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CHAPTER 1 — DAWN ASCENT


THE ELEVATOR PLATFORM thrummed beneath Jace’s boots like a living heartbeat, the concentric rings of Architect alloy spinning in precise counter-rotation as they lifted away from the desert floor. Dawn’s first light had barely brushed the dunes when they activated the Sun-Dial Keystone, yet the sky above already burned with pink-gold streaks reflected in the platform’s protective field. Sand still clung to his cloak hem; heat still smoldered in the back of his throat. But the Tower’s hum filled his lungs with thin, electric air, and he knew they were leaving the desert’s rules behind.

He’d spent the final hour before launch pacing their base’s kitchenette, checking and rechecking every strap and rune. Sand Anchors polished. Shield bracers inspected. Spare keystone fuses tucked into Mira’s side pouch. Tamsin’s latest “favor” lay in his pack—a set of resonance sensors the dwarf had insisted he install somewhere highly illegal. Jace had told her he’d see what he could do. He’d also stood before the map wall as it pulsed with the Spire glyph, promising the room, the shrine candles, even the cheeky tea kettle that he’d bring the team back.

“Grip the outer rail with your left hand, keep your right palm flat on the keystone bracket,” he instructed, pitching his voice to carry over the rings’ vibration. “If turbulence hits, we anchor to the center pillar before we even think about drawing steel. Mira, you’re on humor detail. Nadiya, ears open for harmonic shifts. Elara—”

“Already monitoring the rune glow,” Elara said, her palm pressed to the keystone’s upper disc. The light in the carved glyphs pulsed in time with her steady breathing, a hymn under her breath braiding with the elevator’s own song.

Mira leaned over the rail with the exuberance of a cat spying a new rooftop. “Jace, if I fall, you’re catching me.”

“You’re tethered,” he reminded her, nodding to the braided harness line that connected each of them to the central column. “And if that fails, I’m catching you.”

“Perfect.” Mira flashed a grin that could have coaxed a statue into a smile. “I live to give you heart attacks.”

Nadiya’s tail bristled beneath her cloak as she peered through her sand goggles. The fennec’s ears tracked every shift in the elevator’s pitch, swiveling like twin radar dishes. “Wind shear coming from port,” she said. “I can hear it bending around the field. Should be mild, but the next gust ten breaths out is going to slap hard.”

Jace adjusted his stance, widening his footing on the grooved metal to offset the predicted hit. “On my count. Three… two… brace.”

The field flared as the gust struck, shimmering in a lattice of teal and gold. The elevator tilted a fraction before the counter-rotation corrected, but none of them stumbled. Jace exhaled through his nose, the disciplined calm he’d forged in the Scarab’s arena settling over him. They had beaten sandstorms, mimic doors, corrupted treants, and smug nobles. They’d earned a place on this platform. He wouldn’t let the first crosswind shake that.

Below them the desert unspooled like an endless scroll, dunes stretching to the horizon in reddish-gold waves carved by the night’s wind. The oasis where they had camped with the Glass Jackals was already a glimmering shard of green swallowed by distance. In the east, the sun crested the ridge, turning every dune crest into a ribbon of fire.

“I can’t see the Bright Lances,” Mira said, shading her eyes. “Maybe the Tower ate them for breakfast.”

Jace squinted toward the southern dunes. For a heartbeat he caught the glimmer of a glide wing catching the sun, then it vanished behind a cloud of illuminated sand. Whether it belonged to Torvy or some other opportunist, he couldn’t tell.

“Or they launched from another Waypoint,” Jace said without humor. He’d seen the glide barges, the way Torvy’s crew hustled every contact to get their own route skyward. “Stay ready in case their rigs cross ours.”

The keystone’s outer ring chimed, and Elara’s eyes widened. “There’s a status ping,” she said. “It’s acknowledging we passed the safe-altitude threshold.”

A line of text scrolled across the inner field, luminous letters hovering above the keystone’s surface. Jace read it aloud.

`[SYSTEM] Destination Locked: Waypoint Spire — SKY TOWER.`

Hearing the Tower speak their destination out loud shivered through him. This wasn’t a rumor on the map wall or a projection in Tamsin’s shop. It was real, and the system itself now escorted them.

Mira bounced once on her toes, then forced herself still when the platform wobbled. “All right, I admit it. We might actually be doing this.”

“‘Might’?” Elara teased, her copper hair whipping in the updraft. She tightened the tie at the end of the braid she shared with Mira—a symbolic knot they’d started wearing during the Scarab raid. “I’m already preparing to log a new hymn for the Shrine.”

Nadiya leaned closer to Jace, her voice just audible over the hum. “Do you hear them?” she whispered. “It’s like… curves of sound. Different than sandstorms. More mathematical.”

He listened harder. Beneath the mechanical whirr he heard something else: sustained chords that oscillated around a steady center, rising pitch as they ascended. Not random. Structured. “I hear them,” he said. “Harmonics tied to altitude, maybe? If you notice a key change, call it out. Could mean the Tower wants us centered.”

Nadiya nodded, cheeks flushed with excitement and terror in equal measure. “Understood.”

As the platform rose higher, the desert blurred into color bands, and thin clouds drifted past, leaving streaks of cold moisture on the field. Jace reached out to touch the condensation, rubbing it between his fingers. It evaporated instantly, leaving a tingle. The air grew sharper, tasting of ozone. Each breath filled his lungs like drinking from a chilled metal cup.

“We should catalog symptoms,” Elara said, slipping into healer mode. “Altitude adjustments can sneak up on us. Headaches, dizziness, shortness of breath—”

“I’ll keep a pulse on oxygen,” Jace said. “If anyone feels woozy, we rotate positions every ten minutes.”

Mira flipped her goggles onto her forehead, squinting upward. “I can finally see it.”

He followed her gaze. The Sky Tower had looked like a mirage from the desert—an impossible needle glinting on the horizon. Up close it dominated the sky, a pale spire that pierced the highest clouds, its surface rippling with iridescence as if made from overlapping scales of light. Terraces spiraled around it at irregular intervals, studded with crystalline balconies and gardens that somehow clung to the Tower’s skin. The elevator shaft they rode tracked along one of these terraces, aiming for a docking ring that jutted from the Tower like an open hand.

“I’ve never seen anything so beautiful,” Elara said, awe softening her features.

“And dangerous,” Jace added. “Don’t forget dangerous.”

Nadiya’s ears flattened. “I’m not forgetting.”

Elara reached across the narrow gap between them and squeezed Nadiya’s glove. “We already outpaced Sir Halwen’s sabotage, Syl’s blight, and a Scarab that thought we were snacks. The Tower can test us, but it doesn’t get to define us.”

Jace watched the Tower grow larger, the docking ring now a massive circular bay rimmed with runic pylons. Energy flares danced between the pylons, shifting in rhythmic pulses that reminded him of beating wings. The keystone’s hum synchronized with the pylons as they approached; he could feel the vibrations aligning in his teeth.

“Okay,” he said. “Docking plan, repeat it.”

“We stay clipped into the inner column until the field drops and the platform locks,” Mira replied.

“Elara extends Shine the moment the field thins, to smooth the connection,” Elara added.

“Nadiya keeps listening,” Nadiya said. “If the harmonic key shifts suddenly, we brace.”

“I step onto the dock first, shield up, scan for hostiles,” Jace finished. “If the Tower sends constructs, we don’t attack unless we’re attacked. We’re guests until proven otherwise.”

Mira rolled her shoulders. “Or until someone decides we’re loot.”

He allowed a ghost of a smile. “Then we remind them what happens when they try to take what’s ours.”

The docking ring flared brighter, and the elevator slowed, the concentric rings easing to a smooth glide. The protective field around the platform thinned, wind rushing in with a shrill cry like flutes. Elara raised both hands and cast Shine, a soft golden sheen that rippled outward, meeting the Tower’s field and calming its turbulence. The keystone warmed beneath Jace’s palm. He felt it question him—an intuition rather than words.

“It wants authorization,” he said quietly. “Hands in.”

Each of them placed a hand on the keystone’s rim, forming a circle. Jace let the memory of the Scarab arena fill him—how they’d stood back-to-back, trusting each other to watch the blind angles. When the keystone’s warmth spiked, he added the image of Syl’s grove, of the kitchenette they’d built, of evenings laughing over burnt stew. The platform shuddered once, then glided into the docking bay as if sliding into a sheath.

Mechanical locks clamped around the elevator’s edges, anchoring it to the Tower, and the protective field dissipated entirely. Cold air rushed in, sharp enough to sting. The platform’s rings slowed until they stopped with a resonant chime. For a heartbeat there was only silence.

Then a segment of the docking ring’s wall liquefied, flowing outward to form an archway. Light spilled from within, tinted soft blue.

“We’re invited in,” Elara breathed.

“Or lured,” Nadiya whispered.

“Either way, we go forward,” Jace said. He unclipped himself from the column, testing the gravity. It was lighter than in the desert but still pulled enough to keep them grounded. He slid his shield off his back, the familiar weight reassuring, and stepped toward the archway. “Stay behind me until we know what’s on the other side.”

Mira clicked her tongue. “Captain commanding again. Got it.”

They descended the ramp that extended from the platform to the docking ring floor. The material looked like marble but felt like warm, resilient metal beneath their boots. As they approached the archway, the light inside shifted, forming lines that pulsed in time with their footsteps.

“It’s sensing our cadence,” Elara said. “Jace, do you hear that chord? It matches the resonance hum from the elevator but a step higher.”

Jace listened. She was right: the Tower’s hum had moved from a calm C to a curious D. A question chord. “Acknowledged,” he murmured. “We’ll answer once we’re inside.”

The archway widened, revealing a corridor lined with translucent panels. Shadows moved beyond the panels like slow currents in water. The air carried the scent of ozone and something green—impossible at this altitude, yet there it was, fresh and alive.

Jace paused on the threshold, glancing at each of his companions.

Elara met his gaze with steady warmth. “We’re ready.”

Mira spun a dagger in her fingers with theatrical nonchalance, but her eyes gleamed with determination. “Let’s see what’s on the menu today.”

Nadiya exhaled slowly, ears forward. “I’ve never heard anything like this, but I’m with you.”

He nodded, then stepped through the archway.

The corridor beyond curved gently upward, lit by lines of light embedded in the floor. The translucent panels showed glimpses of the open sky, the desert far below blurred into abstract colors. Tiny motes drifted through the air, glowing faintly. They floated past Jace’s face and brushed his cheek like inquisitive insects before darting away.

“Constructs?” Mira whispered.

Elara extended a hand, letting a mote hover above her palm. “Observers, I think. Curious but not hostile.”

Nadiya turned her head, listening. “There’s a harmonic swell ahead. Something large.”

Jace advanced slowly. “Stay alert.”

They rounded the corridor’s bend and entered a circular chamber. At its center floated a construct shaped roughly like a humanoid, composed of liquid metal that rippled with inner light. Its head was an oval with a single band of light that pulsed in rhythm with the Tower’s hum. It hovered inches above the floor, arms extended to either side as if balancing unseen scales.

The construct rotated to face them, the light band brightening. It raised an arm and gestured toward the chamber’s far door, which remained sealed.

“I think,” Elara said slowly, “it wants us to follow.”

Mira rested her daggers against her thighs. “Or it wants to lead us into a pit. Hard to tell with faceless metal monks.”

Jace tightened his grip on his shield. “If it meant to attack, it would have done so already. Step carefully and keep formation. If it gestures again, we mirror. Respect is the safer play.”

The construct glided forward. Jace led the group after it, staying two paces back. As they approached the far door, the construct’s light band dimmed, and a glyph appeared above the door’s surface: three interlocking triangles—a symbol he’d studied in Ivy’s notes back at the base. Precision. The first trial.

“This is it,” he murmured. “Trial of Precision is right through here.”

Mira’s tail flicked beneath her cloak. “Already? No lobby snacks? No gift shop?”

“We just ate,” Elara said with a soft laugh.

Nadiya ran her fingers along the door’s edge. “The harmonics match the elevator’s initial key. It’s like the Tower wants to see if we can maintain rhythm.”

The air itself shimmered as a new line of text scrolled above the glyph.

`[SYSTEM] Trial of Precision — threshold acknowledged. Adjacency formation advised.`

The glyph pulsed once, acknowledging their presence.

“Noted,” Mira said. “Now it’s official.”

Jace centered himself. “All right. Before we trigger it, status check. Everyone breathing steady?”

Elara nodded. “Steady. Mana reserves full.”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” Mira said. “Ankle’s tight but functional.”

Nadiya flexed her fingers. “Hands are sweating. That means yes.”

Jace lifted his shield, then placed his palm on the glyph. “We tackle whatever’s in there together. No heroics. No overextending. We’ve built this far by being smarter than the dungeon, not flashier.”

The glyph flared, and the door dissolved into light. Beyond lay a vast chamber, its floor segmented into geometric patterns that shifted and rotated even as he watched. Suspended above the floor were ornate mechanical arms tipped with blades and weighted spheres, their movements synchronized like the gears of a clock.

Mira whistled. “Precision indeed.”

Elara’s eyes danced with a mix of dread and thrill. “The Tower isn’t easing us in.”

Nadiya’s ears flattened again. “I can hear the timing. It’s like a song with missing beats. We’ll have to fill them.”

Jace stepped across the threshold. “Then we fill them. Formation: Beginner’s Band adjacency. Mira left, Elara right, Nadiya behind. I’ll call cadence. Trust the Call is live, but we only spend it when necessary. The Tower is watching.”

As the door sealed shut behind them, he felt the Tower’s hum intensify, the resonance pressing against his skin like a second heartbeat. They’d left the desert behind. Now the Sky Tower was watching every step.

The floor shifted immediately, hex tiles rotating to expose mirrored facets while others sank, turning the arena into a kinetic puzzle. Overhead, the mechanical arms began tracing concentric paths, weighted spheres whistling through the air with bone-breaking promise. Somewhere within the gears, a metronome ticked—a soft click-click-click that dared them to miss a beat.

Jace inhaled, tasting metal and anticipation. He glanced at each of his companions: Elara’s eyes bright with focus, Mira already prowling to the left, Nadiya listening as if she could hear the next tile flip before it happened. Trust. That was their greatest resource here.

“Let’s make it worth the show,” he said, and led his family into the Trial of Precision.


CHAPTER 2 — HANDSHAKE PROTOCOL


ELARA HAD NEVER stood in air this thin, yet every breath felt sacred.

The docking bay embraced them in pale light, its walls alive with flowing patterns that responded to touch and tone. The elevator platform was locked behind them now, and the archway ahead glowed like the iris of a living eye. The Tower was listening. She could feel it—a subtle pressure against the skin, a hum in the bones, an attentive silence waiting for their answer.

“Jace,” she said softly, “give me a moment.”

He nodded, shifting his shield a fraction but keeping the point low in the universal sign of peace. Mira twirled her daggers and tried to look relaxed, while Nadiya’s ears flicked with every harmonic pulse. Elara centered herself, one palm on the shrine token at her belt, the other hovering over the shifting glyphs embedded in the arch.

“Warm Hand, guide my voice,” she whispered, not so much a prayer for divine intervention as a promise to bridge faith and machine. The Shrine elders had insisted her field reports include specific rites and observations, proof that she was respecting the Warm Hand even inside an Architect wonder. Fine. She would do better than respect; she would harmonize.

The glyphs pulsed in triplets: bright-bright-soft, bright-bright-soft. A welcoming pattern, but incomplete. Elara traced it in the air, matched it with a three-beat hum, then layered a fourth tone atop the last pulse, offering variation rather than blind mimicry. The arch responded with a new color shift, cool blues sliding into golds. It felt… pleased.

She stepped forward, raising both hands. “We arrive in care,” she said, letting her words ride the melody. “We anchor. We will not take more than we can bear.”

The arch brightened, and the sentinel construct they’d met moments ago flowed from the wall once more. Up close, it was even more elegant, liquid metal forming graceful limbs etched with micro-runes. Its featureless head tilted. The light band that served as eyes pulsed faster.

“It wants proof,” Mira murmured.

“Of what?” Nadiya asked, eyes wide.

“Intent,” Elara said. “We’ve reached the cusp between welcoming and warding. If we respond with aggression, it will close the door.”

Jace shifted his grip. “Tell us what you need.”

Elara inhaled, drawing the arch’s pulse into her breath. “Mira, sheath the daggers for now.”

Mira grinned. “You sure? I look great with them out.”

“Undeniably,” Elara said, a smile ghosting across her lips. “But the Tower needs a different tone. Humor later.”

Mira obeyed, sliding the blades back into her belt. Nadiya straightened, relaxing her shoulders, while Jace lowered his shield another inch to make the gesture unmistakably non-threatening.

Elara pressed her palm to the arch. The surface was warm, almost soft. She drew the Warm Hand’s first verse—a series of ascending notes—then let the elevator’s hum guide her into a counterpoint. Shrine hymn, Tower harmonic. Two traditions entwined. As she sang, the sentinel’s light band steadied, syncing to her rhythm. Her heartbeat slowed to match.

The arch answered with text, crisp and cerulean.

`[SYSTEM] Resonance +1 — trust acknowledged.`

Elara exhaled a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “We’re accepted,” she said.

“For now,” Jace added quietly. “Stay ready.”

The archway expanded, revealing a chamber ringed with runic pylons, each capped by a hovering crystal. Elara stepped in, letting the others fan out. The crystals emitted faint notes—C, D, F#, a dissonant interval that begged to be resolved. On the far wall, a panel displayed a stylized hand overlaying a quintet of circles. The handshake protocol, she realized, from the Architect fragments Ivy had shown them back in the base.

“It wants more than music,” she murmured. “We have to enter a contract.”

Nadiya’s ears twitched. “With a door?”

“With the Tower,” Elara said. “Think of it as a field trial vow. We state boundaries, we receive terms, we agree, or we don’t enter.”

Jace nodded. “Spell it out.”

Elara’s fingers brushed the shrine token again. “In the Shrine’s rites, a handshake vow is spoken with both palm and heart. Here…” She gestured to the panel. “We place our hands, speak our names, and promise stewardship. In exchange, the Tower grants access and… likely observes us a little more closely.”

Mira snorted. “So we’re signing up for magical surveillance.”

“We already were,” Jace said. “Elara, lead it.”

She approached the panel. As her palm hovered over the central handprint, the crystals shifted to a chord that vibrated in her teeth. Not hostile—just waiting. She set her hand down. The panel softened, accepting the imprint, and a subtle warmth spread through her palm like sunlit water.

“Elara Vaylen of the Warm Hand,” she said clearly. “I promise care for those who place trust in me, mortal or construct.”

The chord dipped, then brightened. Elara stepped aside. Jace placed his hand next, voice steady as stone.

“Jace Carter. I swear to shield those under my watch and share what we learn with those who act in good faith.”

Mira followed with a gracious bow that was half sarcasm, half genuine ceremony.

“Mira Quickpaw. I promise to use your tricks responsibly… or at least artfully.”

The chord gave a playful trill. Nadiya pressed her hand last, tail swishing.

“Nadiya of the Glass Jackals—no, just Nadiya. I promise to listen before I leap, and if I leap, to catch who needs catching.”

The crystals flared, bathing them in overlapping light. Text flowed across the wall like written music.

`[SYSTEM] Handshake recorded. Access tier: Guest Custodians (Provisional).`

Smaller text scrolled beneath—conditions etched in light: maintain Resonance above one per trial, no unauthorized removal of structural components, report anomalies to Tower registry or approved proxy. The fine print of a building that thought like a bureaucrat.

Elara swallowed. “So we can’t rip a wall panel off for Tamsin,” she said, thinking of the engineer’s excited demand.

“We can bring schematics,” Jace replied. “Tamsin can live with blueprints.”

Mira chuckled. “Assuming she doesn’t come take a chunk herself eventually.”

The sentinel stepped between them and the far door, its arms rising slowly. The light band scrolled symbols, and a soft chime rang out. On instinct, Elara lifted her hands to mirror its posture. The construct’s arms rotated, wrists pivoting inward until its palms faced its chest, then outward again—a clear, deliberate motion. Handshake accepted. New instruction pending.

The door beyond responded, lines of glyphs rotating like gears to unlock. A corridor stretched ahead, this one narrower, with walls that shimmered like frozen waterfalls. Threads of light ran along the surfaces, intersecting in patterns that shifted from geometric precision to swirling motifs reminiscent of shrine mandalas. The Tower was blending aesthetics on purpose, she realized. Showing them it could speak their languages if they spoke its.

Elara activated her crystal recorder, capturing every detail. “Elder Theron will want this,” she murmured.

“Theron can wait,” Mira said. “There’s a sentinel to follow.”

They walked. The sentinel glided ahead, its presence both guide and judge. Elara studied the glyphs as they passed, narrating for the recorder: “Harmonic levels stable. Light temperature rising two degrees. Scent of ozone combined with… lavender? The Tower is mimicking gardens to put us at ease.”

“Or to see if we notice,” Jace said.

Nadiya’s ears perked. “Hold. There’s a shift—I hear a secondary hum, like a braided chord.”

Elara strained her senses. Yes, there it was: a lower tone emerging from the floor, syncopated against the upper hum. She angled her crystal toward the ground. “Structural reinforcement?” she mused.

Mira crouched and tapped the floor with a dagger hilt, grinning when the surface vibrated. “It’s—”

A panel flickered. Mira’s grin vanished as a beam of light scanned her from boot to ear-tip.

Elara’s heart leapt to her throat. “Mira, don’t move.” She stepped between the rogue and the beam, raising a calming hand. “Tower, that one is incorrigible but loyal. Please file as “playful.””

The beam dimmed with something akin to resignation. Mira laughed softly, relief shading the sound. “Thanks, sunshine.”

“Please try not to trigger unknown security lasers,” Elara muttered, though affection warmed the admonishment.

The corridor opened into another chamber. This one was smaller, with an array of floating discs arranged in concentric rings. Each disc displayed a fragment of script—some in Architect glyphs, some in the flowing script of the Warm Hand, others in languages Elara didn’t recognize. The sentinel hovered beside the array, gesturing.

“Documentation exchange,” Elara guessed. “It wants us to add to the archive.”

Jace frowned. “We don’t have time to write essays.”

“Maybe we only need a fragment,” Elara said. She keyed her recorder to transmit mode, selecting a short entry—the Warm Hand’s blessing for safe passage, the one she used when young delvers left the Shrine for their first runs. As she played it, the disc nearest her glowed, capturing the words in light. The script translated itself into Architect glyphs, then into a condensed sigil that floated above the disc before settling into place.

Nadiya stepped forward next, offering a Glass Jackal route chant. It contained no secrets—just a rhythm for pacing across dunes. The Tower accepted it, filing the tune beside Elara’s prayer. Mira rolled her eyes, then contributed a Rogue’s Alley lullaby about keeping daggers sharp and hearts sharper. Even the sentinel’s light band pulsed in amusement at that one.

Jace hesitated, then placed his palm on a disc. “Trust the Call,” he said simply, and described how they’d discovered the tactic in the Mossy Gate Ruins. The disc flashed brightly, as if the Tower recognized a companion concept in its own design.

When they finished, a new message scrolled across the chamber’s far wall.

`[SYSTEM] Archive fragments logged. Narrative balance: one story owed (deferred).`

The wall pulsed with a brief confirmation of the exchange.

Elara blinked. “We owe the Tower a story later.”

“Fair,” Mira said. “It gave us a Spire.”

The sentinel rotated once more, gesturing toward the chamber’s exit. Before it moved on, it raised its arm and extended a single finger toward Elara’s crystal recorder. She hesitated, then touched the crystal to the construct’s hand. A wave of data surged through the recorder, flooding her with glimpses—schematics of the docking ring, a cross-section of the elevator, notes on harmonic adjustments.

“Jace,” she breathed. “Blueprints.”

He smiled. “Tamsin can stop pacing.”

“I’m not sending these to her unscreened,” Elara said. “But yes. She’ll see some of it.”

They followed the sentinel through the exit and into a final antechamber. The far door bore the interlocking triangle glyph for Precision, though this one glowed subtler than the array outside. The floor here was smooth and unadorned, a simple circle with a single concentric ring etched around its edge. In the center stood a raised platform—not a trap, Elara sensed, but a podium.

“Another oath?” Nadiya asked.

Elara examined the platform. Embedded within it was a concave slot shaped like the Sun-Dial Keystone. “It wants a status update,” she said. “Probably a handshake summary before we enter the first trial.”

Jace unclipped the keystone from his harness and placed it into the slot. The podium flared. A summary hung in the air: party integrity four of four, Resonance holding at one of three. Handshake parameters—hospitality maintained, aggression contained, data exchange achieved—all marked with glowing affirmatives.

`[SYSTEM] Access Granted: Trial of Precision.`

Elara’s heart skipped in triumphant relief. “We did it,” she whispered. “The Tower acknowledged every step.”

Mira leaned close. “And now it wants to see if we trip over our own feet.”

Jace removed the keystone, snapping it back onto his harness. “Then we show it we don’t.”

The door to the Trial of Precision shuddered, then slid open with a low sigh. Cool air spilled out, carrying the smell of polished metal and faint oil. The sentinel bowed—an actual inclination—and dissolved into the wall, its duty complete.

Elara glanced at her recorder one last time, ensuring it captured every glyph, every note. “Elder Theron will get the cleanest report he’s ever seen,” she said.

Jace chuckled. “Maybe it’ll make him smile.”

“Let’s not ask for miracles,” Mira muttered.

Nadiya twined her tail around Elara’s leg in a brief, comforting loop. “You did good.”

“We all did,” Elara said, warmth spreading through her chest. “Ready?”

“Always,” Jace replied.

They stepped forward together, crossing from the Tower’s handshake into its first true test. As the door sealed behind them, the last echo of the sentinel’s chime merged with the rhythmic clicks of the precision chamber beyond, and Elara knew with absolute certainty that the Warm Hand and the Architects could share the same song—as long as the party kept singing.


CHAPTER 3 — PERIMETER SWEEP


MIRA LIVED FOR unknown corridors.

Give her a new stretch of stone and she’d map it in her head before the others even blinked. Give her a balcony a hundred stories up—apparently that was the number they’d just passed, if the elevator’s runes added up right—and she’d prowl the edge just to feel the air whip past her ears. She’d promised Jace she’d behave. She’d promised Elara she’d log everything properly for the shrine. She’d promised Nadiya she wouldn’t mock the Jackal ears if they went flat.

She broke two of those promises within the first five minutes.

“I need the sweep,” she said before Jace could assign anyone. “You still have the keystone handshake to process, sunshine has fifteen more notes to sing at the door, and Nadiya looks ready to throw her breakfast if the floor wobbles one more time. Let me walk it.”

Jace opened his mouth to object. She held up both paws—palms out—to show they were empty. He hated when she waved blades while negotiating.

“Give me ten minutes,” she said. “I’ll plant chalk marks, check for obvious death traps, and holler if a sentinel tries to flirt.”

Elara smothered a laugh. Jace sighed. “Eight minutes.”

“I love you,” she said, and winked. “If I’m gone in nine, I already tripped the easy stuff.”

Nadiya shot her a look halfway between awe and terror. “Don’t fall.”

“Please,” Mira said. “I fall with style.”

The corridor outside the handshake chamber opened onto a platform that circled the docking bay. The Tower’s skin undulated beyond the railing, iridescent panels revealing glimpses of the desert far below. Mira whistled low. “Well hello, endless drop.”

She unslung her chalk pouch and marked the doorway with a quick symbol: a smiling cat face for “home.” Ritual, not necessity. Chalk didn’t stick well to shifting Architect alloy, but tradition felt good, so she did it anyway.

Nadiya’s footsteps padded up behind her. “I’m coming,” the fennec said, tucking her tail close.

“Thought Jace told you to rest.”

“Thought Jace told you eight minutes,” Nadiya countered.

Mira flashed teeth. “Fine. If the Tower throws us, we scream together.”

They started clockwise along the perimeter, hugging the inner wall so the outer drop didn’t suck them into its delicious doom. Mira’s eyes cataloged hazards automatically: seam there, vent here, runic emitter tucked under a lip. She tapped each with a dagger hilt and muttered notes for Elara’s recorder later.

“Magnetic plating every third panel,” she said. “Means the Tower can flip us sideways if it wants. So watch for that.”

“How can you tell?”

“The seams are too precise. Also there’s a faint hum. Listen.”

Nadiya tilted her head. “Oh. There. Like a mosquito with perfect pitch.”

“Exactly.” Mira chalked the panel with a little lightning bolt—her shorthand for “stickiness ahead.”

They rounded a bend and stepped into a wider alcove. Above them, the ceiling dipped low, lined with hexagonal plates that glowed faintly. Mira felt her whiskers—which she absolutely did not have, thank you—tingle.

“Turret bay,” she murmured. “Dormant doesn’t mean dead.”

Nadiya sniffed. “I don’t smell ozone.”

“Then the weapons are waiting for a trigger we haven’t hit,” Mira said. “Let’s not hit it.”

She knelt and ran her fingers over the floor. Smooth—but the pattern of triangles told another story. “Pressure sensor,” she said. “Edge of plate is scuffed. Someone scooted across it recently.”

Nadiya crouched beside her. “Bright Lances?”

“Either them or a very tidy ghost.” Mira traced the scrape. “Boot size? Could be Torvy. She has good taste in boots. Regardless, they bypassed this. Means there’s a safe route. See the narrow strip between plates? Step there if you ever have to cross.”

She chalked the safe path with arrows, then continued. The Tower echoed around them, each footstep feeding into the hum. Mira’s pulse doubled. She liked being watched. Generally. When the watcher was a giant sentient Spire, she pretended harder.

“So,” Nadiya said, needing distraction. “This is… fun for you?”

Mira grinned. “Absolutely. Danger is the best flavor of fun.”

“My stomach disagrees.”

They approached a corner where the floor sloped gently upward. Light spilled from ahead—a soft blue that reminded Mira of the Shrine’s evening candles. She peeked around, expecting another corridor.

Instead, the wall melted away to reveal a clear panel. Beyond it, the desert stretched to the horizon, the elevator shaft gleaming like a thread of silver. The platform they’d ridden was now a tier below, smaller than her palm.

“We really left,” Nadiya whispered.

“No turning back now,” Mira said, forced cheer in her voice.

A faint whir drew her attention. In the panel’s corner, half-hidden under a metal lip, a disc rotated slowly. Not a turret. Not a sensor she recognized. She leaned closer, squinting. “Tracker,” she muttered. “Bright Lances. They planted a spy eye.”

Nadiya hissed. “How do you know?”

“Because it’s ugly,” Mira said dryly. “The Tower’s constructs have clean lines. This is cobbled, has a ring of Yarrow brass, and the guild stamp is scratched off. Please. Amateur hour.”

She slipped a dagger out, used the tip to flick the tracker loose, and caught it mid-air before it could clatter. It buzzed angrily in her hand.

“What’ll you do with it?” Nadiya asked.

“We give Jace the intel,” Mira said. “But first…”

She pressed the tracker to the panel and whispered, “Let them know we found it.”

The disc flashed red once, broadcasting its location before she crushed it with her fist. Petty? Maybe. Satisfying? Absolutely.

They continued. Mira marked more hazards—vents that blew cold air occasionally, cracks that glowed with warning sigils, a maintenance hatch that looked like a perfect hiding spot until she saw the rune for “suction” etched inside. She noted a cluster of nodes that hummed in harmony and added a doodle of a musical note for Elara’s eventual hymn experiments.

“Seventy seconds left,” Nadiya said, checking the hourglass strapped to her wrist.

“Plenty,” Mira replied.

The corridor narrowed, leading to a long straightaway. Halfway down, the gravity shifted.

It wasn’t dramatic. One moment her boots felt normal, the next her stomach lifted as the world tilted ninety degrees. The floor became a wall. The wall became the floor. Mira’s body reacted before her mind did—years of alley jumps and catwalk swings taking over. She planted one hand on the newly vertical surface, kicked off the railing, and launched herself toward the “floor” before her brain could process what was happening.

“Nadiya!” she shouted.

The fennec yelped as her feet left the ground, ears flaring in panic. The gravity flip threatened to fling her into the open air.

Mira twisted midair, heart thudding, and snagged Nadiya’s forearm, momentum dragging them both toward the opposite wall-turned-floor. She dug her heels into a seam, grunting as she absorbed the impact, then used the remaining pull to swing Nadiya down beside her.

They landed in a heap against the wall (floor? they’d figure that out in a second). Mira’s ribs protested. Nadiya’s eyes were huge.

“Breathe,” Mira said, panting. “Breathe. You’re good.”

Nadiya clung to her, trembling. “I thought—I thought—”

“Hey,” Mira said gently. “We don’t fall without style, remember?”

Something flickered in the air above them. A faint line of text, reluctant and almost amused.

`[SYSTEM] Trial of Precision unlocked.`

Mira laughed, breathless. “See? It liked us. Or it’s warning us. Either way, we’re on the scoreboard.”

Nadiya slapped her shoulder. “We almost died, and you’re flirting with the Tower.”

“You get used to it,” Mira said, pushing herself upright. The gravity settled back into its original configuration, the corridor reorienting like nothing had happened. She chalked a dizzy face on the wall. “Hazard: surprise gravity flip. Tell Jace.”

They jogged back the way they’d come, taking note of every panel that humored them, every sentinel shadow gliding along the walls. Mira’s hands shook a little, but she kept her gait loose. No reason to let the Tower know it had rattled her.

Jace waited where they’d left him, shield still at his side, eyes scanning. When he saw them, he relaxed. Slightly.

