other two conscious thugs struggling in mud.

Then she made the only sensible choice.

“Leave them.”

Deren blinked. “What?”

“They wanted noise,” Mara said, already turning east. “Now they can have it.”

Iven understood first, of course.

His grin came quick and nasty. “Brack’s boys meet Sorn’s clerks. That’ll be educational.”

Lysa did not smile, but she moved at once. “Take what matters. Go.”

They took the maps, the marker token, the least-wet lantern, and Deren’s sudden useful certainty about where not to step. Then they left Brack’s men exactly where they had earned it: in the mud, half trapped, bleeding, panicked, and loud enough to draw every tidy bastard in the district.

As they climbed the east bank of the drowned braid, the first of Sorn’s outer hands came into view at the far western edge—lamp low, posture calm, two silhouettes moving in a stagger that made it clear they expected disorder and intended to label it.

Good.

Let them label this.

Behind Mara, one of Brack’s men started shouting for help in the dumb old language of hired cruelty and coin.

Ahead, the fifth Cathedral still pulled.

Closer.

Hurting.

Waiting.

Lysa caught Mara’s sleeve once as they hit firmer ground. “No more stopping for old ghosts.”

Mara looked back one last time, not at Brack’s fools but at the neat lantern approaching them from the west.

“No,” she said. “From here on, we choose the trouble.”

That got a sharp approving look out of Lysa, which was practically a medal in this company.

Then the four of them vanished deeper into the drowned side lines while behind them the stupid men yelled, the careful men arrived, and the whole filthy board got just a little more crowded.


Chapter 24 — Deren’s Ledger

They did not stop until the shouting behind them had gone thin.

Even then Lysa only allowed half a stop, which was the sort of tyrannical mercy she specialized in.

The drowned side line they’d taken east from the mud braid narrowed into a raised strip of old service stone between two black channels choked with reed and dead root. Not a road. Not a path. Just one more piece of old waterwork refusing to die properly. Good enough.

Lysa put them under the lee of a broken chain post and pointed down with two fingers.

“Sit low. Drink. No talking above a mutter.”

Iven lowered himself into the mud with the expression of a man forced to holiday in a sewer. Deren sat more carefully, because bruises had opinions and he was carrying several. Mara crouched with the hooked rod across her knees and looked back west through the reed dark.

Nothing visible now.

No lantern.

No clean little harvest lamp.

No Brack men either.

Just wet country and black lines of broken stone under a sky too dark to be useful.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled east.

Closer.

Still hurting.

Still alive.

That was enough to keep Mara on edge, even while the others drank and breathed and checked straps.

Lysa wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Report.”

Iven glanced at her. “Very military.”

“Yes.”

“Fine. Mud, idiots, clean boots behind the idiots, and Sorn probably learning new insulting things about local talent.”

Deren let out one tired, humorless sound. “I’d pay to hear that.”

“You and Brack both,” said Iven.

Mara looked at him. “You got anything useful off them?”

Iven patted his coat. “Two wet maps, one local marker token, and proof that stupid men travel with worse rations than I’d hoped.”

Lysa held out a hand.

He sighed, then passed over the folded maps and the little brass token. Lysa gave them to Mara. Mara did not want to be the one holding everyone’s information, but the seed in her chest had made her the axis whether she liked it or not. The least she could do was carry paper.

The maps were poor. Local road scribbles, market lines, one shrine mark, and a few little black Xs where some fool had clearly been told useful ground existed and had marked it as future profit. Brack’s men had not understood what they were carrying. That was comforting in the insulting way bad wine was comforting.

The marker token was more interesting.

Brass. Square. A little cut symbol stamped on one face. Not the exact same as Sorn’s survey pins, but related enough that Mara disliked it immediately.

Deren leaned toward it. “That wasn’t theirs.”

“No,” said Mara.

He nodded once and kept looking.

Not with fear this time.

With thought.

That was the shift.

Mara saw it and said nothing. Better to let it settle.

Iven stretched his legs and looked back west. “If the mud took one of Brack’s idiots and Sorn’s outer hands took the rest, that buys us noise.”

Lysa shook her head. “Noise isn’t time unless the wrong people believe it.”

Deren said, “They won’t believe the shouting. They’ll believe the pattern around it.”

All three turned to look at him.

He looked offended by the attention. “What?”

Iven smiled slowly. “Go on.”

Deren scrubbed mud off his thumb against his trouser seam. “Brack’s men don’t move like the field teams. Their sign’s too broad. Lanterns too high. Weight all wrong in bad ground. If Sorn’s people arrive after that mess, the first thing they do is separate stupidity from opposition.”

Mara felt something settle into place.

Not because Deren was suddenly brilliant.

Because he was finally doing aloud what he’d been doing in silence for chapters: reading the difference between panic and method.

Lysa saw it too. “Meaning?”

“Meaning,” said Deren, “the shouting helps for a minute, maybe two. After that the only thing that matters is what they think we chose.”

No one said anything for a second.

Then Iven nodded once. “Useful eye.”

Deren gave him a flat look. “You keep saying that like I should enjoy it.”

“I do many things you shouldn’t enjoy.”

“That’s true,” said Lysa.

Mara unfolded one of Brack’s wet maps and laid it flat on the stone between them. It wanted to curl back into uselessness at once. She pinned the corners with the brass token, the hooked rod, a broken stone chip, and her own hand.

The map did not show Blackwater Gate properly. It barely showed the drowned works at all. But the bad line they’d taken east from the mud braid sat implied in the gaps, and that was enough for now.

“Show me what Sorn would count,” Mara said.

Deren blinked at her. “What?”

“Not what Brack’s men see. Not what we want. What Sorn counts.”

Deren looked at the map, then at the drowned dark around them.

Then he knelt forward.

That was the chapter turning.

He didn’t get smarter all at once. He just stopped apologizing for the way he saw things.

“The field teams use controlled light,” he said. “Small lamps. Shuttered. They stop at structure, not convenience. They don’t trust open ground unless it was built to carry work once. And they keep checking dead lines against live ones.”

Iven leaned in too. “Because Sorn reads pattern.”

“Yes.” Deren pointed at the map’s rough little lines. “So if he loses us after the mud braid, he doesn’t think ‘where would frightened people run.’ He thinks ‘where can they still move with a wounded group and some understanding of old work?’”

Lysa folded her arms. “Meaning not open reeds.”

“Right. Not the obvious gate line either, because he knows Mara heard enough to avoid it.”

Mara looked at him.

He met her eyes, then looked back down fast enough to suggest he was still getting used to this much usefulness.

“He’ll check dead support lines and side maintenance cuts first,” Deren said. “Places that are bad but still shaped. Not because they’re safe. Because they’re legible.”

Iven bared his teeth a little. “Dreadful. You’re learning.”

Deren ignored him and went on. “And he’ll count how fast we can move. Not one person. Four. Lysa’s leg, my side, Mara carrying too much, and whatever he thinks Iven does, which to be fair none of us fully understand.”

“That last bit is just honesty,” said Iven.

Mara watched Deren’s finger move over the crude map.

There.

There.

Not here.

Maybe here.

He was building a ledger in real time. Not numbers exactly. Constraints. Assumptions. Time costs. Where Sorn would place his outer hands if he trusted his own method more than luck.

The little pane at the edge of Mara’s sight flickered once.

[Assessment]
Pattern reading improved
Group survival odds benefit from planning

“Helpful,” she muttered.

Iven looked up at her. “Good news?”

“Annoying news.”

“Best kind.”

Lysa crouched beside Deren and tapped one black X on Brack’s map. “What about this?”

He frowned. “What is it meant to be?”

“Probably a store, a crossing, or a ‘good place to rob someone’ mark,” said Iven.

Deren thought about it. “Then Sorn won’t care unless it touches old work.”

Mara turned the map slightly.

The X sat north-east of them, above Blackwater Gate, near one of the dead trenches they had crossed earlier.

Not useful now.

But then Deren pointed lower, to a blank stretch the map-maker had ignored between two drowned lines.

“Here,” he said.

Lysa looked. “There’s nothing marked there.”

“Exactly.”

Iven leaned closer. “You beautiful miserable bastard.”

Deren’s mouth tightened. “It’s where a proper survey would leave space for an old service join. The map-maker didn’t know what he was seeing, so he left it empty. Sorn probably doesn’t.”

Mara followed the imagined line in her head. Blackwater Gate to the west. The bad bypass under it. The drowned channels east. And here, lower and uglier, a likely join where dead support ground met live distress lines.

Not a good path.

But a useful one.

Sorn would know that.

Which meant he might guard it.

Or watch it lightly because he expected them to avoid his obvious trap but still remain predictable.

Lysa saw the same shape form. “How many outer hands does he have?”

“Not enough to hold everything,” said Iven. “Not unless the district sent him a full parade, and if they had, we’d have seen more light.”

Deren nodded slowly. “So he prioritizes pressure points. Gate mouths. major service lines. Any approach where the node pull and the terrain force the same choice.”

Mara looked east into the dark.

The fifth Cathedral still hurt in pulses now. Not constant. Surges. As if pressure was building and releasing in wrong chambers. Each pulse tugged at the seed and made the drowned country feel tighter around them.

“He’s counting on the node to help narrow us,” she said.

“Yes,” said Deren.

Iven sat back on one heel. “That is very rude of the node.”

“No,” Mara said. “It’s desperate.”

That settled badly over the group.

Because yes.

The fifth Cathedral was not luring her in like some wicked forest spirit from old stories. It was drowning. Hurt things pulled toward help. That did not make the pull any less useful to Sorn.

Lysa stood. “Then we stop helping him count.”

Iven rose too. “Music.”

Deren did not move right away. He was looking at the map still, then at the brass token, then at the little damp note scraps in Mara’s coat. His fingers twitched once.

“What?” asked Mara.

He glanced up. “I need something to write on.”

There it was.

The chapter’s real hinge.

Lysa said, “Why?”

Deren looked faintly embarrassed and more annoyed about the embarrassment than the need. “Because I’m not keeping all this in my head while the ground keeps changing.”

Iven reached into his coat at once, because of course he had things. “I have three wet paper scraps, a carpenter’s pencil stub, and what might once have been a receipt.”

Deren stared at him. “Why?”

Iven looked wounded. “Because I respect preparedness.”

“That is not what that word means.”

“It’s adjacent.”

Lysa took the pencil stub, the driest of the scraps, and handed them to Deren without commentary.

That was smarter than praise.

Deren took them and crouched over the map, using the broken chain post as a shelf. He wrote small. Practical. No flourishes. Just lines and words and counts. Mud braid—noise. Gate—watched. Lower bypass—known. Possible join—blank on poor map, likely on real map. Sorn prioritizes structure, not rumor.

Mara watched him for a second and saw what the thing really was.

A ledger.

Not official.

Not pretty.

A survival ledger.

The first one they’d made for themselves instead of inheriting from dead Wardens or stolen scouts.

Good.

They needed their own count.

The little pane flickered again.

[New asset]
Working notes established
Effect: Memory externalized / pattern continuity improved

For once Mara almost liked it.

Almost.

Iven craned over Deren’s shoulder. “You do realize this means you’re the clerk now.”

Deren did not look up. “If you call me that again, I’ll drown you in a puddle.”

“That seems fair.”

Lysa watched the dark while they did this, one hand on her knife, body turned half east and half west as if she meant to fight both directions if necessary. Mara understood then that the group had changed shape without any of them pausing to vote on it.

Lysa held the frame.

Iven found the angles.

Deren kept the count.

And Mara—

Mara was the pressure point everything nasty in the country wanted to close on.

Good.

At least that part was honest.

When Deren finished the first page, he handed it to Mara as if the act annoyed him personally. “You keep it.”

Mara took it and folded it into the inside of her coat beside the Warden folio and the harvest note.

Three layers now.

The old truth.

The enemy’s truth.

And theirs.

That mattered more than she expected.

Lysa said, “Done?”

Deren nodded once.

“Then move.”

They packed the map away, kept the brass token, and left the chain post behind.

The ground ahead sloped lower into a belt of half-drowned stone blocks and black sedge where the possible join Deren had marked might or might not exist depending on whether the old system still held any of its shape. Mara took point again, but now when she paused, Deren came up beside her more often. Not to talk. To check. To compare what the pull in her chest suggested against what the ground and the old work suggested.

That was new.

And useful.

Twice he pointed out little things Mara would have ignored in the dark: a scuff on a stone shoulder where iron had been set down recently, and a triple scrape in the mud near a cut lip that marked a dray turning carefully instead of stumbling. Both signs told the same story.

Sorn’s outer hands were nearby.

Not right on them.

But reading the same ugly map.

After the second sign, Iven said quietly, “He’s thinning the net.”

Lysa asked, “How do you know?”

Iven nodded at Deren’s notes in Mara’s coat. “Because if the boy’s right—and irritatingly he is—Sorn doesn’t need men everywhere. He needs them where the system narrows choice.”

Mara looked east.

The pull tightened in one hard pulse.

There.

The possible join had to be close.

Good.

Because the longer they walked with only the ledger and the dark for company, the more she could feel Sorn’s board tightening around them. Not through brute force. Through prediction.

She hated being predictable.