“Report?” he asked.

Mira dropped the crushed tracker into his palm. “Bright Lances left us a love note. I left them an “I see you.” Also, there are dormant turrets in the north alcove, a suction hatch an idiot could hide in, and the Tower thinks flipping us sideways is hilarious.”

She touched her chalk-smudged fingers to Nadiya’s shoulder. “Saved this one from a swan dive. You owe me dessert.”

Nadiya nodded vigorously. “Two desserts.”

Elara approached, crystal recorder hovering. “Details?”

Mira rattled them off, gesturing with rapid hands: “Magnetic panels every third seam, turret grid in the second recess, tracker here, gravity flip there, safe path marked with arrows, runic hum indicates the Tower can shift the walkway behind us.”

Elara’s recorder glowed. “Got it. Thank you. Are you all right?”

“Never better,” Mira said. “You?”

Elara smiled softly. “Now I am.”

Jace studied the tracker. “Torvy?”

“Has her fingerprints all over it,” Mira said. “If not her, then the scribe. Either way, they’re close enough to plant hardware. Eyes open.”

Nadiya tugged Mira’s sleeve. “That gravity thing…”

“I marked it.” Mira tapped her forehead. “And my brain. Next time, we let the Tower know we see it coming.”

Jace looked past them toward the corridor leading deeper into the Spire. “We move soon. Anything else?”

Mira hesitated. The Tower’s hum had shifted since they began. She could feel it—not just the Resonance update, but the way the walls vibrated as if laughing.

“It’s alive,” she said quietly. “Not just machines. It likes watching us.”

Elara placed a gentle hand on her arm. “Then we show it something worth watching.”

Mira snorted. “We always do.”

Nadiya still looked rattled. Mira nudged her with an elbow. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” the scout said, voice tight. “Just… not used to a floor that lies.”

“Welcome to sky life.” Mira leaned in. “For the record, you screamed adorably.”

Nadiya swatted her. “Shut up.”

Jace cleared his throat. “All right. We have the path, we have the handshake, and apparently we have the Tower’s attention. From here on, no one moves alone.”

Mira opened her mouth to protest, then closed it again. He was right. The sweep was done; the perimeter was mapped. She’d had her dash of adrenaline. Time to play in formation.

“Fine,” she said. “But if the Tower tries to flirt, I reserve the right to flirt back.”

Elara’s smile widened. “Just don’t bring it home.”

Mira winked. “No promises.”

They regrouped, the team slotting into their familiar Beginner’s Band positions. The Tower’s hum deepened, like a conductor tapping a baton against a stand. Ahead, the door to the Trial of Precision glowed, its interlocking triangles pulsing faster.

Mira rolled her shoulders, took a breath, and let the adrenaline settle into a steady thrum. She’d mapped the perimeters, logged the hazards, poked the rival surveillance. Now came the real dance. Time to show the Tower that the catgirl who grew up on alley rafters had never fallen yet.

“Ready to be precise?” she asked, voice low and wicked.

“Always,” Jace said.

“Then let’s go make a perfect mess,” Mira replied, and followed him toward the waiting door.


CHAPTER 4 — ANCHOR & AURA


NADIYA HATED THE way her pulse echoed in the Tower.

In the desert, her heartbeat disappeared into sand—absorbed into the endless dunes, softened by wind, swallowed whole by a landscape that forgave mistakes. Here every thump seemed to reverberate through metal ribs, bouncing back at her in harmonics that whispered you're far from home. The sound was intimate and invasive all at once, as if the Tower itself could hear the flutter of anxiety beneath her breastbone and was judging her for it.

The docking bay had settled into a quiet hum after Mira's sweep. The trial door ahead pulsed with interlocking triangles, waiting like a patient predator. They had a few minutes before stepping into whatever dance of death the Tower called "precision," and Jace had given her that time with a look that said I know you need this.

She did.

Nadiya unclipped the Sand Anchors from her pack and crouched on the smooth floor, her knees protesting the cold. Architect alloy. The surface gleamed like polished bone under the ambient glow, nothing like the dunes she'd known her whole life. Yet the anchors needed to bite just the same or they'd be dead if the Tower shifted gravity again—and after that gut-wrenching lurch on the elevator, she trusted nothing about this place.

She pressed her palm flat to the surface, closing her eyes halfway so her ears could do the real work. Fennec hearing wasn't just sharper; it was layered. She could hear the subsonic hum of the metal beneath her, the faint ticking of expansion joints cooling somewhere overhead, the rhythm of Mira's breathing twelve paces away. The floor thrummed at 42 beats per minute, steady as a shrine drum, reassuring in its constancy. Good. The anchors could tune to that.

She unscrewed each rune coil with careful, precise movements, retuning them from sand resonance to metallic. The Sand Anchors had been a gift from her mentor in the Glass Jackals—an old artificer named Tamir who'd drilled into her skull that sand forgives, metal punishes. The copper wires glowed faintly as they shifted frequency, their light pulsing in sync with the floor's hum. Good. The Tower was acknowledging the adjustment.

Mira watched from a few steps away, twirling a chalk stub between her fingers in that restless way she had when forced to be still. Jace and Elara murmured softly near the trial door, their voices low and comforting, a married rhythm Nadiya was only beginning to understand she was part of.

"You're quiet," Mira said eventually, her tone conversational but her eyes sharp.

"Counting," Nadiya replied without looking up. She tapped the first coil with a nail, listening to the ping. High C, with a metallic undertone. Perfect. "If I misalign the resonance by half a beat, the anchor'll bounce instead of hold."

"And then we die?" Mira asked cheerfully, as if discussing the weather.

"And then we pinball against the ceiling first," Nadiya said, deadpan. "Then the walls. Then we die."

Mira laughed, the sound bright and unrestrained, and it eased something tight in Nadiya's chest. The Tower didn't seem so oppressive when Mira was laughing. "Need a hand?"

"Just ears," Nadiya said, glancing up briefly. "If you hear the hum shift—pitch up or down, doesn't matter—tell me immediately."

Mira settled cross-legged beside her, mimicking Nadiya's posture with exaggerated seriousness. Their shoulders brushed, warm even through the layers of cloak and leather. "Hum's steady," Mira reported, closing her eyes theatrically. "So's your breathing. Proud of you, by the way."

"Don't distract me," Nadiya muttered, though warmth crept up her neck and into her ears, making them flick involuntarily. She hated how readable her body was sometimes.

She tightened the last coil on the first anchor and drove its teeth into the floor, using both hands and all her weight. The metal protested for a heartbeat, a high-pitched whine that made her ears ring, then yielded with a satisfying thunk, allowing the anchor to seat. The copper wires flared once, bright as a signal fire, then dimmed to a soft ember glow. One down. Three to go.

Her hands were trembling. Not from exertion—from the sheer wrongness of being this high up, this far from solid ground. Heights had never been her friend, and the Tower seemed designed specifically to torment that weakness.

Elara approached, kneeling on Nadiya's other side with a grace that made the movement look like a prayer. "Need water?"

"No. I—" Nadiya hesitated, her throat tight. Admitting weakness felt dangerous, even among family. Especially among family, because what if they realized she wasn't strong enough for this? "Could use… grounding."

Elara didn't question it. Without a word, she pressed her forehead to Nadiya's, palms cupping her cheeks with gentle warmth. Her skin smelled faintly of lavender and ozone, the Shrine's incense mixed with the Tower's sterile air. Their breaths synchronized—Elara's deep and steady, Nadiya's shallow and quick—until Nadiya's racing heart began matching Elara's rhythm. Slow. Steady. Safe.

"We're here," Elara whispered, her voice a balm. "We won't let the Tower swallow you."

"I know," Nadiya said, voice small but meaning it. She did know. That was the terrifying, wonderful part.

"And if it tries," Mira added from her spot beside them, draping an arm over Nadiya's shoulders, "we'll poison its stomach. I've got three new toxins I've been dying to field-test."

Nadiya snorted despite herself. "Gross."

"Effective," Mira said, grinning fiercely. "And fun. Don't forget fun."

Jace joined them, crouching with careful grace despite the weight of his shield. He reached out and adjusted the strap on her harness, tightening it one notch—not enough to restrict, just enough to remind her she was secured. "You're the only one who hears half the danger before it hits," he said, voice low and steady. "I'm trusting your ears more than these anchors."

"No pressure," she muttered, tail flicking nervously.

He squeezed her shoulder, his gauntlet warm even through the layers. "Exactly. No pressure. Just family, a legendary Tower, and the expectations of multiple factions watching us on crystal feeds."

Elara smacked his arm lightly. "Stop."

Jace grinned, the expression transforming his usually serious face. "Fine. Seriously though: I've got you. You call the beats, I'll follow. We all will."

Hearing that—the absolute certainty in his voice, the way Elara nodded and Mira squeezed her shoulder—steadied Nadiya more than any harness adjustment ever could. This was what family felt like. Not blood. Not debt. Choice.

She resumed tuning the anchors, sliding into a trance where hums and beats mattered more than fear. Her fingers moved with practiced precision, muscle memory taking over as she unscrewed, adjusted, tested. Anchor two seated cleanly, its wires flaring gold and settling into a steady pulse. Anchor three needed a harder twist—the floor was slightly warmer here, throwing off the resonance—but she braced her tail for leverage, felt the coil bite, and exhaled slowly when it synced. The copper glow pulsed in time with her heartbeat now, a reassuring rhythm.

Halfway through the fourth anchor, her wrist comm buzzed.

Glass Jackal rune. Rasul's sigil—three slashes and a crescent moon, glowing sickly green against her wrist.

Nadiya's stomach dropped like she'd stepped off a cliff. She froze, anchor half-embedded, copper wires dangling loose. The rune pulsed again, insistent, demanding. Answer me.

"Problem?" Mira asked, sharp eyes tracking the way Nadiya's shoulders had gone rigid.

"It's nothing," Nadiya lied, slipping the comm under her cloak to mute it. The weight of the gesture felt wrong, like hiding contraband. "Just an old contact."

Mira's eyes narrowed, reading her like a map. Elara looked up from where she'd been murmuring prayers, concern flickering across her face. Jace straightened, his hand drifting toward his shield on instinct.

"Jackals?" he asked quietly, voice carefully neutral. Not accusing. Just… knowing.

She swallowed hard, tail wrapping around her own leg. "They're just… checking on me."

"They can wait," Jace said firmly, the command softened by the concern in his eyes. "Your focus is here. With us."

"I know." She forced her hand steady, ignoring the way her pulse hammered against her wrist where the rune still pulsed faintly beneath the cloak. She twisted the final coil into place and finished the anchor, driving it home with more force than strictly necessary. The rune's pulse faded as she silenced it, but guilt gnawed at her ribs like hungry teeth.

She'd told them she was free. She was. Mostly. The Jackals had released her from active duty when she'd joined Jace's party, recognizing the value of having eyes inside a rising delver team. Yet the Jackals had given her everything once—a name, a purpose, food when she'd been starving in Beginner's Rest, training when she'd been nothing but a street rat with good ears. Debts like that stuck like burrs, impossible to shake free no matter how hard you pulled.

She resettled the anchors one final time, testing each by tugging the braided lines hard enough to make the metal sing. Solid. All four glowed in steady rhythm, their pulses synchronized with the Tower's heartbeat. "Done," she announced, brushing copper dust from her palms.

"Looks good," Jace said, inspecting her work with an approving nod. "Thank you."

"Don't step on the chalk," Mira added, pointing to her scribbled hazard notes—jagged arrows, skull doodles, and warnings like SUCTION HATCH: DO NOT TOUCH in three languages. "Unless you want to see what a suction hatch does to your boots. Spoiler: nothing good."

Nadiya stood, shaking out her hands to dispel the lingering tremor. Her ears still buzzed from the rune's summons, a phantom itch she couldn't scratch. But she kept her voice calm, professional. "I'll call beats once we're inside."

"Before we go," Elara said, rising gracefully and dusting off her robes, "hydration check."

She conjured condensation from the air with a murmured prayer, Shine gathering moisture until it pooled into a small copper cup. The water smelled faintly of metal and lavender—Tower sterility softened by Shrine blessing. Nadiya took a sip, letting the cold water slide down her throat, grounding her in the present. She handed the cup to Mira, who gulped it down and made an exaggerated face.

"Tastes like fancy hardware," Mira said, wrinkling her nose.

"Tastes like life," Elara replied, smiling serenely. "And manners."

"I have manners," Mira protested. "I just left some in the desert."

Jace approached the trial door, shield strapped and ready. "Beginner's Band formation. Nadiya, you're rear guard; your whistles guide us. Mira left, Elara right."

Nadiya nodded, slipping into place behind Jace's bulk. Beginner's Band. The formation had a name now, codified by the System after they'd proven it worked. It had saved them in the Mossy Gate when the moss traps had tried to drag Jace under. In the Dryad's grove when roots had lashed from every direction. In the Scarab's arena when the sand itself had turned hostile. It would save them here, too, because they worked together.

Before they stepped through, she glanced back toward the docking bay. The elevator platform gleamed far below, a tiny rectangle of silver against the abyss. Beyond it, through the hazy atmospheric barrier, the desert shimmered in endless ochre waves. For a moment she imagined the Glass Jackals watching from the dunes—Rasul with his brass spyglass, Kesh lounging in the shade of a supply tent, scouts tracking their every move through crystal feeds. Waiting to see if she survived. Waiting to collect intel. Waiting to collect her, maybe, if she proved useful enough.

Waiting to claim her again.

No.

She faced forward, tail curling protectively around her leg. Not anymore. She'd chosen this party. Chosen Jace's steady leadership, Elara's gentle faith, Mira's chaotic loyalty. "Ready," she said, louder than she'd intended.

Jace pressed his palm to the glyph. The door dissolved into light, geometric patterns spiraling inward until the threshold opened onto a cavernous chamber beyond. He strode in without hesitation, shield high and posture confident. Mira followed with a swagger she didn't entirely feel, daggers already spinning in her hands. Elara moved gracefully, eyes tracking the runes etched into the walls, murmuring translations under her breath.

Nadiya entered last, ears tuned for harmonic shifts, hyper-focused. Immediately she heard it: a metronome click layered beneath the Tower's ambient hum. Click. Click. Click. Mechanical and precise, like a heartbeat carved from crystal. The floor panels rotated with each beat, reflecting light like polished mirrors, and overhead, mechanical arms traced slow, deliberate arcs. Waiting.

Jace called out the pattern, voice steady and calm. "Left, two beats. Right step on three. Nadiya—"

"Beat four shifts low," she interrupted, trusting her instincts. "Listen." She lifted her whistle and played a four-count pattern, letting the notes carry through the chamber: high, high, low, pause. The melody echoed off the walls, and the Tower responded with a resonant hum of approval. The others adjusted their steps to her cue, falling into rhythm.

They moved as one, toes barely touching the rotating panels, weight distributed with delver precision. The arms overhead swung down in sweeping arcs, weighted spheres whooshing past close enough to stir their hair. Nadiya counted every beat in her head, whistling a new pattern each time she sensed the rhythm shift. Click-click-swoop, click-click-slice. The Tower was testing them, learning their cadence, adjusting the challenge in real-time.

Halfway through, the hum spiked—sharp and discordant, like a warning bell.

Panels ahead glowed angry red.

"Hold!" Nadiya shouted, voice cutting through the mechanical din.

The team froze mid-step, muscles locked, breaths held. The red panels rotated once, twice, realigned with a grinding screech, then cooled back to silver.

"What was that?" Mira hissed, balanced precariously on one foot.

"Warning," Nadiya said, ears flicking as she parsed the Tower's new hum. "It didn't like our cadence. We were moving on the beat. It wants us to move between them." She adjusted her whistle, adding a grace note on the third beat—a half-step delay that turned the rhythm syncopated. The Tower's hum softened, pleased. "Better. Follow me."

They navigated the rest of the chamber without incident, thanks in no small part to her ears and instincts. Nadiya whistled them through three more panel sequences, a narrow corridor where the walls contracted in time with the metronome, and a final gauntlet where the mechanical arms swept low enough to shear off heads if anyone mistimed a duck. By the time they reached the far platform—a simple disc of metal suspended over nothing—Jace exhaled a long, relieved breath.

"Good call back there," he said, turning to face her. "The red panels would've launched us into the ceiling."

"I heard the panel complaining," she replied, shrugging off praise to hide how much it mattered. Her ears were hot, betraying her pride. "It made a dissonant hum right before it glowed. Like… anger, I guess? If metal could be angry."

Mira slung an arm around her shoulders, grinning like a proud older sister. "You're the reason we have teeth and not broken noses right now. Possibly the reason we have heads."

Elara smiled, reaching out to squeeze Nadiya's hand. "And the anchors are why we didn't all stick to the ceiling when the floor thought about reversing gravity again. You saved us twice in one trial."

Nadiya flushed, tail swishing with embarrassed pleasure. "Just doing my job."

"Your job," Jace said, stepping closer and resting a gauntleted hand on her shoulder, "is the reason we're alive. Don't forget that. Don't ever forget that."

She ducked her head, but inside, warmth bloomed in her chest like a sunrise. Belonging. Real, chosen belonging. Not owed. Not bought. Not contingent on her usefulness or her debts. Just… hers.

The Tower hummed approvingly, a low, satisfied note that resonated through the floor. A small block of text winked into existence near the door they'd just closed, glowing softly in the air.

`[SYSTEM] Party Formation Stable.`

Nadiya grinned, her earlier anxiety melting away. "See? Even the Tower thinks we look good together."

Mira laughed, bright and unguarded. "Flirt later. We've got more hallways to tame and probably more death traps to outsmart."

"Death traps are my specialty," Nadiya said, straightening her shoulders. "Let's see what else this place has."

They regrouped, checking gear and adjusting harnesses before stepping toward the next challenge—a shimmering doorway etched with spiral patterns. As they moved, Nadiya glanced at her wrist. The Jackal rune remained dark, its sickly green glow extinguished. Whatever Rasul wanted, he'd have to wait. Her loyalty wasn't up for auction anymore—not when the Tower itself had acknowledged their formation, not when her family stood beside her and called her irreplaceable.

She lifted her whistle and called the next beat, a cheerful ascending scale that made Mira grin. The Tower answered with its own harmonic reply, welcoming them deeper.

For the first time since leaving the desert, Nadiya's pulse echoed in harmony rather than fear. And it felt like home.


CHAPTER 5 — VECTOR


MIRA HAD FOUGHT in alleys where the floor tried to eat her—grates that opened onto sewers, trap doors rigged by rival crews, cobblestones that shifted under your weight if you didn't know the safe path. But she'd never seen a bridge that moved like a heartbeat, alive and judgmental and utterly unforgiving.

The Tower's first real obstacle stretched before them: a chasm vast enough to swallow a city block, with no railings and nothing but open air beneath. Far, far below—so far the distance made her stomach flip—faint lights glimmered like drowned stars. The chasm was interrupted only by a series of floating hex tiles arranged in two staggered rows, suspended by nothing visible. Magic? Technology? Did it matter when you were the one trusting your life to them?

Each tile glowed faintly, colors pulsing in time with the Tower's ambient hum. Emerald. Amber. Crimson. Back to emerald. Hypnotic and alive. At the far end, a platform shimmered like a mirage in the desert heat, the door beyond etched with three interlocking triangles. Precision or plummet. Mira's favorite kind of coin toss.

She crouched at the edge, one hand braced on the threshold, studying the pattern. "It's reading our pulses," she said, eyes flicking from tile to tile, tracking the rhythm. "Probably keyed to our heartbeats. See how the colors shift when I lean forward?"

Jace grunted, kneeling beside her. "So if we panic, the tiles wobble."

"Or disappear entirely," Mira said cheerfully, flashing him a grin. "Like that one did when I was doing the perimeter sweep. One second it was there, the next—" She mimed an explosion with her hands. "Poof."

Nadiya's ears flattened against her skull, tail lashing nervously. "Again? We're doing the disappearing floor trick again?"

Elara touched the shrine token at her belt—a small brass hand wrapped in red thread—murmuring what sounded like a prayer for stable footing. "We need rules. Structure. The Tower rewards precision."

"I live for rules," Mira said, which was a bald-faced lie and they all knew it. She rolled her shoulders, cracked her neck, then flicked a dagger into her hand purely for moral support. The familiar weight steadied her nerves.

Elara raised a single eyebrow.

Mira sighed and sheathed it. "Fine. Hands free. Happy?"

"Ecstatic," Elara said dryly.

Mira stepped onto the first tile. It dipped under her weight like a trampoline, the surface yielding in a way that made her stomach lurch. For a heartbeat she thought it would dump her into the void, but then it steadied, pulsing emerald in time with her heartbeat. The sensation was intimate and unnerving—like the tile was reading her, learning her rhythm.

"Rule one," she called over her shoulder, voice steady despite the adrenaline flooding her system. "You follow my footfalls exactly. Same foot, same timing. Rule two, no improvising unless I explicitly say so. Rule three, if a tile blanks out, Jace catches me."

Jace sighed, the sound long-suffering. "I already hate rule three."

"You love it," she said, grinning fiercely even though her pulse was hammering. "You live to be my safety net."

"I live to not watch you plummet to your death," he corrected.

"Same thing."

She took another step, testing the second tile. The moment her weight shifted, the tile under her foot flared amber, her heartbeat speeding with the exertion. Mira deliberately slowed her breathing—four counts in, hold, four counts out—letting her pulse settle and match the tile's rhythm. The amber cooled back to emerald, satisfied. Easy. She'd learned breath control from an old thief in the Rookery who'd trained her to pick locks without shaking. Turned out it worked for magical death bridges too.

Behind her, Jace stepped onto the first tile with deliberate care, shield angled for balance. Then Elara, light-footed and graceful. Then Nadiya, ears swiveling to track the hum. Beginner's Band formation on a bridge with no rails, over a drop that would turn them into abstract art. Mira winced at the memory of the gravity flip from her perimeter sweep, the way her stomach had tried to escape through her throat. She shook it off. Focus. One foot in front of the other.

She called cadence, voice carrying over the hum. "Left, right, pause. Next tile's sticky—see that seam running through the middle? Step over it, don't land on it."

They moved in sync for three tiles, a rhythm developing. Mira felt the team's presence behind her like a physical tether—Jace's steady breathing, Elara's whispered prayers, Nadiya's tail swishing for balance. They trusted her. She wouldn't let them fall.

On the fourth tile, everything went wrong.

The tile under her foot flickered red-black, the color draining like blood from a wound. Her weight shifted and the tile vanished, winking out of existence.

"Nope," she said, purely on instinct, and hurled herself forward. Her fingers brushed the edge of the next tile, scrabbling for purchase. For a split second she hung over the chasm, legs kicking open air, the wind screaming past her ears and the drop yawning beneath her like a hungry mouth. Terror spiked through her chest—this is it, this is how I die, falling like an idiot—

Then Jace's hand clamped around her wrist like an iron shackle, hauling her up and onto the tile with a grunt that sounded suspiciously like a very creative curse involving the Tower's ancestry.

"Rule three can go die," he muttered, hauling her upright with enough force to make her stumble into his chest.

"Rule three just saved my adorable tail," Mira said, flashing him a grin even as her heart hammered so hard it threatened to crack ribs. She leaned back, still held by his grip, and gave the chasm below a cheeky salute. "Not today, void. Not. Today."

The Tower issued no `[SYSTEM]` ping, but she could feel its attention sharpen, focusing on them like a magnifying glass catching sunlight. Good. Watch me. Watch us prove we're worth the climb.

"Tile five's faster," she warned, steadying her breath. "Hear that hum? It's rising in pitch. It's about to double-time us."

Nadiya whistled a quick pattern from the back—high-low-high, sharp and urgent. "Beat shift incoming. Three seconds."

"Got it," Jace said, resetting his stance.

Elara tightened the ceremonial tie that bound her braid to Mira's—a Shrine tradition for tandem delving, a physical reminder that they moved as one body. "Stay aligned," she murmured, her voice carrying the weight of prayer. "The Warm Hand guides."

Mira tested the next tile with her toes, not committing her full weight yet. It pulsed bright gold, hot and eager. The rhythm had shifted—faster, more aggressive. She grinned. "Okay. We go on my clap. One, two… now."

They sprinted across three tiles in a blur of motion, Mira calling steps like a street racing coach. "Left! Right! Skip the middle! Jump!" Jace echoed her commands half a beat behind, reinforcing them for Elara and Nadiya. The tiles flared gold-white under their feet, pleased with the speed.

On tile eight, the hum changed again—a grinding mechanical shift that made Mira's teeth ache. The entire line of tiles lurched sideways, sliding three feet to the left as if the Tower had decided on an entirely new layout mid-challenge. Mira swore, a colorful string of Rogue's Alley expletives.

"Adjust!" she yelled, pivoting on one heel. "Diagonal jump! Now!"

They pivoted mid-step, launching themselves at awkward angles to land on the shifted pattern. Jace's shield scraped a tile edge, metal shrieking against whatever magical alloy composed the platforms, sparks flying in bright arcs. But they stayed upright, stayed together, muscle memory and trust overriding panic.

Halfway across, the Tower decided to stop playing nice.

The tiles ahead twisted vertically, rotating like barrel rolls, turning from horizontal platforms into spinning panels that demanded perfect toe placement and core strength. Mira cackled, the sound edged with wild delight.

"You think I haven't run a rotating laundry line in Beginner's Rest?" she muttered, memories flooding back of rooftop chases where clotheslines spun in the wind and you had to time your jumps or get clotheslined yourself. "Please. This is amateur hour."

She darted onto the first vertical tile, hugging its outer edge like a wall-runner. The rotation tried to throw her off, centrifugal force tugging at her boots, but she dropped into a low crouch and used the momentum to sling herself to the next tile. It was like riding a wheel—if you fought the spin you lost, but if you rode it, you flew.

Behind her, the others mimicked her movement with varying degrees of success. Jace grunted, shield clanging as he tucked it tight to his body. Elara moved with surprising grace, her Shrine training translating into body awareness. Nadiya yelped but held on, tail whipping for balance.

By tile twelve, sweat trickled down Mira's spine and exhilaration fizzed in her veins like the cheap wine they used to steal from merchants. This was living—every nerve alight, every sense dialed to maximum, teetering on the knife's edge between triumph and disaster.

"We're doing good!" she called, breathless and grinning.

"That's when it gets worse," Jace warned, his voice tight with effort.

The Tower, apparently listening and offended by her confidence, turned the final stretch into an absolute nightmare.

The last four tiles spun in alternating directions—clockwise, counter, clockwise, counter—colors flashing so fast it made her eyes ache and her head swim. Emerald to crimson to gold to white, strobing like a broken crystal lamp. Between the tiles, gaps opened and closed irregularly, the timing unpredictable, revealing the dizzying drop below. If she mistimed a jump by even half a second, she'd fall through the gap and that would be the end of Mira, street rat turned delver.

Mira forced herself to slow, planting her feet on the current tile and breathing through the adrenaline spike. "All right," she said, voice steadier than she felt. "This is where we don't die. Everyone with me on that plan?"

"Enthusiastically on board with not dying," Nadiya said, ears flat.

"Same," Elara murmured.

Mira studied the pattern, eyes tracking the spin cycles and the gap timing. Wait. There. Every three spins, the colors synced for a fraction of a second—all four tiles flashing gold simultaneously. That was the window. Tiny, brutal, unforgiving. But it was there.

She licked her lips, tasting metal and ozone. "On the third pulse," she said. "Follow my lead exactly. Jace, if I miss, you throw me to the next tile."

"Can we not miss?" Jace asked, the careful neutrality in his voice betraying his worry.

"We can absolutely not miss," she agreed, grinning despite the fear coiling in her gut. "But if we do, I trust you to fix it. Ready?"

They waited, muscles coiled, breathing synchronized. One pulse. The tiles spun, colors cycling. Two pulses. The gaps opened and closed, a mechanical jaw. On the third pulse—now—all four tiles flashed gold.

Mira sprang.

The tile she landed on bucked like a wild horse, the spin trying to throw her sideways into the void. But its pulse matched her thundering heartbeat, and she rode the motion like a wave, bending her knees and shifting her weight to stay centered. She launched to the next tile, momentum carrying her, breath burning in her throat and muscles singing with effort. Behind her, Jace cursed softly but kept pace, his heavy boots thudding against the tiles. Elara was a steady, silent presence. Nadiya's whistle cut through the air, guiding micro-adjustments—left, no right, UP—that kept them from overshooting or falling short.

They hit the mid-platform together—not the final platform, but a halfway checkpoint. A raised dais flared brilliant gold beneath their boots the moment all four landed, halting the bridge's momentum for a single precious breath. The tiles behind them winked out of existence, leaving only empty air.

Mira landed in a roll, came up grinning like a maniac, and threw her arms wide in triumph. "Halfway! We're halfway and we're alive!"

Jace staggered, breath coming hard, then set his shield down with a metallic clang and let out a relieved laugh. "That was the most terrifying thing I've done since the Scarab fight."

Elara leaned against the nearest wall, hand pressed over her heart, lips moving in a silent prayer of gratitude. Nadiya bent double, panting, tail drooping.

The Tower, acknowledging their success, rewarded them with a single notification that hovered in the air above the platform, glowing softly.

`[SYSTEM] Alignment Threshold 18% achieved.`

"We're on the scoreboard," Mira said, reading it aloud with satisfaction. She wiped sweat from her forehead. "Eighteen percent. That's... not nothing."

"It's progress," Elara agreed, straightening.

"But look—" Mira pointed to the far edge of the platform, where reality was already warping.

Another set of hex tiles materialized out of thin air, shimmering into existence like a mirage solidifying. These were more tightly packed than the last set, the gaps between them narrower, the colors strobing twice as fast—emerald-crimson-gold-white in a dizzying blur. The bridge had only given them an intermission, not a victory. Act Two was loading.

"Sequel's already loading," she muttered, half-admiring, half-annoyed. "And it looks mean."

"Quick breather," Jace said, rolling his shoulders. "Drink water, stretch, then we go again."

Mira bounced on her toes, shaking out her hands to let the adrenaline bleed off before it turned into jitters. "That was gorgeous. Did you see us? We were like—like professional acrobats. Street performers. The good kind, not the ones who drop juggling pins on your head."

"Hard to miss," Jace said dryly, though pride warmed his voice. "You almost flashed the entire elevator shaft when you did that barrel roll thing."

"On purpose," she said, grinning unrepentantly. "Keep the Tower interested. Give it a show."

Elara shook her head fondly, a smile tugging at her lips. "Only you would flirt with architecture."

"If it keeps us alive, I'll flirt with anything," Mira replied. "Tiles, walls, ominous glowing doors—I'm an equal-opportunity charmer."

"You're incorrigible," Elara said.

"I'm alive," Mira countered.

Nadiya straightened suddenly, ears perking and swiveling toward the chasm. "Hear that?" she whispered, voice dropping to urgent.

They fell silent immediately, battle instincts kicking in. Mira strained her ears and caught it after a moment: a faint metallic tinkle, like tiny wind chimes or... bells? Distant, but distinct. Not the Tower's steady hum. Something else. Someone else. She frowned.

"Source?" Jace asked quietly, hand drifting to his shield.

"Below, maybe two tiers down," Nadiya said, ears flicking as she triangulated the sound. "Could be a sentinel sweeping the lower floors. Or—"

"Or the Bright Lances," Mira finished, jaw tightening. "They're close. Probably trying to catch up after we beat them to the elevator."

Jace's jaw tightened, a muscle jumping. "We keep moving. No reason to give them a chance to interfere."

Mira nodded. "After we breathe for ten seconds. Can't sprint the second half on fumes."

She closed her eyes, arms still outstretched toward the waiting tiles, and let the Tower's hum wash over her like a tide. She memorized the new pulse—faster, sharper, more aggressive. The colors of the waiting tiles flickered from emerald to white-hot gold and back, promising pain and precision in equal measure.

"Ready?" she asked, turning back to the group and opening her eyes. "Because the sequel's about to crank difficulty to eleven."

Jace lifted his shield, settling it on his arm with practiced ease. "Then we crank harder."

Elara offered her hand, palm up. Mira took it, their fingers lacing together. Nadiya looped her tail around both their wrists and squeezed gently, a gesture of solidarity.

They stepped toward the second half of the bridge together, the memory of the first stretch still thrumming under Mira's skin—the near-fall, the save, the triumph. The Tower had tested their precision. They'd answered with style, with trust, with reckless competence. Now it was time to prove they could do it again, under Jace's steady leadership, and make it look easy.


CHAPTER 6 — BRIDGE


JACE DIDN'T LIKE bridges he couldn't control, but he liked them even less when they duplicated themselves mid-run, mocking his caution with escalating difficulty.

The second half of the Vector Bridge rearranged itself in front of him, hex tiles assembling out of thin air with the smug inevitability of a guild clerk adding fees to a quest after you'd already signed. These tiles were tighter—gaps narrower, spacing more aggressive—and faster, pulsing with a double-tempo heartbeat that practically dared him to fall behind. The mid-platform where they stood was barely wider than his shield, offering no room for hesitation or regrouping. And the door to the Precision chamber still waited on the far side, tantalizingly close yet impossibly distant.

"Same rules," Mira said, eyes bright with adrenaline and challenge. "Different tempo."

Jace studied the pattern, his tactical mind cataloging angles, distances, rotation speeds. This wasn't just harder—it was designed to punish individual heroics. The tiles were too close together for one person to call every step. They needed coordination, real-time adaptation. They needed to be a team, not followers.

"New rule," Jace said, decision made. "Trust the Call is active, but I'm handing cadence to you. You read color shifts, I read timing windows."

Mira's grin widened, surprise and delight flashing across her face. "Finally letting me lead the dance?"

"We need the Tower to see a team, not a commander dragging three people over a void," he said, meeting her eyes. "The first half proved you can navigate this better than I can. So yes. You call beats; I keep us alive when the tiles inevitably cheat."

It was hard to say—admitting he wasn't the best choice for every role—but it was also right. Leadership wasn't about being the hero. It was about knowing when to step back and let others shine.

He breathed in deep, letting the platform's hum settle into his bones, resonating with the familiar weight of responsibility. Then he triggered the Bond Boon, feeling the mental click as the ability activated.

`[SYSTEM] Bond Boon — Trust the Call: Active.`

The text glimmered golden above the platform, visible to all of them, then dissolved into motes of light. Jace felt the bond snap into place—a subtle awareness of his companions' positions, heartbeats, intentions. Not intrusive, not controlling. Just... present. Like knowing where your own limbs were in the dark.

"On your count, Quickpaw," he said, using Mira's old street name deliberately. A reminder that he trusted her instincts, honed in alleys and rooftops long before she'd ever set foot in a dungeon.

Mira's grin turned fierce. She clapped twice—sharp, decisive—then lunged onto the first tile.

The tiles immediately spun faster, reacting to her elevated heartbeat and the presence of the whole party. Jace followed two steps behind, shield angled defensively, keeping himself positioned so he could intercept anything the bridge threw at them. Elara stayed to his right, her presence calm and grounding. Nadiya brought up the rear, whistling the new four-count rhythm Mira had established on the fly—high, high-low, pause, repeat.

First tile: simple drop, testing their commitment. Second tile: shifted sideways mid-stride, trying to throw off their balance. Third tile: tried to invert, flipping vertical like it wanted to dump them into the void. Jace adjusted instinctively, pushing off the inner edge with his boot and catching Elara's elbow with his free hand to steady her before she could stumble. The Tower rewarded the clean, coordinated movement by keeping the tile colors emerald green. Sloppy steps would flash amber—a warning before failure.

Mira called the next section, voice sharp and commanding. "Double hop, pause, diagonal!"

They obeyed without question. Jace felt the bond humming through his chest like a second heartbeat, warm and steady, making his timing sharper and his instincts cleaner. Trust the Call let him anticipate their footfalls half a beat before they happened, giving him a split-second edge to counter the bridge's tricks. He knew when Nadiya would shift her weight, when Elara would need a stabilizing hand, when Mira would push the tempo.

It was like conducting an orchestra where he could hear the music before it was played.

Halfway through the sequence, the Tower decided to test them properly.

A tile three steps ahead cracked open with a sound like breaking ice, releasing a force wave that rushed toward them like a visible wall of compressed air. The wave rippled the space around it, distorting reality, promising to scatter them like leaves.

"Shield!" Jace barked, already moving.

He pivoted hard, planting his feet on two separate tiles to brace his stance as the wave hit. The impact slammed into his shield with the force of a charging bull, driving him back a half-step. Pain flashed hot down his arm from wrist to shoulder, and sparks burst from the shield's rim where the force scraped across enchanted steel. He gritted his teeth, locked his knees, and absorbed the blow, letting the force bleed through his stance and into the tiles rather than into his companions behind him.

The wave dissipated, leaving his arm numb and his shoulder screaming.

"Thanks," Elara breathed, steadying him with a palm pressed flat against his back, warm with Shine.

"Keep moving," he said, voice tight. His shoulder throbbed with every heartbeat, but they couldn't afford to stop. Not here, suspended over the void.

Mira glanced over her shoulder, concern flickering across her face. "Want me to slow the tempo?"

"No. Keep it. We lose rhythm, we die." The words came out harsher than he intended, but she understood. She always did.

She nodded once and resumed the count, trusting him to keep up despite the injury.

Tiles blurred underfoot, colors strobing faster now—green, amber, green, gold. Nadiya's whistle rose and fell behind him, warning of micro-shifts in the pattern. Left tilt. Gap forming. Speed up. Her calls were invaluable, layers of information Jace's eyes couldn't catch in time.

When one tile ahead blinked out entirely—just vanished mid-sequence with no warning—Jace reacted on pure instinct. He hurled his shield forward like a discus, the metal disc clattering onto the next stable tile and creating a temporary bridge. Mira didn't hesitate, springing from the shield's surface and launching herself to safety. Jace yanked the shield back via the reinforced wrist strap, the metal snapping back to his arm with enough force to make his injured shoulder flare hot.

Worth it.

They hit the final four tiles, and Jace's stomach sank. These were the worst yet—rotating in opposite directions like grinding gears, intersecting at maddening angles that defied logic. One wrong step and they'd be crushed between rotating platforms or flung into the void.

Time to lead again.

"Formation change!" Jace called, his voice cutting through the mechanical din. "Elara on my hip, tight. Nadiya directly behind me, match my steps exactly. Mira, aim for the third tile on the outer ring—trust me, it'll sync with your landing."

"On your word," Mira said, no hesitation.

Jace used Trust the Call to synchronize their heartbeats, feeling the bond tighten like a drawn bowstring. He counted down. "Three. Two. Jump."

They launched together, a single coordinated movement. The tiles spun beneath them, tried to throw them off, centrifugal force tugging at boots and balance. But the bond held, a golden thread connecting them, and Jace's timing was perfect. They landed in sequence—Mira on the outer ring, himself and Elara on the middle, Nadiya bringing up the rear.

One more push. One more tile.

They landed on the final platform in a barely controlled slide, momentum carrying them forward. Jace slammed his shield down edge-first as a brace, metal shrieking against the platform, then hooked Mira's arm with his free hand to halt her momentum before she could overshoot and tumble off the far edge. Elara stumbled into his side, breathless. Nadiya bumped his back hard enough to make him grunt.

And then they were all standing, laughing, breathless, alive.

The Tower acknowledged the feat, its attention settling over them like warm sunlight.

`[SYSTEM] Precision Progress +22%.`

The text lingered longer than usual, glowing brighter—a quiet nod of approval from an ancient intelligence. Jace let out a breath he hadn't realized he was holding. Twenty-two percent. Combined with the eighteen from the first half, they'd made real progress. Forty percent of the Precision tier already mapped.

As the notification faded, a section of wall to their right irised open with a smooth mechanical hiss, revealing a maintenance alcove. The space was lined with tools hanging from magnetic racks, coils of resonance cable that hummed with stored energy, and a schematic projected onto a glass panel—three-dimensional, rotating slowly. Magnetic boots hung from a rack near the back, humming softly with their own field.

"Loot unlocked!" Mira crowed, already moving toward the alcove with the enthusiasm of a kid in a candy shop.

"Upgrade station," Elara corrected gently, though she was smiling, pride evident in her expression.

Jace rotated his aching shoulder experimentally, feeling the bruise already forming beneath the padding. Deep tissue damage, probably. He'd need Elara's Shine later, or it would lock up by morning. "Take a minute to breathe," he said, allowing himself to lean against the wall. "Mira, grab anything we can log for Tamsin—schematics, measurements, whatever the Tower allows. Nadiya, reset your anchors if they shifted. Elara…" He met her eyes. "Thanks for the shield catch. And the healing touch."

She squeezed his forearm, her hand warm and steady. "We're all catching each other. That's the point."

He allowed himself a small smile, genuine and unguarded. Trust. Mutual support. Letting go of control when needed and stepping up when required. That was why they were still standing when so many other parties failed.

Mira darted into the alcove like a hunting cat, nimble and curious, and activated the schematic panel with a tap. The interface responded instantly, projecting a three-dimensional render of the Vector Bridge into the air. The model spun slowly, revealing stress points marked in red, hidden maintenance routes in blue, and optimal crossing patterns in gold. Data scrolled along the edges—tensile strength, rotation speeds, heartbeat sensitivity thresholds.

She whistled low, impressed. "Tamsin's going to sing when she sees this. Look at those maintenance tunnels—you could bypass half the trials if you knew where to climb."

"Record it," Jace said, pushing off the wall. "Visual only. But no actual parts, no components. The Tower's condition was clear—knowledge, not theft."

"Spoilsport," Mira said, grinning as she pulled out her crystal recorder.

"Responsible," he amended. "There's a difference between learning and looting."

"Barely."

Nadiya reset the Sand Anchors near the doorway, checking straps and tuning coils. Her ears swiveled suddenly, flicking toward the chasm behind them. "Bright Lances are definitely below us," she said softly, voice tight. "Their chatter just pinged my whistle frequency. They're maybe... three chambers back? Moving fast."

Jace felt his jaw tighten, but he forced himself to relax. "Let them chase. We've already mapped a course they can't mimic without real cohesion. They'll hit the Vector Bridge and either slow down or fall."

"Cold," Mira said approvingly.

"Tactical," he corrected.

Mira tossed him a pair of magnetic boots from the rack, the metal clinking. "Want an upgrade? These'd give you better grip. Won't have to rely on me catching you next time."

He shook his head, glancing at the boots with interest but ultimately dismissing them. "We stick with what we know. New gear means new variables, and we're already pushing our coordination. Besides, if I wore those, you'd accuse me of cheating."

"Only if you looked better than me in them," she said with a wink, tucking the boots back onto the rack.

Once the schematic recording was complete—Mira's crystal glowing softly with stored data—and their breathing had steadied from gasps to normal, Jace gathered them at the platform edge. The door beyond the bridge glowed with soft golden light, its three interlocking triangles pulsing in slow, deliberate approval. The Tower was pleased with them. Good.

"First real test down," he said, meeting each of their eyes in turn. "You all did exactly what we trained for back in the guild practice rooms. Trust the Call worked because I trusted you—trusted Mira to lead when I couldn't, trusted Nadiya's ears over my eyes, trusted Elara to catch me when I stumbled. Remember that feeling when the Tower inevitably tries to separate us, because it will."

Elara nodded, her expression serene but determined. "We're strongest when we share the beat. The Shrine teaches that—harmony over hierarchy."

Nadiya lifted her whistle, testing a quick ascending scale. The notes echoed strangely in the new chamber ahead. "Next chamber's hum is higher pitched. More... anxious, maybe? I'll adjust the cadence as we go."

Mira twirled a dagger—hilt only, at Elara's warning glance—and flashed a grin that was equal parts confidence and adrenaline comedown. "Lead the way, Captain. I'm ready for round three. Or four. I lost count after the spinning tiles tried to murder us."

Jace retrieved his shield, hefting its familiar weight. The metal was still warm from absorbing the force wave, the rim slightly scorched. He'd need to have it re-tempered after this, but it had held. Like them, it had endured.

He faced the door, squaring his shoulders despite the ache. The Tower had seen their precision—their ability to move as one, to adapt, to trust. He intended to show it their resolve next. And their compassion, when the time came.

"Let's keep the rhythm," he said, and stepped through into whatever trial awaited them next.


CHAPTER 7 — ATRIUM AWE


ELARA HAD WALKED through temples carved into cliffs and dungeons that breathed fog, but the Sky Tower's atrium stole the words from her tongue.

The corridor after the Vector Bridge opened into a space so tall she couldn't see the ceiling. The walls curved inward like cupped palms, ribbed with translucent vines that cascaded in slow waterfalls of teal bioluminescence. Each strand pulsed in a rhythm she recognized—a heartbeat, or something close to one—and where they overlapped, tiny blooms of golden light sparked and faded like fireflies drowning in honey. Pools of condensation formed along terraced ledges, gathering in basins carved from the same living alloy as the rest of the Tower. The dripping was musical. Patient. Drop, pause, drop, pause—a lullaby for people who'd forgotten what stillness sounded like.

The air hit her skin like a damp cloth, warm and heavy with the scent of wet stone and lavender. Somewhere far above, wind chimes sang in a register that vibrated behind her sternum, and the floor beneath her boots felt heated, as though the Tower had tucked warmth into the ground for tired feet.

"Welcome to the sky garden," Mira whispered, awe momentarily replacing sarcasm.

Nadiya's ears swiveled, mapping the acoustic space. Her tail hung loose—the fennec scout's equivalent of dropping her guard entirely.

Elara's chest tightened. She felt the Warm Hand here—not as a dominating presence, but as a quiet echo. The architectural supports arching overhead were shaped like intertwined fingers, and the vine-light dappled the curved walls in patterns that reminded her of stained glass in the Shrine's upper chapel. The Tower knew what comfort should look like. It was offering one.

She pressed her fingers to the recorder crystal hanging at her hip and felt the familiar hum of its readiness. Elder Sorvane would want every detail. Elder Keth would want proof that Elara hadn't lost her devotion to something as mundane as survival. And Elder Yvenne—the skeptic, the one who'd voted against sponsoring this expedition—would want evidence that the Warm Hand's tenets could survive contact with alien architecture.

Elara intended to give them all more than they asked for.

She turned to Jace. "We need to accept this gift properly. Hydration Rite first. Then food. Then rest."

He nodded, rolling his bruised shoulder. Purple had blossomed under his collar where the bridge's force pulses had hammered him. "You take point."

She set her satchel down near the central basin and activated the crystal recorder. The stone hummed, its inner lattice catching the atrium's teal light and fracturing it into tiny stars across her palm.

"Atrium description," she murmured for the Shrine. "Bioluminescent vines emitting steady glow, pulse rate approximately forty beats per minute—close to a resting human heart. Air temperature elevated, humidity significant. Structural supports shaped like intertwined hands. Condensation basins appear intentionally placed for water collection. Tower appears to provide restorative environment post-trial. Architectural resonance with Shrine motifs noted—whether coincidental or adaptive remains unclear."

Mira flopped onto a low bench that curved out of the wall. It shifted under her weight, adjusting its angle, and she yelped. "The furniture's alive!"

"Translation: sit and sip," Nadiya said, settling cross-legged on the warm floor with considerably more grace.

"Translation," Elara said gently, "is honor the space before it closes."

She knelt beside the central basin and cupped her hands beneath a dripping vine. Cool water pooled against her skin, tasting faintly metallic when she brought it to her lips—iron and something sweeter, like dissolved minerals from deep stone. She closed her eyes and let the taste settle against the back of her tongue. Clean. The Tower filtered its own water. Of course it did.

She reached into her satchel and withdrew the copper kettle—small, battered, its handle wrapped in leather that had darkened with years of use. Shrine-issue. Every priestess carried one. She held it beneath the drip and let it fill, counting the drops as they rang against the copper like tiny bells.

When the kettle was half full, she set it on the basin's edge and withdrew a linen pouch from her kit. Inside: three cones of shrine incense, each one pressed from jasmine resin, cedar ash, and a pinch of salt harvested from the Prayer Flats. She selected one and placed it on the basin's lip.

"Hydration Rite, performed on Floor Seven of the Sky Tower Architect's structure," she said for the recorder. "Water source: ambient condensation from bioluminescent vine network. Purity assessed by taste—acceptable. Beginning the Invocation of Grateful Thirst."

She struck her flint. The incense caught, its smoke curling upward in a thin gray thread. The jasmine scent unfurled into the humid air, but instead of overpowering the Tower's native lavender, the two merged. Jasmine's sweetness braided with lavender's cool calm, and beneath both, the faint ozone tang of the Tower's living systems added a third note—electric and strange, like the air before lightning. Elara breathed it in and felt her pulse slow.

She began the hymn. Low, almost sub-vocal, the words rising from her diaphragm rather than her throat:

"Water remembers the hand that carries it. Thirst remembers the mouth that honored it. We drink not to fill, but to continue. Warm Hand, witness the pouring."

She lifted the kettle and poured a thin stream into the basin, returning a portion to its source. The ritual offering. The vines nearest the basin pulsed brighter in response, their teal deepening toward turquoise, and the water in the kettle warmed between her palms—not from her body heat, but from something beneath the copper, as if the basin itself had accepted the offering and given warmth in return.

Elara's breath caught. She'd performed the Hydration Rite in caves, in ruins, in the back of a merchant's cart during a rainstorm. Never once had the environment responded. The Shrine elders taught that the Rite was symbolic—a gesture of gratitude to keep the priestess humble. But the Tower had answered.

She poured four cups, hands trembling only slightly, and distributed them. Nadiya took hers with both hands, tail curling around her ankles in a self-soothing loop.

"Thank you," the scout said quietly.

"Drink," Elara urged. "Let it remind your body we're safe for the moment."

They obeyed. Jace drank slowly, eyes half-closed, and some of the tension left his jaw. Mira downed hers in one tilt and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then paused, surprised.

"That's... actually good. Like, warm-cider good."

"The Tower warmed it," Elara said. She couldn't keep the wonder from her voice. "It responded to the Rite."

She set the incense cone more securely on the basin's edge and let its smoke continue weaving with the atrium's humid air. The recorder crystal pulsed at her hip, faithfully capturing every word. She leaned toward it.

"Hydration Rite performed successfully. Tower humidity responded with elevated glow from vines. Water temperature rose during the invocation—estimated increase of ten degrees. No resistance to shrine incense observed. Interaction suggests the Tower recognizes or adapts to devotional frameworks. Elder Yvenne: I know what you'll say. I'm saying it first—this isn't projection. The data is in the vine luminosity shift. Check the crystal's spectral log."

She sat back, satisfied. Let the skeptic chew on that.

Jace settled beside her, accepting the final cup's dregs. "Should we log anything else?"

"Yes," she said softly. "Feelings. The elders will ask whether this place sings or snarls."

He chuckled, the sound low and easy. "It sings. Off-key sometimes, but it sings."

She recorded that too.

Mira finished her cup and stretched, spine arching with feline satisfaction. "I call dibs on that hammock-looking thing." She pointed to a suspended net woven between two vine-covered pillars, its weave dense enough to hold weight but open enough to let the teal light filter through.

"Go," Elara said. "But eat first."

She unpacked ration bars, dried fruit, a jar of dark honey, and a pouch of roasted nuts she'd been saving since Floor Four. With a flick of her wrist, she conjured a portable hotplate—Shrine-blessed, palm-sized, its rune glowing soft orange—and set a small pan atop it to warm the ration bars into something approximating dessert. The pan sizzled gently, filling the air with the smell of toasted grain.

The others gathered around, settling onto the warm floor in a loose circle. Nadiya tucked her legs beneath her, tail draped over one knee. Jace sat with his shield propped against his back like a chair, and Mira perched on the adjustable bench, which had stopped trying to dump her and now seemed resigned to her weight.

"Pass the honey," Mira said, snatching the jar before Jace could protest. She drizzled it over the warmed bars in generous loops, then held one out like a sacramental offering. "Sugar heals everything."

Elara laughed, the sound bright in the humid air. "That's not how the Warm Hand would phrase it, but I agree."

They ate. The ration bars, softened and honeyed, tasted almost like the spice cakes the Shrine served during autumn festivals. Nadiya described the hum shifts she'd heard during the bridge—how the Tower's acoustic signature changed when they moved in sync versus when they stumbled. Jace grumbled about force waves and how his shield arm still tingled. Mira reenacted her impossible leap from the bridge's final section, standing on the bench to demonstrate the twist, complete with whooshing sound effects that made Nadiya snort water through her nose.

Elara recorded snippets of their laughter for the Shrine. Proof that adventuring wasn't all blood and bone—it was also sweetness stolen between trials. She imagined Elder Sorvane's face softening at the sound. The old woman had lost her own party thirty years ago. She deserved to hear that joy still lived in Tower corridors.

When plates were clean and muscles loosened, the conversation slowed to something softer. The atrium's warmth had seeped into all of them, and the teal light played across their faces like candlelight. Mira had migrated from the bench to the floor, leaning against Jace's knee. Nadiya sat close enough that her tail brushed Elara's thigh with each absent sway.

Elara tugged on the braided cord at her wrist—the one tied to a matching cord on Mira's—a wordless signal they'd established floors ago. Mira's gaze lifted, golden and knowing. Nadiya's ears perked, rotating toward Elara with the alertness she usually reserved for danger. Jace's hand stilled on his shield strap, and he looked at her with that quiet question in his expression.

"Time to recharge properly," Elara said, letting her voice drop into the register that belonged only to the four of them.

She led them toward the hammock net. The vines around it glowed brighter as they approached, the teal deepening to warm amber at the edges, and the chimes above shifted pitch—lower, more intimate, as though the Tower were dimming its own lights. It recognized their intent. Comfort wasn't just tolerated here. It was cultivated.

"You sure?" Jace asked, even now checking consent. His hand hovered near her elbow, not touching until she answered.

"Always," Elara whispered, closing the distance to press her palm flat against his cheek. His stubble was rough under her fingers, and the warmth of his skin radiated up through her wrist. "We earned softness."

Mira climbed into the net first, flashing a grin that was equal parts invitation and challenge. The netting dipped under her weight, swaying. Elara followed, settling beside her, feeling the weave cradle her hips and shoulders like a cupped hand. Then Jace, his bulk making the whole structure sway and creak pleasantly. Nadiya curled in last, finding the space at their feet with the unerring instinct of someone who'd learned to sleep in tight spaces, her tail looping around ankles—Elara's left, Jace's right—binding them in a warm circuit.

For a moment they lay still, breathing together. The atrium hummed. The incense drifted.

Then Mira turned her head and nipped gently at Elara's earlobe—playful, teasing—and the stillness broke into something warmer. Elara laughed, a breath more than a sound, and slid her fingers into Mira's dark hair. Mira's scalp was warm, her hair silk-thick, and she made a low sound in her throat when Elara's nails dragged lightly across it.

Jace's hand found Elara's waist, palm splayed wide over the curve of her hip, thumb tracing slow circles through the fabric of her tunic. His touch was steady and deliberate—the same hands that raised the shield, but gentler now, patient with a different kind of precision. She turned toward him and kissed the hinge of his jaw, tasting salt and copper and the faint sweetness of honey still on his skin.

His breath hitched. She kissed him again, finding his mouth this time, and felt his fingers tighten at her hip—not possessive, just present. Anchoring. The way he anchored everything.

Nadiya's sigh reached her from below—a sound of contentment as Elara's free hand found the scout's hair, combing through the fine strands between her tall ears. Nadiya leaned into the touch, her tail tightening its loop around their ankles, and her nose pressed warm against Elara's calf through the fabric of her leggings.

The net swayed. The vines pulsed in time with their collective breathing—slow, deep, synchronized in a way that felt less like coincidence and more like the Tower listening. Mira's laugh muffled against Elara's collarbone, vibrating through skin and bone. Jace's hand slid from her hip to the small of her back, pulling her closer, and the warmth between them built like banked coals—slow, steady, suffusing rather than consuming.

Elara narrated none of it for the recorder. She let the crystal sit silent at her hip. Some data didn't belong to the Shrine. Some proof existed only in the space between bodies—in the hitch of Jace's breath when she pressed closer, in the quiet rumble of Mira's purr against her throat, in Nadiya's fingers tracing the tendon of her ankle with the delicacy of someone reading terrain. This was theirs. The warmth. The tangle. The slow dissolution of where one person ended and another began.

The scene settled into whispered words and shared breathing, the amber light wrapping them like a blanket until time softened at the edges and became irrelevant.

When they surfaced—minutes or longer, Elara couldn't say—they were flushed and heavy-limbed and smiling. The atrium's chimes had gone quiet, as if the Tower had granted them silence out of respect. Then, softly, a tone rang out. A single clear note, followed by text materializing near the hammock in the Tower's familiar script.

`[SYSTEM] Resonance +1 (2/3).`

Elara sat up, her heart still beating at the slower pace of intimacy, and stared at the notification. The number glowed warm gold before fading.

She smiled. "Told you affection fuels progress."

"Apparently closeness is a system upgrade now," Mira drawled, stretching with the boneless satisfaction of a cat in a sunbeam. "Add that to the Shrine report."

Elara smacked her leg lightly. "Not in those words."

"I'll find diplomatic ones." Mira's grin was incorrigible.

Jace rose, rolling his shoulders. The bruise beneath his collar had faded slightly—or maybe the warmth had simply made it hurt less. "How long can we safely linger?"

Nadiya tilted her head, ears rotating like twin dishes scanning for signal. She held still for three breaths, then four. "Harmonics steady. The Tower isn't rushing us. But the Bright Lances' footsteps carry through the floor resonance. They're probably clearing the bridge now."

"Then we move soon," Jace said. He turned to Elara, his expression shifting from soft back to steady—the transition so familiar it felt like watching someone button a coat. Leader mode. "Any rites left to perform?"

She glanced around the atrium. The vines still glowed, though dimmer now, as if the space were slowly exhaling. The incense had burned down to a nub of ash on the basin's edge, its last wisps threading upward into the darkness above.

"Yes." She climbed from the hammock and walked to the nearest vine. Pressed her forehead against it. The surface was cool and faintly ridged, like touching the inside of a seashell. She closed her eyes.

"Warm Hand, thank you for guiding us to this rest. Architect Tower, thank you for offering sanctuary between trials. We honor what was given. We won't waste the respite."

The vine warmed beneath her skin. A pulse traveled through it—up, toward the unseen ceiling—and the surrounding vines brightened briefly in a wave that cascaded outward from her point of contact, as if the entire atrium were nodding.

She took that as approval.

Back at the basin, she retrieved the incense ash and folded it into a scrap of linen. Shrine custom—you carried the remnants with you. Proof of practice.

Mira grabbed her pack, shouldering it with a wince she tried to hide. "Before we go, log the food count, Elara. I took extra honey."

"Noted," Elara said with a smile. "I'll mark it as 'morale expenditure.'"

She addressed the recorder one final time, holding the crystal close to her lips. "Atrium report, concluded. Hydration Rite successful. Tower exhibited responsive behavior to devotional practice—vine luminosity increased, water temperature rose during invocation. Resonance value increased to two of three in response to shared intimacy and rest. No hostile reactions observed. The Warm Hand's tenets hold within alien architecture: reverence is recognized, comfort is reciprocated, and affection registers as measurable progress within the Tower's scoring system. Recommend future delvers respect the space. Offerings are not merely appreciated—they appear to be expected."

She clicked the crystal off and tucked it into her satchel's innermost pocket, cushioned by cloth. That recording would change Elder Yvenne's vote, or nothing would.

Jace checked his shield straps, cinching them tight with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd done it ten thousand times. "All right. Formation."

They lined up at the atrium's exit corridor. As they moved into position, the vines dimmed in a slow cascade, amber fading to teal fading to near-darkness, as if the room itself were closing its eyes to wish them luck. The chimes offered one last phrase—four notes, one for each of them—and then fell silent.

Elara felt a pang leaving the calm behind. In the Shrine, rest was scheduled. Here, it was earned and finite, and the difference made it more precious. She tucked the feeling alongside the incense ash and the honey taste still lingering on her tongue—provisions for whatever came next.

"Ready?" Jace asked.

She exhaled, letting lavender and ozone and jasmine fill her lungs one last time. The scent would fade within twenty steps. She memorized it anyway.

"Ready."

They stepped out of the atrium and back into the Tower's spine, carrying warmth in their bones and a new glow in their threads of Resonance. The corridor ahead narrowed and cooled, but Elara's heartbeat held the atrium's slower rhythm for a while longer—a parting gift from a room that had understood, without being told, exactly what they needed.

Whatever challenge waited next, they would meet it with full cups and steady hearts.


CHAPTER 8 — KALEIDOSTAT SKIRMISH


MIRA ALWAYS SAID she liked shiny things. The Tower clearly took that as a challenge.

The corridor beyond the atrium narrowed into a barrel-shaped hall lined with prismatic panels—each one a hand-width across, set into the walls in overlapping rows like fish scales, angled to catch and bend whatever light passed through. At first the hall seemed serene. Soft ambient glow, a gentle hum running through the floor, the faint scent of heated metal. Pretty, even. The kind of place she'd have looted a crystal from if nobody was watching.

Then the walls split open. Panels retracted in smooth mechanical sequence, and turret barrels slid out on gimbaled mounts—six of them, three per side, their lenses glittering like cut gemstones set into brushed steel housings. Each barrel rotated slowly, tracking. Searching.

"Oh," Mira said, a grin blooming despite herself. "Laser tag."

Jace's hand went to his shield. "Tag implies non-lethal."

The first turret fired.

A lance of white light sizzled past her ear—so close she felt the heat ripple against her skin and smelled singed hair—and carved a smoking groove into the floor where she'd been standing half a heartbeat before. Stone hissed. The groove glowed cherry-red at its edges, deep enough to swallow a finger.

"Okay," Mira amended, already moving. "Lethal tag."

She dove behind a knee-high plinth, pressing her back against the warm stone. Her heart hammered, and she loved it—the spike of terror metabolized instantly into something electric and bright, every nerve ending singing with the particular high that came from almost dying and choosing to grin about it. The plinth's surface vibrated against her spine as a second turret fired, this one from the opposite wall. The beam hit one of the prismatic panels and refracted, splitting into three thinner lances that fanned outward in a deadly trident pattern and scorched parallel lines across the ceiling.

So the panels weren't decorative. They were part of the weapon system. The whole corridor was a Kaleidostat Range—prism turrets and reflective surfaces working in concert. Beautiful and lethal, like everything else the Tower loved.

"We need angles!" Elara shouted from behind a ridge of raised floor tiles. She raised her hand and a thin sheet of Shine flared in front of her—luminous, semi-translucent, shimmering like soap film made of captured sunlight. A beam struck the barrier and bent upward, splashing harmlessly against the ceiling in a scatter of light motes.

Mira's mind clicked into tactical mode. Shine could redirect. The prismatic panels could refract. And she had something that could reveal the geometry before a beam arrived.

"On it," she said.

She pulled a glass vial from her bandolier—Sting Oil, her own brew, the recipe stolen from a scorpion-tamers' guild and improved with compounds she'd never name in polite company. She uncorked it and flung the contents into the air. The oil atomized on contact with the humid corridor air, hanging in a fine iridescent mist that shimmered green-gold-violet as it caught the turrets' ambient light. And there it was: the beams' paths, revealed. Each active firing lane appeared as a shimmering thread cutting through the mist, the light bending the oil droplets into tiny prismatic halos that traced the trajectory from barrel to target with surgical clarity.

She could see the kill zones now. The safe channels between them. The spots where two beams would converge in thirty seconds when the turrets rotated to their next firing position.

"Nadiya, tempo?" Jace called from behind his shield.

Nadiya's whistle trilled—three sharp ascending notes followed by two long tones, mapping the turret rotations into sound cues the way she mapped wind patterns in the desert. The rhythm established, Mira could feel it in her bones: fire, pause, sweep left, fire, pause, sweep right. Four-count cycle.

She grinned. Nothing like a symphony of murder to make her feel alive.

She sprinted on the whistle's downbeat, vaulting over a low ridge with her palms flat against the stone. The world narrowed to footfalls and beam-paths, her body reading both simultaneously—the vibration of turret gimbals through the floor telling her which barrel was spooling up before the mist even shifted. She slid on her knees across a smooth tile section, spine arched back to let a beam scythe the air an inch above her nose—close enough to feel the heat dry the moisture from her upper lip—and came up running on the other side.

The nearest turret tracked her, its gimbal whining. She could see the Sting Oil mist outline the beam's predicted path: sweeping low, wide arc, easy to duck under if she timed it to the four-count. One-two-three—she dropped flat—four. The beam passed overhead. She sprang up, jammed both daggers into the seam between the turret's barrel and its housing, and wrenched sideways with her full weight.

Metal screamed. Something inside the mechanism popped and hissed. The barrel sagged, its lens cracking in a spiderweb pattern, and the turret retracted into the wall with a grinding sound that was deeply satisfying to her ears.

Behind her, Jace intercepted a secondary blast with his shield, catching the beam on the polished face and sending it skidding into the floor. Sparks flew across his gauntlet. He didn't flinch, just shifted his angle for the next incoming shot.

The wounded turret barely had time to cool before three replacements slid out from hidden slots further down the hall. These were mounted higher, harder to reach, their barrels narrower and their lenses a deeper blue. Of course. The Tower escalated. It always escalated.

"Tower's adding!" Elara warned.

"Screw escalating," Mira muttered, already assessing. The new turrets' beams were tighter, more precise, and the mist showed their paths converging in patterns that cut off her previous approach lanes. The Tower had watched her sprint. It had noted the route she'd taken. And now it was closing those corridors with intersecting fire.

She felt a chill that had nothing to do with the beams. The Tower was learning them. Not just reacting—studying.

She shoved the fear down and converted it to fuel. "Elara, mirrors on the left cluster! Nadiya, double-time!"

Nadiya's whistle jumped tempo, the four-count compressing to a three-count. Mira matched it, her feet barely touching the floor between strides. She ran along the right wall, using the prismatic panels as springboards—pushing off their angled surfaces with her palms to change direction mid-air in ways that should have been impossible for anything without a tail, or at least more tail than she had. Her body knew the geometry the way her mind knew sarcasm: instinctively, thoroughly, and with excessive flair.

She slammed a Sting Oil-soaked cloth against a turret's lens, blinding it. The oil coating ate into the lens's surface, clouding the crystal and scattering its beam into a harmless fan of diffused light. Behind her, Elara's Shine mirrors—small, precisely angled sheets of compressed light—reflected three beams back into their emitting turrets. Two of the turrets popped and went dark. The third absorbed the reflection and adjusted, shifting its angle to fire around the mirror.

"They're adapting to Shine deflections," Elara called, strain tightening her voice.