The channel ahead widened suddenly into a low black shelf with one broken retaining wall and a drowned stone marker leaning at an angle. Beyond it, through the reeds, Mara saw a darker cut opening east-south-east under a sagging line of dead roots.

Not obvious.

Not welcoming.

Bad enough to be real.

Deren came up beside her and stared at it.

Then he looked at the drowned marker, the shelf, the line of roots, and said, almost to himself, “That’s it.”

Mara glanced at him. “You sure?”

“No.” He pointed. “Which is how I know it is.”

Iven, behind them, laughed once under his breath. “He is becoming one of us. Shame.”

Lysa moved to the front and studied the cut. “Can we get through?”

Mara felt the fifth Cathedral pull through the gap like breath through clenched teeth.

“Yes,” she said.

Lysa nodded. “Then we go.”

Deren did not move immediately.

He looked down at his stained fingers, then at the notes tucked inside Mara’s coat, then at the dark cut ahead.

“What?” Mara asked.

He shook his head once. “Nothing. Just—”

He frowned, searching for the least embarrassing version of the truth.

“I’d rather be counting than guessing,” he said.

Mara looked at him for a second.

Then nodded once. “Good.”

And with that, they stepped off the open shelf and into the narrower darker cut Deren had found for them, carrying a ledger of their own into the part of the drowned system where Sorn’s pattern would finally have to meet somebody else’s.


Chapter 25 — First Strike

The cut Deren found ran mean and narrow for two hundred yards before opening into a pocket of old work.

Not a chamber. Not a proper yard. Just a half-sunk junction where three drowned lines met under a low shelf of black stone. One line ran back west toward Blackwater Gate. One went south into reed-choked dark. The third, the one they now occupied, came in from the north-east through cracked retaining lips and dead root mats.

The place had once mattered.

That was obvious enough from the shape of it.

Stone under the mud. Iron slots in the side walls where gates or braces had once been mounted. A slanted work platform built into the western edge above a black water run no wider than a cart. In the middle stood a rusted frame carrying two pulley wheels, frozen now at different angles like the thing had died while trying to think.

Mara crouched in the dark line of the cut and listened to the place.

Nothing living answered.

Good.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled under her ribs from farther east, hard enough now that every minute spent anywhere else felt borrowed. But this junction was dead enough to use.

That was what mattered.

Lysa studied the western work platform through the reeds and root shadow. “There.”

Mara followed her gaze.

Someone had made the dead little station useful again.

A shuttered lamp burned low under a scrap canvas lean-to. Two iron cases sat open on the platform beside a folded survey frame and a rack of tools. Not many men. One visible at first—broad-shouldered, coat off, working a clamp assembly on the bench with methodical hands. Then a second shape moved below the platform at the waterline, half-hidden as he checked something under the old sluice lip.

No Sorn.

No survey clerk either.

Good.

This was not the head of the snake.

Just fingers.

Exactly what they needed.

Iven breathed out softly. “Oh, that’s tidy.”

Lysa did not look at him. “Count.”

“One at the bench. One below. No drays in sight. No third lamp.”

Deren, flat on his belly beside Mara, whispered, “Western line comes in behind the platform. That means if they signal gateward, it goes back toward Sorn fast.”

“Unless it doesn’t,” said Iven.

Mara looked at him.

He smiled faintly in the dark. “Canvas. Tool rack. Oilcloth cases. One lamp. One old pulley frame with lines still rigged. This place is begging to become somebody else’s problem.”

Lysa considered the junction again, eyes moving in the same grim practical rhythm Mara trusted now. Distance. Elevation. Mud. Retreat line. Scream time.

“What do we want?” she asked.

Mara answered first. “Not bodies.”

That was important.

Killing them would be satisfying.

Satisfying was often expensive.

Lysa nodded once. “Good.”

Iven said, “Then gear. Notes. If they have a signal setup, break it. If they have a measuring kit, take the expensive bits.”

Deren added, “And make it look like the ground did some of it.”

All three looked at him.

He shrugged without embarrassment this time, which was progress. “If Sorn gets hit, he’ll count how. If it looks like a clean raid, he tightens people. If it looks like drowned infrastructure plus bad timing, he has to split blame.”

Iven’s grin widened. “Useful eye.”

Deren rolled his eyes. “Die choking.”

Lysa ignored them both. “Fine. We break the platform, ruin the kit, steal anything small and specialist, and leave before the lower line can relay.”

She pointed in the dark.

“Mara, with me from the north lip. Fast and visible only at the last second.”

Mara nodded.

“Iven, get under the pulley frame. If it still moves, I want it moving at the worst possible moment.”

He looked personally blessed. “Finally, a task worthy of me.”

“No speeches.”

“Cruel.”

“Deren,” Lysa said, “you stay on the cut edge until the first shout. Watch the lower line. If anyone comes out of that west mouth, you call it.”

Deren frowned. “That sounds like the least glamorous job.”

“That’s because it’s the one that keeps us from dying.”

“Fine.”

Mara adjusted her grip on the hooked rod and looked once more at the platform.

The broader field hand at the bench lifted the clamp, checked the teeth against the lamp, and set it down with infuriating care. The man below at the waterline muttered something up about grit in the sluice mouth. Routine, then. Not expecting a strike. Not on this little dead join. Sorn’s kind of people relied on the larger pattern. That made the smaller wounds sweeter.

Lysa leaned close enough for Mara to hear only her.

“No root nonsense unless we’re desperate.”

Mara almost smiled. “You say that like I enjoy it.”

“I say it like I know what it costs.”

Fair.

They moved.

Iven slid downslope first, vanishing into the dead root shade around the pulley frame with such insulting quiet that Mara briefly considered murder on principle. Deren took position on the cut lip above the west approach, low and watchful, spear shaft braced across his knees. Mara and Lysa crept along the north retaining edge where dead reeds and broken stone gave enough cover to matter if you respected them.

The platform drew closer.

Lamp glow, tools, black water under the slats, the smell of wet iron and that treated mineral stink the harvest crews left everywhere.

Ten yards.

Seven.

Five.

The man at the bench heard something then—a little scrape of Lysa’s boot on stone—and looked up.

Too late.

Lysa crossed the last distance in three hard steps and hit him before his mouth opened properly, one hand clamping the back of his collar and the other driving his face into the workbench. The lamp jumped. Tools clattered. Mara vaulted the low retaining lip and came in at the lower platform edge just as the man at the waterline jerked around.

He saw her, froze one fatal beat, and went for the whistle on his chest.

Mara hit him in the ribs with the hooked rod so hard the breath left him in a wet grunt. The whistle cord snapped under his hand as he folded sideways into the sluice stones.

That was the first shout.

Not theirs.

The bench man under Lysa made it through a nose full of blood and broken surprise.

Deren’s voice came sharp from the cut lip. “West line clear!”

Good.

Iven chose that moment to make the dead machinery sing.

He yanked whatever line or counterweight he’d found under the pulley frame, and the whole rusted assembly above the platform lurched awake in one violent, shrieking cough of metal. One wheel spun. The second jammed. A hanging chain dropped free and smashed through the corner of the tool rack, scattering clamps, rods, and tagged kit across the wet boards like expensive bones.

The bench man tried to wrench free under that noise.

Lysa solved the problem with the butt of her knife hilt to the temple. He went limp across the workbench.

Mara’s man at the sluice had more fight in him.

Of course he did.

He came up with one hand full of black grit and a short work blade from somewhere inside his boot. Not a fighter’s blade. A utility knife. Meant for rope, root, seals, maybe flesh if the day got annoying. He slashed low for Mara’s thigh.

She kicked his wrist sideways into the sluice stone. Bone cracked. The knife went skidding under the platform. Then she hit him once in the throat with the hooked rod shaft and dumped him face-first into the shallow black water under the bench supports.

Not dead.

Busy.

That was enough.

“Move,” Lysa snapped.

Now the sabotage part.

Iven was already there first, which was offensive and useful.

He had one iron case open and the second half over the platform edge, contents tipped into the water run below. Inside the open case sat instrument slots lined in felt: measuring teeth, probe tips, a folded gauge arc, three little glass phials of marker fluid, and one tight roll of membrane or treated chart.

Mara grabbed the roll and the phials at once.

Lysa swept the workbench clear with one savage arm motion, sending clamps, papers, and a little tray of sorted pins into the black run under the platform. “Take what matters. Break the rest.”

Deren dropped down from the cut lip at last, eyes wide and sharp, and pointed to the wall behind the bench. “There. Relay horn.”

Not a whistle then. A fixed speaking tube or signal horn mounted through the wall line toward Blackwater Gate. Small. Brutal. Efficient.

Iven looked at it, then at the dangling chain from the now half-ruined pulley frame, and seemed to experience a brief private moment of religious joy.

He wrapped the chain once around the horn throat, braced one boot on the wall, and hauled.

The mount tore halfway free.

He hauled again and the whole horn assembly came out with a chunk of old stone collaring around it, dropping into the water run with a splash and one last pathetic metallic blare.

“Beautiful,” he said.

Lysa, going through the scattered kit with murderous economy, said, “Take the joy down a notch.”

“No.”

Mara had the chart roll open by then.

Not a full map. Better. A local working membrane showing three gate support joins, two weight points, and one line marked in black with the same clipped notation Sorn’s crews used elsewhere. She could not read every mark, but she did not need to. The shape mattered. This little junction tied into the wider gatework more directly than the old dead lines did.

Useful.

Very useful.

She shoved it into her coat beside the folio and notes.

The pane at the edge of sight flickered.

[Recovered]
Local gatework chart
Function: support line / weight control / access relation

Deren crouched by the half-conscious field hand in the water and stripped the man’s belt pouch free before Mara could ask. Inside were two marker tabs, a chalk stick sealed in wax, and a little folding rule marked in black intervals.

He looked up, startled at himself only after the fact.

“What?”

Iven stared at him with open admiration. “You’re getting muggy.”

“That is not a word.”

“It is now.”

The ruined pulley frame above them gave another awful grinding jerk.

Lysa’s head snapped toward the west line.

“There,” Deren said at once.

Lantern glow.

Low and shuttered, coming along the western approach exactly where he’d been watching before.

Not close yet.

Close enough.

Sorn’s people had heard something or missed a timing point and come to check.

Time up.

Lysa made the call without hesitation. “Done. Out.”

Mara grabbed the last useful thing in reach—a little packet of numbered pins from under the bench—then slammed the open iron case shut on empty air and kicked it off the platform into the sluice.

Iven, because he could not help himself, yanked one final support peg from the pulley frame as he passed.

The whole rusted head shuddered, leaned, and then came down sideways across the north half of the platform in a shriek of chain and old iron. Boards snapped. One support beam punched through into the water run below. The remaining lamp went out under the impact.

Now it looked less like a raid and more like dead machinery finally deciding it had had enough of employed men.

Good.

Let Sorn count that.

They were halfway up the north cut when a voice rang from the western approach.

“Hold!”

Not Sorn.

One of his outer hands.

Professional. Controlled. Too late.

Deren reached the cut lip first and dropped flat. “One lantern. Maybe two behind.”

Mara shoved the bench man’s stolen satchel into his hands. “Then move.”

They moved.

No drama.

No last look.

Just boots, mud, breath, and the narrow drowned cut taking them east and slightly down away from the junction they had just broken.

Behind them, the first harvest hand hit the ruined platform and shouted for light.

A second voice answered with clipped questions.

Then the tone changed.

Not panic.

Assessment.

That was the nice thing about hurting professionals. You could hear the exact moment they stopped being calm.

Iven, climbing beside Mara through black reed and broken stone, said between breaths, “I believe I’ve made his evening worse.”

“Yes,” said Lysa.

“Good.”

Deren, a little ahead now because fear and usefulness together made him oddly quick, called softly back over one shoulder. “Split in the cut ahead. Left is lower but slower. Right is faster if the retaining edge still holds.”

Mara felt the fifth Cathedral’s pull through both.

The right line.

Tighter.

Bad.

Useful.

“Right,” she said.

Lysa did not ask how she knew. She just took it and passed it on. “Right.”

The cut climbed, narrowed, and threw them out at last onto a shelf of dead stone above a long drowned spill line. From here the ruined junction was no longer visible, but the sound carried strangely through the waterworks. Shouts. A burst of metal. Then silence again, the heavy counting silence of men examining damage they had not budgeted for.

Deren bent over with both hands on his knees, breathing hard. “Did we get enough?”

Iven looked positively luminous in the dark. “We broke a relay, took a chart, stole signal gear, ruined half a kit, and made them waste competent people on cleanup. I’d call that a charming beginning.”

Lysa was less impressed by charm. “And now Sorn knows we’ll hit his hands.”

Mara looked back west through the reed-shadow and broken lines of stone where Blackwater Gate and all its careful doctrine still squatted over the drowned country.

“Yes,” she said.

Deren straightened slowly. “Is that bad?”

Mara considered the local chart in her coat, the numbered pins in her pocket, the ruined platform behind them, and Sorn’s calm little face from the chamber under the gate.

Then she said, “It’s honest.”

That was the direction of the book now.

No more leaving the enemy untouched while learning about them.

No more pretending movement alone was enough.

They had put a hand into Sorn’s machine and broken something that mattered.

Good.

Machines could be taught too.

Lysa adjusted her pack and looked east. “Walk.”

No one argued.