"Then we stay unpredictable," Mira shot back. She pulled a second vial and hurled it high. The Sting Oil mist thickened, filling the upper half of the corridor with iridescent haze. The beams passing through it scattered into soft fans, losing coherence. Not enough to neutralize them, but enough to confuse the turrets' tracking systems. The lenses jittered, recalculating, hunting for clean targeting data through the shimmering fog.

"Left wall, two turrets!" Nadiya whistled.

Mira pivoted mid-stride, her boots squeaking against the stone as she reversed direction. Momentum was her religion—she never stopped, only redirected. The two new cannons had narrower barrels and faster cycling times, their beams slicing the air into flickering ribbons that left afterimages across her vision.

She dropped into a roll, tucking tight, letting the beams cut the empty space where her torso had been. The heat of their passage warmed the back of her neck. She came out of the roll low, coiled, and launched upward—both daggers punching into the rotating bases of the turrets simultaneously, one in each hand. The bases seized. Metal shrieked against metal. The guns froze mid-rotation, and she hung from the hilts for a beat, feet dangling, before dropping to the floor with a catlike twist.

"That's five down," Jace called, emerging from behind his shield. "Seven to go."

She huffed, blowing a strand of singed hair off her forehead. "Who's counting?"

"Me. Professionally."

Mira dropped behind the nearest plinth to catch her breath. Her pulse was a drumroll, fast and bright and utterly wonderful. She knew—she'd always known—that this love affair with danger was somewhere between personality trait and character flaw. Other rogues took contracts for coin. Mira took them for this: the crystalline clarity of a body in motion, every sense tuned to maximum gain, the world reduced to physics problems solved at sprint speed. Fear existed somewhere far below, down where she kept the things she didn't examine. Up here, at the surface, there was only the thrill.

She rolled her neck, felt the pop of tension releasing, and grinned at nobody. Seven to go. Seven more chances to move like something that couldn't be caught.

The Tower's hum rose in pitch—not angry, exactly, but decidedly annoyed. Like a game master whose players were ignoring the intended difficulty curve. The floor panels shifted beneath their feet, tiles swapping positions in a sliding puzzle that turned the stable ground into a treacherous mosaic of moving surfaces. Mira compensated instinctively, riding the movement like waves, but Nadiya stumbled and nearly took a beam to the shoulder before Jace yanked her behind cover.

Mira tossed her last vial of Sting Oil into the air, thickening the mist to near-opacity. The corridor became a kaleidoscope of refracted light and iridescent fog, and inside it, Mira was invisible. She could feel the beams' heat against her skin like sunlight through blinds, could hear the turrets' gimbals whine as they searched for targets they could no longer lock onto.

"Elara, match it!" she yelled. "Shine into the mist—scatter everything!"

Elara dropped her barrier and pushed Shine outward in a wide, diffuse wave. The magic hit the Sting Oil mist and the two multiplied each other—Shine's light refracted through thousands of oil droplets, creating a blinding, shifting matrix of reflected beams that overloaded every sensor in the hall. The turrets' tracking systems jittered and spun, firing wildly into empty air.

Funnel & Flare, Mira thought with grim satisfaction—the desert name for the trick—oil funneling the light until the room couldn't see straight.

Inside the chaos, Mira moved by feel and sound. Nadiya's whistle cut through the noise—clear, precise, mapping safe paths through the light storm with tonal shifts only the party could read. Two notes high: clear left. One note low: drop. Three rapid clicks: turret base exposed.

Mira heard the clicks and lunged. Her dagger found the exposed housing by touch, sinking into the joint between barrel and gimbal mount. She twisted. Something inside snapped, and the turret sagged dead.

She didn't pause. Next target. Her fingers found another barrel, this one still warm from firing. She jammed the dagger in, wrenched, moved on. The rhythm was primal—hunt, strike, advance. Somewhere behind her, Jace charged through the haze with his shield up, slamming bodily into a turret cluster and ripping two mounts off the wall with brute force. Metal clattered. Sparks rained through the mist like fireworks.

One by one, the turrets went silent. The final cannon sputtered—its beam flickering, weakening—then withdrew into the wall with a mechanical sigh, as if the Tower had finally conceded the point.

The mist settled slowly. Sting Oil droplets drifted downward, coating every surface in a faint iridescent sheen. The corridor's prismatic panels, scorched and cracked and smeared with oil, glittered dully in the returning ambient light.

`[SYSTEM] Precision Meter +18%.`

The notification hung in the air, glowing a steady blue.

"That's right," Mira said, hands on hips, breathing hard. "We're fabulous."

Jace lowered his shield. His breathing was ragged, and sweat had darkened the collar of his undershirt. "Clear?"

Nadiya listened, ears rotating through a full sweep. "For now. Vents are cooling. No new gimbals deploying."

Elara wiped her forearm across her brow, pushing damp hair from her face. "Any injuries?"

Mira glanced down at her scorched sleeve. The leather had blackened and curled at the edges, and the skin beneath was reddened in a narrow stripe—first-degree, nothing that wouldn't fade. The singed strand of hair by her temple was more annoying than the burn. "Bruised pride on the Tower's part, otherwise fine."

She knelt beside the nearest wrecked turret and pried open its casing with a dagger tip. Inside: coiled filaments of spun crystal, a rotating prism set on a jeweled bearing, and etched channels where light had been focused into killing intensity. The design wasn't entirely alien. The internal coils reminded her of the shrine resonators Tamsin had once tried to replicate in her workshop—the ones that had exploded and taken out half a wall. Same principle, different application. Focus, intensify, direct.

She tapped the casing thoughtfully, turning the observation over in her mind. Her fingers smelled of Sting Oil and hot metal—the perfume of a successful fight.

The adrenaline was receding now, leaving in its wake the bone-deep satisfaction of a body that had been asked to perform and had delivered. Every muscle hummed with the particular ache of full exertion. Her calves burned from the sprints. Her forearms were tight from the dagger work. Even her jaw ached—she'd been clenching it without noticing, a habit from the streets back home where showing your teeth meant showing you weren't scared.

She unclenched. Let her shoulders drop. Breathed through her nose until the tremor in her hands faded from visible to merely felt.

"Anyone else notice the Tower only escalated after we disabled three turrets?" she asked. "Not one, not two. Three. Like a threshold."

Jace grunted, crouching beside her. "It learns. We adapt faster."

"For now," Mira said. The chill from earlier returned, the one she'd stuffed down during the fight. The Tower wasn't angry. It was curious. It was studying their response curves, their timing patterns, their coordination thresholds. Every fight was data collection. "It let us win this round. Next time it'll have our playbook."

She turned the turret's prism in her fingers. The crystal caught the corridor's dim light and threw a tiny rainbow across her knuckle.

"Also, look at this hinge," she said, pointing to the gimbal's base. Runes were etched into the mounting bracket—small, precise, glowing with residual energy that pulsed like a fading heartbeat. "Elara, see those? Shine resonated with them during the fight. That's why your mirror-beam cut through the housings so clean—the runes amplified incoming light-class energy."

Elara leaned in, pushing her braid over her shoulder to keep it from dangling into the mechanism. "You're right. The etching pattern matches a focusing array. The Tower wanted light to solve light. It built the vulnerability into the weapon."

"A test with a built-in answer key," Jace said. "If you know how to read it."

"And agility to survive the weapon long enough to find the key," Mira added. She turned the prism over one more time, watching it throw tiny rainbows across her knuckles, then pocketed it—small enough to carry, interesting enough to study, pretty enough to keep. That was her threshold for acquisition. Most things in life qualified.

She stood and stretched, hands clasped overhead, spine curving until she felt the vertebrae realign. The scorched sleeve flapped loosely where the leather had curled back from the heat. She'd need to patch that before the next fight, or the gap would catch a beam at exactly the wrong moment. "Guess we're in the right story after all."

They regrouped near the corridor's far end, where the door to the next chamber glowed faintly with an amber pulse—waiting, patient, like a host holding open a door. Mira flicked her wrists, shaking out the residual adrenaline that made her fingers tremble, and rolled her neck until her vertebrae popped in a satisfying chain.

"We should name that combo," she said, meeting each of their gazes in turn. "Shine and Sting beating the beams. It needs a title."

Elara laughed, the tension draining from her posture. "Prism Vandalism?"

"Laser Lullaby," Nadiya suggested, her voice quiet but carrying a fox's dry humor.

Jace deadpanned, "Please no."

Mira snapped her fingers, pointing at him. "Got it. Kaleidosmash."

Jace sighed with his entire body. "Of course."

She nudged him with her hip, feeling the solid warmth of him through his armor. "You love it."

He didn't deny it. "No casualties, minimal burns, progress meter up. Call it whatever you want."

Nadiya checked her whistle, running a claw-tip around the mouthpiece to clear oil residue. "Next room's hum is steadier. Tighter harmonics. Maybe a puzzle instead of more cannons."

"Or both," Elara said.

Mira twirled a dagger in a lazy figure-eight, the blade catching the amber doorlight before she sheathed it. The adrenaline was fading now, replaced by the warm heaviness of post-combat satisfaction. Her muscles ached in the good way—the way that meant she'd pushed hard enough to grow.

"Only one way to find out," she said. "Let's go introduce ourselves to whatever else the Tower thinks is cute."

They stepped forward. As they passed the line of wrecked turrets, Mira trailed her fingers along a cracked lens, feeling the residual warmth against her calluses.

"Thanks for playing," she whispered to it. "Next time, shoot somewhere unexpected."

The Tower's hum deepened—a low, resonant vibration that traveled up through the floor and into her chest. Not a threat. More like a chuckle. An acknowledgment between opponents who respected each other's game.

She grinned and kept walking. Bring it on, she thought. I'm just getting warmed up.


CHAPTER 9 — PRISM COUNTERPLAY


THE TOWER DIDN'T give them time to bask in their turret victory. The next chamber opened like the inside of a gemstone: faceted walls reflecting their own images back in distorted shards—three Jaces, five Miras, a dozen Nadiyas fanning outward into infinity. The floor tiles alternated between frosted glass and mirror-smooth metal in a dizzying checkerboard that shifted orientation every few seconds, catching the ambient light and throwing it in unpredictable directions. More turrets waited—slimmer than the last batch, built into rotating columns that rose from the floor like chess pieces. Their lenses pulsed with a cold blue glow, tracking the party with eerie mechanical precision the moment they crossed the threshold.

"No rest for the coordinated," Mira muttered, already scanning for cover.

Jace adjusted his shield strap and inhaled through his nose. His bruised shoulder still throbbed—deep, bone-level—from the bridge's force pulses, but the atrium's warmth had worked through the worst of it. The joint moved when he told it to. That was enough.

He studied the room. The faceted walls meant reflections would be unreliable—depth perception would suffer. The rotating columns meant the turrets had three-sixty firing arcs, unlike the corridor's wall-mounted cannons. And the shifting floor tiles meant static positions would degrade under their feet.

The Tower wanted sustained precision under evolving pressure. It was testing whether their last victory had been skill or luck.

He intended to make the answer obvious.

"Tactical reset," he said, voice calm enough to sound like he believed it. "We're not charging in the way we did last room. Different geometry, different rules." He pointed at the nearest column, twenty paces ahead. "Those rotate, so cover has an expiration date. Elara, you keep Shine ready, but conserve—targeted reflections only, no barriers unless I call for one. We can't afford to drain you early. Nadiya, call rotations by whistle. Give me the column spin cycle and any frequency shifts. Mira—"

"Break the pretty things," she supplied, winking.

"—and don't die doing it," he finished.

She saluted with a dagger. "Sir, yes sir."

"One more thing." He held their gazes, each in turn. Elara, steady. Mira, bright. Nadiya, alert. "We move on my count. Not individually—together. I'll call the steps. You follow the pattern. Trust the Call doesn't work if we're freelancing."

Mira opened her mouth—probably to protest—then closed it and nodded. She'd learned. They all had.

"On three," Jace said. "One. Two."

The turrets activated before he hit three.

Columns spun in a chain reaction, each one whirring to life a half-second after its neighbor, and beams lanced outward in multi-angled volleys. The prismatic walls caught every shot and refracted it into lattice-work, filling the room with lethal geometry—a web of light that sliced the air into diminishing polygons of safe space. The temperature spiked. The hum became a whine.

Jace recognized the opening pattern. The Tower had learned from the corridor fight. It angled beams to catch shield edges, not faces. It aimed where they had been, not where they were. Predictive targeting. The Kaleidostat Range was a test that remembered its students.

He planted his feet in the Beginner's Band stance—wide base, low center, shield arm up, weapon arm free—and processed. Three turrets firing in staggered sequence on the left. Two on the right. One directly ahead, cycling faster than the others. His mind drew the lines. Found the gaps.

"Formation tight. We move as one. Left—step—drop—NOW."

They obeyed in unison, ducking under a spiraling shot that carved the air above their heads. The heat of it pressed against his scalp like a flat iron held too close.

Mira darted ahead on his signal, daggers drawn. Elara flicked Shine into a narrow prism shape—not a barrier, just a wedge—and deflected a beam away from Nadiya's exposed flank. The beam hit a faceted wall panel and scattered into harmless fragments.

Good. Efficient. Sustainable.

Jace advanced, calling the next rotation. "Right sweep in two. Drop on Nadiya's high whistle. Mira, the near column's backside opens in four beats—go on three."

The rhythm emerged. He heard it in Nadiya's whistle trills—the column spin rates translated into tempo—and he conducted around it, calling moves the way a field marshal called formations, except his soldiers were a catgirl with anger issues, a priestess with light magic, and a fennec scout with hearing sharp enough to track a turret's internal gears through solid stone.

The Tower's firing pattern accelerated. Turrets fired in clusters now, three at once, forcing Jace to process overlapping trajectories. He anchored himself—feet planted, weight centered—and let Trust the Call's lingering Resonance guide his timing. The bond hummed at the base of his skull, and through it he felt the others' positions like pressure points on a map: Mira at his two o'clock, closing on a column; Elara at his eight, hands up, Shine ready; Nadiya at his six, whistle between her teeth.

A volley came in from the left—two beams converging on his position. He raised his shield.

The first beam hit the polished steel face and bounced. Not deflected. Not absorbed. Ricocheted. The beam struck the shield at an acute angle and launched sideways, punching into the nearest column's housing with enough residual energy to crack the lens inside. Sparks exploded. The turret's rotation stuttered, and it fired wild before going dark.

Jace stared at his shield. The steel was hot enough to feel through the grip padding, and a faint scorch mark traced the beam's path across the surface like a brushstroke.

He'd known the shield could block. He hadn't known it could redirect.

The angle. The Tower's own design principle—light solving light, geometry answering geometry—applied to polished steel as much as to Shine. If he adjusted the shield angle precisely enough, he could bounce beams back into their sources. The turrets' own weapons, returned to sender.

"Mira," he called, "I can ricochet these."

Her head snapped toward him, eyes wide and delighted. "You're joking."

"Watch." The next beam came in high. He angled the shield—not flat, but tilted fifteen degrees off perpendicular—and caught the shot on the upper curve. The beam deflected in a clean arc, punching into a column base ten feet away. The housing cracked. The turret sagged.

"Beautiful," Mira breathed. Then, louder: "Everyone hear that? Jace is playing pool with murder beams. Adjust accordingly."

He almost smiled. "Nadiya, call the next column's firing angle."

Nadiya's whistle trilled—a specific sequence he'd drilled with her on earlier floors. Bearing. Elevation. Timing. The column at their two o'clock would fire in three beats, aiming chest-height, sweeping left.

Jace planted himself in the beam's predicted path, shield angled. Three beats passed. The beam fired. He caught it clean, bouncing it into the column's own lens with geometric precision. The turret blew apart in a shower of crystal fragments and sparks. The column's rotation seized, its gears grinding, and it toppled sideways with a resonant crash that shook the floor tiles.

"Nice," Mira said from somewhere to his right.

"Don't celebrate yet," he replied. They were winning, but the Tower was watching. Always watching.

The prismatic walls shifted. The facets rotated in their housings, changing their angles, warping the reflections. Suddenly Jace saw three versions of himself: one crouched behind his shield, one standing tall mid-swing, one frozen in mid-step. The illusions overlapped with reality, making it impossible to judge depth or distance by sight alone. Beside him, he heard Nadiya curse softly—the fox scout relied on spatial awareness, and the shifting reflections were throwing her calibration off.

"Ignore reflections," Jace ordered, his voice cutting through the visual chaos. "Sound only. Nadiya, switch to pure acoustic mapping. Four heartbeats per volley—that's the base tempo. Elara, close your eyes if you have to. Mira, feel the floor vibrations."

It was a gamble. Fighting blind in a room designed to kill them with light. But the Tower had made the visual field unreliable, which meant sight was now a liability. The other senses—sound, touch, proprioception—were still clean.

Nadiya whistled the rhythm, anchoring them. Four beats. Steady. Her ears rotated continuously, triangulating turret positions by the whine of their gimbals and the crack of their firing mechanisms. Mira matched her steps to the beat, moving on the off-counts when the turrets were between shots. She reached a rotating column during its reload pause and carved both daggers into the gimbal joint, severing the rotation mechanism with two precise cuts. The column froze. The turret fired once more into empty air, then dimmed.

Elara, eyes half-closed, traced Shine along the floor in a thin reflective line—not a barrier, but a tripwire. Two beams struck the line simultaneously and refracted into each other, their energy canceling in a burst of white sparks that showered the nearby tiles. The resulting flash blinded a turret's sensor long enough for Jace to close the distance and slam his shield into the housing. The impact jarred his arm from wrist to shoulder, but the turret's lens shattered and its barrel drooped.

The Tower escalated again. The floor tiles—already shifting in their checkerboard pattern—began moving faster, swapping positions in a sliding puzzle that turned the ground into a treacherous surface of constant low-level motion. Each tile was perhaps two feet square, and they slid laterally, swapping with neighbors in unpredictable sequences. One moment Jace had solid footing; the next, the tile beneath his right foot glided six inches to the left and his weight shifted dangerously.

He corrected automatically, years of combat training converting the stumble into a controlled shift. "Adjust stance!" he barked. "Tiles are on a loop—feel the pattern through your boots. Three-tile sequence, then a pause."

Mira nearly slipped, her foot catching a tile edge. He grabbed her elbow and hauled her upright, feeling the wiry strength of her arm tense and release as she found her balance. She flashed a grateful grin—quick, fierce—before sprinting ahead, riding the tile shifts like a surfer reading waves.

"Three turrets left," Elara called, her voice strained but steady.

"Make it zero," Jace responded.

He gathered momentum, reading the floor tile sequence—shift, shift, pause—and pushed off during the pause, charging the nearest active column with his shield leading. He hit the column at full speed, the impact ringing through the shield and up his arm and into his teeth. The column buckled. Its turret fired one last shot point-blank into his shield face, and he felt the heat sear through the grip, but the beam ricocheted at a wild angle and punched into the ceiling, bringing down a rain of crystalline dust.

Before he could press the attack, the remaining two columns retracted into the floor. Smooth, fast, deliberate. Not retreat—transition. The Tower was changing tactics mid-fight.

Panels slid down from the ceiling with mechanical grace, revealing arrays of mirror-polished discs set on independent axles. These spun slowly, projecting beams that crisscrossed the room in a shifting mesh. Unlike the turret shots, these beams weren't solid—they flickered, pulsing in and out of visibility, and wherever they touched a Shine residue on the floor, they brightened and angled toward the light source.

Jace realized the trap. "It's tracing Shine reflections," he warned. "The discs are drawn to light-class energy. Elara, kill your Shine. All of it. Now."

She did. The golden glow vanished from her palms, and the flickering beams faltered immediately—without a Shine source to track, they wandered in lazy spirals, searching but finding nothing. The room dimmed to near-darkness, lit only by the discs' own cold blue glow.

"Smart," Mira said from somewhere in the shadows. "Now what?"

"We control the reflections ourselves," Jace said. His mind was already working, turning the Tower's design logic against it. The discs tracked light. If he could give them a light source he controlled, he could aim them. "But we do it on our terms."

He tore a strip from the hem of his cloak—the heavy weave resisted, then gave—and wrapped it around the rim of his shield, dulling the polished surface to a matte finish. Then he positioned the shield to catch one of the flickering disc beams at a low angle. Instead of reflecting sharply, the beam diffused through the cloth, scattering into harmless ambient light. The disc that had fired it dimmed slightly, as if confused by the non-response.

"Elara, mimic with Shine—but keep it soft. Just enough light to catch a beam and ground it. Think candlelight, not spotlight."

She nodded, understanding instantly. A faint golden sheen appeared across her palms—barely visible, like warmth made tangible—and she caught a disc beam against her cupped hands, letting it dissolve into the floor. The disc tracking that beam went dim. Dead.

"It works," she said, a fierce satisfaction cutting through her exhaustion.

They worked through the arrays methodically. Jace caught and diffused. Elara grounded. And Mira and Nadiya seized each lull to drive daggers and climbing anchors into the disc mounts, jamming their rotation with brute mechanical force. Nadiya's whistle kept time—slower now, matching the discs' lazy spin rather than the turrets' aggressive cycling. One by one, the arrays ground to a halt. Discs froze mid-rotation, their beams sputtering out. The last one spun for a long moment, its beam sweeping the room in a lonely arc, before Mira reached up and drove her dagger into the axle bearing. It stopped with a final click.

The room grew still. Light returned to a gentle, ambient warmth—the Tower's version of a ceasefire.

`[SYSTEM] Precision Meter +18%. Hidden cache unlocked.`

The message hung midair in blue text, accompanied by a mechanical sound from the far wall. A section of faceted panels retracted, revealing a recessed compartment that Jace was certain hadn't been there before. Inside, draped over a stone rack, hung four cloaks—knee-length, made of a material that shimmered between silver and pale gold as the light shifted. They hummed faintly. Not with sound, but with a vibration he felt through his fingertips when he reached in and touched the fabric.

"Resonant Cloaks," Elara said, reading the rune-work stitched along the hem. Her voice held the particular reverence she reserved for artifacts that confirmed her theories. "They store ambient light energy and release it on command. Defensive application—a personal refraction field."

Mira lifted one and draped it over her shoulders. The fabric settled against her like water, conforming to her frame. The humming intensified for a moment, then smoothed into a frequency that matched her breathing. "Feels like wearing a warm fog. I like it."

Nadiya took hers with careful hands, running the fabric between her fingers. "The weave is alive. It responds to body heat."

Jace pulled on his own cloak. The weight was negligible—lighter than leather, heavier than silk—but he could feel it working, drawing in the room's residual light and holding it in the fibers like a sponge holding water. A defensive tool. The Tower rewarded those who solved its puzzles with gear suited to the next puzzle.

He was reaching for the fourth cloak—Elara's—when the comm rune on his belt pouch flared orange. Tamsin's signal. He pressed his thumb to the rune and heard the artificer's voice, scratchy with distance and interference but unmistakable.

"Jace? Tamsin. Getting schematic bleed-through on my receiving array. You hit a data cache up there?"

He glanced at the far wall, where the compartment's opening had revealed a schematic projection—the corridor's layout, including hidden recesses, maintenance shafts, and what looked like the structural skeleton of the turret system. Lines of rune-text annotated each section.

"Affirmative. Turret schematics, structural layout. It's projecting on the wall."

"Beautiful. Can you capture? My resonance plate can pull it if you hold the comm rune against the projection surface for ten seconds. I'll owe you components."

Jace crossed to the projection and pressed the rune flat against the wall. The stone was warm. The rune pulsed, drinking data in a series of rapid orange flickers. He counted ten, then pulled it away.

"Got it?" he asked.

"Got it. Stars and gears, Jace—this is next-generation lens architecture. I can fabricate counter-optics from this. Give me a floor and a half and I'll have prototypes." She paused. "Also, tell Mira to stop pocketing turret parts. I need them intact."

He looked at Mira, who was very obviously hiding a crystal prism behind her back. She met his gaze with perfect innocence.

"I'll relay the message," he said dryly.

Tamsin's laugh crackled through the rune before the connection faded.

Jace exhaled slowly, letting the tension drain from his shoulders in increments. The room was still. The turrets were dead. The discs were jammed. And they had new gear humming against their skin.

"Progress logged," he said. He handed Elara her cloak. She took it with both hands, holding it up to catch the light, studying the rune-work with the intensity of someone reading scripture.

"The runes on the turret housings reacted to Shine exactly as Mira suspected in the last room," Elara said, draping the cloak over her shoulders. "We're learning its language."

"And it's learning ours," Jace replied. "Be ready for a twist next time. The Tower doesn't repeat itself—it iterates."

Mira wiped sweat from her brow with the back of her hand, leaving a smear of Sting Oil residue that caught the light and shimmered. "Tamsin's going to owe us more than components when she sees those schematics."

Nadiya tilted her head, ears rotating through a slow sweep—listening to frequencies the rest of them couldn't perceive. "Bright Lances just triggered the atrium's ambient sensors. We're roughly two rooms ahead."

"Which means they'll walk into our smoke and oil residue," Mira said, smirking. "Good luck tracking turret patterns in that mess."

Jace allowed himself a small smile. "Good. Let them chase phantoms."

He walked to the schematic projection, which still glowed faintly on the wall, and studied it for a long moment. The Tower's architecture was fractal—each floor's challenges built on the principles of the floor below, escalating in complexity but remaining solvable through the same core toolkit: precision, timing, trust. Whoever—whatever—had built this place hadn't designed a death trap. They'd designed a curriculum.

"Any injuries?" he asked, turning back to the party.

"Singed sleeve, same one," Mira said, flexing her fingers. "I'm starting to think the Tower has a thing for my left arm."

"Nothing major," Elara added. "Shine reserves at maybe forty percent. I'll need a recovery period before the next heavy engagement."

Nadiya shook her head. "Ears still functional. The disc frequencies were harder to read than the turrets, though. Higher pitch. I'll adapt."

Jace rolled his shoulder, testing the bruise. Sore. Tight. The ricochet impacts had added new complaints on top of old ones. But the Resonant Cloak's warmth was seeping into the muscle, and he felt the ache retreating to a manageable distance. "All right. Hydrate, reset, move. Next chamber's not going to wait."

They refilled canteens at a condensation drip that wept from a crack in the faceted wall—the Tower providing sustenance even in its combat rooms, like a strict teacher who still packed lunch for the students.

Mira sidled up to him as he drank, her new cloak shifting colors as she moved. "How'd it feel letting me lead in the corridor?"

He considered the question honestly. His instinct had always been to stand at the front, shield up, absorbing everything so the others didn't have to. Delegation felt like dereliction. But in the Kaleidostat Range, Mira's speed had been the deciding factor, not his endurance. She'd set the tempo. He'd made sure they didn't fall out of it.

"Like the right call," he said. "The Tower tests precision, but it wants harmony. You set the rhythm; I kept us standing."

She bumped his hip with hers. "We make a good duet."

"Trio," Elara corrected, joining them. She'd wrapped her cloak around her shoulders like a shawl, and the fabric glowed faintly gold near her hands—already attuning to her Shine. "Quartet, if you count Nadiya's whistle."

"I'm not flirting with architecture," Jace said dryly.

Mira laughed. "Speak for yourself. This cloak feels like the Tower's giving me a hug."

Jace shook his head, but warmth spread through his chest—the kind that had nothing to do with the cloak's light absorption. They'd survived another gauntlet. Gained gear. Sent Tamsin data she'd turn into an advantage. And proven again that their strength wasn't in any one person's ability, but in the shared timing that made four people move like one.

He settled his shield on his arm, feeling its familiar weight redistribute through the new cloak's padding. The scorch mark from the ricochet was still visible—a pale line across the polished face, like a scar earned and kept.

"Ready," he said.

"Always," three voices replied.

He pressed his palm to the exit glyph. The door opened onto whatever the Tower had planned next, and he stepped through it—shield steady, cloak humming, heart aligned with the party's beat.


CHAPTER 10 — RESONANT CLOAKS


NADIYA RARELY GOT excited about gear. In the Glass Jackals, equipment was something you borrowed, sweated into, and returned before debt collectors came knocking—assuming the crew boss didn't strip it off your back first for missing a quota. You learned not to love anything that could be repossessed.

But the cloaks humming in the maintenance alcove weren't borrowed. They had appeared on a rack of pale alloy hooks after the party cleared the Kaleidostat rooms, as if the Tower itself had laid them out for fitting. Four cloaks, draped like sleeping birds, each one shimmering faintly even in the dim light. The fabric wasn't fabric at all, not really—it was woven from overlapping scales no bigger than a thumbnail, each scale etched with micro-runes that pulsed when Nadiya leaned close enough to feel the warmth on her cheeks.

She lifted the nearest cloak from its hook. Lighter than she expected. Lighter than any traveling cloak she'd owned, and she'd owned exactly three in her life, two of which she'd patched so many times they were more thread than cloth. This one shifted color as she turned it in her hands—midnight blue one heartbeat, stormsilver the next, then a flush of amber where her fingers pressed the edge. The scales rippled like pond water disturbed by wind.

"They feel alive," Elara murmured, fingertips brushing the iridescent surface beside her.

"Alive enough to strangle us if we disrespect them," Mira said from the bench, though awe laced her sarcasm. Her tail swayed behind her—the curious, slow sweep that meant she was genuinely impressed and trying not to show it.

Jace nodded toward the rack. "Nadiya, lead the fitting. You know how to tune anchors to new resonance. Treat the cloaks the same way."

A flutter of pride trailed through her ribs—a feeling she still didn't know what to do with when it arrived. "Yes, sir."

She set the cloak down on the bench and ran her fingers along the inner seam. The stitching was exquisite. Not hand-stitched—the precision was too uniform, each runic glyph connected to the next by a resonance thread finer than spider silk. When she pressed her ear to the fabric, she could hear a faint oscillation, like a tuning fork held against a tabletop. These cloaks weren't just gear. They were instruments.

"Mira first," she said, turning. "Need to cut a tail slit without breaking the runic chain."

Mira hopped off the bench and struck a pose, chin lifted, one hand on her hip, the other extending in a lazy wave. "Obviously. The lady of the house must be fitted first."

"Lady?" Jace raised an eyebrow.

"Lady Mira of House Stabsworth, fourth of her name, patron saint of dagger enthusiasts and stolen desserts." She curtsied with exaggerated grace, one leg crossing behind the other, tail looping upward like a question mark. "Commoners may approach with fabric."

"Lady Stabsworth will hold still," Nadiya said, "or Lady Stabsworth will get a crooked hem."

She draped the cloak across Mira's shoulders and felt the fabric react—a subtle contraction, the scales adjusting to Mira's frame as though taking her measure. Nadiya marked the hem with chalk, humming under her breath as she measured tail placement and dagger reach. The standard approach would be a vertical slit from lower hem to mid-back. But if she cut through the runic chain there, she'd sever two threads and lose whatever stability bonus they carried.

She traced the rune path with her thumb, following its spiral. There—a natural junction where four threads converged. If she cut just above the knot, the chain would reroute around the slit rather than break.

"Hold your tail straight for me," she said.

Mira complied, tail rigid. "You know, no one's asked me that so politely since—"

"Don't finish that sentence," Elara said from the bench, though her lips twitched.

Mira grinned.

Nadiya sliced a neat slit with her trimming shears, angling the cut to follow the junction she'd mapped. The edges sealed themselves almost immediately, runic threads knitting around the gap as if the cloak had anticipated the alteration. She let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding.

"Oh," Mira breathed, shifting her weight. The cloak settled around her like a second skin, the tail threading naturally through the slit. She twirled—one rotation, two—and the hem flared in a perfect circle before falling back. "It matches my mood."

Nadiya watched the cloak shift to playful pink before smoothing into stealthy charcoal as Mira sobered. "It mirrors dominant heart rate," she said. "Good for reading each other in the field. Bad for lying."

Jace chuckled. "Noted."

Mira held the hem up to the light, admiring the color shift. Then she swept the cloak around her shoulders with theatrical flair and adopted a haughty expression. "I am Lady Mira of the Shimmering Hem. Peasants may approach with tribute."

"Peasant Nadiya requests you stand still for final adjustments," Nadiya deadpanned, tugging the collar straight.

Mira broke character with a laugh that echoed off the alcove walls—a bright, unguarded sound that made Nadiya's chest warm despite herself. "Fine, fine. Do your magic, seamstress."

Nadiya adjusted the dagger clearance at the hip, widening the side vents so Mira could draw without snagging. She reinforced the shoulder line with a quick tack stitch using spare resonance thread from her kit, then stepped back. The cloak looked like it had been made for Mira—which, given the Tower's intent-scanning, it probably had been.

Next, she fitted Elara. This one required more thought. Elara's shrine sash crossed her torso diagonally, secured at the waist by a knotted cord blessed during her ordination. The cloak couldn't sit on top of the sash without bunching, and it couldn't sit beneath without muffling the resonance threads against the blessed fabric.

"May I?" Nadiya asked, touching the edge of the sash.

Elara nodded. "Go ahead."

Nadiya studied the interaction between the two fabrics. The cloak's scales hummed at a slightly different frequency near the sash, as if recognizing something sacred in the weave. She adjusted the drape so the cloak's collar sat above the sash, with the front panels split to frame it rather than cover it. The fabric brightened to warm gold where it touched Elara's shoulders, reflecting her serenity—or maybe feeding on it. Hard to tell with Architect tech.

"Your sash can breathe, and the cloak won't interfere with Shine gestures," Nadiya said, trimming the hem to clear Elara's staff hand. She reinforced the shoulders with a double fold so the cloak wouldn't snag when Elara raised her arms for casting. "Try a ward motion."

Elara lifted her right hand, tracing the first form of a Sanctuary gesture. The cloak rippled but stayed clear of her arm's arc. She smiled softly. "It feels like a blessing."