They stepped off the shelf and back into the drowned side lines, carrying stolen pieces of the harvest operation with them while behind them Sorn’s people counted broken gear, missing tools, and one fresh proof that the thing moving toward the live node was not going to wait politely in the dark to be processed.


Chapter 26 — Wakewater

The country changed before dawn.

Not all at once. Not with any grand line in the earth saying here begins the new misery. It just started behaving differently under their boots.

The drowned side lines east of the broken work point had been narrow and mean—old support cuts, half-dead service strips, black channels forced through stone that no longer quite remembered its job. Now the water spread wider. The channels stopped acting like cuts and started acting like a body. They braided. Rejoined. Slid under drowned root mats and came up again in cleaner lines ten yards farther on. The ground still hated them, but it hated them with more complexity.

Mara felt it in the seed before she saw it properly.

The fifth Cathedral’s pull had been a steady hook under her ribs all night. Now it came with rhythm. Not a voice. Not even distress exactly. Pressure. A weak internal push traveling through water where proper channels should have carried it clean.

The node ahead was still trying to regulate itself.

That was the bad news.

The worse news was how many things stood between it and success.

Lysa called the first halt on a low shelf of drowned stone where black sedge gave them just enough cover to crouch without having the mud climb into their organs.

“One minute,” she said.

Iven looked at the water around them and sighed. “You do know your favorite unit of time is hateful.”

“Yes.”

Deren bent over with both hands on his knees and spat black water off his lip. “At this point I’d kill for two minutes and a biscuit.”

“You’d miss both and drown,” said Lysa.

“That is slander. I’d drop the biscuit first.”

Mara ignored them and looked east.

The light coming up through the cloud was thin and colorless, but enough now to show shapes in the drowned ground ahead. Long stone shoulders under black water. Reed islands. Sagging root walls. Farther out, a line of low standing pillars poking from the water at even intervals like the knuckles of a buried fist.

Not natural.

Never natural.

Wakewater, then.

She did not know why the name fit until the seed tightened once and the water around the shelf gave a faint shiver against the stone.

Not current.

Response.

The whole region was holding a damaged pulse.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered.

[Area Note]
Outer watershed reached
Live node distress present through water pressure
Condition: unstable

“Helpful,” Mara muttered.

Iven glanced over. “Good news?”

“No.”

“Excellent. Consistency is everything.”

They moved again.

The first sign that the drowned watershed was different came in the stone.

Not the old harvest work. They had enough of that already.

This was newer.

At the base of one half-submerged pillar, Deren stopped and pointed down. “There.”

Mara looked.

A wedge of pale wood had been driven into a crack in the stone shoulder just above the waterline. Not old. Not harvest neat either. Rough-carved. Practical. Holding a broken slab level enough to walk across if you knew where to put your foot.

Iven crouched beside it and touched the wood with one fingernail. “Recent.”

Lysa scanned the reed beds at once. “How recent?”

“Days. Maybe less.”

Deren pointed farther on. “And another.”

He was right.

Once he’d seen the first, the rest started showing themselves. Little ugly repairs. A tied bundle of reed and root jammed into a wash gap to slow water. A flat stone turned edgewise to make a step where the old lip had gone soft. A broken iron ring wrapped with cord to keep it from slicing a line in the current. Not the work of survey teams. Not field notation. Not harvest doctrine.

Survival work.

Human hands keeping bad ground marginally passable for people who had no better option.

Lysa saw the same truth settle into place. “We’re not alone out here.”

“No,” said Mara.

That felt better than it should have.

Not safer.

Just less empty.

They took the repaired line because to ignore it would have been offensive to whoever had done the work and stupid besides. The path angled east and slightly south through a belt of dead reeds taller than a man’s shoulders. Twice the water climbed to Mara’s thighs. Once Deren nearly stepped off the stone shoulder into a hidden scour hole and only Lysa’s hand on the back of his coat kept him from discovering depth the hard way.

“Careful,” she snapped.

“I was being careful.”

“You were being theoretical.”

Iven, behind them, said, “That’s the spirit. Blame his philosophy.”

The reed belt ended abruptly.

Beyond it lay open water broken by long low causeways and root mounds. Not a lake. Not a flood plain. A worked watershed left to drown in sections. Stone islands sat out in the black like cut-off thoughts. On two of them Mara saw the remains of old gate braces or intake housings. On another stood a tilted rack of iron bars through which black water threaded in a thin, angry line.

And farther east, beyond all of it, the horizon rose in a dark shape too broad and low to be natural.

Not the fifth Cathedral itself. Not yet.

The drowned approach to it. Channels piled on channels, earthworks, control lines, and half-submerged root mass all converging toward one heavier section of the world.

The seed in Mara’s chest clenched hard enough to make her stop.

Lysa saw at once. “How close?”

Mara swallowed once. “Closer.”

“Useful scale.”

“Shut up.”

Iven looked east too, face gone flatter. “That’s a lot of water between here and there.”

“It’s not just water,” said Deren quietly.

He pointed.

At first Mara saw only ripple and black weed.

Then the pattern showed.

The open runs weren’t flowing naturally. They were being made to do work. Weighted grilles low in the water. Stone baffles under the surface. Old sluice throats partly blocked with packed root and silt. The whole watershed had been tuned into a bad pressure shape—too much backing up here, too little release there, every line forcing strain inward toward the deeper drowned works.

The fifth Cathedral was not merely underwater.

It was being waterboarded by landscape.

Deren’s voice stayed low. “They did all this from the gate line outward.”

“Yes,” said Mara.

“And if they can do that here…”

“They’ve done it before,” Lysa finished.

No one liked that sentence.

Good.

They weren’t meant to.

They moved along the nearest causeway in silence after that, each of them watching the water differently. Mara felt it. Lysa measured footing and exits. Iven read the old control shapes with acquisitive disgust. Deren watched for recent human choices in a place built long before any of them.

That was how he found the dead fish.

It had been hung under the lee of a root mound on a little wire hook, not for food, not for rot, just left there split open along the belly with the spine snapped backward. At first Mara thought it was some ugly local bait sign.

Then she saw the cut.

Not random.

A marker.

The fish pointed east with its head.

Below it, scratched into the mud on the sheltered side of the mound, were three parallel lines and one cross nick.

Iven crouched. “Not harvest.”

“No,” said Lysa.

Deren looked around the mound, then down the causeway, then at the fish again. “Direction sign. Quiet one. Meant for people who know the country.”

Mara looked at him. “You sure?”

“No,” he said. “But I’m becoming irritatingly good at this.”

“That,” said Iven, “is true.”

Lysa straightened and looked east along the causeway the fish indicated.

It was not the cleanest route.

Naturally.

It was the one that ran under the lee of two larger root masses and avoided the more obvious stone shoulders where Sorn’s outer teams would probably expect movement.

Good.

Someone out here knew how not to be counted.

Mara almost smiled.

“Take it,” Lysa said.

They took it.

The hidden route was nastier and better. It dipped under hanging root curtains where the water went from black to deep brown and back again. It crossed a collapsed spill bank by means of flat stones wedged into the mud in a line too irregular to be chance and too smart to be harvest. Once they had to duck through a slit between two root mounds where somebody had cut back the inner fibers just enough for a person to squeeze through without making fresh noise.

Whoever lived out here—or moved out here, or survived out here—had spent real time making the watershed usable.

Not safe.

Usable.

Mara respected that.

By midmorning the route rose onto a longer shelf of old stone built over what had once been a cleaner service lane. Here the water ran under them through narrow slotted mouths, striking the underside of the shelf in a low constant knocking rhythm. Wakewater.

There it was at last.

Not a name for the whole region maybe, not officially. But a true one. Water always moving, always hitting structure, always carrying the wake of something damaged farther inward.

The fifth Cathedral pulled with that rhythm now. Thud. Drag. Thud. Drag. Hurt carried through waterworks.

The little pane flickered.

[Node Distress]
Pressure pattern translating through watershed
Interpretation: persistent strain

Mara pressed her fist once against her chest.

Lysa saw. “Talk.”

“Still moving,” Mara said. “Still trying.”

That landed strangely well on all of them.

Even Deren.

Especially Deren, maybe.

Because the alternative had a shape now. They had touched it in dead stations and exhausted orchards. A living thing still trying under all this damage was ugly hope, but it was still hope.

The shelf ended at a broken watch rise no bigger than a wagon, crowned by the remains of a stone post and a collapsed reed lean-to.

Not empty.

Someone had used it recently.

A coil of dry reed rope tucked under the lee side. A little stack of flat stones laid out by size. The ash ghost of a very small fire scraped and covered properly. No trash. No loose cloth. No mess.

Iven looked around with professional approval. “Competent.”

Lysa crouched by the covered ash and touched it lightly. “Not today. Recent enough.”

Deren stood with one hand on the stone post and turned slowly, taking the watershed in from elevation for the first time.

From here they could see farther east.

The water darkened into a broad press of channels and drowned chambers all leading toward a heavier central shape buried under root and collapsed works. Not visible cleanly. More implied by what the land was forced to do around it. Blackwater Gate had been a hand around the throat. This was the throat itself.

And somewhere in that press of drowned lines, the fifth Cathedral kept trying to breathe.

Deren pointed south-east. “There’s smoke.”

Very thin.

Very pale.

Mara followed his finger and found it at last—a hairline rise above one of the lower reed islands, visible only because the air had gone still enough to let it stand instead of break.

Not harvest smoke.

Wrong place. Too small. Too hidden.

Lysa saw it too. “Camp?”

“Or cook fire,” said Iven.

“Or a lure,” said Deren.

All fair.

Mara looked at the quiet little repairs behind them, the fish marker, the cut root slit, the covered ash at their feet.

Not Sorn’s people.

His crews marked, measured, and normalized. They did not tie reed mats into failing stone or leave silent fish signs for whoever came after.

“People,” she said.

Lysa looked at her. “Friendly?”

“No idea.”

“Marvelous,” said Iven.

Mara looked east again.

The fifth Cathedral pulled harder from that direction too, though not directly through the smoke. Near it. Same region. Same side of the drowned works.

That was enough for now.

Lysa was already making the count. “We don’t walk into smoke blind.”

“No,” said Mara.

“We don’t ignore locals either,” said Iven.

“No,” said Mara.

Deren frowned toward the reed island. “If they’re the ones keeping the hidden route passable, they know this ground better than Sorn’s teams.”

“Yes.”

“And if they don’t want us in it?”

Mara considered the dead stations, the dead orchard, the way the watershed had been kept usable by human stubbornness instead of doctrine.

“Then they’ll tell us,” she said.

“Comforting.”

The wind shifted again.

This time it brought something new with the smoke.

Fish.

Mud.

Old reed fire.

And human habitation so stripped down and cautious it barely counted as a smell at all unless you’d already lived too long around bad camps and worse men.

Someone was out there.

Close enough to matter.

The little pane at the edge of sight flickered once more.

[Area Change]
Human adaptation detected
Assessment: not all survivors use the same map

Mara almost liked that one.

Almost.

Lysa rose from the watch rise and adjusted the strap on her pack. “We go closer. Quiet.”

Iven stood too. “And if they put an arrow in one of us?”

“Try not to make it deserved.”

“That feels personal.”

Deren muttered, “Everything with you is personal.”

Mara took the lead down off the rise because the pull in her chest and the smoke line were finally close enough that choosing between them would matter within the hour. The route ahead dipped into thicker reed and lower islands where the water ran shallow over black stone.

Behind them, the watch rise stayed quiet and hidden.

Ahead, the thin smoke lifted above the reed line like a thought too careful to say itself aloud.

And under all of it, through water, mud, damage, and distance, the fifth Cathedral kept breathing badly enough to make every step count.


Chapter 27 — The People in the Reeds

The smoke vanished twice before they reached it.

Not because it went out. Because whoever had built the fire knew how to make a little heat behave like weather instead of a beacon. Mara saw the thread of it once through the reeds, pale and narrow above a black water line. Then nothing. Then again farther south where the ground dipped and the wind had to bend around a root mass before it could carry scent or light.

That alone told her something useful.

People out here had learned caution properly.

The hidden path from the watch rise narrowed into a channel cut half by water and half by old human stubbornness. Reed mats had been tied back in places so a careful body could pass sideways without announcing itself. Dead roots had been shaved along one inner wall to keep packs from catching. None of it was pretty. All of it worked. Whoever maintained the line did not have time for elegance and had long since stopped caring whether that offended anyone.

Good.

Mara respected that.

Lysa raised one hand and stopped them under the droop of a drowned willow skeleton that had somehow found a way to be dead and still get in the way.

“Quiet from here,” she said.

Iven looked mildly injured. “Have I been loud?”

“Yes,” said Deren.

“No,” said Lysa, at the same time.

Iven brightened. “There. Vindication.”

Lysa gave him a flat look. “You’ve been irritating. Different category.”

He accepted that with decent grace.

Mara crouched and looked ahead.

The path opened onto a low black island of packed mud and old stone no bigger than a yard. Beyond it sat another channel. Beyond that, half-hidden in reed and sagging root, stood a little cluster of structures too low and mean to call huts. More like reed-backed walls around stone cores, roofed over with layered sedge, black tarp scraps, and whatever else could keep rain out and smoke in. Nothing high enough to draw the eye. Nothing neat enough to feel permanent. One narrow fish rack stood by the waterline under a cloth screen. A second screen hid what might be a net frame or a body laid out to dry. Hard to tell. Hard to tell on purpose.

There.

Human ground.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled under Mara’s ribs from farther east, but here, for the first time since the drowned lines began, another force sat in the landscape.

Choice.

People lived here because they had made the ground choose not to kill them first.

The little pane at the edge of Mara’s sight flickered.

[Area Change]
Human habitation confirmed
Assessment: hidden / cautious / adapted

“Helpful,” Mara muttered.

Deren heard. “Still talking to your invisible clerk?”

“Yes.”

“Ask it if the locals are likely to stab us.”

Iven breathed, “Unlikely. That would require them to do it only once.”

Lysa said, “Enough.”

Mara listened.

No chatter from the shelters. No dog bark. No obvious watch call. But small things were wrong in useful ways. The water between the island and the camp side moved around a line that didn’t quite exist—likely a net or reed snare set low. One patch of mud by the near channel had been deliberately roughened so fresh prints would show. And on the far bank near the fish rack, just visible through the roots, a thin strip of pale cloth had been tied around a stick at ankle height.

Signal marker.

Not for them.

For the people who already knew this place.

Deren saw it too. “Watch line.”

“Yes,” Mara said.

Lysa looked from the cloth marker to the sheltered roofs and made the only sensible decision. “We don’t walk straight in.”

“Cowardice in the service of life,” said Iven. “My favorite virtue.”

Mara shifted the hooked rod in her hand and looked east once. The pull there sharpened, then eased. Time was still moving against them. But blundering into a hidden camp in the drowned works with four strangers and one walking anomaly was a good way to shorten the book for all the wrong reasons.

“Call them,” she said.

Lysa nodded. “You or me?”

Mara thought about it.

If Mara called first, the seed in her chest, the wrongness under her skin, all of it might answer in the air before her voice finished crossing the channel. Bad start.

“You,” she said.

“Good,” said Lysa, like she’d expected that and would have been annoyed if Mara hadn’t caught up.

She rose just enough to show herself above the willow bones, hands empty and well clear of weapons.

“We see the fish signs,” she called across the channel in a voice pitched for distance and nothing else. “We used your path. We aren’t harvest.”

Silence.

Then a voice from somewhere to the right of the shelters, old and dry as stripped bark:

“That’s what harvest says when it thinks it’s being clever.”

Deren flinched.

Iven smiled without humor. “Encouraging.”

Lysa did not move. “Harvest announces itself with lamps and tools. We came through reeds and rotten cuts.”

Another silence.

Then the voice again, from a different place now. Left side this time. Good movement. Good discipline.

“That proves you can learn. Not that you’re welcome.”

Mara never saw the speaker shift.

That was annoying.

Lysa said, “Fair.”

Another voice now, younger, sharper, somewhere behind the fish rack: “There are four of them.”

“We can count,” said the old dry voice.

Deren muttered under his breath, “I’m starting to like them.”

Mara almost smiled.

The old voice said, “Name yourselves.”

Lysa answered first. “Lysa.”

“Iven,” said Iven at once, too cheerfully.

“Deren.”

Mara hesitated a beat.

Because names mattered in places like this.

Then: “Mara.”

That did something.

No movement showed. No welcoming committee emerged. But the silence after her name was different. Not recognition exactly. Weight. As if the camp had heard it somewhere already in one ugly version or another.

Iven’s eyes slid toward her. He’d heard it too.

The old voice came back harder now.

“Mara what?”

Mara looked at the black water between them and answered with the only truth worth giving. “Mara Vey.”

A whisper moved behind the reed screens. Tiny. Human. Gone at once.

Lysa did not look at her, which Mara appreciated.

The old voice asked, “And what do you want, Mara Vey?”

There it was.

The line that mattered.

Not food.

Not shelter.

Not help in the general sentimental sense.

The fifth Cathedral throbbed under Mara’s ribs, weak enough now that the pulse came like a bad heartbeat through water.

She said, “Blackwater Gate is choking a live node. We need the way through that doesn’t end at their knife.”

Silence again.

Longer this time.

Then the younger voice said, “Kill them.”

No panic in it.

Just practicality.

Somewhere farther left, something wooden shifted softly. Bow maybe. Or fish spear. Or one of those charming local solutions that ceased to matter the second it entered a man’s ribs.

Lysa did not reach for her knife.

Good.

The old voice said, “If they were with the gate hands, they’d already know the bad ways in.”

Mara stayed still.

Then the old voice added, “If they were with the gate hands, they wouldn’t ask for the knife-free road. They’d ask for the quietest choke.”

Better.

Not welcome. Not dead.

Progress.

One of the reed screens lifted an inch.

Not enough to reveal the person behind it, just enough to show a glint of eye and the dark line of a bow stave.

“Cross one at a time,” said the old voice. “Hands where I can see them. The tall one with the smile last.”

Iven looked offended. “Personal.”

“Yes,” said Lysa.

They crossed.

Lysa first, over the half-hidden net line by way of three flat stones set just wrong enough to roll an ankle if you didn’t know the trick. Mara second. Deren third. Iven last, under such sustained invisible suspicion that even he had the decency to shut up.

The camp up close was exactly what it had seemed from the reeds: built by people who planned to survive another night rather than impress tomorrow. Stone cores. Reed walls. Fish racks. Low black hearths tucked under smoke baffles. Dry bundles hanging from roof poles. A little line of polished shells nailed low on one hut edge—not decoration, Mara realized after a second, but a noise teller if anyone brushed the wall in the dark.

Five people showed themselves once the four of them stood in the camp center.

No more.

That didn’t mean there were only five.

The old voice belonged to a woman built like an old root—bent some by age, thick where it counted, one side of her mouth pulled down by an old scar. A fish knife hung at her hip and a proper bow sat in her hand. Beside her stood the younger voice’s owner, a narrow-shouldered man with a reed spear and a face that disliked everyone on principle. Two more held at the back line near the screens. The fifth, a broad woman by the hearth, never rose from her crouch but had a hook blade in her lap and the sort of stillness Mara had learned to take seriously.

The old woman looked them over, one by one.

She stopped on Mara.

Not at the face.

At the throat, where the black-red lines under the skin liked to pretend they were ordinary veins if the light was bad enough and the viewer was an idiot.

The old woman was not an idiot.

“There,” she said softly. “That’s the look of it.”

Mara didn’t bother asking what she meant.

“People call it many things,” the old woman said. “Saint. rot-bond. Warden ghost. None of them know shit.”

Iven, against all sense and odds, said, “Encouragingly direct.”

The old woman’s eyes moved to him. “You smile at bad moments.”

“Yes.”

“That will shorten you.”

“Many have hoped.”

Lysa cut in before the conversation could become a eulogy. “We’re burning time.”

The old woman looked back at her and nodded once, not offended. Good sign.

“Yes,” she said. “You are.”

She pointed east with the bow tip. “The gate hands have weighted the west mouths too hard and choked the inner spill wrong. Water backs into the lower chambers and rides the old maintenance lines. They do it to keep the node weak and split.”

Mara felt the truth of that under her skin immediately.

Not because the woman had magic.

Because she knew the ground.

Lysa folded her arms. “You know the way in.”

The old woman’s scarred mouth twitched, not a smile. “I know three.”

The younger man beside her said, “Two end in death.”

“Most roads do,” said Iven.

The old woman ignored him. “One ends at the gate hands’ preferred mouth. They’ve got watchers on it, lower rods set, and one patient bastard at the center who thinks water is a language only he speaks.”

Sorn, then.

Good.

At least his reputation had travelled honestly.

The broad woman at the hearth finally spoke without looking up from the hook blade she was cleaning.

“He moved the weights again this morning.”

The old woman nodded. “Yes. Which means he expects pressure on the obvious line before sunset tomorrow.”

Mara stepped forward one pace. “And the other ways?”

The old woman studied her, then pointed with the bow toward the south.

“Second way runs under the old spill frames through a flooded throat no sane person uses twice.”

“That sounds promising,” Deren muttered.

“No,” said the old woman. “That sounds survivable if you are lucky and thin.”

Her eyes flicked over the four of them.

“One of you is thin.”

Deren looked personally betrayed.

Iven coughed into his hand to hide a laugh and failed.

Lysa asked, “Third way.”

The old woman’s expression flattened entirely.

“Third way goes where the drowned maintenance lanes meet the gate root and the old inner hold. No watchers most of the time because it’s too unstable for crews and too ugly for cattle. That’s where the node still tries to push back.”

Mara felt the seed in her chest clench so hard she had to still her hand at her side.

There.

That was the line.

Not easy. Not safe.

Alive.

The old woman saw the movement in Mara’s face and nodded once more.

“Yes,” she said. “You feel that one.”

Mara held her gaze. “Yes.”

The younger spear-man said, “If she goes there, the water may take her.”

The old woman answered without looking at him. “If she goes the pretty way, the gate hands take her. I know which death I respect.”

That was a sentence Mara trusted more than comfort.

Lysa did too. “Name.”

The old woman looked at her for a moment, then said, “Veya.”

Mara blinked once.

Not because the name mattered on its own.

Because it was too close to her own and the world was exactly petty enough to do that on purpose.

Veya saw the blink and almost smiled this time. “Happens.”

Fair.

Lysa said, “We’re not asking you to fight the gate hands for us.”

“Good,” said Veya. “Because I’m not sentimental.”

“We are asking for the ground.”

Veya nodded toward the broad woman at the hearth, then the spear-man, then the two back-liners.

“We’ve been living around their counts for months. We know where they stand, where they piss, where they put their clean little cases when they think nobody’s looking. That’s not the same as fighting.”

No.

It was better.

Iven’s eyes had gone bright again. “What do they care about most locally?”

The whole camp looked at him.

He spread both hands. “Hypothetically.”

The broad woman at the hearth said, “Rods. Weights. Signal tubes. Anything with marks and screws.”

The younger spear-man added, “And the man under the lower tower.”

Sorn again.

Veya’s gaze rested on Mara. “He watches the node more than the people. That’s what makes him dangerous.”

Mara nodded once. “I know.”

She did.

Too well already.

Veya shifted her grip on the bow. “You break Blackwater right, the water runs where it remembers. Not where he’s teaching it. That’ll buy the node breath.”

The seed under Mara’s ribs tightened again at the word breath.

Yes.

Exactly that.

Lysa exhaled slowly and looked at the camp, the hidden paths, the little competent repairs, the people who had survived here by refusing to be legible.

“Then we make a plan.”

Veya’s scarred mouth settled into something not friendly but committed enough to matter.

“Yes,” she said. “Now you’re speaking like people worth the path.”

The little pane at the edge of Mara’s sight flickered once.

[New contact]
Local adaptation network confirmed
Assessment: hostile to harvest / conditional ally

Mara almost laughed.

Conditional ally.

That was the kindest any of them were likely to get.

Good.

The book did not need kindness. It needed useful bastards standing in the same direction for long enough to break something bigger than themselves.

Veya pointed with the bow toward the east side of the camp, where another low reed screen hid what looked like a map wall or a work board under tarp.

“Come on then,” she said. “Let’s see if your bad luck can be arranged into something useful before the drowned bastard under the tower rearranges the water again.”


Chapter 28 — The Plan at Blackwater

Veya’s map was not a map in the civilized sense.

No pretty borders. No neat legend. No little shrine marks pretending the world could be understood if enough ink was pushed at it. This was a piece of bark board nailed over with old cloth and scraped charcoal lines, with reed tags, fish-bone pegs, and bits of black string marking routes only people on the edge of drowning would bother to remember.

Which meant it was the best map Mara had seen in days.

It hung under the east reed screen of the camp, sheltered from wind and stray eyes. The whole place smelled of fish smoke, wet sedge, boiled roots, and old mud. Better than shrines. Better than harvest camps. More honest than either.

Veya stood before the board with her bow tucked under one arm and a fish knife in her other hand like she might need to cut the landscape if it argued with her. The broad woman from the hearth had joined them too, hook blade at her belt now, silent as bad weather. The younger spear-man lingered at the edge of the screen with the kind of look that suggested he expected betrayal and intended to take it personally.

Good.

Mara trusted people more when they had the decency not to pretend otherwise.

Veya used the knife tip to tap the western edge of the board.

“This,” she said, “is Blackwater Gate as it stands now, not as the old work built it.”

A charcoal block of thick lines and cross-hatching showed the gate span, the drowned mouths beneath, and the broken lower tower where Sorn had set himself up like a neat-handed infection in a wound.

Veya tapped three short black marks below the span. “These are the mouths. West pair weighted too hard. Middle left partial. He keeps the middle one breathing just enough that the inner channels don’t burst and the node doesn’t get a clean line on its own bones.”

Mara felt the truth of that under her ribs.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled from beyond the gate, weak and angry and too tangled in the drowned pressure to answer cleanly. Blackwater Gate was not the wound, exactly. Veya had the shape right. It was the hand on the throat.

Iven leaned in, studying the board with the reverence some men reserved for saints or expensive locks. “And if the west pair open too fast?”

“Pressure runs wrong,” said Veya. “Inner chambers clear too hard. Old lanes shear. Good for making a spectacle. Bad for saving anything.”