"More like a covenant," Nadiya said. "Tower's trusting us not to drag mud into its halls."

She turned to Jace last. His fitting was the most straightforward—the cloak was meant to sit over armor, and the Tower had sized it generously. She fastened it beneath his pauldrons with the built-in clasps, which locked with a satisfying click. The fabric darkened to deep cobalt, dignified and steady, exactly the color Nadiya would have chosen for him if she'd had the option.

She cut the sides to accommodate his shield arm, testing the range of motion by asking him to raise and angle the shield through three stances. Each time, the cloak moved with him rather than against him, the hem swinging clear of his grip like it had studied his fighting style. She affixed a small loop near the collar—a mounting point for Tamsin's inevitable resonance sensor.

"You'll owe her a schematic, not a cloak," she reminded him.

"Already recorded," Jace said, flexing experimentally. "She'll salivate over the fiber pattern."

Three down. Nadiya's fingers ached pleasantly from the precision work, the kind of ache she'd once felt after a long shift braiding guide ropes in the Jackal staging yards. She stared at the final cloak on the bench. Hers.

She picked it up and held it at arm's length, as if someone might reach out and take it back. The scales were the same iridescent weave, the runes the same spiraling script, and yet her hands trembled. She'd worn cast-offs and hand-me-downs her entire career with the Jackals. Borrowed boots, borrowed blades, borrowed sleeping rolls that smelled like the previous owner's sweat. Everything temporary, everything on loan, everything a reminder that Nadiya Fen was replaceable—a pair of fast legs and good ears that could be swapped for any other fennec who owed the right debts.

This cloak hadn't appeared on anyone else's hook. The Tower had made one for her specifically—the right length for her frame, the right width for her ears to fold through the hood without crimping. It wasn't borrowed. It was hers.

She clasped it at her throat. The hum synchronized with her heartbeat immediately, a resonance so clean it sent a thrill down her spine and into the tips of her ears. The cloak shifted to desert bronze—the color of dunes at sunset, the color of her earliest memories before the Jackals took her in—then rippled into the silver-blue of the Tower. She watched the transition play across the fabric and felt something crack open behind her sternum, something she'd been holding shut for a very long time.

"How's it sit?" Mira asked, voice softer than usual.

"Like home and frontier," Nadiya said, barely above a whisper.

The silence that followed was too heavy. She felt their gazes on her—warm, careful, waiting—and her throat tightened. She smoothed the cloak's edge, trying to gather herself, but the words spilled out before she could stop them, tumbling from some cracked-open place she hadn't meant to unlock.

"I keep waiting for someone to ask for it back," she said. "The cloak, the party spot, all of it. Where I came from, good gear meant someone had plans for you, and the plans were never yours. You wore fine boots because you were running a route that would kill you in bare feet. You got a sharp knife because they needed you cutting rope in the dark, not because you deserved something sharp." She swallowed. "I don't know how to own things that aren't on loan."

The alcove was quiet except for the hum of the cloaks.

Mira moved first. She crossed the space in three strides and wrapped her arms around Nadiya from behind, chin hooking over her shoulder. The catgirl's cloak pressed warm against Nadiya's back, their resonance threads buzzing softly where the fabrics touched. Mira didn't say anything clever. She just held on, and her heartbeat was a quick, steady drum against Nadiya's spine.

Elara came from the front, both arms encircling Nadiya's waist, her forehead pressing gently against Nadiya's. The priestess smelled of jasmine and the faint copper of shrine incense, and her cloak glowed gold where it overlapped with Nadiya's silver-blue, creating a band of amber light between them. Nadiya could feel Elara's pulse through the fabric—steady, deliberate, a rhythm that said I'm not leaving.

Sandwiched between them, Nadiya's breath shuddered. Her ears flattened against her skull, then slowly relaxed, fanning outward as the tension bled from her shoulders. She could smell Mira's Sting Oil—the faint pepper and citrus of her work kit—and underneath it all the clean metallic scent of the Tower itself, like cold water over steel. Every inhale reminded her where she was. Who she was with.

"You're not a runner here," Elara said quietly. "You're family."

"And family doesn't repo gear," Mira added into her shoulder. "Also, I will literally fight anyone who tries to take your cloak. I have daggers and no impulse control. Ask Jace."

"She does," Jace confirmed from across the alcove, arms folded. "Frighteningly little."

Nadiya laughed—a wet, cracked sound that turned into something whole halfway through. She lifted her hands and gripped Elara's forearms, squeezing once, then reached back to press Mira's wrist where it crossed her collarbone.

"Promise me you'll wear it proudly," Elara said, pulling back just enough to look her in the face.

"I promise," Nadiya whispered.

Jace hadn't moved from his spot, but Nadiya caught his expression—the slight softening around his jaw, the careful nod when her gaze found his. He wasn't a hugger by instinct. He showed it differently: by offering her a slot when no one else would, by letting her lead the fitting, by saying we're here now like it was a fact of geography rather than a kindness.

"Tower picked well," he said simply.

They separated slowly, the cloaks' contact points dimming as they stepped apart. Nadiya wiped her cheek with the back of her hand and squared her shoulders. The cloak settled as if it approved of the posture.

The four cloaks pulsed in unison—a single beat of shared resonance that rippled through the alcove like a heartbeat made visible.

`[SYSTEM] Gravity Drift −10%. Formation stability increased.`

"I'll take those odds," Jace said.

"Same," Nadiya managed, her voice steadier now.

She stowed their worn traveling cloaks into packs and ran final checks with the efficiency that years of Jackal staging had drilled into her bones. Anchor clips attached and seated. Hem lengths even, no drag. Hood drawstrings accessible with gloves on. She ran a finger along each seam, verifying the runic chains were unbroken after her alterations.

Satisfied, she pivoted to the alcove's bench and opened her toolkit. "I can weave a few listening threads into the hems," she said. "Might give us advance warning if the Tower shifts frequency mid-step."

"Do it," Elara said.

Nadiya pulled a spool of filament from the kit—salvage wire she'd kept from her Jackal days, repurposed and refined until it hummed at a frequency compatible with the Tower's baseline. She braided it with strands of resonance thread, creating hybrid sensors that would vibrate when the Tower's harmonic signature changed pitch. The work required steady hands and a clear mind. She bent over the first cloak, letting the rhythm of the braiding settle her thoughts.

Stitch. Loop. Pull. The pattern was meditative, each pass tighter than the last. She wove the threads into Mira's hem first, then Elara's, spacing them at intervals that would catch shifts from any direction. Jace's cloak got a double line along the shield edge, where vibration feedback would be most useful. Her own received a single thread near the collar, positioned to thrum against the hollow behind her ear—the most sensitive spot on a fennec, where sound became instinct.

She was halfway through the final seam when her comm rune buzzed.

The pattern was unmistakable—three short pulses, pause, two long. Glass Jackal priority channel. Nadiya's hands froze mid-stitch. The thread slipped from between her fingers and coiled on the bench like a sleeping snake.

Her pulse spiked before she could clamp it down. She felt the cloak respond—the fabric flickered to uncertain violet, broadcasting her anxiety to anyone watching. She pressed her palm flat against the scales, willing them back to neutral, and silenced the rune with her thumb. The vibration died, but the ghost of it lingered in her wrist bones.

Mira's brow furrowed. "Need to take that?" she asked quietly.

"No," Nadiya said. Her voice came out sharper than she meant. She softened it. "I'll deal with them later."

The violet faded slowly, settling into an uneasy silver. Mira held her gaze for a beat too long—the rogue missed nothing—but didn't push. Jace observed from the alcove entrance, arms crossed, expression neutral in that deliberate way that meant he was filing the moment away for a future conversation.

"We're here now," he said simply.

"I know," Nadiya replied, voice tight. She picked up the thread and resumed stitching, but her fingers weren't as steady. The Jackals wanted a status report. They always wanted a status report. Position, loot inventory, salvage potential—the data that kept their kites circling the Tower's lower reaches, waiting for debris to fall. She owed them nothing. She'd settled the debt, signed the release, walked away clean. But owing nothing and feeling nothing were different currencies entirely, and the Jackals had a talent for making paid accounts feel overdue.

She finished the weaving and held up Elara's cloak to show the added threads. "These should vibrate a heartbeat before a gravity shift. Keep a hand near your hem."

Elara tested it, smiling when the thread thrummed faintly beneath her fingers. "Thank you."

"Thank the salvage wire," Nadiya said. "At least the Jackals gave me one useful thing."

Mira plopped down beside her, ration bar in hand, crunching with the subtlety of a rockslide. "So, do these cloaks come with matching boots?"

"In your dreams, Lady Stabsworth."

"My dreams are very specific, and they absolutely include boots."

Jace stepped toward the alcove exit. "Before we head out, log the upgrade for Tamsin."

Nadiya recorded a brief message on a shard, keeping her voice level despite the lingering buzz of adrenaline from the comm rune: "Tower-issued Resonant Cloaks. Variable color, adaptive hem, gravity dampening ten percent. Runic chain intact after tailoring modifications. No structural pieces removed." She slipped the shard into a padded envelope labeled for the engineer. Tamsin would yell about not being present for the fitting, but at least they'd bring her data she could chew on.

With a final tug on her hood, Nadiya rejoined the group at the hallway. The cloaks billowed gently in the Tower's ambient draft, each taking on a subtle glow that matched their wearer—gold for Elara, shifting pink-to-charcoal for Mira, steady cobalt for Jace, and silver-blue for Nadiya.

"We look like an actual party now," Mira said, admiring their reflections in the polished floor.

Elara nodded. "A unified one."

"Let's move before the Bright Lances catch up," Jace said, though pride colored his tone.

They stepped back into the corridor. The cloaks responded to the Tower's hum, resonance threads aligning to the new environment like compass needles finding north. Nadiya's anchor thread vibrated once—a short, clear pulse that tickled the hollow behind her ear.

"Heads up," she said, raising a fist. "Shift coming in three heartbeats."

They braced. The floor tilted, gravity pulling at an angle that would have sent them stumbling an hour ago. The cloaks dampened the drift, holding them steady. None of them stumbled. None of them even swayed.

`[SYSTEM] Resonant Cloaks synced — Restoration +5% when adjacent.`

"Worth the fitting," Mira crowed.

Nadiya allowed herself a small smile. "Told you."

As they approached the next door, the cloaks rustled in unison—a sound like four wings beating together. Nadiya pressed her palm against the fabric over her heart and felt the resonance pulse back. She may have come from the dunes, worn borrowed boots, run routes she hadn't chosen. But up here, wrapped in a cloak that knew her heartbeat and a party that refused to let her stand alone, she was something the Jackals had never made her.

She was home.

"Ready?" Jace asked at the threshold.

"Always," she answered, and the cloak hummed in agreement.


CHAPTER 11 — ARC


THE BRIDGE, THE turrets, the cloaks—each test had layered precision atop trust. Now the Tower wanted to see if they could strategize before the fight even began.

The corridor after the Resonant Cloak alcove opened into a circular antechamber. The walls were polished to a dull sheen, unadorned except for a ring of Architect glyphs carved at eye height, each one pulsing in slow alternation—bright, dim, bright, dim—like a warning light rotating through a lighthouse. The floor drew Jace's attention immediately: concentric rings etched into the dark alloy, each inscribed with angular notation that reminded him of compass headings and blade trajectories. At the far end, a set of heavy doors waited, sealed with the triangle sigil that had become shorthand for brace yourself. Above the doors, text scrolled slowly.

`[SYSTEM] Boss Forthcoming: Arc-Measure Sentinel.`

Jace felt the words settle in his gut like cold iron. He'd known this was coming—the Precision tier's final exam. Everything they'd done so far, the bridge crossings, the turret gauntlets, the cloak calibration, had been preparation. The real test stood behind those doors, and it would punish every gap in their coordination with surgical efficiency.

He knelt at the outermost ring and pressed his palm flat to the cold metal. The etchings weren't decorative. Each line described an attack arc—a sweep radius measured in degrees, with tick marks indicating speed intervals. He traced one arc from its origin point to its terminus and counted the ticks. Twelve. That was twelve discrete positions in a single sweep, which meant the Sentinel could change direction eleven times in the time it took a man to draw a full breath. Fast.

"So this is the dance floor," Mira said, leaning over his shoulder. Her cloak shifted to curious amber. "Looks murderous."

"It will be," Jace replied, still studying. "But we get to choose the steps."

He moved inward, following the rings toward the center of the antechamber. The second ring was narrower, its arcs tighter and faster—sixteen tick marks per sweep. Phase two. The innermost ring was barely two paces across, with arcs so densely packed they overlapped into a blur of scored metal. Phase three. Each ring told the same story: the fight would compress. The Sentinel would start wide and slow, then coil inward, getting faster and tighter until the kill zone shrank to the width of a closet.

Elara crouched beside him, tracing a glyph where two rings intersected. "These markings here indicate resonance nodes. If we stand on them together, we might trigger a defensive buff."

"Or a surprise," Nadiya said dryly, ears angled toward the sealed doors. Her ears rotated in slow arcs, mapping the sound leaking through the metal—a layered hum, mechanical and alive.

Jace nodded. "We'll test cautiously. But I think Elara's right—the Tower's been consistent about rewarding positioning. These nodes are gifts, not traps."

He pulled a stub of charcoal from his belt pouch and opened his field journal to a blank page. The routine steadied him the way it always did. Planning was the thing he did when the world tried to spin too fast—take the chaos, flatten it onto paper, and draw lines through it until it made sense. Some people prayed. Some people drank. Jace sketched battle plans in a battered journal and felt the panic drain out through the charcoal.

He drew the three concentric rings first, marking the resonance nodes as small circles at the intersections. Then he plotted the attack arcs, using the tick marks to estimate sweep speed. The outer ring's arcs covered roughly 270 degrees per pass—a wide, sweeping motion with a blind spot behind the pivot. The middle ring covered a full 360, no blind spot, continuous rotation. The inner ring's arcs overlapped to the point where standing still for more than a heartbeat would mean getting hit from two directions simultaneously.

"Okay," he said, holding the journal up so the others could see. "Here's what I'm reading. Three phases, each one tighter than the last."

The party gathered around him. Mira squatted to his left, Elara to his right, Nadiya across—a formation that had become instinct over three dungeons and more fights than he cared to count. He pointed with the charcoal stub.

"First phase. Sentinel sweeps the outer ring. Wide arcs, moderate speed. This is where it tests our footing—sees if we flinch, stumble, panic. We anchor here—" he tapped the outer ring's resonance nodes, "—and focus on reading its rhythm. Mira, you'll be looking for seam glow on the lower segments. That's our damage window. When the segments extend, the joints light up. Hit those. I block and redirect its heavier strikes. Elara, layer Shine on the ring beneath us to reinforce footing—that alloy is going to vibrate hard when the Sentinel moves, and I don't want anyone losing their stance. Nadiya, call the beat count. I need your ears on every harmonic shift."

"And if it starts faster than we expect?" Mira asked, twirling a dagger between her fingers. The motion was reflexive, something she did the way other people cracked knuckles.

"Then we adapt. But the floor is telling us it starts wide. I trust the Tower's intel—it's given us accurate reads every time so far."

He drew arrows from the outer ring inward. "Phase two. The Sentinel coils into a rolling form and tightens to the middle ring. This is the most dangerous transition. It's moving fast, changing shape, and we need to reposition without tripping over each other. We shift to cardinal positions." He marked four points on the second ring. "North, south, east, west. Mira and I take the aggressive axis—she flanks, I anchor. Elara and Nadiya on support. Sand Anchors go into the floor slots here—" he circled four divots he'd noticed along the ring, "—to create tethers that slow the roll."

Nadiya leaned in, ears canted forward. "Those divots match my anchor dimensions exactly. The Tower designed this arena for our loadout."

"It's been watching us since we docked," Jace said. "It knows what we carry and how we carry it. That's either comforting or terrifying, depending on the hour."

"I'm going with comforting," Elara said. "For now."

He moved to the inner ring on his sketch. "Phase three. Sentinel splits. The fragments we've been piecing together say it spawns hatchling adds at this stage—small blade drones that orbit the main body. The ring gets tight, the adds crowd the space, and the Sentinel's sweep speed doubles. This is the part where every fight I've ever been in goes sideways."

"So what's the play?" Mira asked.

"We spend Resonance." He drew a star in the center of the inner ring. "We're at two out of three. One Resonance buys us a freeze window—two seconds of total lockdown on every segment in range. If we time it right, Mira opens every seam she can reach during the freeze. I hit the exposed core with everything I've got. Elara reinforces with Shine to keep the floor stable under us. Nadiya clears the adds with anchors and daggers."

"That's a lot of faith in two seconds," Nadiya said.

"Two seconds of perfect access is worth more than ten seconds of scrambling. The Sentinel's weakness is matched footwork—the Tower's been hammering that point since the bridge. We don't fight it on its terms. We synchronize, freeze it, and carve."

Mira peered over the sketch and grinned. "You've drawn a little stick figure me stabbing everything."

"It's for scale," he deadpanned.

She laughed, and some of the tension broke like ice cracking on a puddle. Even Nadiya's whiskers twitched—her version of a suppressed smile.

"One question," Nadiya said. Her voice was measured, careful—the tone she used when she'd spotted a problem she didn't want to make worse. "Do we spend Resonance early to lock the Sentinel's angles in phase two, or do we conserve for the phase three freeze? We only have enough for one big spend."

Jace sat back on his heels. This was the decision that had been turning in his mind since they'd cleared the turrets. Resonance was finite, hard-earned, and irreplaceable until the next precision solve or moment of genuine emotional alignment. Spending it early would give them control during the dangerous rolling transition, but it would leave them exposed when the hatchlings swarmed and the Sentinel hit maximum speed. Conserving meant surviving phase two on skill alone—risky, sweaty, with zero margin—but it kept their strongest play in reserve for the moment they needed it most.

"We conserve," he said. "Phase two is dangerous, but it's predictable. The arcs are mapped on this floor. We can read the rhythm and position ourselves if we stay disciplined. Phase three is chaos—adds everywhere, tight space, the Sentinel accelerating past anything we've drilled for. That's where choreography breaks down, and that's where we need the override."

Mira nodded slowly. "Makes sense. We use Trust the Call in phase two to stay in sync. Save the Resonance spend for the kill window in phase three."

"Exactly. Trust the Call is our free boon—it costs us nothing but coordination. We save the expensive play for when we need it most."

"Agreed," Elara said.

"Agreed," Nadiya echoed, her ears settling into their locked-in position—forward, slightly outward, focused.

Jace allowed himself a breath. The knot in his stomach loosened one notch. Consensus mattered more to him than he usually let on. The Tower rewarded harmony, and harmony started with everyone believing in the same plan.

"One more thing," he said. "The Tower's been rewarding us for precision, not brute force. The Sentinel's weakness is matched footwork. That means we don't just dodge its attacks—we mirror its rhythm. When it sweeps left, we step left. When it pivots, we pivot. The floor markings aren't just showing us the Sentinel's pattern. They're showing us ours. We dance with it."

Mira raised an eyebrow. "Dance. With the murder drone."

"Think of it as aggressive ballroom."

"I'm going to embroider that on a pillow when we get home."

He tore the planning page from his journal and pinned it to the antechamber wall with a spare dagger so everyone could review. The paper looked busy—rings within rings, arrows, stick figures, scrawled notes reading DO NOT HOARD TACTICS and FREEZE ON MIRA'S CALL—but it was legible. It was a promise on paper that they'd walk in with their eyes wide open.

He stood, knees cracking, and stretched. The others drifted toward their packs for gear checks, but Elara lingered. She touched his elbow—a light contact, almost formal, but her fingers pressed once with quiet intent.

"Walk with me," she said, tipping her head toward the far side of the antechamber where the glyph-carved walls curved out of earshot.

He went. The walls here were warmer than the rest, thrumming with the low bass note that underscored everything in the Tower. Elara leaned against the curve, staff propped beside her, and watched him with the patient clarity he'd come to rely on more than he'd ever admitted to anyone, including himself.

"You're carrying something heavier than the battle plan," she said. Not a question.

He crossed his arms, then uncrossed them—a tell she'd learned to read two dungeons ago. He sighed. No point pretending.

"The Envoy called us Custodians of the First. Do you know what that means? We're not just climbing a dungeon anymore, Elara. We're being groomed for something. Stewardship of Architect systems—Tower broadcasts, glyph networks, tech that could reshape how the entire city operates." He stared at the glyphs on the wall, their slow pulse like a heartbeat he was being asked to keep. "I'm a shield-tank from a mid-tier guild. I'm trained to hold a line and bark orders. Not govern infrastructure that civilizations rose and fell around."

Elara was quiet for a moment. The gold of her cloak deepened, responding to the gravity of the conversation, or maybe to the gravity in his voice.

"You're afraid you're not enough," she said.

"I'm afraid I'll make a decision that gets one of you killed because I was busy thinking about the bigger picture instead of the fight in front of me." The admission came out harder than he intended, edged with a frustration he usually kept buried under tactical composure. He could feel the cloak shift—cobalt darkening toward navy, betraying him the way Mira's cloak had betrayed her amusement. "Every tier of this Tower feels like it's testing whether I deserve the title. And the honest answer is I don't know if I do."

Elara reached out and took his gauntleted hand. Her fingers couldn't interlock with the metal, so she squeezed the wrist guard instead—a gesture that had become their shorthand for I hear you, and I'm not going anywhere.

"Leadership isn't about never doubting," she said. "It's about admitting the doubt and moving anyway. You just sketched a three-phase battle plan on a piece of paper and pinned it to the wall with a dagger. That's not a man who's paralyzed, Jace. That's a man who turns fear into preparation."

He looked at their joined hands—her slender fingers on his battered steel. "And if preparation isn't enough?"

"Then we improvise," she said, echoing Nadiya's favorite word. "Together. That's what every trial in this Tower has taught us. You don't carry this alone. You never did. The Envoy didn't name you Custodian—it named the party. All four of us. The Tower tests the whole instrument, not just the loudest note."

He exhaled slowly, letting the tension drain from his jaw. She was right. He knew she was right, the way he always knew when Elara cut through his noise and found the signal underneath. The Tower didn't choose solo operators for custodianship. It chose parties. Teams. People who could hold each other's weight when the floor shifted and the walls closed in.

"Thank you," he said quietly.

She leaned in and pressed her lips to the hinge of his jaw, just below his ear—quick, warm, private. "Now go finish your gear check before Mira starts doing it for you and reorganizes your entire belt pouch by chaos theory."

He snorted. "She already tried once."

"And she'll try again. Go."

He returned to the group lighter than he'd left, though he doubted the others could tell. The weight was still there—Custodian, Envoy, the cold arithmetic of responsibility—but it sat differently now, distributed across four sets of shoulders instead of crushing one.

Mira had laid out her daggers on a cloth—all eight of them, including the two she pretended didn't exist—and was checking edge alignment with her thumb. Nadiya sat cross-legged, her whistle dismantled into three pieces for cleaning, ears rotating slowly as she listened to whatever the Sentinel was humming behind the sealed doors.

"All right," Jace said, slipping back into command voice like pulling on a glove. "Gear check. Hems secure?"

Mira swished her new cloak. "Flirty and stable."

"Daggers?"

"All accounted for. Including the ones you're not supposed to know about."

"I know about all of them, Mira."

"Prove it."

"Left boot, right thigh, both sleeves, belt back, twin sheaths at the hip, and the one you taped behind your left shoulder blade last Tuesday."

Mira blinked. Then she grinned. "You're terrifying."

"I'm observant. There's a difference. Elara?"

Elara adjusted her collar and tested her staff's grip, spinning it once in a tight circle. "Staff balanced, Shine reserves steady. Sash clear of the cloak. Ready."

"Nadiya?"

Nadiya reassembled her whistle with a precise click and tested a single note. The pitch was clean, cutting through the antechamber's ambient hum like a blade through silk. "Anchors synced. Four loaded, two reserve. Whistle calibrated to the Sentinel's probable frequency range based on the floor harmonics. I'm hearing three layers behind that door—slow, faster, fast. Three phases, just like you mapped."

"Matches the sketch. Good."

Jace tightened his gauntlet straps and flexed his fingers, feeling the leather creak over his knuckles. He tested his shield's weight, tilting it through the three stances—high guard, mid deflect, low sweep—and confirmed the cloak stayed clear of the grip each time. His belt held two health draughts, a spare charcoal, and the field journal. No excess. No waste. He'd learned the hard way that clutter in a fight was just another enemy.

"Whatever happens in there," he said, meeting each of their gazes in turn, "we walk out together. We've done it before. We'll do it again."

Elara reached out, palm up. One by one, they stacked their hands atop hers—Jace's calloused grip, Mira's nimble fingers, Nadiya's steady palm. Four hands, four heartbeats, the cloaks pulsing in time where the fabrics overlapped, colors bleeding into each other at the edges like a sunset bleeding into the sea.

"On three," Elara said. "One, two, three—"

"Together," they said in unison. The word resonated through the antechamber, and Jace felt the Tower's hum deepen in response, as if the walls themselves were taking note.

They broke the stack and squared up. Jace ran through the plan one more time in his head—outer ring, read the rhythm, mirror the steps. Phase two, cardinal positions, anchors down, Trust the Call for sync. Phase three, freeze window, expose the core, finish it. Simple when you said it fast. Infinitely harder when a ribbon of living steel was trying to cut you in half.

"Brief Trust the Call assignments," he said. "Mira, you call cadence if the Sentinel's pattern accelerates beyond what we've mapped. Nadiya, whistle cues for every harmonic shift—I need to hear the transitions before I see them. Elara, watch for resonance nodes lighting up on the floor. If the arena gives us a buff, we take it without hesitation."

"Understood," they chorused.

He walked to the door and pressed his palm to the glyph. The metal warmed beneath his hand, recognizing their readiness—or at least recognizing that four heartbeats were beating in close enough synchrony to satisfy its criteria. The triangle sigil glowed, lines brightening from the outside in, and the heavy panels began to slide apart with a sound like a long-held breath finally released.

Light spilled from the gap—pale, clinical, the color of a surgical lamp. Beyond it, the arena waited: a vast circular space with the same concentric rings he'd studied, rendered in full scale, each line glowing with faint luminescence against the dark floor. The ceiling was lost in shadow high above. The air tasted like ozone and hot metal, sharp at the back of the throat.

From somewhere deep in that space, a hum began—layered, mechanical, alive. Three beats, just as Nadiya had predicted. Slow. Faster. Fast. The Sentinel, warming up.

Jace rolled his shoulders, anchored his feet, and took one last breath. The fear was still there—a cold wire threaded through his ribs—but it sat alongside something stronger now. Trust. In his plan. In his party. In the Tower's insistence that precision and care could outfight raw power. In the fact that three people had stacked their hands on his and said together like they meant it down to the bone.

"One more thing," he said, his voice pitched low enough for them alone. "Thank you. Each of you. I know I plan obsessively. I know I bark orders like I'm afraid the world will fall apart if I stop talking. But it's because I've seen what happens when teams walk into fights without a strategy, and I will not let that be us. Not ever."

Mira bumped his shoulder with hers. "We know. And we trust you because you trust us back."

Elara touched his arm, her cloak brightening to soft gold. "You plan, we execute, the Tower watches. This is how we win."

Nadiya flicked her ears forward—her ready stance, locked and loaded. "And if the plan breaks, we improvise in rhythm."

He chuckled, low and genuine. "Fair."

Jace raised his shield, let the cloak settle against his back like a second skin, and stepped through the door. The arena swallowed them in light and sound. Behind him, three sets of footsteps followed in perfect time—Mira's quick stride, Elara's measured pace, Nadiya's light tread. Four heartbeats, one rhythm.

The Arc-Measure Sentinel waited somewhere in the brightness above, a ribbon of living steel coiled to strike.

Jace whispered it to the Tower, to his party, to himself: We're coming prepared.

Then the doors sealed shut behind them, and the dance began.


CHAPTER 12 — MEASURE


THE TOWER'S IDEA of a boss arena looked like the inside of a clock—all precise circles, rotating arms, and sharp edges designed to slice anyone who misstepped. Mira loved it on sight.

Polished alloy rings covered the floor in concentric bands, each one etched with Architect glyphs that pulsed a faint cerulean whenever something moved across them. The ceiling arched high overhead, fitted with rails and notches where mechanisms waited to deploy. The air tasted of copper and static, the kind of charge that prickled the fine hairs along her ears and made her tail bristle. Every surface was reflective enough to throw back distorted images of herself—a dozen Miras crouched at the ready, daggers out, all of them grinning with teeth they shouldn't have been showing.

This is a kill box, the practical part of her brain whispered. Every angle is a firing lane.

This is a dance floor, the rest of her answered. And I'm the best dancer here.

The Arc-Measure Sentinel descended from the ceiling in a ribbon of living steel. Its body was segmented into articulated rings the width of her forearm, each one fitted with a blade on its leading edge and a counterweight on its trailing side. The segments rotated in opposition—clockwise, counterclockwise, clockwise—so the whole entity rippled as it moved, a metal serpent shimmering with kinetic menace. Pale light bled from the seams between segments, casting sharp-edged shadows that swept the floor like searchlights. The thing hovered for two heartbeats, its faceless head—if you could call the smooth, featureless terminus a head—swiveling to take in each of them. Assessing. Measuring.

Then it snapped into motion, and the arena became a nightmare of angles.

"That's rude," Mira said, already moving.

Phase one matched Jace's briefing: the sentinel swept low, its ribbon-body arcing in wide horizontal passes meant to scythe their legs. Mira darted left, daggers drawn, feeling the displaced air tug at her cloak as the leading edge missed her shin by a finger's width. The concentric rings in the floor flared blue-white wherever the sentinel's blades passed over them, tracing its attack path in light a half-second after the blade moved on. A map of where death had just been. Useful, if you could read it mid-sprint.

She could.

Behind her, Jace anchored the formation, his shield planted against the floor at an angle that let him deflect any sweeps aimed at the group's center. Elara knelt at his flank, palms pressed flat, Shine spreading from her fingers like spilled sunlight—not flashy, but the footing beneath Mira's boots went from slick alloy to something with grip, a subtle roughness that meant the difference between a controlled slide and an uncontrolled skid. Nadiya's whistle cut through the sentinel's metallic scream in clean, measured beats. Two short trills: sweep incoming low. One long note: safe to advance.

Mira trusted the beats the way she trusted gravity. She moved on the long note.

"Leg seams glowing!" she called, spotting the telltale brightening where two segments joined. The light intensified when the ribbon twisted—structural stress, maybe, or heat from friction. Either way, it screamed weak point to anyone who'd spent years picking locks and finding cracks.

She timed her approach to a gap between sweeps, sprinted three steps, and launched herself at the sentinel's lowest segment. Her left dagger punched into the seam where blade met body, sinking to the crossguard. Sparks erupted in a hot spray that stung her cheek. The sentinel recoiled, its entire ribbon-body bucking like a whip crack, and suddenly she was clinging to living steel while the arena spun around her. The g-force pressed her flat against the segment, her cloak snapping behind her like a war banner. She could feel the vibration of the sentinel's fury through the dagger hilt—a deep, angry hum that rattled her bones.

Don't let go. Mark the weak point. Let them follow up.

She twisted the blade a quarter-turn, widening the crack, then kicked off before the next rotation could slam her into the floor. She hit the ground in a shoulder roll, came up grinning, and pointed both daggers at the glowing seam she'd just carved open.

"Jace, your turn!"

He lunged without hesitation—three steps and a shield-lead, the rim crashing into the cracked seam with a sound like a bell being murdered. The blade segment buckled, hairline fractures spidering outward. The sentinel shrieked—not a roar, not a howl, but a keening frequency that vibrated in Mira's teeth and made her jaw ache. It retracted upward, pulling its damaged segment out of reach while the rest of its body coiled defensively.

"Phase two," Nadiya announced, whistle low and warning.

The sentinel didn't give them a breath. Its ribbon compressed from head to tail, segments folding flush, and the entire construct rolled itself into a wheel of spinning blades. It dropped to the floor and barreled across the arena, lights stuttering, a circular saw made flesh—made steel—made angry. The concentric rings in the floor screamed blue as it crossed them, painting its path in afterimage.

"Anchors!" Jace barked.

Nadiya moved with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd been setting traps in sandstorms since she could walk. Two Sand Anchors sailed from her hands, trailing resonance-threaded cords that sank into pre-marked slots along the arena's outer ring. The tethers caught the sentinel mid-roll, cords going taut with a crack that Mira felt in her sternum. The wheel slowed—not stopped, but slowed, its spin fighting the anchors like a dog against a leash.

Mira seized the window. She sprinted at the slowed wheel from its blind side, vaulted over the top of the spinning form, and dragged both daggers along its spine as she sailed over. Pain zinged up her arms from the impact—each blade skipping across segment joins like a stick dragged along a fence—but she felt the cuts land, felt the metal give slightly at three separate points. She landed behind the sentinel in a crouch, arms trembling.

"It's mad now," she sang, shaking sensation back into her fingers.

The sentinel unwound in a blur, snapping back to its ribbon form, and launched a barrage of blade strikes faster than anything in phase one. The segments whipped out in staggered arcs—high, low, mid, diagonal—each one trailing a whisker of blue light that made the attack look almost beautiful if you ignored the fact that any single hit would open you from collar to hip.