Lysa folded her arms. “So we don’t break the whole thing.”

“No,” said Mara. “We break the choke.”

That got Veya’s eyes on her.

Not warm.

Not suspicious either.

Assessing.

Good. Mara was tired of being assessed by men with ledgers. An old reed-root woman with a bow and no patience for nonsense was a vast improvement.

Veya nodded once. “Yes. Now talk like you’ve touched the work.”

Mara didn’t answer that.

Didn’t need to.

The broad woman by the back post stepped closer and touched one hooked finger to the board south of the gate span. “These are the lower spill paths. Mostly dead. Some not.”

Veya grunted. “Some not enough to trust with weight. Some enough to drown in if you guess wrong.”

Deren stood on Mara’s left with his scraps of notes tucked into one hand and his expression arranged into a scowl severe enough to pass for concentration. Mara knew by now it was both.

He looked at the board, then at the little strings marking the hidden lines. “Show me the one that isn’t watched.”

The younger spear-man snorted.

Veya didn’t.

She used the knife tip to trace a line south-east from the gate, then down through a broken set of charcoal strokes into a region she had marked not with straight lines but with swirls and cross-cuts.

“Old spill-throat,” she said. “Not a path. Not a road. Water, dead root, old maintenance lane under both. Too unstable for crews. Too ugly for livestock. Too easy to lose a boot, a hand, or your sense of what direction means.”

“Promising,” said Iven.

“No,” said Lysa. “Useful.”

“Same thing, if you’re not dull.”

Deren ignored them and pointed to the throat line. “Why no watchers?”

“Because watchers like standing ground,” said the broad woman.

Veya added, “And because the gate hands think the node pull does their work for them. They expect anyone bonded to come at the obvious pain.”

Mara’s jaw tightened.

Fair.

That was exactly what Sorn had said, only with less arrogance and more fish smoke.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered once.

[Path Candidate]
Inner spill-throat
Condition: unstable / low observation
Risk: severe

“Helpful,” Mara muttered.

The younger spear-man looked at her. “You do that often?”

“Yes,” said Deren before Mara could answer. “At this point we mostly work around it.”

Iven smiled. “Beautifully said.”

Veya’s scarred mouth twitched once. “Good. I dislike mysteries that think they’re special.”

That got the smallest possible sound out of Lysa, almost a laugh and far too tired to become one.

Veya moved the knife to three little bone pegs set near the lower tower.

“These are the gate hands’ usual still points. One on the lower tower, one on the west approach, one on the outer relay line when they’re being careful.”

“When are they not being careful?” asked Deren.

Veya looked at him.

“Never,” she said.

That was useful too.

Mara watched the board and the camp people around it and felt the chapter turning from movement into intent. Up to now the book had been road, water, dead systems, field notes, Sorn’s voice, and the fifth Cathedral dragging at her ribs from the dark. All ugly. All reactive. This was different.

This was a plan.

Not a clever one in the storybook sense. No perfect theft. No clean heroic rush.

Just human hands deciding where to put damage.

Lysa pointed at the lower tower marks. “We hit their observation first.”

Veya nodded. “If you can.”

Iven’s smile turned meaner. “We can.”

The broad woman glanced at him. “You say that like you’ve met gravity and remained friends.”

“We have an understanding.”

Mara looked at the board again.

Blackwater Gate.

Lower tower.

Weighted west mouths.

Middle partial.

Inner spill-throat.

The fifth Cathedral pressed harder under her sternum just from being that close to the right lines on the board. She did not like that. She liked the honesty of it.

Deren unfolded one of his paper scraps and flattened it against the bark board, writing as they talked.

Lysa saw and nodded once. “Good.”

That was all.

Deren didn’t need more.

He looked up at Veya. “When do they rotate?”

Veya’s brows lifted slightly.

The younger spear-man answered first, maybe before he meant to. “Second gray at the lower spill, first gray at the relay—”

Veya cut him a look.

He shut up.

Too late.

Deren had already written it down.

“Good,” he said.

The spear-man looked offended. “You write like a district rat.”

Deren met his eyes. “I write like a man who doesn’t want to die because somebody guessed instead of counted.”

That shut him up harder than Veya’s look had.

Iven murmured, “Useful eye,” just to be unbearable.

Deren did not dignify it.

Lysa stepped in before the conversation could curdle into camp politics and stabbing.

“Here’s what I need,” she said.

Not loud.

Didn’t have to be.

The whole little screen space settled around her voice at once, even Veya’s people. Mara noticed that and tucked it away. Lysa didn’t demand command. She made the air shape itself around practicality until command was the least embarrassing option available.

“We are not taking the main gate mouth,” Lysa said. “Sorn wants that. We are not wasting bodies on his chosen sightline.”

Veya nodded once.

“We use the spill-throat to get Mara to the inner hold line.”

Veya nodded again, slower this time. “Yes.”

“Iven and your people”—Lysa glanced to the broad woman and the younger spear-man—“hit the lower tower’s tools and relays hard enough that Sorn loses his clean read.”

The younger man frowned. “Why not kill him?”

Because that would be satisfying, Mara thought. Which meant it would be expensive.

Lysa answered the same truth in fewer words. “Because we don’t need a corpse. We need confusion.”

Iven tilted his head. “A pity, but fair.”

Deren tapped the board with the back of his pencil stub. “If the lower tower loses observation and the relay line goes dead at the same time, Sorn has to decide whether the node is bucking on its own or someone is inside the line.”

Veya looked at him now the way she had looked at Mara earlier. Not warmth. Weight.

“Good,” she said.

Deren tried very hard to look like that meant nothing to him at all.

He failed a little.

Mara said, “And me?”

All eyes turned to her.

There it was.

The ugly part.

Veya used the knife tip to trace the spill-throat line one last time until it met a charcoal-smudged ring east of the gate.

“This,” she said, “is the old inner hold. Not a chamber exactly. More a knot where maintenance lines, pressure guides, and flood controls met before the drowned years made a mess of it. The node can still feel that place. That’s why the gate hands haven’t filled it in. They’re using it as a choke.”

The seed in Mara’s chest pulsed once, hard.

Yes.

Exactly that.

Veya’s eyes stayed on Mara. “You get there, you won’t be touching dead work anymore.”

No one spoke.

Didn’t need to.

They all understood what that meant.

Not another dead station.

Not another orchard.

Not another blank severed line.

Something living enough to hurt back.

Lysa said, “How long can she stay in contact before the whole thing turns ugly?”

Veya looked at Mara, not Lysa, when she answered.

“How long can you bleed before you fall down?”

Mara considered giving her a smart answer.

Then didn’t.

“Not long.”

“Then not long,” said Veya.

Fair.

The broad woman at the post spoke again. “Break the west weights first or the inner hold line will drown her instead of opening.”

That mattered.

Mara felt the truth of that too. If the water pressure held as it was, the spill-throat would drag everything down into the wrong channels before the inner hold could answer.

Iven had already begun enjoying himself in a truly suspicious way.

“West weights,” he said. “Observation tools. Relay line. Any little clever cases Sorn loves enough to miss. Lovely.”

Lysa looked at him. “No improvising.”

“I’m wounded.”

“No. You’re tempted.”

“That too.”

Deren pointed at the board with his stub. “Timing matters.”

Everyone looked at him.

He swallowed once, annoyed already at being right in public again, and went on.

“If they rotate at second gray and first gray, then the lower tower will be thinnest after the spill check but before full dark sets the night line. If we hit too early, Sorn still has daylight count. Too late, he expects trouble.” He tapped the lower tower peg. “We want him between assumptions.”

Veya’s scarred mouth nearly smiled. “That’s a good phrase.”

Deren shrugged awkwardly. “It’s a good place to hurt someone.”

Now she did smile, slightly, which on her looked like an old knife admitting another knife might be worth sharpening.

Mara leaned over the board and looked again at the lines.

The plan formed ugly and workable.

Veya’s people guide them to the spill-throat mouth.

Iven, the broad woman, and the younger spear-man hit the lower tower and relay line.

Lysa moves people, watches the exits, and keeps the whole thing from turning into a spectacular funeral.

Deren keeps count and calls changes.

Mara goes into the inner hold and forces contact.

Not a heroic plan.

A bastard plan.

Good.

Those lived longer.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered.

[Plan Forming]
Blackwater Gate disruption
Objective: restore breath / deny observation

For once, Mara almost wanted to tell it yes.

Almost.

Instead she said, “What’s the catch?”

Because there was always a catch.

Veya looked at her and the small smile left her face entirely.

“The catch,” she said, “is that once you touch the inner hold, the whole drowned line will know someone answered.”

Silence.

Then Iven said, very softly, “Ah.”

Lysa folded her arms tighter. “Meaning Sorn.”

“Meaning the node,” said Veya. “Meaning every pressure line still half alive between here and there. Meaning the water will stop being patient.”

The broad woman added, “And if the west weights don’t go when they should, the spill-throat becomes a coffin.”

Good.

There it was.

The real plan.

Not save the day and walk off damp but noble.

Hit the gate hard enough and fast enough that Mara can touch the inner hold before the water or Sorn closes the hand.

Deren wrote all of that down in cramped furious little strokes.

Mara looked at him. “You staying out?”

He stared back like she’d insulted his mother.

“No.”

Lysa said, “You’re with me.”

He scowled. “That sounded dangerously like care.”

“It’s logistics.”

“Right.”

Mara believed neither of them, which was fine. They didn’t need to say it out loud for it to work.

Veya stepped back from the board at last. “You’ve got until second gray tomorrow to look at this and decide whether you’re brave, stupid, or merely out of better choices.”

Iven immediately said, “All three.”

The younger spear-man made a disapproving sound.

The broad woman looked like she wanted to hit him with something practical.

Lysa asked the important question instead. “Do you have enough hands?”

Veya’s answer was clean.

“No. But I have enough ground.”

That was the right answer.

Mara respected it.

Outside the reed screen, the camp moved in small hard ways—fish turned, lines checked, one low fire fed, somebody stepping over wet stone without wasted sound. The whole place felt like a held breath.

The fifth Cathedral pulled under Mara’s sternum again.

Closer.

Weak.

Waiting.

She looked at the board, then at Veya, then at Lysa.

“We do it,” she said.

No one argued.

Not Deren.

Not Iven.

Not Veya’s people.

Because there was no prettier option left in the book.

Veya nodded once as if she had expected exactly that. “Good.”

The younger spear-man pushed off the post and finally stepped fully into the screen light. “Then I’m Tamas,” he said, like the name was a tool and they could have it for the duration of the work and no longer.

The broad woman said, “Nera.”

Iven inclined his head gravely. “A pleasure to survive with you.”

Nera looked at him. “We’ll see.”

That, Mara thought, was the right spirit entirely.

Lysa put one hand flat on the bark board over Blackwater Gate, smudging none of the lines, disturbing nothing, just fixing the shape of it under her palm.

“Then tonight we rest,” she said. “Tomorrow we break the choke.”

And that was the chapter.


Chapter 29 — Break the Choke

Second gray came in hard and mean.

The sky never brightened properly. It just went from black to iron while the drowned country sweated cold around them and Blackwater Gate sat ahead like a bad tooth in a broken mouth. The hidden reed camp had given them one thin sleep, two fish strips each, and a final chance to say anything sentimental they’d regret later.

No one took it.

Mara crouched in black sedge with mud to the shin and watched the gateworks through a slit cut in the reeds by people who knew how to make a spy hole look like weather damage. Veya had led them here before dawn by a route so ugly and narrow it would have insulted less determined boots. Now the whole plan sat in place around her like a trap built out of patience.

Blackwater Gate rose across three drowned lines ahead.

The lower tower hunched over the western approach with its broken parapet and neat little work platforms tucked underneath. The weighted west mouths lay below and to the left, half under black water, their grilles packed with root, silt, and iron load bars Sorn’s crews had added to keep the flow wrong. The middle mouth still spat a narrow hard run eastward through the gate body, just enough to keep the inner channels from bursting and not enough to let the node breathe.

And beyond all of it, under all of it, the fifth Cathedral dragged at Mara’s ribs like something half drowned trying to get one hand above water.

Closer now.

Close enough to hurt.

Lysa crouched beside her and checked the line one last time with a glance, no words. Mara nodded once. Good. Ready enough for the day, which was all anyone ever got.

Ten yards back in the reed lane, Deren knelt over a scrap of bark board with his notes pinned under one hand and the pencil stub in the other. He wasn’t writing anymore. Just checking the timings he’d written in the dark by camp smoke and bad water: second gray, lower spill thin; relay line still live; west mouths weighted; no full watcher change until later. He looked pale. Focused. Useful. The broad old fear in him had become something narrower and meaner, which suited the country better.

Iven was gone from sight entirely.

That was how you knew the sabotage portion of the plan was underway.

Veya and Nera had taken the lower path along the dead spill braces before dawn with a sack of iron wedges, a length of old chain, and the kind of calm that suggested the drowned region had already tried to kill them often enough to become boring. Tamas was with Iven on the relay side, which was either a pairing designed by genius or malice. Hard to say.

Lysa breathed, “Feel anything?”

Mara looked at the gate and put one hand lightly to the seed in her chest.

Not detail yet.

Pressure.

A choked rhythm through the drowned lines, as if the whole gate body were forcing the fifth Cathedral to breathe through cloth.

“Still bad,” she said.

Lysa’s mouth flattened. “That’s helpful in the broadest possible sense.”

“It’s what I’ve got.”

A soft double click came through the reeds from their right.

Not bird.

Not water.

Signal.

Deren’s head lifted at once. “Relay side in place.”

Lysa nodded.

Then all they had to do was wait for the ugly little seam in time they had built the whole plan around.

Mara hated waiting.

The lower tower platform stirred with movement. One outer hand came down the west brace with a lamp hooded low and a hook rod in one hand. Another stayed above, barely visible against the broken parapet. The platform looked thinner than yesterday, exactly as Deren’s count had suggested. Good.

A second signal came, this one from lower still and farther left: one brief knock, then silence.

Nera and Veya at the west mouths.

The board was set.

Now it was time to be rude.

Lysa looked once at Mara, once at Deren, and made the call with a whisper so low the reeds almost missed it.

“Go.”

The world moved all at once.

From the relay side came a sharp metallic snap, then the abrupt ugly cry of iron under wrong strain. One of the little signal frames above the lower tower jerked sideways. The outer hand on the parapet turned toward it just as a chain dropped out of nowhere and took the frame clean off its mount.

Iven.

Of course.

At the west mouths, the water changed note.

Mara heard it before she saw it—a deeper grind under the black surface as something lodged under one of the weighted grilles gave way. Then the leftmost mouth coughed a surge of trapped pressure through the root pack, not enough to burst, enough to shift. The old load bars rattled. One lifted crooked.

Veya and Nera had hit the weights.

The outer hand on the lower platform shouted for the first time that morning.

Good.

That meant they were already behind the plan.

Lysa shoved Mara forward. “Now.”

Mara ran.

Not at the tower.

East and low along the drowned maintenance lip, exactly the line Veya had shown on the bark board. Deren was already moving on the inner side of the reeds, not beside her but near enough to call if the shape changed. Lysa stayed two steps back and one to the left, watching everything at once the way only people born to ugly work ever could.

Behind them, Blackwater Gate came awake.

Not beautifully.

Violently.

The west mouth’s shifted load changed the water pressure under the span. The middle mouth’s narrow hard run began hitting the downstream stone at a different angle. Old braces started talking to one another in the language of stress—knock, shudder, grind, hold.

That was what they wanted.

Not collapse.

Confusion.

A scream rose from the relay side.

Not pain. Anger.

Iven again, then.

Excellent.

Mara hit the split where the drowned lip fell away into the spill-throat and nearly missed it entirely. It looked like nothing from above—a black cut between root masses, half flooded, half choked with old fibers and dead reed. Only the pull in her chest made it legible. There. Through there. Into the ugly.

She dropped in first.

Cold black water to the thigh.

One submerged stone.

Then another.

The throat twisted hard left under a hanging curtain of drowned root. Mara shoved through. Mud brushed her ribs. Something sharp scraped the old hound seam under her shirt and woke a line of heat there.

The seed pulsed once.

Not enough for power. Enough for warning.

Lysa followed without complaint.

Deren came after with an involuntary curse when the water found its way into his boots and soul.

Above and behind them, the lower tower shouted again.

Then Sorn’s voice cut through the noise.

Calm.

Too calm.

“Hold the middle run. Leave the west mouth partial.”

Even now he was counting.

Mara hated him more with every syllable.

The spill-throat narrowed again, then opened into a drowned slot chamber where old maintenance posts rose from the water like snapped teeth. Here the pressure changed. Not just current. Distress. The fifth Cathedral’s pull hit hard enough that Mara had to brace one hand against the wall stone to stop from stumbling.

There.

Very close now.

Lysa saw her catch and said, “How far?”

“Not far.”

“Useful answer.”

Deren, behind them, hissed, “We don’t have long.”

He was right.

The gateworks above were no longer in orderly trouble. The whole choke line had begun talking back to itself. One shifted weight, one wrong pressure pulse, one broken signal frame—small damage, yes. But in a system already tuned wrong, small damage multiplied beautifully.

The little pane at the edge of Mara’s sight flickered.

[Blackwater Gate]
Observation disrupted
Pressure balance destabilizing
Window: open

For once, the invisible bastard sounded almost excited.

Mara pushed on.

The drowned slot chamber sloped upward at the far end into an old maintenance lane barely wider than her shoulders. Dead root fibers brushed her face. Black water ran down the center line fast enough now to pull at boots and balance. The lane bent right.

And there—

The inner hold.

Not a room. Not exactly.

A knot in the old work where three pressure guides, one flood control, and a route line had once met in something like agreement. The roof overhead had partly collapsed, leaving a broken shaft of gray light down onto black water and a ring of exposed rootwork thick as a man’s torso. Old hold braces jutted from the walls. Most were bent. One still held. The whole place looked like a chamber someone had drowned slowly and left just alive enough to regret it.

The fifth Cathedral hit her full in the chest.

Not a voice.

Not words.

Pressure. Flooded channels. Choked gates. A whole living system trying to move water through lungs filled with mud.

Mara stopped dead in the mouth of the hold.

The seed in her chest clenched so hard she thought, for one stupid second, that it might rip free and crawl east on its own.

Lysa’s voice came sharp behind her. “Mara.”

“I know.”

Do you? said every bad decision she’d made this week.

Because touching this would not be like touching dead stations or transit locks or old bloom hardware.

This was live pain.

This was what Book 2 had been dragging her toward since the first scream in the ruin.

Behind them, somewhere above the drowned lines, metal boomed.

Then a deeper sound answered.

One of the west braces failing.

Good.

Iven and Veya had done enough.

Now the rest was hers.

Deren stumbled into the chamber mouth and froze at the sight of the root ring and the black water running through it.

“God,” he breathed.

“No,” said Mara. “Worse.”

The hold line shuddered.

Not physically.

Systemically.

The water around the exposed roots gave one hard pulse outward, slapping the chamber walls.

Contact wanted.

Contact feared.

Contact imminent.

The little pane flickered again.

[Inner Hold]
Live node pressure accessible
Warning: unmanaged contact risk high

Lysa looked from the root ring to Mara and made the ugliest kindest decision she knew how to make.

“You get one try,” she said. “Then I drag you out whether you like it or not.”

Mara looked at her.

Lysa’s face was hard as bad stone. Mud to the knee, thigh bandage dark again from the run, knife in one hand, no softness anywhere except where it mattered.

“One try,” she repeated.

Fair.

Mara stepped into the black water and put both hands on the exposed root.

The world hit back.

Not with light.

With drowning.

Pressure slammed up through her palms and into her shoulders, her chest, her teeth. Water where air should have been. Silt packed into channels that had once run clean. Weighted mouths forcing every inner rhythm to break wrong and re-form wrong and break again. The fifth Cathedral was not screaming anymore because it was busy surviving.

Mara bit down on the pressure and forced herself not to recoil.

Behind her, Deren said something sharp she didn’t catch.

Lysa answered with one word.

“Watch.”

Then the contact changed.

The root under Mara’s hands recognized something.

Not her, exactly.

The seed.

The knot of marked/unbound wrongness she had carried out of the Briar Heart and spent the whole book turning into a problem for other people.

The fifth Cathedral did not welcome her.

It latched.

Mara choked on a breath that was not hers.

The drowned hold line convulsed.

Water surged through the chamber in one violent pulse and struck the walls hard enough to spray all three of them.

Outside, Blackwater Gate boomed again.

Not just stress now.

Failure.

The west mouths were shifting faster than Sorn wanted.

Good.

Let him learn what a live node did when somebody answered back.

Mara pushed harder into the contact.

Not bloom. Not command. Nothing so clean. More like grabbing a drowning animal by the scruff and forcing its face above water long enough to remember what breath was.

The fifth Cathedral answered with pain and pressure and one hard instinctive shove against the choke line.

Above and beyond the hold, something in Blackwater Gate gave a long deep grinding scream.

Lysa’s head snapped up toward it. “Mara!”

“I know!”

Because Sorn had definitely heard that.

Because the observation disruption had just become full system disturbance.

Because the lower tower would be moving this way the moment he understood where the contact had landed.

Deren, voice raw, said, “We have company coming!”

Of course they did.

Mara kept both hands on the root and shoved one last brutal pulse of will, pain, and refusal into the hold line.

Not enough to wake the fifth Cathedral fully.

Enough to make it breathe wrong in a new direction.

Enough to break the clean choke.

The water in the chamber reversed for one impossible second.

Then hammered outward.

The pane at the edge of sight lit hard enough to hurt.

[Blackwater Gate]
Choke disrupted
Node pressure escaping control
Immediate consequence: severe

Mara tore her hands off the root at the same moment the first shout echoed down the maintenance lane behind them.

Sorn’s people.

Close.

Lysa grabbed Mara by the coat and yanked her backward as the inner hold convulsed again, black water exploding upward in a sheet around the exposed root ring.

Deren was already retreating, one hand up against the wall, eyes huge and furious and alive. “Move!”

Mara stumbled back with the fifth Cathedral still clawing at her chest through the seed like a thing not yet saved and not yet willing to die.

Good.

That was honest too.

The chapter had done what it came to do.

Blackwater Gate was breaking.

The node had answered.

And now all the polite counting was over.


Chapter 30 — Wake the Fifth

The first shout in the maintenance lane was followed by a second, then a third, and then the whole drowned hold line stopped pretending it belonged to careful men.

Mara hit the wall hard enough to bruise bone. Lysa still had a fist in the back of her coat, dragging her through the black surge exploding out of the inner hold. Deren was ahead of them, one hand skidding along the stone, boots slipping in water that no longer knew which way it wanted to run.

Behind them, the exposed root ring in the hold chamber convulsed again.

Not a pulse this time.

A buck.

Black water shot up through the chamber in a twisting column and slammed into the half-collapsed roof. Old stone cracked. Dead braces screamed. Something deep under the floor answered with a sound like a giant chest trying to cough mud out of both lungs at once.

The fifth Cathedral was awake enough to hurt.

Good.

Bad.

Too late to sort the difference.

“Move!” Lysa snapped.

They moved.

The maintenance lane had been bad going in. Coming out, it had all the charm of a drowning throat in seizure. Water slammed from both directions at once, then reversed. Root fibers tore loose from the walls and lashed across Mara’s shoulders. The seed in her chest pulsed so hard it felt like someone was driving a nail through her sternum one hammer blow at a time.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flared bright enough to sting.

[Inner Hold]
Contact established
Node state: unstable / responding / distressed
Immediate risk: collapse or wake cascade

“Helpful,” Mara snarled.

Deren, half-turning as he stumbled, said, “What?”

“Nothing!”

Not true.

Everything.

The fifth Cathedral still had her. Not like the Briar Heart had, not deep and choosing, but through pressure and wounded recognition. It clung to the seed in her chest like a drowning thing with one hand on the side of a boat. Every time the water in the lane shifted, Mara felt why. Flooded chambers opening wrong. Choked guides. Pressure lines trying to reassert old paths through damage that had become habit.

Behind them, one of Sorn’s outer hands shouted again.

Then the shout cut off in a wet, startlingly human grunt.

Veya, Mara thought.

Or Nera.

Good.

Let the drowned country hand back one or two surprises of its own.

The lane pitched upward around a broken buttress. Lysa shoved Mara ahead of her. “Up!”

Mara grabbed the buttress stone, hauled, slipped, caught again. Deren was already over the rise, dropping into the spill-throat with all the elegance of a kicked sack. Mara followed. Lysa came last, not because she was slow, but because somebody had to keep turning and checking the dark behind them for steel and certainty.

The spill-throat had changed too.

On the way in, it had been bad but legible—black water, dead roots, cramped stone. Now it felt alive in all the wrong ways. Not Briar response. Not some clean command answer. The whole flooded line was reacting to the broken choke upstream. Pressure was escaping. Old blocked channels were taking water again. Other channels, the ones Sorn had taught to behave badly, were suddenly trying to remember better habits and failing in loud ugly bursts.

The result was chaos.

The useful kind, if you were cruel enough.

Mara sloshed through thigh-deep black water and heard a metallic boom above and west as one of Blackwater Gate’s weighted braces tore free. A second later something larger answered—a deeper structural groan running through stone and drowned iron.

Deren’s voice came sharp through the dark. “That sounds expensive!”

Iven’s voice came back from somewhere ahead and to the left, very much alive and entirely too pleased with himself. “It is!”

Mara nearly laughed despite everything.

Nearly.

The spill-throat widened enough for four bodies to bunch without drowning one another. Veya was there on a low stone lip, bow in one hand, wet to the hip and looking exactly like a woman who had always expected the water to turn homicidal eventually. Nera stood beside her with the hook blade out and blood—someone else’s, mostly—up one sleeve. Iven crouched near them, hair plastered to his skull, one cheek black with sluice muck, the expression on his face deeply offensive in its delight.

“Good news,” he said as Mara and Lysa stumbled up. “Sorn’s day is ruined.”

Lysa looked back toward the hold line. “Status.”

Nera answered first. “West mouth’s broken off true. Not open, but not obedient either.”

Veya jerked her chin toward the drowned dark above them. “Lower tower lost its clean read for one stretch, then got it back ugly. They’ll be moving inward now.”