Mira dropped into a low crouch and let instinct take over. The arena floor was her ally—reflective, smooth under Elara's Shine treatment—and she could see the sentinel's attacks coming as reflections in the polished alloy before the blades actually arrived. She slid between arcs, her body low and compact, heart hammering in perfect time with Nadiya's whistle. The catgirl part of her brain—the part that tracked movement in peripheral vision, that calculated trajectory from the twitch of a tail—was running in overdrive, processing blade angles and dodge windows at a speed her conscious mind couldn't match.

She caught a glimpse of Elara extending Shine in concentric bands, reinforcing the ring beneath their feet with overlapping layers of warm light. The floor had taken a beating from the wheel charge; cracks webbed the outer ring. If Elara didn't hold the surface together, compromised footing would kill them faster than any blade.

Then the Tower escalated.

Panels along the arena's edge flipped open with pneumatic hisses, releasing smaller blade constructs—satellites, maybe a quarter the length of the main sentinel, each one a single spinning segment orbiting the ribbon-body like angry electrons. They darted erratically, changing direction with sharp, insectile clicks.

"Oh, come on," Mira muttered. "We're not enough fun?"

This was where Shadow Skip earned its name.

The technique wasn't a spell and it wasn't a toggle. It was a deliberate shift in how she moved through space—a commitment of breath and nerve that blurred the boundary between here and just-left-here. Mira exhaled hard, dropped her center of gravity, and triggered the skip. Her cloak's resonance threads hummed against her skin, and for a fractional instant she existed in a shimmer between positions, her body cloaked in a blur that wasn't invisibility but was close enough to fool anything tracking by sight. The skip left a ghost image—a half-second echo of herself that drew attacks while the real Mira was already three steps gone, sliding across the reflective floor beneath a satellite's diving arc.

The cost was immediate: a burning in her lungs like breathing smoke and a vibration in her skeleton that said you are not built to do this for long. Each skip taxed something deeper than stamina—some reservoir of spatial awareness that emptied fast and refilled slow.

She didn't need long. Each time she passed close to a satellite, she smeared Sting Oil onto the blade's pivot joint—a dab from the vial strapped to her thigh, applied with two fingers while the other hand kept a dagger up for defense. The viscous, amber-colored oil hissed against hot metal and thickened immediately, gumming the pivot, slowing the spin. Not destruction—sabotage. The satellites wobbled, their orbits destabilizing, and Jace swatted the crippled ones aside with shield bashes that sent them skipping across the floor like thrown stones.

"Two left!" Mira called, dropping out of Shadow Skip with a gasp she disguised as a laugh.

The sentinel seized the distraction. It swept low—lower than any previous arc, hugging the floor, its leading blade aimed at the space between her knee and ankle. Mira felt the rush of displaced air, heard Nadiya's whistle spike into the danger tone, and pushed off the floor in a backward flip designed to clear the blade by a comfortable margin.

The margin wasn't comfortable. The sentinel adjusted mid-sweep, tilting its arc upward by a fraction that shouldn't have been possible for something that large. The leading edge caught her trailing ankle—not a clean hit but a clip, enough to wrench the joint sideways with a wet, grinding pop that she felt before she processed.

Pain detonated from ankle to knee. White-hot, electric, the kind that turned the world into a ringing silence for one terrible heartbeat.

She hit the floor in an ugly roll—not the controlled tumble she'd practiced a thousand times, but a graceless crash that left her on one knee with her damaged ankle folded under her at an angle she didn't want to look at. Sweat flooded her eyes. Her breath came in short, sharp bursts through clenched teeth, and for three full seconds the arena, the sentinel, the team—all of it disappeared behind a wall of pure animal hurt.

Don't fold. Don't fold. They're watching. He's watching. If you fold, they pull back to protect you, and the formation breaks, and someone else gets hurt because you couldn't take a knock.

She'd learned that math in the alleys. Pain was currency. You spent it or it spent you. The trick was deciding which before your body decided for you.

"You all right?" Elara's voice, sharp with worry, cutting through the sentinel's hum.

Mira lifted her head. Grinned. The grin cost her more than the flip had. "Ankle's pissed. Still sexy."

Jace shot her a look—the one that meant he saw through the joke and was cataloging the injury for later, filing it under things to address when she stops moving long enough to let him. "Fall back for a beat."

"Can't. Need to keep it off you."

She forced herself upright. Weight on the ankle sent a lance of fire up her calf, and her vision grayed at the edges before snapping back. She'd danced on worse—cracked toes, bruised ribs, that one time she'd fought three rounds with a dislocated finger because the alternative was losing her cut of the haul. Pain was information. Information she could choose to process later.

She sprinted. The ankle screamed. She screamed back, silently, and kept moving.

The sentinel shifted into its most complex pattern yet—a blade rain, segment after segment flaring outward to strike from every direction simultaneously. The arena lit up in overlapping blue traces, a web of death with no visible gaps. But there were always gaps, if you knew how to read the rhythm.

"Trust the Call!" she yelled.

Jace's hand slammed against his shield. `[SYSTEM] Bond Boon — Trust the Call: Active.`

The boon hit like a heartbeat syncing. Mira felt Jace's cadence—his breathing, his footwork, the steady four-count of a shield-tank who moved like the ground owed him favors—layer over her own frantic, jazz-improvisation rhythm. For a shimmering instant, both tempos existed together, and the combination produced something neither of them could achieve alone: perfect positioning. She didn't need to think about where to stand. Her body knew, guided by the bond's invisible thread.

"Left!" she shouted, and Jace pivoted left without question.

"Drop!" and Elara folded to a crouch as a blade swept the space her head had occupied.

"Back!" and Nadiya leaped backward onto a resonance node, her whistle sustaining a note that pushed the blade rain's timing off by a fraction—just enough.

The sentinel's strikes hammered down where they'd been, not where they were. Air displacement rocked Mira's balance, but the bond held her steady. The Trust window was closing—she could feel it fading, the shared rhythm thinning like a song reaching its final measure.

"Freeze it!" she shouted while the sync still held.

Jace slammed his shield into the floor. The impact sent a shockwave through the resonance nodes, and the Tower answered.

`[SYSTEM] Resonance Spent: Freeze Window (2s).`

The sentinel's segments seized mid-arc. Every blade, every ring, every spinning component locked in place as if time had reached in and grabbed the construct by the throat. The arena fell into a silence so sudden it hurt Mira's ears.

Two seconds. An eternity and nothing.

She sprinted along the immobilized body, boots ringing on the frozen segments. Her daggers found every seam she'd marked, every crack she'd carved, and she drove them deeper—not killing strokes, but preparation. Opening the paths that the final assault would follow. Sparks showered behind her like a comet's tail, and her blades sang against the living steel in a two-note chime that she'd remember long after the bruises healed.

The freeze ended with a shudder that traveled through the sentinel's body like a waking breath. The construct screamed—a frequency that made the arena floor vibrate and Mira's teeth ache—and retracted all blades at once, slamming its compressed form into the ground hard enough to crack the outer ring. The impact threw a shockwave outward that nearly took Mira's legs from under her. She leaped clear, breath ragged, ankle throbbing in time with her heartbeat.

"Now it rolls angry," Nadiya warned, whistle shrill.

The sentinel compressed into a smaller, faster wheel—tighter coils, higher spin rate, a blur of metal that buzzed like a wasp the size of a horse. It charged erratically, banking off the arena walls with impacts that left dents in the alloy and sent sparks cascading across the floor. Mira dropped into a low stance, knees bent, daggers up, ready to spring—but her ankle pulsed a warning with every heartbeat. One bad landing, one awkward pivot, and you're done. For the first time since stepping into the Tower, real fear flickered through the adrenaline. Not stage fright. Not the thrill-fear of a good fight. The cold, quiet certainty that she was one misstep from being a smear on the ring.

"Mira, swap!" Jace called, reading the hesitation she thought she'd hidden. "I'll draw aggro."

She nodded, hating it, and took the rear position. Jace barreled forward, shield up, feet pounding resonance nodes that flared with each step. He met the wheel head-on—shield against spinning steel, force against force—and the collision was titanic, rattling the arena hard enough that Mira felt it through the soles of her boots three meters away.

She used the opening. The Sting Oil vial sailed from her hand in a clean arc, shattering across the sentinel's core where the segments joined at their densest. Viscous liquid splattered across glowing seams, smoking on contact, eating into the connections she'd been weakening all fight.

The sentinel shuddered. The glow dimmed. Something fundamental in its structure was giving way.

"Finish this phase!" Elara urged, Shine blazing from her palms as she reinforced the cracking floor beneath them.

Mira grinned—not the performance grin, the real one, the one that showed too many teeth and not enough caution. She sprinted at the faltering sentinel, ignoring the fire in her ankle, ignoring the gray creeping into the edges of her vision. She vaulted onto the construct's back while it convulsed from the oil's corrosive bite, drove both daggers into the exposed core at the junction she'd carved and oiled and weakened across two brutal phases of choreographed violence, and twisted.

Metal screamed. Light flared bright enough to print shadows on the backs of her eyelids. The sentinel recoiled into the air, segments splitting apart like the petals of a flower made of razor wire, and Mira rode the separation for one breathless instant before kicking off and dropping to the arena floor.

She landed on her good ankle. The other one buckled, and she went to one knee, catching herself with a palm on the cool alloy. Sweat dripped from her chin. Her arms shook. But the sentinel was coming apart above her, and the sound it made was the sound of something losing.

`[SYSTEM] Arc-Measure Sentinel — Integrity 42%.`

The text glowed briefly overhead—cold, clinical, the Tower reducing their bloody work to a percentage. Forty-two percent. More than half-dead. Not dead enough.

Elara was at her side before the glow faded, Shine-bright fingers pressing against the swollen ankle. Cool relief flooded through the joint in waves, dulling the fire to a manageable ache. "I can patch you between phases," the healer said, her voice steady but her eyes tight with the kind of concern you couldn't fake.

"Do it fast," Mira replied. "I'm not sitting out."

"I know." Elara's hands worked quickly—light sinking into tissue, coaxing the swelling down enough for function if not comfort. The pain didn't vanish. Field healing never erased pain completely; it just moved the threshold, gave you room to push without breaking. Mira shoved the remaining ache into the same mental box where she kept hunger, exhaustion, and cold nights in the alleys when nobody came to check on her.

"Thank you," she said, and meant it with every bruised, stubborn inch of herself.

Elara smiled, tired and warm. "Don't die."

"No promises."

Above them, the sentinel's separated segments hung in the air, trembling with a mechanical fury that hadn't quit. New sounds rose—clicking, unfolding, the birth-cries of something smaller and angrier. Hatchling-sized blades emerged along the sentinel's spine, peeling free like steel thorns, each one catching the arena's light as it spun to life. A swarm being born from the body of the thing they'd almost killed.

"Phase three!" Jace shouted, shield up, voice carrying the iron certainty that held formations together. "Stick to the plan!"

Mira twirled her daggers, feeling the leather grips settle into the grooves her palms had worn over years of use. Her ankle hurt. Her arms ached. Sweat stung her eyes and her breath tasted like copper. And underneath all of it, bright and fierce and stubborn as a back-alley cat with its hackles up, was the certainty that she belonged here—in this arena, with these people, dancing on the edge of something that wanted to kill her and failing to oblige.

You're a rogue from a gutter who taught herself to fight with kitchen knives, and you're standing inside an Architect war machine matching it step for step. The alleys never dreamed you'd get this far. Neither did you.

"Bring it," she whispered.

The sentinel unleashed its final form, and Mira launched herself to meet it.


CHAPTER 13 — SENTINEL


PHASE THREE ALWAYS tried to break the leader.

Jace had learned that in the Starter Dungeon—apply enough pressure to whoever called the shots, and the formation either held or shattered. The Arc-Measure Sentinel was no different. Its segments flared wide, a steel flower opening in reverse, and the hatchling blades that had been growing along its spine tore free and launched into the arena like a flock of metal birds with murder for a migration pattern.

He counted them as they scattered. Fifteen. Each one a spinning shard the size of his forearm, carrying a spark of the sentinel's core that pulsed like a tiny, furious heart. They darted in erratic patterns—sharp banks, sudden dives, loops that defied the arena's geometry—buzzing at a frequency designed to make teeth ache and concentration fray.

The main body elongated overhead, segments spreading thin, light intensifying until the arena glowed white-hot. The sentinel was cannibalizing its own structure—trading armor for offspring. Jace read the implication: each add they destroyed would bleed integrity from the parent. Clear the swarm, and the sentinel would be a skeleton.

If we survive the swarm.

His shoulder throbbed from the force wave he'd absorbed during phase two, and the muscles in his shield arm had begun to cramp in that deep, fibrous way that warned of giving out entirely sometime in the next few minutes. He acknowledged the pain, cataloged it, set it aside. Pain management was just resource management with a worse interface.

"Adds first!" he shouted, planting his feet in the center ring.

Mira nodded and sprinted after the nearest hatchling, limping on her damaged ankle but moving fast enough that only someone watching for the limp would notice. Her daggers caught the arena's light in twin flashes. Elara positioned herself at the formation's heart, Shine radiating outward in concentric rings that hardened the floor. Nadiya split her whistle into a two-tone pattern Jace hadn't heard before: a low sustained note tracking the sentinel's main body overhead, and a staccato high note pulsing whenever a hatchling dove toward any of them.

The dual soundtrack made the chaos readable. Low note steady: main body holding. High note spiking: duck.

The first hatchling swooped at Jace from his left. He pivoted on his back foot, brought the shield rim up in a tight arc, and bashed the construct aside. Metal shrieked against metal, vibration settling in his shoulder like a hammer blow on a bruise. The add spun out—and Mira's thrown dagger skewered it through the center spark before it could recover. Fragments pattered against his shield like steel rain.

"One down," Mira called, catching the ricocheting dagger with a flip of her wrist that looked casual and absolutely wasn't.

Fourteen to go.

He stepped onto two resonance nodes in the center ring, and power hummed upward through his soles—a tingling warmth that settled in his chest. The Tower's reward for holding the tactical center. Enough to take the edge off the next several impacts.

The next ninety seconds were a controlled nightmare.

Hatchlings dove in twos and threes, attack patterns complementary—high feint, low slash, wide flank. Jace fell into the rhythm, trusting Nadiya's whistle for the attacks he couldn't see. Shield bash, pivot, bash. Each impact jolted his shoulder. He could feel the fight's clock ticking in his joints.

Elara timed Shine bursts that scrambled the adds' guidance, each flash confusing their targeting for a critical half-second. Jace learned to wait for the flash before striking—flash, bash, shatter. The rhythm was simple but demanded trust. He had to lower his guard during her flash, trusting the light to cover him while he wound up.

You can't guard and strike at the same time, he thought, bringing his shield down on a stunned hatchling. You have to let someone else hold the line while you commit.

By the eighth add, his shield arm was burning. By the tenth, the swarm was thinning—fewer voices in the buzzing chorus, the pitch climbing as fewer blades competed for airspace.

Meanwhile, the sentinel's main body had begun fanning its remaining segments like a lethal flower, snapping shut with concussive blasts that shoved them toward the surviving hatchlings. Herding prey into the jaws of its offspring.

"Don't let it corral us," Jace warned. "Spread but stay within bond radius."

They adjusted into a loose diamond. Mira took the leading point, carving down two more adds with Sting Oil and acrobatic lunges that made Jace's chest tighten every time her bad ankle took weight. She wasn't showing pain. That worried him more than if she had been. Nadiya lured another into a Sand Anchor trap long enough for Elara to shatter it with a focused lance of Shine.

"Five left!" Elara called, breathing hard but steady.

The sentinel ramped up. It condensed into a tight coil, launched upward until it struck the ceiling—and rained blades downward in a spiral. Segments fell like thrown knives, each aimed at the spots the hatchlings were herding them toward. Coordinated bombardment.

"Left, right, drop!" he barked, timing the commands to Nadiya's whistle.

They moved as one—not through the Bond Boon, already spent, but through muscle memory. Trust built in reps, not magic. Mira dove through the rain and emerged with another hatchling impaled on her dagger, teeth bared. Her ankle nearly went out on the landing—he saw the wobble, the micro-correction, the way she turned a stumble into a slide. She'd been masking injuries since before he'd met her.

Jace caught a falling segment on his shield and deflected it into a hatchling Nadiya had herded into position. Two kills for one bruised kneecap.

Three adds remained. The sentinel shuddered overhead, light flickering, its body little more than a spine and a spark.

"Finish them!"

Mira and Nadiya flanked the final two hatchlings, driving them together with coordinated feints until the adds collided mid-air. Mira drove both daggers through the tangled mess before they could separate. Elara trapped the last in a Shine barrier, and Jace crushed it with a measured slam of his shield edge.

Fragments tinkled to the floor. The swarm was gone.

The sentinel convulsed overhead, light sputtering, its core spark pulsing visible through thinned armor. The fight's math was simple: the sentinel had traded everything for its swarm, and the swarm was dead. What hung above them was a carcass that still had teeth.

The teeth came down.

The sentinel gathered its remaining segments into three tight coils, each spinning in a different direction, and dropped from the ceiling. The coils raced around the arena in a triple helix—clockwise, counterclockwise, diagonal—their paths crisscrossing in a lattice of spinning steel that left blue afterimages burned into Jace's retinas. If they mistimed even one step in that web, they'd be diced into portions too small to put back together.

Jace watched the coils, his mind doing the math it always did—timing intervals, rotation speeds, the gap where a body could stand for one point six seconds before the next pass. Not enough time.

Unless he froze them.

One point of Resonance left. Their last charge. Once he committed, they'd have nothing in reserve—no emergency stop, no safety net. The tactician in him recoiled. You always kept a reserve. That was how leaders kept people alive.

But the Tower didn't reward hoarding. He'd written it in his own notes: Do not hoard Tactics. The Tower had been teaching him that lesson since the first floor.

Trust the plan. Trust them. Spend it all.

"Resonance spend," he said, hearing his own voice come out calmer than he felt. "Freeze window on my mark."

Nadiya's whistle steadied into a single sustained note—a targeting tone, locking the team's attention on his voice. Mira shifted her weight to her good ankle, daggers poised. Elara gathered Shine between her palms, light condensing into a focused beam ready to fire the instant the coils stopped.

Jace waited. The coils screamed around the arena, blue light trailing in their wake. He tracked their orbits, letting the pattern resolve not in his head but in his chest—the way a song resolved to its final chord. There—a half-beat where all three coils aligned near the center, their paths converging in a window barely wider than his shield.

He slammed the shield into the ground with everything he had left.

The impact sent a pulse through every resonance node in the floor. The alloy rang like a struck bell, and the Tower answered.

`[SYSTEM] Resonance Spent: Freeze Window (2s).`

The coils seized—every blade, every spinning segment locked in place as if the air had turned to amber. Silence so complete Jace could hear Mira's leather grip creak as she tightened on her daggers.

Two seconds. The margin between victory and a very bad death.

"Now!" he roared. "Shine, Sting, Strike—Carapace Shatter—go!"

Elara fired first. Her Shine beam lanced from her palms in concentrated gold light, drilling into the nearest coil's thickest joint—the structural keystone she'd been studying since phase one. The light bored through living steel with a forge-hiss. Metal glowed cherry-red, softening into something a blade could break.

Mira sprinted along the frozen central coil, bad ankle be damned. Her daggers found the Shine-weakened joint and sank to the hilts. Sting Oil ate into the heated metal, smoke pouring from the fracture in acrid ribbons. Steel cracked like breaking bone. She wrenched the blades sideways and kept running.

Nadiya's whistle hit the strike note—one piercing tone that cut through everything, a conductor bringing down the baton.

Jace jumped onto the central axis where all three coils converged. The core spark pulsed beneath him, visible through fractured armor, bright and desperate and dying. He raised his shield high—both hands on the grip, arms screaming, shoulder a knot of fire that he refused to acknowledge for two more seconds because two seconds was all he needed.

He brought the shield down.

The core shattered.

Light erupted—a supernova of white and silver that turned the arena into a negative image of itself. Sound became pressure, a wave Jace felt in his chest and teeth. The coils exploded outward in a cascade of silver shards that hung for one frozen instant before gravity remembered them and they fell like metal snow—harmless, edges dulled, purpose ended. Motes of light drifted upward through the falling shards, silver fireflies ascending in lazy spirals.

The freeze window ended. Nothing left to freeze.

Jace stood in the center, chest heaving, shield still raised against a threat that no longer existed. Shards settled around his boots. The air smelled of hot metal and something almost sweet—Architect machinery at the end of its purpose.

He lowered his shield. Let out a breath that felt like it had been waiting since phase one.

`[SYSTEM] Precision Glyph Secured.`

`[SYSTEM] Beginner's Band Mk II — adjacency aura radius +1.`

The words blazed overhead in gold, brighter than anything the sentinel had produced. The Tower didn't award precision rewards for sloppy wins.

Nadiya lowered her whistle and braced her hands on her knees. "We're alive," she said, as if testing the statement.

Mira leaned against a deactivated resonance node, weight entirely on her right leg, trying to look casual and failing. The tremor in her left hand gave her away. The grin on her face hurt to look at because Jace could see the pain it was built on top of.

He crossed the arena to her in four strides. "Sit."

"I'm fine—"

"Your ankle is the size of a fist, and your hands are shaking. Sit."

"It's adrenaline shakes, it's not—"

"Mira." He didn't raise his voice. Two dungeons' worth of fights and meals and shared watches had taught them both when his quiet tone meant this is not a suggestion, this is me caring about you louder than your stubbornness.

She sat. Grumbling, but she sat. Jace knelt in front of her and eased her boot off with careful hands, feeling the heat of the swelling through the leather. The ankle was mottled purple-green, a sprain that wanted to be something worse and was being held together by field healing and willpower.

"It's not broken," she said, preemptively.

"You don't know that."

"I've broken bones before. This is different. This is just—"

"Loud. I know. You said." He tore a strip from his cloak and wound the fabric in a figure-eight around her foot and ankle—firm enough to support, loose enough not to restrict blood flow.

Mira watched his hands work. The grin had faded into something quieter—the expression she wore when the alley kid inside her allowed itself to be surprised that someone was taking care of her without being asked.

"You're wrapping it too tight," she said, without conviction.

"I'm wrapping it exactly right. Stop squirming."

"You're bossy when you're worried."

"I'm always bossy. You just notice when you're sitting still long enough to hear it."

She laughed—small and real—and let her head tip forward against his shoulder. He felt her exhale, the fight's tension draining from her body. Her hair smelled like metal and sweat, and underneath, the warmth that was just her.

"Thank you," she murmured.

He tied off the bandage and rested his hand on her calf. "Thank you for carving those seams. We don't kill it without you."

"Obviously. I'm the best dancer here."

"You are."

She pulled back far enough to look at him, surprised by the lack of a joke. He held her gaze, letting her see that he meant it, and after a beat she smiled—not the grin, the smile—and bumped her forehead gently against his chin.

Elara arrived with Shine glowing in her palms, kneeling beside them to layer healing light over the field dressing. Warmth sank through fabric and skin, and Mira sighed as the swelling receded. "Minor burns on Mira's forearms, ankle strain grade two, bruised shoulder on you," Elara reported, her fingers moving to Jace's arm where the cramp had knotted. Her light eased the knot, and he rolled the joint with a grunt of relief.

"Save the deep work for camp," he said. "Field patch is enough for now."

The arena floor shifted beneath them. A dais rose in the center ring, bearing a glowing glyph—three interlocking triangles, their edges burning with steady golden fire. The Precision Glyph. Jace crossed to it, placed his palm flat against the warm surface, and felt the Tower's acknowledgment pulse through his hand. The glyph sank into the floor, casting a beam of light toward the ceiling that illuminated drifting sentinel motes on its way up.

One glyph of three. Precision, claimed. Insight and Resolve still ahead.

He stood there a moment, watching the light climb. The Tower was vast, and they were small inside it. But they were in sync, and the construct that had tried to break them was fireflies now.

A compartment clicked open in the arena wall. Inside rested a set of resonance plates—thin hexagonal discs etched with the Beginner's Band symbol, humming at a frequency Jace felt in his back teeth. The schematics Tamsin had been begging for.

He tucked the plates into his pack. "For Tamsin. Proof we didn't kick the Tower without learning something."

Mira hopped off the arena's edge, testing her wrapped ankle with a cautious step. The wince was smaller this time. "Any cool weapons? Glowing sword? Dagger of Infinite Stabbing?"

"Resonance plates."

"Nerd loot," she declared, and limped over to look anyway.

Nadiya settled cross-legged nearby, whistle resting in her lap, tail curled around her ankles. She ran her fingers over the instrument, checking for dents. Her ears were still angled toward the walls—always listening. "The Tower's harmonics shifted," she said quietly. "Base frequency is lower. Calmer. I think it's satisfied."

Jace sat beside her, close enough that their shoulders touched. Elara lowered herself on his other side, still radiating faint Shine. Mira circled back and dropped onto his lap without ceremony, tucking her injured ankle onto Elara's thigh so the healer could keep working.

For a long moment, nobody spoke. The arena dimmed to warm amber, the last sentinel motes fading. Jace's heartbeat slowed. He could feel each of them through the bond's residual warmth, and the collective feeling was something he didn't have a tactical term for. Pride, maybe. Or just the overwhelming fact of being alive with people you loved after something tried very hard to make that not the case.

Resonance zero. Both charges spent. No reserves. And they were whole.

The math worked. The trust worked.

He looked at each of them—Nadiya with her steady ears and steadier nerve, Elara with her light and her stubborn compassion, Mira with her daggers and the injury she'd fight through until someone who loved her made her stop.

"You good?" he asked.

"Better than good," Mira said, from his lap.

"Breathing," Nadiya replied, with a smile that reached her tired eyes.

Elara squeezed his hand, her fingers warm from Shine. "Ready for the next step."

On the arena's far side, a door had opened. New glyphs lined its frame—spirals instead of triangles—glowing with the soft blue-violet of the Insight tier. An invitation and a dare.

Jace stood, helped Mira to her feet—she let him, which told him the ankle was worse than she'd admit for at least another hour—and shouldered his shield. The weight settled into the familiar groove on his back, and the ache in his arm felt less like damage and more like proof.

"Then let's move," he said. "We've got a Tower to climb."


CHAPTER 14 — DRIFTSHAFT


NADIYA DIDN'T THINK she'd miss sandstorms until the Tower replaced them with vertical wind tunnels.

The door beyond the sentinel arena opened into a shaft so tall the ceiling vanished into haze—not fog, not cloud, but a gray absence that swallowed perspective and refused to give it back. Nadiya's stomach lurched. In the desert, distance meant horizon lines and heat shimmer, landmarks she could read with her eyes closed. Here, distance meant up, and up had no end.

Platforms jutted from the shaft walls at irregular intervals, connected by pulsing strands of light that reminded her of veins in a living body. Some platforms were broad enough to camp on; others were barely wider than Jace's shield. Updrafts roared through the center of the shaft, a constant gale carrying flecks of silver dust that sparked when they brushed fabric or skin. The air smelled of ozone and hot metal, nothing like the clean mineral scent of a sirocco. Everything in this Tower tried to be familiar and failed.

Her ears rotated independently, mapping the acoustics. Three layers of wind: a low, constant rumble from the shaft's base where thermal vents drove air upward; a mid-level whoosh that gusted at irregular intervals, shoving loose debris sideways; and a high, almost musical whistle threading through gaps in the architecture—narrow enough to produce pitch, wide enough to shift key every few seconds. Each layer encoded a different danger. The low rumble meant stable lift. The mid-whoosh meant turbulence. The high whistle meant crosswinds that could pin a climber to a wall or peel them off a platform like bark from a branch.

Horizontal creature in a vertical world, she thought. The dunes never asked you to look down.

She swallowed the tightness in her throat and gripped her whistle.

"Crosswind city," she said, ears flattening. "Stay clipped."

Jace hooked his tether to the central railing. He scanned the shaft the way he scanned every room—measuring angles, calculating retreat lines, deciding where his shield could do the most good. After a moment, he looked at her.

"You're on point. Call every gust."

Not I'll lead and you advise. Not stay behind me. Just you're on point. Two months ago, Jace would have planted himself at the front of any formation and dared the environment to move him. The Tower was teaching him that leadership sometimes meant standing in the second row and trusting someone else's ears.

"Copy." Nadiya inhaled, letting the shaft's harmonics wash through her. She lifted the whistle to her lips, tested a low note against the rumble, adjusted her embouchure until the vibration in her chest matched the shaft's base frequency. Desert Rhythm hummed in her bones—the boon she'd carried since the sandstorm trials, a resonance between her body and whatever environment she attuned to. In the open dunes it steadied her footing. Here, in a screaming vertical tube, it steadied her nerve.

She hoped.

"Two-count drop, then left," she said. "Follow my beat."

She kicked off the platform and plunged.

For a sickening instant she was weightless, the shaft yawning below her like a throat. Then the updraft caught her cloak, billowed it hard enough to wrench her shoulder, and she twisted mid-air, using the gust's momentum to angle toward the next ledge. Her boots hit alloy and skidded. She dropped to a crouch, anchored a hand on a strut, and whistled the safe signal.

Behind her: a whoop (Mira), a yelp (Elara), and a controlled thud followed by a quiet curse (Jace). They landed in sequence, tethers singing with tension.

"Fun," Mira said, grinning with all her teeth. Her tail lashed the air for balance.

"Focus," Nadiya replied. "Next step is harder. Updraft shifts every four breaths—three steady, one spike. If you mistime the spike, it throws you sideways into the wall."

Elara pressed close to the shaft wall, knuckles white on her staff. Faint Shine bled from her palms, casting warm light across the ledge. "How do you hear the difference?"

Nadiya tapped her left ear. "Pitch drops right before the spike. Like a drum skin loosening." She paused. "In the Sirocco, the wind changes smell before it changes direction. Here it changes pitch. Same instinct, different sense."

"Desert girl in a wind tunnel," Mira said. "You were born for this."

"I was born for flat ground and long horizons," Nadiya said flatly. "This is survival spite."

They moved from ledge to ledge. Nadiya called beats with her whistle—one sharp trill for jump, two quick chirps for wait, a sliding note for lateral move. The cloaks' resonance threads vibrated when gravity tried to flip, giving them a half-second warning before a pocket of inverted air turned the world upside down. Twice she yanked Mira back from an eddy that would have flung the rogue into the shaft's center, where the updraft ran fast enough to strip skin. Once Jace caught Elara's arm when the priestess misjudged a spike and the wind nearly folded her over the platform edge.

"Breathe," Nadiya said, steadying Elara's shoulders. "Match my rhythm. In for three, out for one, same as the updraft cycle."

Elara nodded, face pale but determined. She matched Nadiya's count, and her footing improved immediately—the priestess was good at rhythms. Years of hymn-singing had trained her lungs to follow a beat even when her body wanted to panic.

They climbed. The shaft's temperature rose as they ascended, thermal vents below pumping heat that made sweat bead and evaporate in the same breath. Silver dust coated their clothes, sparking at the edges of their cloaks whenever two motes collided. Nadiya's calves burned. Her lungs scraped for air in the thinning atmosphere. But each successful landing sent a pulse of warmth through the Desert Rhythm bond—a hum that said you are reading this place correctly, keep going.

Halfway up, the harmonics changed.

A new frequency cut through the wind layers—shriller, sharper, artificial. Not the shaft's architecture producing accidental music. Something tuned.

"Hold," Nadiya said, raising a fist.

They clung to the ledge. A heartbeat later, a glide barge burst from a side tunnel—a sleek platform riding its own compressed-air cushion, Bright Lance colors slashed across its prow in white and amber. Torvy stood at the helm, jaw set, hands locked on the steering vanes. Behind her, Veena gripped a rod etched with sonic runes, the crystal tip already glowing. Their scribe, Leth, crouched behind a cargo crate, slate clutched to his chest. Seren was absent—still wrapped in bandages somewhere below.

"Move!" Torvy shouted over the wind. "This shaft's ours by right of entry!"

Mira snorted. "Earn it!"

Torvy's lips peeled back. "We don't need your permission to climb a public spire."

"Public spire, private manners," Mira shot back, dropping into a fighter's stance.

"Enough." Veena raised her rod. The crystal tip hummed, drawing ambient sound into a focused point—a trick Nadiya recognized from the caravan wars, where wind-singers could compress a gust into a cutting edge. "You've had your share of mercy. Stand aside or I'll move you."

The rod sang.

A sonic blade—invisible, sharp as compressed air—lashed toward their ledge. Nadiya felt it before she heard it: a pressure spike against her right ear, the kind of frequency shift that would have rattled sand from a dune face at forty paces. Her body reacted before her mind caught up. She lifted her whistle and blew a dissonant trill, matching the blade's frequency at a quarter-tone offset. The two waves collided mid-shaft and shattered into a harmless ripple that rattled the ledge without cutting.

Mirage Break, the caravan masters had called it in the dunes—strip the wrong frequency before the sound could lie to your ears.

`[SYSTEM] Harmonic Counter registered.`

Veena's gaze sharpened. She adjusted her grip and sent a second blade—lower frequency, thick with bass, the kind that vibrated bone and made your vision blur. Nadiya's teeth ached as the wave rolled toward them. She shifted her embouchure and answered with a high counter-tone, threading it like a needle through the bass note's harmonic structure. The two frequencies interfered, producing a wobbling drone that hurt to listen to but carried no edge.

A third volley. Three blades this time, staggered at different pitches, fanning across the shaft like the fingers of a closing hand. Nadiya's ears swiveled, isolating each frequency in a fraction of a second. She couldn't counter all three with a single note. She chose the two threatening Elara and Jace—the highest and the lowest—and blew a split-whistle technique she'd learned from the caravan masters of the Dust Road, producing two pitches simultaneously from a single breath. The third blade skimmed her left arm, slicing her sleeve and drawing a thin line of heat across her skin.

She hissed through the whistle. Blood welled, warm against the ozone-cooled air.

Veena's rod trembled. Sweat gleamed on the sound-mage's forehead. The duel was costing them both—Veena in whatever reservoir the rod drained, Nadiya in breath and focus. Neither of them could sustain this. The shaft's crosswinds didn't care about their contest; gusts shoved the barge sideways, forcing Torvy to wrestle the vanes with both hands just to keep the platform from spinning.

"You've improved since the desert," Veena said, rod lowered to half-guard. Not a compliment. An assessment.

"I listen," Nadiya replied, pressing her free hand against the cut. The fury in her chest was harder to control than the counterpoint. She wanted to escalate—blow a note sharp enough to crack the rod's crystal, exploit the resonance frequency she could hear threading through the weapon's structure. She had the range. She had the angle. Veena was overextended, the barge was fighting the crosswind, and one targeted burst would send the crystal into harmonic overload.

Do it, some old part of her hissed. The Jackal part. The girl who'd survived debt camps by being sharper than anyone who came for her.

But as the barge rolled in a gust, she saw Leth's face—young, terrified, clutching his slate like a life raft. And behind him, the empty space where the injured archer should have been. A kid with cracked ribs, somewhere below, because this shaft was hard enough without people throwing blades at each other.

`[SYSTEM] Intent Drift detected.`

Red text flared in her peripheral vision, and the shaft walls pulsed with faint amber light—the Tower's way of saying we see you, and we don't like the trajectory. Intent Scans. The system that read emotional states and escalated hazards when aggression spiked. If she pushed harder, the Tower would respond—not against the Lances specifically, but against everyone in the shaft. Warden phantoms. Gravity inversions. Countermeasures that punished hostility regardless of who started it.

Nadiya exhaled. The anger didn't vanish—it never vanished, not for someone who'd learned to fight before she'd learned to read—but she set it down the way she'd set down a blade after a sparring round. Deliberately. With her jaw tight and her fingers reluctant.

"Anchors!" she shouted.

She hurled two Sand Anchors across the gap. The cords sailed through the crosswind, alloy teeth latching onto the barge's hull with a crack that echoed up the shaft. Mira and Jace braced the lines without being asked, planting their feet and leaning back against the pull. The barge steadied, its sideways drift arrested before it could slam into the wall and send all four Lances tumbling into the updraft.

Torvy stared at the anchor lines. Her hands slowly loosened on the steering vanes.

"Why?" Veena asked. Her rod hung at her side.

"Because I don't want to watch you fall," Nadiya said. The words came out rough, scraped raw by the thin air and the adrenaline still burning through her blood. "And because dying in a windshaft helps no one. Not you. Not us. Not your kid with the broken ribs."

"Compassion carries further than spite," Elara said from the ledge's edge, Shine glowing faintly in her palms—ready to heal anyone who needed it, Lance or otherwise.

Torvy's expression cycled through something complicated—pride warring with gratitude, resentment tangled with relief. She was a career climber chained to a patron who saw her as a disposable asset. Being rescued by rivals had to sting in ways Nadiya understood better than she wanted to.

"Debt acknowledged," Torvy said, clipping the words short.

Jace released his line. "Stay clear of our path."

"Likewise." Torvy backed the barge away, vanes hissing as she redirected into the side tunnel they'd emerged from. Veena holstered her rod and held Nadiya's gaze as the barge retreated—a look that promised this isn't over, but I'll remember what you chose.

The amber pulse in the walls faded. The shaft's harmonics returned to their natural three-layer pattern, and the ozone smell thinned as the tension bled from the air.

Nadiya wiped blood from her arm and let out a breath that shook on its way out.

"Nice catch," Mira said, clapping her shoulder. "Both the anchors and the not-murdering."

"Next time they shoot at us, I'm returning fire," Nadiya muttered.

"Consistent compassion," Elara said, though her smile was wry. "You're getting disturbingly good at it."

"I'm getting good at not dying. Compassion is a side effect."

They resumed the climb. The upper shaft brought new torments—reversed updrafts that required leaping upward into pockets of dead air, trusting that gravity would reassert itself before momentum ran out. Nadiya timed each jump by the pitch of the high whistle: a rising note meant safe launch, a falling note meant wait. The pattern was irregular, syncopated, nothing like the predictable four-count cycles below. She felt the rhythm in her ears before she felt it in her body, translating pitch shifts into footwork the way the caravan masters translated wind changes into steering adjustments.

Her legs trembled. Her lungs fought for every breath in the thinning air. Sweat stung the cut on her arm, and the silver dust had worked into her collar, sparking against her skin like tiny needles. Twice she called "Hold!" just before a downdraft would have flung them into the ceiling, reading the pitch drop a heartbeat before the air inverted. The second time, Jace caught her arm to steady her when the effort of the call left her dizzy.

"I've got you," he said quietly.

She nodded, too breathless to answer.

But every successful landing reinforced the hum of Desert Rhythm in her chest—a warmth that said you read this place, you called the beats, they followed you and lived. She wasn't just navigating. She was composing. Every whistle note, every timed jump, every call to hold or move was a measure in a score she was writing in real time, and her party was the ensemble trusting her to keep the tempo.

She was more than a dune runner. She was the beat-keeper for a family fighting to stay in sync.

At the shaft's apex, a landing platform unfurled from the wall, broad and flat and glowing with Insight-tier glyphs etched into its surface. Nadiya stumbled onto it and collapsed to her knees, laughter breaking free despite the burning in her chest.

"That—" she gasped, "was terrible."

Mira flopped beside her, tail curling around Nadiya's wrist in a lazy grip. "And perfect."

Elara knelt and pressed a cool palm to Nadiya's forehead. Shine tingled through the touch, easing the headache she hadn't realized she'd been carrying. "Breathe. You did beautifully."

Jace clipped his tether to the platform rail. His shield arm hung lower than usual, the muscles visibly spent. "You saved us and the Lances. The Tower saw that. It matters."

`[SYSTEM] Driftshaft Cleared — Compassion logged.`

The text scrolled above them, gold against the haze, then faded.

Nadiya sat back on her heels, letting the platform's warmth seep into her aching knees. For a moment she felt almost settled—almost safe.

Then her belt pouch buzzed.

The vibration was sharp and specific—not the cloak's resonance threads, not a Tower notification. The Glass Jackal rune. The small metal disc she carried at the bottom of her pouch, the one they'd given her when she left the faction under the terms of their truce. She'd almost forgotten it was there. It hadn't activated since the desert.

She fished it out with fingers that didn't want to cooperate. The disc's surface glowed a dull amber, and tiny glyphs crawled across its face like insects—a message compressed into Jackal shorthand, the cipher she'd memorized during her years of indentured service.

CUSTODIAN PARTY OWES TELEMETRY UNDER SALVAGE CLAUSE 9. DEADLINE: NEXT WAYPOINT WINDOW. NON-COMPLIANCE = TRUCE VOID. DEBT REINSTATED.

She read it twice. The second time, her hands were shaking.

Debt reinstated. Two words that could drag her back into everything she'd clawed free of. The Glass Jackals had released her from indentured service in exchange for a vague promise of cooperation—tower debris, route data, anything that fell from the spire was technically theirs under the salvage pact. She'd assumed that meant physical wreckage. Scrap metal. Broken constructs. They were asking for telemetry—internal data, route maps, trial layouts. Information that would let the Jackals sell access to other factions, or worse, to sponsors like Lady Brightwell who'd use it to bypass the trials entirely.

The shaft's wind howled below them, distant now but still audible. A sound that used to mean freedom—open air, open road, nothing between her and the horizon but dust and time. Now it sounded like a cage door creaking.

"Nadiya?" Elara's hand was still on her forehead. "Your pulse just spiked."

"It's nothing." She shoved the disc back into her pouch. Her throat felt like she'd swallowed a fistful of that silver dust.

Jace watched her with quiet attention. He didn't push—he rarely did anymore—but the steadiness of his gaze said whenever you're ready, I'm here.

She wasn't ready. Not yet. The Jackal demand sat in her stomach like a swallowed stone, heavy and sharp-edged, and she didn't know how to explain it without admitting that the truce she'd sold them as finished was apparently still open for renegotiation. That her freedom had fine print she hadn't read carefully enough. That the girl who called beats for a family could still be yanked backward by a faction that saw her as an asset, not a person.

She rose, legs shaking, and dusted off her cloak. "Next time we use a lift."

"Agreed," Jace said dryly.

They approached the door marked with the spiral glyph of Insight. Beyond it lay archives, memories, and—if the Tower's pattern held—truths none of them were fully prepared to face. Nadiya tapped her whistle twice before stepping through, a habit from the caravan trails: once for the road behind, once for the road ahead. A promise to keep listening, no matter how loud the winds or how heavy the debts.

The rune buzzed once more in her pouch, then went still.

She didn't look at it. She walked through the door.


CHAPTER 15 — BRIGHT LANCES SHADOW


THE INSIGHT TIER'S entry landing stretched wide enough for Mira to pace without bumping into walls, which was convenient, because she couldn't sit still. While the others recovered from the Driftshaft climb—Nadiya sprawled on a bench with her eyes closed, Elara humming a low healing chant over bruised ribs, Jace triple-checking tether clips—Mira prowled the edges of the platform, peering through translucent panels at the balconies spiraling below.

One balcony in particular drew her eye. Three tiers down, tucked behind a buttress of Architect alloy, a sleek glide barge sat lashed to the railing with cargo straps. Bright Lance colors—white and amber—had been sprayed across its prow in a rush, the paint still tacky at the edges. Crates surrounded it. Figures moved in the lamplight.

"I'm going to scout," she said, sheathing her daggers loosely.

Jace looked up from his clips. "Alone?"

"You three look like you fought a windstorm. Which you did." She jerked her chin toward the balcony. "The Lances docked down there. I want to know what they're planning before we trip over them in the archive."

"Take a tether," Jace said. No argument. No lecture. He'd learned by now that stopping Mira from scouting was like stopping a river from flowing downhill—possible in theory, exhausting in practice.

"I'll bring biscuits," she promised, and dropped over the railing.

The descent was easy for someone who'd grown up running Rogue's Alley rooftops. She wedged her toes into grooves in the alloy, swung under a support beam, and landed on a maintenance ledge two tiers down without a sound. Her Resonant Cloak dimmed its glow automatically, responding to her posture—crouched, coiled, intent on not being noticed. She paused for a breath, letting her eyes adjust to the Lances' lamplight below.

Voices carried up through the Tower's acoustics, sharpened by the alloy walls. Mira crawled to the ledge's lip and peered down.

The Bright Lances' camp was a mess. Crates of rations had been torn open and half-eaten. Spare rope coils spilled across the deck. Their junior archer—the nervous one from the Driftshaft, barely old enough for E-rank—sat on an overturned barrel, shirtless, while a stocky medic wound bandages around her ribs. The kid's face was pale. Her breathing was shallow.

Torvy stood at the far end of the balcony, her back rigid, one hand clamped around a scry-crystal that pulsed with amber light. Lady Brightwell's voice crackled from the crystal, sharp enough to cut glass.

"—unacceptable delays, Torvy. The council is reviewing our funding petition tomorrow. If I cannot demonstrate tangible results from this expedition, the house loses its exploration charter."

"We've been inside the Tower for two days," Torvy said, her voice tight with forced calm. "The trials are designed to slow parties down. Even the custodians—"

"I don't care about their trials. I care about the keystone imprint. You assured me your team could acquire a copy of the access protocols. Without it, the guild will grant custodian rights to that boy and his pack of strays."

Mira's jaw tightened. Strays. Real classy.

Torvy's fist clenched at her side. Veena stood nearby, arms folded, her sonic rod propped against the railing. The scribe, Leth, scribbled notes on a slate balanced on his knee, recording every word of Brightwell's tirade.

"The Tower is semi-sentient, my lady," Torvy said. "Spirit-binding triggers countermeasures. We tried at the archive door—"

"Then find another approach. Rune duplication. Acoustic mapping. I don't care how. I care about results. The charter renewal hearing is in three days. If you return empty-handed, the Bright Lances lose their noble patronage. Permanently."

Silence stretched. Mira watched Torvy's shoulders sag a fraction before she squared them again. Whatever Torvy's faults—arrogance, condescension, a tendency to monologue about guild precedent—she wasn't stupid. She knew Brightwell was using the Lances as disposable tools.

"Understood, my lady," Torvy said.

"See that it is." The crystal's glow cut off. Brightwell hadn't bothered with a farewell.

Torvy stared at the dead crystal for a long moment. Then she hurled it against the wall. It bounced off the alloy without breaking—Architect materials didn't dent that easily—and skittered across the floor.

"Elegant," Veena said dryly.

"Shut up."

"We could still try the acoustic mapping," Leth offered. "If I set my slates to record the keystone's resonant frequency when the custodians use it—"

"That only works if we're within ten paces when they activate the keystone," Torvy snapped. "And Jace doesn't exactly invite us to his campfire."

Mira filed the intel away. Acoustic mapping of the keystone. Ten-pace range. Leth's slates. She'd tell Jace to keep the keystone wrapped in a dampening cloth whenever they activated it. Problem solved.

She shifted her weight to get a better angle and spotted the spare glide barge—a smaller rig stowed beneath the main one, its calibration runes freshly etched along the hull. A backup escape vehicle. If the Lances needed to extract quickly, they'd fire up this rig and ride it down the exterior shafts. Smart. Prepared.

Mira smiled. Time to make their preparation a little less reliable.

She dropped from the maintenance ledge to a support strut, then swung under the balcony's deck. Upside-down work was second nature—she'd once picked a noble's lockbox while hanging from a chandelier in the bathhouse district, and that was before she had proper climbing boots. She reached the spare barge's underbelly in four moves, silent as shadow.

The calibration runes were standard guild-issue: directional stabilizers, altitude locks, pitch dampeners. Each etched into a small metal plate bolted to the hull. Mira pulled a thin file from her belt pouch and went to work. She didn't damage the runes—that would be obvious. Instead, she swapped the orientation of two plates, rotating the pitch dampener ninety degrees and reversing the directional stabilizer's polarity. The runes would still glow when activated, but the rig would veer thirty degrees left and wobble like a drunk on market day. Enough to force a recalibration before flight, buying time without causing a crash.

While she worked, she left footprints—deliberate scuffs in the fine Architect dust that accumulated on every surface. The prints led away from the spare barge toward a service stairwell on the west side of the balcony, the one that curved into a dead-end maintenance corridor. If Torvy noticed the sabotage and tried to follow the trail, she'd waste an hour chasing ghosts.

Mira swung back up to the maintenance ledge and took stock. The Lances were settling in for the night. Veena had dragged a crate to the railing and sat cleaning her sonic rod with methodical strokes. Leth wrote by lamplight. Torvy paced.

The medic finished wrapping the archer's ribs and patted her shoulder. "You'll hold," she said. "But if we climb another shaft like that last one, I want you roped to someone heavier."

"I'll be fine," the kid said, though her voice wavered.

The medic—Mira had never caught her name, just filed her as "the Lance healer"—tucked a poultice against his side and tied it in place with practiced hands. She moved with the same deliberate care Elara showed when patching their wounds, her attention wholly on the patient. No posturing. No ambition. Just a healer doing her job in a vertical maze that didn't care about noble charters.

Mira hesitated.

She'd planned to leave nothing behind. Clean entry, clean exit—the Alley creed. But the medic's hands reminded her of Elara's, and the kid's pale face reminded her of herself, years ago, running rooftops for scraps and praying she wouldn't fall.

She pulled a scrap of parchment from her belt pouch and a stub of charcoal. The note was brief:

Gravity reversal expected two tiers up. Tether the injured. —A concerned neighbor.

She folded the parchment into a dart and flicked it. It sailed over the railing and landed on the medic's crate, close enough to notice but far enough from the others to give the healer a head start on acting.

The medic glanced at the dart. Picked it up. Read it. Her eyes scanned the shadows above, but Mira was already gone, pressed flat against the alloy wall where the lamplight couldn't reach. After a moment the medic nodded to herself, tucked the note into her sash, and began rigging an extra tether for the archer without explaining why.

Good. One small kindness among rivals. Elara would approve. Jace would too, though he'd phrase it as "operational goodwill" because the man couldn't say "nice thing" without wrapping it in a strategy report.

Mira climbed back the way she'd come, pulling herself up through maintenance grooves and around support beams. The Tower's walls hummed beneath her hands, a vibration that felt oddly approving—warm pulses, like a heartbeat steadying against her fingertips.

`[SYSTEM] Rival Interest Logged — Tower intelligence updated.`

The text appeared as she hauled herself onto the Insight landing. She dusted off her cloak and strolled toward the others, who had arranged themselves in a loose circle around Elara's glowing staff.

"Report," Jace said, not looking up from the tether he was coiling.

"Brightwell's panicking. Charter renewal is in three days. She ordered Torvy to steal a keystone imprint or lose funding. They're considering acoustic mapping—Leth's slates can record our keystone's frequency if he's within ten paces when we use it."

Jace's jaw tightened. "Countermeasure?"

"Wrap the keystone in dampening cloth whenever we activate it. I've also scrambled their spare glide rig's calibration. They won't crash, but they'll burn an hour recalibrating if they try to run."

"And you didn't get caught." Not a question.

"Please." She buffed her nails against her cloak.

Nadiya's ears perked. "Anything else?"

"Their junior archer got hurt in the Driftshaft. Ribs, probably cracked. Their medic is good—reminds me of Elara. I left them a warning about the gravity flip ahead."

Elara looked up, surprised. "You warned them?"

"I warned the healer," Mira corrected. "She's the only one down there not playing politics. Figured she deserved a heads-up so their junior archer doesn't get thrown into a ceiling."

Elara's smile could have lit the corridor. "Thank you."

Mira shrugged, uncomfortable with the warmth that bloomed in her chest. "Don't make it weird. I'm still a thief."

"Former thief," Jace said.

"Allegedly former."

Jace finally looked up, and the ghost of a smile crossed his face. "Good work. All of it—the intel, the sabotage, the note. That's the kind of leadership I want from you."

The word leadership hit differently when Jace said it. Not a title, not a rank. An acknowledgment that what she'd done—sneaking, sabotaging, choosing mercy—mattered as much as his shield or Elara's hymns.

"Don't get sappy," she warned, though her tail curled behind her.

Nadiya stretched, shaking off the last of her Driftshaft exhaustion. "So Brightwell wants the keystone protocols. The Lances are desperate. And we're sitting on the only legitimate access to the archive."

"Which means they'll try something stupid before we finish the Insight trial," Jace said. He tucked the keystone deeper into his harness and pulled a dampening cloth from Tamsin's supply pouch, wrapping it snugly. "From now on, we don't activate this without the cloth. And nobody walks alone within ten paces of Leth."

"Except me," Mira said. "I walk alone everywhere."

"You're the exception," Jace agreed. "Because you just proved you can handle it."

That stung—but a good sting. The kind that meant trust.

Elara rose, staff in hand. "The archive is through that door. We shouldn't wait too long—if the Lances regroup and try acoustic surveillance, we want to be deep inside before they can set up."

"Agreed." Jace checked his shield straps one final time. "Mira, you're on rearguard. Watch our six for shadows."

"Born to it," she said, and meant it.

They formed up: Jace forward with shield and wrapped keystone, Elara at his shoulder with Shine warming her palms, Nadiya in the center with whistle ready, Mira bringing up the rear with eyes tuned to every flicker of lamplight and every whisper of movement. Formation felt natural now—not a drill, but a habit woven from trust and repetition.

As they approached the Insight door, Mira glanced back one last time at the balconies below. The Lances' lamplight flickered behind the alloy buttress, a faint amber glow. Somewhere down there, a medic was quietly tethering a wounded archer because a catgirl thief had chosen kindness over cruelty.

That's leadership too, she thought, and let the shadows swallow the view.

The Insight door opened at their approach, spiral glyph pulsing with warm light. Beyond, data cubes drifted in the air like luminous seeds, each one holding a memory or a lesson. The archive hummed a welcome—or a warning. With the Tower, the distinction was academic.

Mira stepped through last, checking corners out of habit, and pulled the door shut behind her with a decisive click. The Bright Lances would have to find their own way in. She'd made sure the path would take them a little longer.

`[SYSTEM] Insight Tier — Active Party: Custodian Candidates.`

The text glowed briefly, then faded. Mira smiled, daggers loose, tail steady.

Time to outwit a library.


CHAPTER 16 — ECHO


THE INSIGHT TIER smelled like old paper despite the fact that nothing here was actually paper.

Data cubes hovered in midair, rotating in slow orbits that never quite repeated—each one trailing a faint chime pitched to a different note, so the overall effect was a music box playing itself apart and reassembling with every turn. The walls shifted between translucent panels and polished alloy, catching reflections and scattering them at wrong angles. Jace saw himself in four surfaces at once: left profile, right profile, from above, from below. Each version wore his expression—jaw set, shield grounded—but the reflections lagged behind his movements by a fraction of a second, as though the Tower was studying him before deciding to show him to himself.

"Feels… aware," Elara whispered. Her Shine had dimmed to a candle glow, instinctively cautious in a room already full of light.

"Everything up here is," Mira muttered, hands tucked in her cloak, gaze darting between the cubes. "Try not to pickpocket a memory."

"Wasn't planning on it," Nadiya said, ears swiveling. "Though these harmonics are strange. The cubes are producing frequencies I've never heard in a structure this size."

Jace set his shield down gently, resting it against his thigh. The cubes bothered him—not because they were dangerous, but because they were patient. Every trial so far had opened with urgency: a bridge collapsing, a sentinel attacking, a shaft trying to fling them into walls. This room waited. It watched. And Jace had learned through hard experience that the quiet tests were the ones that left marks.

He approached the first array. Each cube displayed a blurred scene behind its translucent faces, indistinct until he focused. When he looked directly at one, the blur sharpened into motion—a memory rendered in light and sound, projected into the space between his eyes and the cube's surface with a fidelity that made his skin prickle. He could smell the memory: damp stone, bioluminescent spores, and the metallic tang of a door that wanted to eat them.

The Mossy Gate mimic door. Their first real quest in the Starter Dungeon. He saw himself—younger, leaner, with a chip on his shoulder you could have built stairs on—standing in the mushroom-lit corridor with his shield too high and his stance too wide. Beside him, Elara clutched her staff with both hands, face pale beneath her hood. And Mira—

The memory was perfect. Every crack in the mossy stone, every bioluminescent cap dripping spores, every nervous joke Mira had cracked to keep them from freezing up.

Almost perfect.

`[SYSTEM] Echo Archive — Identify Discrepancies.`

The prompt materialized in gold text, floating at the edge of his vision. Three differences between memory and reality. The Tower was testing whether he knew his own history—or whether nostalgia had already rewritten it into something more comfortable.

"All right," he murmured. "Let's see what you changed."

He studied the Mossy Gate scene with the same careful attention he usually reserved for enemy formations. The door's hinges glowed with the correct green luminescence. The corridor's ceiling height matched his memory. The slime trails on the wall were the right shade of gray-green, and the ambient dripping—that maddening, arrhythmic drip that had made Mira twitch every four seconds—was reproduced faithfully.

But Mira herself was wrong.

In the Tower's version, she circled the mimic door with professional focus, her movements smooth and measured. Competent. Controlled. A rogue assessing a threat with clinical detachment. The Mira he remembered had been doing something entirely different—grinning. Not a polite smile. That sharp, reckless, too-wide grin that said I can't believe I'm doing this with legitimate adventurers instead of robbing them. The grin that meant she was terrified and exhilarated in equal measure, and she'd chosen exhilaration because fear was something she'd already spent her childhood currency on.

The Tower had filed that grin away and replaced it with composure. As if chaos was a flaw to be corrected.

"Mira," he said. "Come look at this."

She leaned over his shoulder, close enough that he caught the faint scent of Sting Oil and the mint she chewed when she was tense. Her tail brushed his arm—a casual contact that she'd never have allowed six months ago. "Huh. I look so... sensible."

"Exactly. You weren't sensible. You were terrified and hiding it behind that grin you always—" He stopped, because the word always carried more weight than he'd intended, and the archive was listening.

"Behind what grin?" Her tone was light, but something shifted in her posture.

"The one that means you're having the time of your life and might die. That one."

She was quiet for a beat. Then, softer: "Yeah. That sounds right."

He tapped the cube. The projection shivered, and for a moment the altered Mira flickered—sensible Mira overlaid with the real one, grinning like a maniac in a glowing corridor, alive with fear and excitement in equal measure. The true version was messier. Louder. More honest. The cube chimed approval and slid aside.

The second scene materialized. Syl's grove—the dryad they'd befriended during the Desert Raid, her bark-brown skin and leaf-green hair vivid even in the Tower's reconstruction. The grove was rendered in careful detail: roots thick as arms threading through dark soil, the canopy alive with rustling that sounded almost like whispered conversation. In the center, Elara stood before Syl, palms raised, light pouring from her fingers to cleanse the blight eating the grove's root system.

In the Tower's version, Elara stood tall. Voice steady. Power flowing in smooth, effortless arcs.

Jace shook his head slowly.

"Too clean," he said.

Because he remembered. He'd been standing three paces behind Elara that day, close enough to see the tremble in her wrists—not a delicate quiver, but a visible shake that traveled from her fingers to her elbows. Close enough to hear the way her chanting hitched when the blight fought back and her Shine guttered like a candle in a draft. She'd looked over her shoulder at him with wide, frightened eyes, and he'd had nothing to offer except a nod. Keep going. I'm here. She'd turned back to Syl, tears streaming down her cheeks, and poured everything she had into the healing. Not gracefully. Not effortlessly. Like someone carrying a weight that was slowly crushing them and choosing not to set it down.

"You cried in that grove," he said, keeping his voice quiet. "And it mattered, because it meant you felt what you were healing. That wasn't weakness. That was the whole point."

Elara had moved to stand beside him. She watched her own memory with an expression he couldn't quite name—not pain, not nostalgia, but something between recognition and grief for a version of herself brave enough to weep in front of a dying tree.

"I remember," she said softly. "I remember looking back at you."

He tapped the cube. The polished version dissolved, revealing the truth: Elara's tear-streaked face, the way her hands shook, the cracked note in her chant that still carried enough Shine to burn the blight away. The real memory was rawer and more powerful than the Tower's sanitized version. The cube brightened and slid aside.

The third scene came up, and Jace's stomach tightened.

The Scarab arena. Phase two of the colossus fight. The Tower showed him at the center of the formation, shield raised, barking orders with machine precision. Calm. Decisive. In command from the first second to the last.

He wanted to accept it. The flattering version was easier to live with than the truth, which was this: when the scarab adds had swarmed from the colossus's shell, he'd frozen. Not long—two seconds, maybe three—but long enough for the swarm to close distance, long enough for Nadiya to whistle a warning he'd almost missed. He'd been calculating risk, yes. Weighing formations, yes. But beneath the calculations, buried under the leadership training and the tactical instincts, there had been a cold, simple fear: I called the wrong formation. Someone's going to get hurt because I read the pattern wrong.

He hadn't told anyone about those two seconds. He'd restarted his calls, adjusted the formation, and they'd won. But the freeze was real, and the Tower knew it, and now it was offering him a version where it never happened.

"That's not me," he said. The words came out rougher than he expected, scraped up from somewhere deeper than his throat. "That's who I'd be if I never doubted. And that version would get people killed, because he'd stop checking his work."

He reached for the cube—and hesitated. His fingers hovered an inch from the surface.

A pulse of amber light rippled across the floor beneath his boots. Heat flickered at his soles—not burning, but present, a warning that made the others step back.

"Hazard pulse," Nadiya said sharply, ears flat. "The floor just spiked. What happened?"

Jace pulled his hand back. The hesitation. The Tower had read his reluctance to admit his own flaw and responded with a physical warning: the archive rewarded honesty and punished avoidance. He'd hesitated to show himself hesitating, and the recursive irony of that wasn't lost on him.

"I flinched," he admitted. "The Tower didn't like it."

He reached out again—deliberately, this time—and pressed his palm flat against the cube. "I froze in the Scarab arena. Two seconds. I was scared I'd called it wrong. I recovered, but the fear was real, and pretending it wasn't would be a lie."

The cube dimmed in acknowledgment. The hazard pulse beneath his feet faded, heat replaced by the cool neutral temperature of the archive floor. The amber glow withdrew from the panels like a tide receding.

The three cubes rearranged themselves, forming an archway that led deeper into the hall. Beyond it, more scenes waited—dimmer, layered, blended together into composites that felt true at first glance.

"First pass done," Jace said, rolling his shoulders. "It's going to get harder."

He was right.

The second wave abandoned clean scene-by-scene comparisons. Instead, the Tower layered memories on top of each other, creating composites that felt correct but couldn't have happened. The Bright Lances appeared in a reconstruction of the Mossy Gate corridor—Torvy standing behind them, arms folded, critiquing their formation in her clipped accent—even though the Lances hadn't existed in their lives at that point. Jace flagged it, and the cube chimed. A scene of Mira fighting the slime king borrowed attack patterns from the Scarab arena, months later—muscle memory from one fight bleeding into the imagery of another. He flagged that too.

The Tower was testing whether he could separate what happened from what felt like it should have happened. Whether his sense of his own team's history was precise enough to resist comfortable narratives. Memory, it turned out, was a generous editor. It smoothed timelines, imported details from later experiences, and quietly upgraded early struggles into something more competent than they'd actually been.

He got one wrong. A scene showed Nadiya joining them at the Waypoint Dock, and something about the lighting felt subtly off—too warm, too amber, not the neutral silver he associated with Architect spaces. He tapped the cube, calling it a discrepancy.

The floor pulsed amber again, sharper this time. Heat bit at his ankles, enough to make him shift his weight.

"That one was accurate," Nadiya said, frowning. "I remember the light. The docking bay had amber filters—I noticed because they reminded me of sunset over the dunes."

Jace grimaced. "My mistake. The Tower punishes false flags too."

"Perfectionism is its own trap," Elara observed quietly.

He filed that away. Stop looking for errors and start looking for truth. The distinction mattered more than he'd realized. The archive wasn't asking him to be a fact-checker, cataloging differences with forensic precision. It was asking him to be a witness—to know the difference between what had actually happened and what felt convenient.

He recalibrated and moved through the remaining composites more carefully, trusting his gut less and his memory more. Two more flags, both correct. The hazard pulses stayed dormant.

By the third wave, the archive changed tactics entirely.

The scenes were accurate—perfectly reconstructed, down to the scratch on Mira's left dagger and the exact hymn Elara had hummed during their first camp. But the audio was wrong. Voices overlaid the memories like slow poison, inserted with surgical precision: Mira, mocking his combat calls in a tone she'd never used. Elara, questioning his faith with words she'd never chosen. Nadiya, whispering about selling their route data to the Glass Jackals.

The first false voice made him twitch. The second made his jaw clench, a flash of irrational doubt spiking through his chest before he could stop it. By the third, he recognized the pattern: the Tower was testing whether he could trust his people more than his own ears. Whether intimacy made him more vulnerable to manufactured evidence or more resistant to it.

"We're not playing telephone," he said, loud enough for the archive to hear. "I know what they sound like. I know what they mean when they're tired, when they're scared, when they're angry at me specifically. And none of this—" he gestured at the cubes cycling their poisoned audio—"is them."

He tapped each cube in succession, rejecting the false voices. The scenes shimmered, fabricated audio falling away like shed skin, revealing the real sounds beneath: Mira's laughter, sharp and startled. Elara's hymns, cracked with emotion but steady in purpose. Nadiya's whistled cadences, precise and warm. The messy, imperfect, genuine soundtrack of a party that had fought too hard together to be faked.

But one detail snagged him on the last cube.

The final projection showed a composite of their early camps—firelight, shared rations, tired jokes, the quiet domesticity that had slowly become the foundation under all the heroics. Every member of the party was rendered with documentary accuracy. Except Mira. In every scene, across every campfire and every meal, her grin was absent. Not replaced with a frown or fear or anything else—just removed, leaving her face pleasant and blank, like a portrait with the personality sanded off.

The same grin the Tower had erased from the Mossy Gate memory.

The archive wasn't just testing his recall. It was showing him something about its own values. The Tower prized order, precision, pattern. Mira's grin was chaos—unpredictable, ungovernable, the spark of someone who'd survived by refusing to be tamed. The archive had scrubbed it because it didn't fit the Tower's idea of a functional party member. It had looked at everything Mira was and decided the inconvenient parts were noise.

Jace felt something shift in his chest. Not anger—something quieter and more stubborn. Conviction.

"You're wrong," he told the archive. Not shouting. Just certain, the way he was certain about shield angles and formation spacing—things he'd tested with his body and trusted with his people's lives. "She's not a flaw in the data. None of them are. They're messy and loud and they argue about rations and they save each other when it counts, and sometimes they save rivals who don't deserve it. That's not noise. That's the signal. That's what makes us a party instead of a set of stat blocks."

He placed his hand on the final cube. "I'm not going to remember a version of us that's easier to categorize. I'd rather have the truth, even when it's loud."

The cube flared—bright, warm gold—and dissolved. The entire third wave collapsed with it, false audio silencing, composite scenes resolving into clean light. The archive hall brightened as translucent panels slid aside, revealing a spiral staircase climbing to the next chamber.

`[SYSTEM] Echo Archive Cleared — Authenticity registered.`

The text hovered, then faded. Jace retrieved his shield and turned to the others.