Deren bent double with both hands on his knees, coughing water and swamp out of his lungs. “That was the plan.”

“No,” said Veya. “That was the hope. The plan was cleaner.”

Fair.

Nothing about the current moment was clean.

Mara leaned one hand against the stone lip and pressed the other hard to her sternum. The fifth Cathedral still clawed at her through the seed. Not words. No grand revelation. Just one savage living insistence:

More.

Not enough.

Breathe.

The little pane flickered again.

[Node Distress]
Partial relief achieved
Choke remains active in secondary lines
Further intervention required

“There it is,” Mara muttered.

Lysa turned her head sharply. “What?”

Mara looked at the drowned line east.

The hold had answered. Blackwater Gate had broken enough to interrupt the choke. But Sorn’s work wasn’t all in the main mouths. She could feel that now with perfect hateful clarity. Secondary pressure guides still held the wrong water in the wrong places. The fifth Cathedral had space to gasp. Not to stand.

“We’re not done,” she said.

Iven’s smile vanished. “How not done?”

Mara pointed east-south-east, through a slit in the root masses where black current ran lower and harder than the rest. “It’s still tied off downstream. Secondary lines. Old hold guides. He left a second hand around the throat.”

Veya followed the line of her finger and swore softly. “The eastern spill collars.”

Nera looked at her. “You sure?”

Veya’s scarred mouth flattened. “I’m sure enough to hate it.”

Deren straightened slowly. “If the main choke breaks and the secondary holds, what happens?”

Mara didn’t answer.

She didn’t need to.

Veya did it for her.

“The node breathes wrong. Pulls too hard on one side. Tears itself up trying to clear what the gate still won’t let go.”

There it was.

The bad choice inside the bad choice.

Leave now, and the fifth Cathedral stayed alive just long enough to destroy itself badly.

Go back in, and Sorn’s people converged on the very line that mattered most.

Good.

A proper end-of-book problem.

Lysa looked at Mara. “Can you touch it again?”

Mara almost said no.

Not out of fear.

Out of honesty.

The first contact had felt like putting both hands into a drowning machine and asking it politely not to die yet. The seed in her chest still burned from it. Her palms were numb. Her teeth hurt. Something under her ribs felt stretched and barbed at once, as if the fifth Cathedral had hooked itself into her and did not plan on leaving quietly.

But the pull east was still there.

Still alive.

Still fighting.

“Yes,” Mara said. “Once.”

Lysa nodded once, all grim practicality. “Then once is what we buy.”

That was the thing about Lysa. She could turn a phrase like that and make it sound like a supply list instead of a prayer.

Deren wiped his mouth and looked from Mara to the drowned slit line. “What do you need?”

Not fear anymore.

Not exactly.

Count.

Good.

Mara pointed. “I need the eastern spill collars broken or shifted enough that the hold line can clear without ripping itself in half.”

Iven said, “Excellent. Something breakable.”

Veya looked at him. “Not easily.”

He smiled. “That’s never been part of my requirements.”

Nera crouched by the black current and ran the hook blade under the surface once, feeling the force against it. “Two collars at least,” she said. “Maybe three.”

Deren already had his note scraps out, flattened wetly against his palm. “How much time before Sorn lands here?”

Veya didn’t need long. “Lower tower to inner lines by the fast cut, maybe ten minutes if he runs men hard. More if the west break keeps eating his footing.”

Iven said, “And it will, because I improved it.”

Lysa ignored him. “Time to the eastern collars?”

“Five if we don’t die stupid,” said Nera.

“That gives us none to spare,” Deren said.

“Good,” said Lysa. “Spare time usually just gets people sentimental.”

Mara looked at the drowned slit.

The fifth Cathedral pulled through it with a rhythm that was no longer just distress. It knew she had answered. It was trying to answer back through water, damage, and old learned pain. The sense of it was getting clearer. Not language. Need.

Breathe.

Open.

Now.

The little pane flickered.

[Wake Sequence]
Node attempting self-correction
External support required

“I know,” Mara said.

Veya’s eyes snapped to her. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“Bad answer.”

“Yes.”

No more time for that.

Lysa made the call.

“Iven, Nera, with me on the collars. Deren, you stay with Veya and keep the lane count. If Sorn’s people hit the slit before we clear it, you call, not fight.”

Deren’s mouth opened.

Lysa’s look shut it again.

“Mara,” Lysa said, and there was no room in the voice for anything but action. “You go when the water changes.”

Mara nodded.

That was the chapter stripping itself down to function now. No speeches. No dramatic hand clasps. Just bodies, lines, timings, and the drowned machine around them trying to choose whether it would be a wound or a grave.

They moved.

The slit line to the eastern collars was lower than the hold throat and far nastier. Not because it was deeper. Because the stone there had once been built to take pressure cleanly and now took it crooked. The current knifed through three half-submerged collar frames fitted around old guide roots thicker than wagon axles. Sorn’s people had added iron cinches and weighted links to the frames, turning them into crude pressure locks. Not elegant. Effective enough to keep the fifth Cathedral breathing through half a chest.

Iven saw the first collar and hissed approval. “That is vile.”

Nera grunted. “Break it faster, then.”

Lysa was already waist-deep, knife between her teeth, both hands on one of the weighted links. “No chatter.”

Deren stayed at the upper stone lip with Veya. His notes were tucked away now. Broken spear shaft in hand. Eyes on the west approach. Doing what he was supposed to do despite clearly wanting to be down in the water where the plan lived or died.

Good.

That meant he was learning discipline, which was useful and depressing.

Mara stood at the mouth of the slit and waited for the water to tell the truth.

The fifth Cathedral pounded at her sternum from the far side of the collars.

Lysa and Nera got the first link loose by brute force and bad language. Iven jammed the hooked rod through the gap and levered until the iron collar frame shifted sideways with a grinding scream. Black water punched through the opening at once, almost knocking him off his feet.

“Beautiful,” he coughed.

The whole slit line changed.

Pressure dropped on one side, rose on another. The guide root beneath the water gave one hard shudder as if something far downstream had flexed a cramped muscle for the first time in weeks.

The little pane flared.

[Secondary Choke]
First restraint weakened
Node response improving

“Again!” Mara shouted.

Lysa didn’t waste breath answering.

The second collar fought worse. Half-submerged bolts, old root grown through the frame, current trying to wrench hands and tools free. Nera cut one link. Iven lost footing and only avoided getting rolled under by pure spite and Lysa hauling him back by the shoulder seam.

Then Deren called from above.

“West line!”

They all looked.

Shuttered lamps.

Two, maybe three.

Coming hard through the drowned lane.

Not blundering. Not Brack’s kind of men. Sorn’s hands, moving fast enough now that the whole drowned line had become a race.

Veya rose from her crouch and put an arrow into the dark before the first lamp finished opening. A grunt answered.

Good.

Not enough.

Lysa bared her teeth at the second collar. “Now.”

Iven got the hooked rod between frame and root. Mara waded in beside him without asking and put both hands on the iron.

Cold.

Pressure.

Wrong.

Not live contact, not fully, but close enough that the fifth Cathedral’s distress sang through the metal like a bad wire.

She shoved.

Pain lanced from her palms to her elbows.

The seed in her chest answered.

Not a great bloom.

Not a miracle.

Just enough wrong strength at the exact wrong cost.

The collar tore free of its lower brace and twisted sideways under the current.

Water punched through.

The guide root underneath bucked like something waking under a blanket.

The whole slit line roared.

“Go!” Lysa shouted.

Mara turned and ran for the inner hold.

Behind her, Veya’s bow snapped once, then again. Deren shouted a count she did not catch. Nera swore. Iven laughed like a lunatic with a broken toy. The drowned country had stopped being patient altogether.

Good.

Mara hit the hold line alone this time.

No Lysa beside her. No Deren’s boots splashing behind. Just the seed in her chest, the fifth Cathedral’s pull, and the hold chamber ahead shaking itself apart under the changed water.

The exposed root ring had gone from black wet stillness to violent living strain. Water spiraled around it now instead of hammering one direction. Old braces screamed. Choked guides under the floor spat silt and black foam through split seams. The node was trying to correct itself faster than the system liked.

Mara slammed both hands back onto the root.

The world came apart.

Not drowning this time.

Breath.

Violent, ragged, painful breath forced through damaged chambers.

She felt the fifth Cathedral re-find the shape of its own lines one brutal inch at a time. Flooded channels opening. Backed pressure moving. Gates shuddering against weight. Not healed. Not saved. But no longer only reacting to the choke.

Mara bit down on the pain and shoved herself into the contact harder.

The fifth Cathedral answered her like a thing waking from a beating.

Not gratitude.

Recognition.

Then rage.

The hold chamber exploded outward.

Black water hit the walls and blew one dead brace clean through the stone mouth. Above, somewhere out in Blackwater Gate, something major gave with a sound like a tower stepping on its own bones.

The pane at the edge of sight went white.

[Wake Event]
The fifth Cathedral is breathing
Status: unstable / active / defensive

Mara screamed.

Not out loud, maybe.

Hard to tell.

Because suddenly the fifth Cathedral was not only alive under her hands.

It was pushing back.

At the gate.

At the weights.

At every old pressure line it still owned enough to hurt through.

Outside the hold, men shouted in tones no longer tidy.

Sorn had lost his clean experiment.

Good.

Then the fifth Cathedral did one more thing.

It reached.

Not with roots.

Not with words.

Through the lattice.

Through every drowned line and half-dead guide still threaded into the country beyond Blackwater Gate.

Mara felt it go.

A signal.

A ragged waking flare cast out through the old system like a man lighting a bonfire with one shaking hand.

The contact nearly stopped her heart.

Because something answered.

Not the gate.

Not Sorn.

Not anything in this drowned country.

Something far away and old and wounded answered back across the severed dark.

One pulse.

Faint.

Impossible.

Alive.

Mara tore off the root ring and staggered backward just as Lysa hit the chamber mouth, caught her under one arm, and hauled her bodily out of the collapsing hold line.

“What happened?” Lysa shouted over the water.

Mara looked east, and west, and nowhere the others could follow.

Her face had gone pale enough that even Lysa stopped dragging for one second.

“Mara?”

Mara swallowed once and found the words with real difficulty.

“It wasn’t just this one,” she said.

Then Blackwater Gate came down another notch, the drowned line roared, and the whole book lunged headfirst toward its cliff.

Then Blackwater Gate came down another notch, the drowned line roared, and the whole world seemed to lunge headfirst toward ruin.


Chapter 31 — The Answer

Blackwater Gate did not collapse all at once.

That would have been clean, and the drowned country had made its feelings about clean outcomes very clear by now.

Instead it failed like a body giving up bad habits one organ at a time.

Mara heard the first major break through the hold line as Lysa dragged her backward out of the chamber. Not a crack. A surrender. One of the west braces let go under the wrong pressure and took part of the lower run with it, which changed the water shape under the gate body hard enough that every other damaged line had to answer or snap. Blackwater roared. Stone boomed. Something high and iron screamed itself loose and vanished into the flood.

Then the drowned works started choosing.

Water that had been forced west broke east. Water that had been held in the lower chambers hit old spill lines and tore root mats loose. The gate no longer knew whether it was a choke or a wound. For one glorious half minute, neither did Sorn.

Mara stumbled in waist-deep black water with the fifth Cathedral still clawing at her chest from inside the seed. Not as contact now. Echo. A raw live throb under her sternum, as if the node had shoved one desperate heartbeat into her and left it there to prove a point.

Lysa hauled her over a broken root rib and shoved her toward the slit line. “Walk.”

Mara tried.

The world tilted hard left.

Nera caught her right arm before she went face-first into the black flow and said, with the practical disgust of a woman who had expected exactly this, “You look like wet death.”

“Flattering,” Mara managed.

“Move faster.”

Good. Everyone was themselves. That helped.

Behind them, Veya’s bow snapped twice in quick succession. One shout answered from the drowned dark west of the hold. Then another, cut short. Deren appeared through the spray and root shadow with the broken spear shaft in one hand and his notes stuffed inside his shirt, soaked but protected by sheer bloody-mindedness.

“Sorn’s people are splitting!” he shouted over the roar. “Some toward the hold, some back to the lower tower!”

“That means he’s still counting,” Iven yelled from somewhere up the slit line. “How tiresome.”

Mara half climbed, half fell after the sound of his voice. The spill-throat had gone from bad to murderous. Water hit wrong. Stone shifted underfoot. Dead roots peeled free of old collars and slapped through the current like black whips. The whole drowned line was trying to remember its original job and failing loudly.

The little pane at the edge of her sight flickered in and out through the spray.

[Blackwater Gate]
Primary choke disrupted
Secondary restraints failing
Node state: active / unstable / defensive

Helpful.

Cruel.

Accurate.

The slit line widened enough to stand in at the upper lip where Veya had first brought them in. Nera shoved Mara onto the stone shelf there and turned at once to cover the west mouth with the hook blade. Veya came up beside her, one sleeve dark to the elbow, bow in one hand, knife in the other because apparently she had decided to be several problems at once.

Lysa took one look at the group and started the count because of course she did.

“Talk if you’re bleeding badly.”

Iven patted himself down. “Only artistically.”

“Not a measurement.”

Deren coughed up black water and said, “None new.”

Nera grunted once.

Veya said, “Arrow nick. Don’t fuss.”

Mara put a hand to her own chest and said nothing.

That was enough to earn her Lysa’s full attention.

“How bad?”

Mara looked east.

The fifth Cathedral still pulled, but the shape of it had changed. Before Blackwater it had felt like drowning pressure forced inward by bad gates and mean people. Now it felt like a thing on its knees, coughing mud and trying to stand before the room stopped spinning.

“Alive,” Mara said.

Lysa waited.

Mara added, “Not safe.”

That landed about how it should.

Because nobody here was stupid enough to mistake breath for recovery.

The drowned country east of Blackwater Gate had begun to convulse in long visible lines now. Whole channel shoulders changed color as silt moved. Reed belts bent under water pushing where it hadn’t been allowed to push before. One low gate tower on the far side of the works sank a full foot and did not come back up. Farther out, under the bruised gray sky, the root masses over the deeper drowned lines were moving.

Slowly.

But moving.

The fifth Cathedral was pushing back.

Good.

Let it.

Deren had climbed onto a stone stump for a better look west. “They’re pulling out of the lower tower.”

Iven hauled himself up beside him. “Retreat?”

Deren squinted through spray and distance. “No. Re-forming.”

Mara closed her eyes for one second and saw it the way the seed saw it: Sorn abandoning clean observation points and trying to regain shape farther back from the convulsing works. He wouldn’t run yet. Men like him didn’t read this kind of catastrophe as defeat until the ledgers themselves became unusable.

“Not retreat,” she said. “Adjustment.”

Iven sighed. “Even his panic is organized. Disgusting.”

Veya looked at Mara sharply. “You can feel him?”

“No.” Mara opened her eyes. “I can feel the board.”

That was worse in some ways.

Because the board no longer ended at Blackwater Gate.

That answer she’d felt through the lattice in the hold had not gone away. It sat behind everything now, faint and impossible and old enough to make the water under her boots feel suddenly much smaller.

Lysa heard something in her voice and stepped closer. “Mara.”

Mara looked east again.

The fifth Cathedral was there. Breathing badly. Awake enough now that the drowned pressure carried more than hurt. There was anger in it. And relief. And one deeper note underneath both, like a held line still humming from the force of what had just traveled through it.

The answer.

Still there.

Still impossible.

Nera was the one who broke the silence. “Do we leave it?”

Mara blinked at her.

Nera jerked her chin east toward the convulsing drowned lines. “The node. Do we leave it now or keep throwing bodies at the problem until the water decides for us?”

Fair question.

Ugly question.

The best kind.

Before Mara could answer, the fifth Cathedral answered for her.

The drowned works east of the gate gave one long shudder and then the central pressure line—whatever remained of the old inner flow spine—opened.

Not fully.

Enough.

A black seam of water running under a root mound thirty yards out suddenly cleared and ran bright silver-gray under the sky instead of black. Not clean water. Not by a long shot. But moving water. Breathing water. Pressure going where it wanted instead of where the choke had taught it to go.

Veya saw it first and exhaled once through her nose. “There.”

Nera looked and nodded once. “It found a lane.”

Lysa turned to Mara. “Is that enough?”

Mara pressed the heel of one hand hard against the seed and listened past pain.

The fifth Cathedral answered with raw exhausted pressure and one unmistakable truth.

Enough for now.

She almost laughed at the bitterness of that.

Enough for now was how entire books got written.

“Yes,” she said. “For now.”

Lysa took that and made the only correct use of it. “Then we’re gone.”

No one argued.

Not even Mara.

Because staying would mean fighting Sorn’s re-formed line on broken drowned ground with half the waterworks trying to relearn themselves through pain. That was not valor. That was volunteering to become a cautionary tale.

They moved.

Veya took them out along a higher reed shoulder east and then south, away from the main convulsing channels, through a string of half-flooded work paths only locals and fools would use. Fortunately, they had both. Blackwater Gate kept roaring behind them, sometimes louder, sometimes less, the sound changing from structured failure to broad drowned confusion. Men shouted in it. Iron rang. Once Mara heard Sorn’s voice, not the words, just the calm clipped shape of it trying to impose order on water that had stopped respecting him.

Good.

Let him earn his wages for once.

The retreat turned ugly fast.

Not because of pursuit.

Because Mara’s body had decided it was done being reasonable.

Halfway down the second reed shoulder, her knees went loose as rope. The seed in her chest stopped pulsing like a distant node and started pulsing like a wound. Each beat ran black-red heat under her skin from sternum to throat, then out through the branching lines along her collar and forearms.

Lysa caught her before she hit the mud.

“No.”

Mara tried to shake her off. “I’m walking.”

“You’re collapsing with opinions.”

“Different thing.”

“No.”

Nera and Veya kept the line moving without comment. Deren hovered one pace away with the kind of useless concern he hated having and refused to admit. Iven took Mara’s hooked rod without asking and slung it over his shoulder.

“What did you do in there?” he asked quietly.

Mara looked at him.

He shook his head. “No, don’t answer that. I prefer mystery to internal organs.”

Lysa shifted Mara’s arm across her own shoulders and forced motion into her. “Walk.”

So Mara walked.

One ugly step after another through reed, mud, and old bad ground while the fifth Cathedral’s new unstable breath hit the drowned country in waves behind them. Each wave carried farther now. Not enough to heal the whole works. Enough to change them. Dead-looking channels twitched alive at the edges. Old spill stones started running where there had only been backlogged black water before. The whole region was moving from managed suffocation into unmanaged crisis.

Good.

That meant Sorn would be busy.

The reed camp took them back just before full dark.

Not with relief. Not with cheering. Just with people making room because they’d seen the drowned works start to buck and had correctly guessed that meant the strangers had done something either useful or unforgivable.

Fair.

Veya led them under the east screen. Nera vanished at once to reset outer signs and fish lines. Tamas appeared from nowhere, took one look at Mara hanging on Lysa like a badly lashed body, and said, “Well.”

“Use smaller words,” said Iven.

The broad woman at the hearth, who Mara now knew as Nera despite her current absence, had left a pot over the hidden coals. Another older woman Mara hadn’t seen earlier came in from the back shelter, looked at the black-red branching under Mara’s skin with one glance too calm to be accidental, and shoved a rolled reed mat into place by the inner wall.

“Put her there,” she said.

Mara objected on principle.

No one cared.

She ended up on the mat with a fish-smoke blanket over her legs and a bowl of something bitter enough to count as punishment thrust into her hands. Deren looked soaked, hollow-eyed, and weirdly proud of not vomiting. Iven sat on an overturned crate cleaning black water and somebody else’s blood off the hooked rod as if it were a domestic hobby. Lysa finally let herself sit only after checking the camp exits, the back route, the roof line, Veya’s face, and the movement of every stranger within knife range.

The chapter slowed there.

As it had to.

Outside, Wakewater still moved wrong. Blackwater Gate still broke in stages. But under the reed roof, the four of them and their temporary allies had enough stillness to count what had changed.

Deren did it first because of course he did.

He spread his notes, the stolen chart, and one of Veya’s bark scraps on the floorboard between them and said, “Blackwater’s not holding clean anymore.”

“Understatement,” said Iven.

Deren ignored him. “The west mouths are off true. The relay line’s broken. The lower tower had to pull bodies back from observation to control. And the fifth Cathedral…” He looked at Mara. “It’s alive.”

Veya, crouched by the board with her bow across her knees, said, “Alive enough to make trouble.”

Lysa nodded. “That’s all we needed.”

No.

Mara looked down at the bitter bowl in her hands. That wasn’t all they needed. It was all they’d managed.

Still.

In this book, maybe that counted.

Iven finished wiping the rod and leaned back against the wall. “Sorn’s not dead. I’m filing that under personal disappointment.”

“Good,” said Veya. “He shouldn’t be dead yet.”

Mara looked up at her.

Veya met the look evenly. “Dead men teach less. Living bastards repeat themselves.”

Fair.

Nasty and fair.

The little pane at the edge of Mara’s sight flickered once more.

[Wake Event Aftermath]
Local objective achieved
The fifth Cathedral remains unstable but breathing
Enemy knowledge increased

There it was.

The trade.

Save this one breathing space, and Sorn learns more too.

Mara hated balanced equations.

Lysa reached across and took the bowl from her before she could decide whether to throw it at the wall. “Talk.”

“I touched it,” Mara said.

Iven made a face. “Deeply upsetting sentence.”

“The fifth Cathedral.” Mara pressed fingers to her sternum. “It’s awake enough to defend itself now. Not enough to stand alone. And when it pushed through the lattice—”

She stopped.

Because saying it aloud would make it real in a way her body had not finished surviving yet.

Veya saw that too, somehow. “What?”

Mara looked at the reed roof, the fish smoke, the scarred old woman with the bow, Lysa’s hard face, Deren’s waiting expression, Iven’s badly hidden alertness.

Then she said it.

“Something answered back.”

No one moved.

Even the camp noises outside seemed to pause in order to be properly offended.

Deren was first. “What do you mean, answered?”

“Exactly what it sounds like.”

“That is not helpful.”

“Nothing today has been helpful.”

Veya went very still. Not frightened. Older than frightened. Like someone hearing a door open in a house everyone said was empty.

“From where?” she asked.

Mara shook her head once. “Far.”

Iven sat up straighter. “Another live node?”

“Maybe.” Mara hated that answer. Hated the uncertainty of it, the way it put a hook through the whole room. “Not this region. Not Blackwater. Farther through the lattice.”

Deren stared at the board as if it might rearrange itself into something kinder.

Lysa didn’t look at the board.

She looked only at Mara. “Are you sure?”

Mara met her eyes.

“Yes.”

That did it.

Lysa exhaled once through her nose. Not surprise. Not disbelief. Calculation. The same ugly quick accounting she applied to bodies, roads, and now, apparently, impossible messages in dead systems.

Veya said, very quietly, “The old record.”

Mara looked at her.

Veya’s scarred mouth had gone hard and thin. “Wardens said if one called, others might feel it.”

The folio.

Still in Mara’s coat, damp at the edges, heavy with dead testimony and now somehow more alive than when she’d pulled it from the hidden niche.

Deren heard the connection land too. “You think it’s another Cathedral.”

“I think,” said Veya, “that if it isn’t, we are all having a much stranger week than I budgeted for.”

That got the briefest ugly huff out of Iven.

Good.

The chapter needed one breath that wasn’t all doom.

Then Nera came back through the reed screen with wet to the thigh and a look like hammered iron.

“Outer sign says gate hands aren’t pushing deep tonight,” she said. “They’re pulling back to count damage.”

Sorn, then. Re-forming. Measuring. Learning.

Of course.

Veya nodded once. “Expected.”

Mara looked east through the reed wall, through dark and fish smoke and bad water. The fifth Cathedral was still there, still unstable, still breathing through broken channels. But now that was not the end of the line. Something beyond it—beyond this region, beyond Blackwater, beyond all the dead orchards and severed yards they had walked through—had stirred in answer.

The world had just gotten wider.

Again.

The little pane flickered one last time.

[Lattice Response Detected]
Source: unknown
Interpretation: another wounded Cathedral may still be alive

There it was.

The cliff.

Not because the fifth Cathedral was lost. It wasn’t.

Not because Sorn had won. He hadn’t.

Because they had broken one choke and proved the old Warden record right in the worst possible way: the system was larger, meaner, and less dead than anyone sane had hoped.

Lysa stood.

Everyone looked at her.

Not because of rank.

Because she was the one who always moved first when the room got too full of bad truth.

“We hold here until first gray,” she said. “Then we count what’s left, what we took, and what follows.”

Her eyes moved to Mara.

“And then we find out what answered.”

No one argued.

Not Veya.

Not Deren.

Not Iven.

Outside, Wakewater kept shifting as the fifth Cathedral fought for a cleaner breath through broken lines and drowned stone. Farther off, Blackwater Gate still moaned in pieces under the night like a beaten thing not yet sure whether it had died or only changed owners.

Mara sat on the reed mat with the folio in her coat, the seed burning under her sternum, and the impossible answer still ringing through the lattice like one last knock on a door the whole world had sworn was sealed.

She looked east into the dark and knew, with the kind of certainty that arrived only when it was least convenient, that saving this one had never been the end of the story.

It had only taught the dead how to call back.

*******************

Dear Reader,

Thank you for spending your time in this muddy, thorn-choked mess with Mara and company. There are a great many books in the world, many of them featuring far fewer drowned root systems and significantly fewer terrible life choices, so the fact that you picked this one means more than I can properly say without getting embarrassingly sincere.

I’m deeply grateful you came along for the ride—through the blood, the briars, the bad roads, the worse people, and the ongoing argument between human stubbornness and everything else. If you found yourself muttering “well, this is going badly” at any point, then I’m pleased to report the book was working exactly as intended.

Writing this story has been a joy, a headache, and occasionally a personal attack from my own imagination. I’m just the poor fool at the keyboard trying to keep up while Mara kicks in doors she absolutely should not open and everyone around her suffers accordingly. So thank you for caring about these battered idiots, and for sticking with them when the world kept getting meaner and wetter.

I hope you enjoyed your stay in the Cathedral of Briars, such as it was. And if you didn’t—well, in fairness, neither did Mara.

With sincere thanks,
Craig Zerf
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