Mira stood a few paces back, arms folded, tail still. Her expression was complicated—the kind of complicated that meant she'd heard every word and was deciding how much of it to let past her defenses.

"Proud of you," she said.

"For what? Not falling for ghost gossip?"

"For remembering my grin." She said it lightly, but her voice caught on the last word, just barely.

He held her gaze. "It's my favorite part of any plan."

Elara placed a hand over his heart, her palm warm with fading Shine. "Honesty is harder than blade work. You handled it well."

Nadiya flicked her ears. "Tower's quiet now. It liked your answers."

He exhaled slowly, letting the tension drain from his shoulders. The archive's test had been simple in concept and brutal in execution: know your people, know yourself, refuse the comfortable lie. He'd stumbled once—the false flag, the hazard pulse—but the stumble had taught him as much as the successes. Perfection wasn't the point. Attention was. Care was.

"Good. Let's move. Elara, you're next."

As they climbed the spiral staircase, he turned the label over in his mind: Authenticity. He'd spent too much of his early career hiding behind shields and deflecting praise, treating leadership as a performance he had to get right every time. The archive had stripped that away and shown him what was underneath—a man who froze for two seconds and kept fighting, who chose his team's messy truth over a flattering revision.

He could live with that man. He was starting to prefer him.

At the top of the stairs, a new door waited, etched with runes that pulsed in time with a low, sweet hum—the Echo Archive's second phase, tuned to a different frequency. Elara's turn. Before stepping through, Jace pressed the edge of his shield against the wall beside the door, scratching a small symbol into the alloy: an X inside a circle. A cairn for future climbers. Maybe someday another party would find the mark and know that someone had walked this path and chosen honesty over ease.

"Ready?" he asked.

"Always," they said, voices steady.

He smiled—his own grin, imperfect and real—and opened the door.


CHAPTER 17 — ARCHIVE


ELARA HADN'T EXPECTED the Tower to know the exact timbre of her first terrified hymn.

But as the second hall of the Echo Archive opened, she heard it—her own voice, pitched perfectly, reverberating through a chamber of translucent panels that multiplied it into a choir of one. The hymn was the Canticle of First Light, learned at age nine in the Warm Hand's cloister, meant to be sung at dawn with trembling lips and a child's uncertain faith. The Tower's version stripped out the trembling. It left only the pitch, pure and unwavering, echoing off surfaces that shimmered with scenes from her history.

The Warm Hand's courtyard. Syl's grove. The Scarab arena. The guild kitchen where she'd slipped in after midnight to leave healing poultices for strangers who couldn't afford a shrine visit. Every memory rendered in light, projected across the chamber's curved walls like stained-glass windows in a cathedral no human hands had built.

Too polished. Like temple marble scrubbed until the grain disappeared.

The Tower was flattering her, and flattery from a semi-sentient structure felt less like a compliment and more like a cage made of silk.

Phase II scrolled into view—Restore Truth—gold text against the chamber's soft glow, demanding the unedited version of her history.

`[SYSTEM] Resonance +1 (1/3) — emotional truth restored; archive harmonics stabilize.`

The prompt held. Four restorations. Four moments where the Tower had sanded away her rough edges and presented a version of Elara that looked like a saint in an illuminated manuscript—serene, selfless, untouchable.

She hated illuminated saints. They never sweated. They never doubted. And they never had to decide, mid-chant, whether the Architect harmonics threading through their hymns were a gift from the divine or a contamination the Shrine elders would condemn her for accepting.

"All right," she murmured, pressing her palms together. The gesture was automatic—prayer position, the Warm Hand's first instruction. Center yourself before you serve. "Let's be honest."

She approached the first tableau.

It showed her as a child—ten, perhaps eleven—standing in the cloister's main hall before Elder Theron. Stone columns rose around her, carved with the Warm Hand's open-palm sigil. Morning light fell through high windows, catching dust motes in lazy spirals. In the Tower's version, young Elara stood tall, chin raised, voice clear as she volunteered for field duty. A prodigy stepping into her calling as naturally as breathing.

The real memory was different, and the difference lived in her hands.

She'd been shaking. Not a delicate tremble—a full-body vibration that cracked her voice on the word volunteer. The morning had been overcast, not golden; the windows streaked with rain, the dust motes ordinary dirt in stale air. Elder Theron had watched her with his heavy-lidded gaze—the one that could make a thirty-year acolyte feel like a child caught skipping vespers—and she'd been certain he would say no. Certain the faith burning in her chest was too wild for a girl who still cried during evening prayers because the hymns were so beautiful they hurt.

He'd sent her anyway. Not because she was ready, but because readiness was something you earned in the field, not the cloister. "Go tremble in the world," he'd said. "The Warm Hand reaches further when the fingers shake."

The Tower had erased all of that and left a porcelain figurine.

Elara closed her eyes. She couldn't simply touch the memory and expect it to yield—Jace's method had worked in the first phase, but this was her trial, and the Tower was listening for her voice, her tools. She had one that fit.

The Luminal Chant.

She'd been developing it since the Tower's lower floors—a hybrid that threaded Warm Hand hymnal structures through the Architect harmonic frequencies the Tower responded to. If the Tower used sound as a control language, then a chant designed to carry emotional truth might function as both prayer and command. In practice, it felt like singing into a well and hearing the echo answer in a language she almost understood—the Tower recognizing her faith the way an instrument recognized a tuning fork. Not with comprehension, but with resonance.

She wasn't sure the Shrine would approve. The boundary between communion and contamination was a line drawn in doctrine, and doctrine had been written by people who'd never stood inside a living machine and felt it sing back.

She opened her mouth and sang.

The first notes were Warm Hand standard—a rising fifth, the interval of supplication, asking permission to speak truth. Then she bent the melody downward, dropping into a register that matched the archive's ambient hum, letting the Architect frequency carry her voice into the projection's structure. The sound felt strange in her throat—like speaking a second language learned in sleep, the grammar intuitive but the vocabulary just beyond reach.

The projection rippled. Young Elara's posture wavered, and the cracks appeared: shaking hands, cracked voice, tears blinked back before the elder could see them. The golden light shifted to overcast gray, rain on the windows, dust settling into stillness. The true memory was smaller. Quieter. And infinitely more real, because the girl in it was frightened and faithful at the same time, and neither cancelled the other.

The archive hummed its approval—a deep chord that resonated in Elara's ribs and lingered there like the afterglow of a bell.

She moved to the second tableau.

Syl's grove. The dryad stood at the center of the projection, bark-skin cracked and blight-dark, roots writhing beneath the forest floor in slow, pained contractions. The Tower had rendered Elara's healing with cinematic grace: Shine cascading from her palms in smooth arcs, burning the blight away without effort or cost. A priestess at the summit of her power, serene and untouchable.

Elara remembered the sap.

She remembered it spattering across her face when a root burst from the ground—hot, sticky, smelling of rotting wood and green things dying. She remembered the migraine that clamped behind her eyes as she pushed more Shine than she'd ever channeled, her body screaming overdrawn and her faith whispering one more verse, the roots are still dying. She'd looked to Jace—not for orders, but for the steadying weight of him three paces behind her. He'd nodded. Keep going. And she'd turned back to Syl with tears on her cheeks, because healing hurt when you let yourself feel what you were healing, and she had never learned to turn that off.

She sang the Luminal Chant again, this time layering a descant over the primary melody—a Warm Hand technique reserved for confessional prayers, where the second voice represented the truth the singer was afraid to speak. The descant wobbled. It was supposed to wobble. Imperfection was the liturgical point.

The projection shuddered and reformed. Sap-splattered face. Tear-streaked cheeks. The moment she'd looked back at Jace with wide, frightened eyes and found him steady as a wall. The Shine in the true memory wasn't smooth—it flickered and surged, an unsteady river of light that found its way to Syl's roots through sheer stubborn devotion rather than mastery.

The archive's chord deepened, adding harmonics that vibrated in her collarbone.

Her throat ached. The Luminal Chant pulled something from her that ordinary hymns didn't—a resonance that felt like standing in two temples at once, one built of stone and faith, the other of alloy and ancient purpose. The elders who'd trained her had never imagined a priestess singing Warm Hand prayers into an Architect machine and hoping compassion translated across architectures.

But it does translate, she thought. The Tower hears me. Either the divine is bigger than the elders think, or I'm committing blasphemy so gently that even the Warm Hand can't bring itself to object.

The third tableau hurt.

The Scarab arena, phase three. The Tower showed her at the center of the formation, chanting on pitch, a pillar of golden light holding the party together while chaos raged around her. Composed. Unshakable. The version Jace deserved to have at his back—the healer who never wavered, never doubted, never let the sound of steel on chitin rattle her concentration.

The truth: a scarab hatchling had slashed Jace's shoulder during the add phase, and Elara had watched his blood hit the arena floor and felt her chant stutter. Not stumble—stutter, the way a heartbeat stutters when you see someone you love get hurt. Panic flooded her chest—not clean fear but the uglier terror of if he falls I will be alone and my voice won't matter and what is the point of faith if it can't keep the people I love safe.

She'd forced herself to keep singing by gripping the scar on her left wrist—a burn from her first healing ritual, the one that had taught her that faith and pain were not opposites but collaborators. The grip had left bruises she'd hidden for a week. She hadn't told anyone.

She sang the Luminal Chant for the third time. Her voice cracked on the confessional descant—not technique this time, but genuine emotion leaking through the architecture of the prayer. The projection dissolved and rebuilt itself around the truth: Elara mid-chant, face twisted with fear, left hand clamped around her scarred wrist hard enough to whiten the knuckles, voice wavering on a note that should have been steady but carried more weight for the waver.

"I doubted," she whispered into the final measure. "But I kept singing because they needed me to. Not because I was certain. Because I chose them over my fear."

The archive's chord swelled and held, resonating through the chamber until the walls themselves seemed to breathe with the sound.

One more.

The fourth tableau was the most private, and the Tower had no right to it—but the Tower took what it wanted, and what it wanted was honesty.

The night she and Mira had argued in the guild kitchen over treating Bright Lances casualties after the atrium incident. In the projection, Elara forgave instantly—a gentle hand on Mira's shoulder, a soft smile, grace flowing from her like honey from a tipped jar. Saintly. Unbothered. A stained-glass priestess dispensing mercy from an inexhaustible reserve.

The real argument had been loud.

Mira had called her naive for wanting to heal people who'd tried to sabotage them. Elara had snapped—voice raised, finger pointed, a flush of anger burning up her neck. She'd been tired. Tired of compassion being treated as a flaw, as though choosing to heal someone who'd wronged you was weakness rather than the hardest kind of strength. She'd said things she partly regretted and partly meant: that mercy wasn't stupidity, that grace required more courage than revenge, and that if Mira couldn't understand that, maybe Mira didn't understand her.

The kitchen had gone quiet. Mira had stared at her—not wounded, not angry, but something more complicated. Then she'd laughed. A startled, delighted laugh, the kind that burst out before you could stop it.

"There she is," Mira had said. "I was waiting for you to get angry."

They'd reconciled over cold tea and a shared poultice, and Elara had understood something important: being good didn't mean being mild. Anger was part of compassion. You couldn't fight for something without caring enough to be furious when it was threatened.

She sang the Luminal Chant one final time. The confessional descant came out strong—a voice that shook with righteous anger and still resolved into harmony, because anger and grace weren't opposites. They were the same muscle, used at different angles.

The projection cracked apart along its polished seams, and the true memory blazed through: Elara red-faced, voice sharp, finger jabbing the air while Mira stood in the kitchen lamplight with that startled, admiring grin. Compassion burning so hot it looked like wrath.

"I was angry," she said into the silence that followed the chant's final note. "I can be angry and still choose grace. Fury and kindness are not opposites. They're neighbors."

The archive rang.

A dozen harmonics blended into a single sustained chord that filled the chamber and made the translucent panels vibrate until light fractured into prismatic bands across the floor. The four restored memories stabilized in their true forms—small, imperfect, honest—and the ambient light shifted from polished gold to a softer amber that felt like late afternoon in the cloister, when the vesper candles were lit and the stone walls held the day's warmth.

`[SYSTEM] Insight Progress +30%.`

The prompt blazed and faded. Elara let out a long breath, throat raw, eyes stinging. Being truly seen—by a machine with no capacity for judgment but infinite capacity for observation—was terrifying in a way no combat trial had been. And freeing. Both at once.

"How do you feel?" Jace asked quietly. He'd moved closer during the trial, not crowding, just present. His gaze held the same steady warmth she'd found in the Scarab arena.

"Exposed," she admitted. "And lighter. Like I've been carrying a bag of polished stones and someone finally let me trade them for the real ones—rougher, but mine."

He nodded. "The Tower wanted authenticity. You gave it something better."

"What's better than authenticity?"

"Authenticity that cost you something."

She considered that. The Shrine taught that truth was a gift freely given, but they rarely mentioned that giving it away left you with empty hands and the terrifying vulnerability of being known.

A panel in the chamber's center slid open, revealing an alcove with low benches, clay cups, and a kettle steaming with something that smelled exactly like the Warm Hand's evening tea—honey and dried mint and a whisper of smoke. The scent hit her behind the sternum, a warmth that had nothing to do with Shine. She'd smelled that blend every evening of her childhood, kneeling on worn stone while the elder acolytes debated theology and the candles burned low.

She poured and handed cups around. Mira accepted hers with an exaggerated sigh of gratitude, wrapping both hands around the clay and inhaling deeply. "Does the tea come with therapy?"

"Yes," Elara said softly. "Drink."

They sat. Nadiya tugged at her cloak, ears twitching. Jace leaned back, shield propped against his knee. For a moment they simply existed—no trials, no prompts, no rivals. Just four people sharing warmth in a room that had asked them to be honest and hadn't punished them for it.

Mira broke the silence, because Mira always broke silences.

"So the Tower tried to turn you into a saint."

"And I declined the promotion," Elara said, tracing the rim of her cup.

"I like you better un-sainted. Saints don't argue with me about poultice rationing."

"Saints don't argue with anyone. That's the problem with sainthood."

"I like you bendy," Mira added with a wink that carried more affection than innuendo—though not by much.

Jace closed his eyes briefly. "Please don't say bendy in the Tower."

"Bendy," Mira repeated, directly at him, grinning.

Elara laughed—a real laugh, the kind that loosened the last knot of tension in her shoulders. It felt good to be ridiculous after being raw.

She set her cup down and drew the crystal recorder from her belt—a palm-sized quartz prism that could transmit short messages through the Tower's crystal network to the elder council's array in Beginners' Rest. Elder Theron expected periodic ethical reports from field operatives, and she'd been dreading this one. Explaining the Luminal Chant meant admitting she'd braided Architect harmonics into Warm Hand hymns. The elder council's likely response ranged from concerned to furious, with a meaningful stop at heretical.

She pressed the recording sigil and spoke quietly, angling the crystal away from the others—not because the words were secret, but because confessing to your church was a private act even when your friends were drinking tea three feet away.

"Elder Theron. Field Report Seventeen from the Insight tier. I've completed the second archive phase using a technique I've been developing—the Luminal Chant. It combines our hymnal structures with the Architect's harmonic frequencies." She paused, choosing her next words carefully. "The Tower responds to it, Elder. The Architect constructs respond to empathy—not worship, not submission, not technical override. Empathy. I believe our faith and their architecture serve the same purpose through different languages, and I'm asking you to consider that possibility before you condemn the method."

Another pause. Her thumb rubbed the crystal's edge.

"I know what you'll say. That I'm young, and proximity to alien systems distorts judgment. Perhaps. But the Canticle of First Light was written by a child who trembled, and it's still the most honest prayer we teach. I'll keep trembling. I'll keep singing. And I'll keep reporting honestly, even when the truth is inconvenient. Warm Hand keep you."

She deactivated the crystal and tucked it back into her belt. Her hands were steady. Her heart was not.

Jace had been watching—not eavesdropping, just aware, the way he was aware of everything that happened within shield-reach. He caught her eye and gave a small nod. That took courage. She nodded back. I know.

The tapestry on the alcove wall shifted. Glyphs rearranged themselves like letters in a puzzle, forming a pattern she recognized from the Insight tier's navigational map—a spiral descending deeper into the archive's structure. New text scrolled across the bottom of the fabric, bright and clean.

`[SYSTEM] Archive Guidance Unlocked: Memory Custodian Ivy.`

Elara's breath caught. Ivy—the golem librarian Tamsin had found references to in recovered tower fragments. Sentient, curious, bound inside the archive's deeper chambers by an encryption lock older than the Tower's current awareness. Finding her would give them a guide through the rest of the Insight tier.

"We're close," Elara said, setting down her tea with reluctance. "Ivy's location should be through that door."

Jace stood, draining his cup. "Then we move."

Before leaving, Elara placed her palms on the tapestry and closed her eyes. The fabric vibrated with the archive's residual harmonics—the same frequencies the Luminal Chant had woven through, still echoing in the chamber's bones. She whispered—not quite a prayer, not quite a command, something that lived in the space between faith and technology where she was learning to build a home.

"Warm Hand, thank you for letting truth and technology share a room. Architect Tower, thank you for testing us with honesty instead of violence." She paused. "And thank you for the tea."

The fabric pulsed in answer—warm, gentle, indistinguishable from the feeling she got during evening vespers when the hymns resolved into silence. A benediction from a machine that had learned to recognize sincerity—or from something older, working through the machine the way light worked through glass.

They stepped through the archway. Behind them, the alcove's light dimmed to a gentle glow, keeping the tea warm for whatever party came next.

She glanced back once. At the chamber where she'd been cracked open and reassembled, where a hybrid chant had bridged two traditions and a machine had listened to a priestess confess.

"Thank you," she told the hall softly.

The lights blinked in answer, and the Tower's hum swelled—the sound of a structure acknowledging a pilgrim who had shared her flaws and been found worthy to continue.


CHAPTER 18 — MIRROR


MIRA HAD ALWAYS liked mirrors when she controlled them. Regency balls in the upper wards? She owned every reflection—adjusting her collar, checking her smile, making sure the dagger sheaths didn't print beneath her bodice. Rogue's Alley? She avoided reflective glass like unpaid debts. Too many enemies wanted to spot her coming, and her own face staring back at her from a shop window at three in the morning never led anywhere productive.

But the Tower's Mirror Hall left her nowhere to hide.

The corridor stretched ahead in a long oval, its walls lined with polished panels that caught the light and bent it sideways. Not glass—something harder, cooler, alive with faint vibrations that tickled her fingertips when she brushed one. Each surface shimmered, reflecting the party in slightly altered forms. In one panel, Mira saw herself three years younger, gaunt and hungry. In another, she wore silks she'd never owned. The air tasted metallic—copper and lightning—and every bootfall echoed like a heartbeat in a stone chest.

"Hate this," Nadiya muttered, her fennec tail puffing to twice its size.

Elara squeezed her hand, staff tucked under her other arm. "Stay close. Reflections can't hurt you if you know what you're looking at."

"That's the problem," Mira said. "I know exactly what I'm looking at."

They reached the hall's center, where the floor flared into a raised dais of black stone polished so smooth it reflected the ceiling. Channels of light ran through it like veins in marble. The moment Mira's boot touched the edge, the system chimed.

`[SYSTEM] Mirror Trial — Identify Integrity. Target: Mira Quickpaw.`

Of course. Mira groaned theatrically, throwing her head back. "Why am I always first?"

Jace smirked from behind his shield. "Because you charge ahead."

"That's called initiative. Read a tactics manual." She flicked his chin with two fingers—a habit she'd picked up because it made the stoic tank blink every single time. "Keep the peanut gallery safe. If this gets weird, don't intervene. The Tower's testing me, not you."

"And if it gets dangerous?"

She met his eyes. Warm brown, steady as bedrock. "Then you do what you do. But give me a minute first."

He nodded once. She loved that about him—he trusted her without needing a speech about it.

Mira stepped onto the dais alone. The surface was cold through her boot soles—not stone-cold, but the deep, patient cold of something that had been waiting a long time to be used. Her footsteps made no sound. The dais absorbed them, drank them, swallowed them whole.

The party fell away behind her. She could still feel them at the edge of her awareness—Jace's steady breathing, Elara's soft murmur of prayer, Nadiya's claws clicking against her whistle—but the dais had drawn a boundary as clear as a moat. This ground was hers alone.

Light erupted from the channels, lancing upward in thin columns that caged her in a ring of brilliance. Her reflection in the nearest panel sharpened—details crisping until the image looked realer than she felt. And then the reflection peeled free.

It stepped out of the glass like someone walking through a curtain of water. Same height. Same build. Same catgirl ears tipped in charcoal. But this version wore a Bright Lance sash across her chest—crimson silk embroidered with gold thread—and her daggers were polished to nobles' standards, hilts wrapped in kidskin leather that had never seen honest work. Her hair was slicked back with pomade, and her smile was the one Mira used to practice in tavern mirrors before a con.

The double planted her boots on the dais and cocked her head.

"Well," she drawled, voice dripping with the specific flavor of disdain Mira reserved for people who inherited wealth without earning a single callus. "You finally found a family worth betraying."

Mira's stomach clenched, but she kept her posture loose. "Gross. I don't betray families. I steal from people with bad taste and worse security."

"Semantics." The double circled left, steps light and predatory. Their footwork was identical—heel-toe, heel-toe, weight centered, always ready to spring. "Let's talk about Bright Lance. Remember Kellis? Short guy, scarred hands, had that nervous laugh?"

Mira's throat tightened. She remembered.

"You sold his party false intel on a dungeon corridor," the double continued, tone almost conversational. "Told them the left fork was trapped and the right was clear. It was the opposite. You did it for—what was it? Forty gold and a free meal at the Copper Spoon?"

"Thirty-five," Mira corrected, because lying to yourself was worse than lying to others. "And a bottle of Ashfall red."

"Kellis lost two fingers to a spike trap. The healer in his group burned through every mana crystal she carried keeping them alive. They disbanded a week later." The double stopped circling, facing her squarely. "You walked away with wine in your belly and didn't look back for months."

"I looked back," Mira said quietly. "I just didn't do anything about it."

"Same thing." The double drew both daggers in a cross-draw that Mira recognized because she'd invented it at fifteen. "You're afraid, Quickpaw. Afraid that this party—this family you're so proud of—is just another contract you'll burn when the price gets right."

"That's not—"

The double lunged.

Mira barely dodged, throwing herself into a sideways roll that sent her skidding across the polished dais on her hip. The clone's daggers kissed the air where her neck had been—close enough that she felt the displaced air across her throat like a cold finger. She came up in a crouch, her own blades clearing their sheaths with a rasp of steel on leather, and the world narrowed to the space between them.

They clashed.

The duel was brutal and intimate in a way that made Mira's skin crawl. The double fought like her—because it was her, every muscle memory mirrored, every feint anticipated. Mira tried a low sweep aimed at the clone's lead ankle; it hopped the blade and countered with a descending stab that Mira caught on crossed daggers, the impact jarring her wrists. She threw an elbow at the double's jaw; it ducked under and came up with a pommel strike that caught Mira square in the ribs. Pain barked through her side—bright and immediate, the kind that made her lungs stutter. She staggered, caught herself on one hand, and lashed out with a backhand slash that the clone parried with casual precision.

The dais rang under their boots like a struck bell. Mira could feel sweat gathering at the small of her back, her pulse thudding in her fingertips. The clone moved with the particular fluidity of a fighter who had nothing to lose—no fear of injury, no instinct for self-preservation, just pure offensive intent sheathed in her own body.

Steel sang against steel in the mirror chamber. The sound multiplied, bouncing off every polished panel until it sounded like a dozen fights happening at once.

"You're slower," the double taunted, pressing the attack with a flurry of cuts aimed at Mira's forearms—classic disarm sequence. "Happiness made you dull. Comfortable. You used to sleep with one eye open and a knife under your pillow. Now you sleep curled against a man who thinks trust is something you can build like a wall."

"Happiness didn't make me dull," Mira snapped, deflecting the flurry with tight parries that jarred her wrists. She kicked the double in the knee, buying half a second of space. "It gave me something to fight for besides myself."

"Pretty words. Kellis would be impressed." The clone recovered and pressed again, driving Mira toward the edge of the dais. "What about Theryn? The elven scout who thought you were her friend until you copied her route maps and sold them to a competing guild?"

That one landed harder than the daggers. Theryn had trusted her—had shared dried fruit on cold nights and taught Mira how to read star charts. And Mira had repaid that trust with a transaction.

"Or Dav," the double continued, relentless now. "Your first fence. You shortchanged him on a gem haul and he ended up owing money to people who collect debts with hammers. He still limps."

Mira's vision blurred. Not tears—she wouldn't give this thing tears—but the hot pressure behind her eyes that came from remembering things she'd buried under layers of jokes and deflection. She could still picture Dav's face the last time she'd seen him: bewildered, betrayed, looking at her like she was a stranger wearing a friend's skin. She'd told herself it was business. She'd told herself everyone in the Alley played the same game. She'd told herself a lot of things at three in the morning when the wine ran out and the silence got too loud.

"Yeah," she said, and her voice came out rougher than she wanted. "I did all of that. Every bit."

She locked daggers with the clone, their faces inches apart. The double's eyes were her eyes—amber-gold, catlike, sharp. But they were empty in a way hers hadn't been since Jace's party had taken her in. They were the eyes of someone who measured every relationship in transactional value and called it intelligence.

"I was a terrible person," Mira said, holding the blade lock, muscles burning. "I hurt people who didn't deserve it. I chose coin over connection every time because connection meant vulnerability, and vulnerability in Rogue's Alley meant a knife in your kidneys."

"So you admit it." The double's grin was triumphant.

"I admit it happened. I don't admit it's all I am." Mira shoved forward, breaking the lock, and drove the double back three steps. "You know what you can't replicate? The part where I stopped. The part where Jace offered me a spot on his team and I almost said no because I didn't think I deserved it. The part where Elara healed a wound I got in a bar fight and didn't ask for anything. The part where Nadiya—who has every reason not to trust anyone—fell asleep next to me on watch because she felt safe."

The double's expression flickered, something uncertain crossing those borrowed features.

Mira pressed the advantage. "You're right that I was selfish. But I stop being that version of me every single day I choose them. That's not a contract. That's not a transaction. It's the hardest thing I've ever done, and I do it on purpose."

The clone snarled and came at her with renewed fury—a spinning combination that forced Mira onto pure defense. Blades clattered. Sparks flew where steel met steel at odd angles. Mira took a cut across her left forearm that stung like a whip crack and bled freely, but she kept her footing.

She needed a new angle. Fighting herself was like arguing with a wall that knew all her comebacks. Every trick she tried, the double anticipated. Every feint was met with the counter she would have used.

So she did something she'd never done before.

She reached into her belt pouch and closed her fingers around a vial of Shadow Mirror oil. The liquid inside was dark as a moonless night, cool against her palm. She'd been saving it—experimenting with it on small objects, learning its properties. The oil didn't just hide you. It split your presence, creating a brief duplicate that moved with your intent while you slipped into the gap between reflections.

Mira thumbed the cork free and splashed the oil across both palms. The effect was immediate—her outline blurred, smearing across the polished dais like ink in water. For a heartbeat, there were two of her: one solid, one shadow. The shadow-Mira lunged left while the real Mira dropped low and rolled right, coming up behind the double.

The clone whirled, confused for the first time. It slashed at the shadow—blade passing through empty air—and in that half-second of misdirection, Mira slammed a Sting Oil vial against the floor. Iridescent mist erupted, settling over the dais in a shimmering cloud that outlined every moving thing in faint prismatic light.

Two silhouettes glowed in the mist. One—the double—burned brighter than anything real should. Too perfect. Too clean. No scars on the knuckles, no callus on the dagger-hand, no ink stain on the left thumb from the time she'd tried to forge a merchant's seal and sneezed.

"You can mimic my moves," Mira said, breathing hard, "but you can't mimic the parts I earned the hard way."

The double lunged through the mist. Mira was ready. She feinted left—a commitment feint, body weight shifting convincingly—then pivoted on her back foot and darted right with every ounce of rogue agility she had. Her dagger found the double's chest just below the collarbone, sinking through what felt like warm glass.

Light erupted.

The clone detonated into glittering shards that hung in the air like suspended rain before dissolving into motes of gold. The Sting Oil mist swirled and settled. The Shadow Mirror oil faded from her hands, leaving her skin tingling.

Mira stood alone on the dais, chest heaving, blood dripping from the cut on her forearm, knees threatening to buckle.

`[SYSTEM] Integrity Affirmed: Mira Quickpaw. Companion Resolve — 62%.`

The text gleamed above the dais in pale blue letters. Sixty-two percent. So the trial wasn't just about her. The Tower was tracking the party's emotional stability—which meant Elara and Nadiya still had their own mirrors to face. The number sat in Mira's gut like a stone. They weren't through this yet.

She sagged, planting her hands on her thighs, and let herself breathe. Her legs felt like they'd been filled with wet sand. The cut on her forearm throbbed in time with her heartbeat, and there was a tremor in her hands that she couldn't will away—the deep, bone-level shaking that came after a fight where the stakes had been measured in something heavier than hit points.

The metallic taste in the air had softened to something almost sweet, and the panels around her had gone still—just glass again, showing her own sweaty, bleeding, shaking reflection. Sweat-darkened hair stuck to her forehead. Her leather vest had a new slash across the ribs where the double's pommel strike had nearly become a stab. Her eyes were wide and bright and wet, though she'd die before calling it tears.

For once, she didn't mind what she saw.

The reflection looking back at her was messy, scarred, imperfect, and unmistakably real. No slicked-back hair. No polished daggers. No Bright Lance sash. Just a catgirl rogue who'd looked her worst self in the face and said I know you, and I'm not you anymore.

Footsteps on the dais. Jace crossed the ring of fading light in three strides and pulled her into a hug that lifted her feet off the ground. His shield pressed against her back—cold metal through her shirt—and his arms were warm and solid and exactly what she needed.

"You good?" he asked into her hair.

"Peachy," she managed. "Hate introspection. Zero stars. Would not recommend."

He set her down but kept one hand on her shoulder, steadying her. His thumb traced a small circle against her collarbone—a thing he did when he was worried and trying not to show it.

"For what it's worth," he said, "I watched you fight yourself, and the real one was better."

"Obviously. The fake had no sense of humor."

He almost smiled. "She also didn't have the oil trick. That was new."

"Shadow Mirror oil. Been tinkering." She flexed her fingers, still feeling the residual tingle. "Turns out you can fight mirrors with mirror polish."

He did smile then—a real one, the kind that softened the hard lines of his jaw and made him look like someone who hadn't spent half his life holding a shield between his body and the world.

Elara arrived next, pulling Mira into a brief embrace that smelled like temple incense and clean linen. Her hands glowed faintly as she pressed them to Mira's bleeding forearm, and the cut sealed with a warmth that felt like sunlight through a window.

"You did well," Elara said softly.

"I mostly just admitted to being a terrible person very loudly."

"That's called honesty. It's a virtue."

"Disgusting." But she was smiling when she said it—a real smile, not the performance kind—and Elara smiled back with the quiet satisfaction of someone who'd been waiting for exactly that word.

Jace still had his hand on Mira's shoulder. She reached up and covered it with her own, just for a second, letting herself feel the weight of it. Then she squeezed once and let go, because she was Mira Quickpaw and she had a reputation for emotional unavailability to maintain.

"Your hand's sweaty," she told him.

"You're welcome."

Nadiya stood at the edge of the dais, tail still puffed, watching the mirrors with wary eyes. Another dais glowed farther ahead, waiting, and Mira could feel the tension radiating off her in waves.

"Hey," Mira said, catching Nadiya's eye. "When it's your turn—give it hell. And remember, the fake version doesn't know the real you. Only we do."

Nadiya's ears flicked forward. She nodded once, jaw set.

They advanced deeper into the hall. Mira tightened her grip on her daggers, ignoring the residual tremor in her fingers. The Tower might strip them bare, mirror by mirror, but she'd face every reflection if it meant proving—again and again, to the system, to the party, to herself—that belonging wasn't an accident.

It was a choice she made every time she stood beside these three.

"Bring on the reflections," she muttered, and followed the party into the next pool of light.


CHAPTER 19 — DOUBLES


NADIYA HADN'T MEANT to flinch when Mira's double melted, but watching her friend fight a perfect copy of herself—watching the clone drag up names and crimes like a debt collector with a ledger—had left her nerves singing like overtightened wire. She knew her turn was coming. The Tower didn't do mercy, and it didn't do random. It picked the wound that was freshest and pressed its thumb into it.

The hall stretched ahead, its polished panels drinking the light and throwing back images that weren't quite right. In one reflection, Nadiya saw herself at twelve—scrawny, sand-crusted, ears too big for her head, crouching in the shadow of a dune runner's wagon with stolen flatbread tucked against her ribs. In another, she wore the glass-bead collar that Rasul had given her on her first day with the Jackals. A gift, he'd called it. She'd been too hungry to hear the chains rattling underneath the word.

The next dais glowed ahead of them, black stone veined with silver light, and the system's prompt appeared the moment Nadiya's shadow touched its edge.

The walls shifted. Every panel snapped to a single image: Nadiya, reflected a hundred times over, each copy wearing the Glass Jackal crest—a snarling fox skull rendered in blue glass beads strung on wire. The air went cold. Not temperature-cold, but soul-cold, the kind of chill that settled in the marrow and whispered you never really left.

And then her reflection stepped out.

The mirror-Nadiya was leaner. Hungrier. She moved with the coiled precision of someone who'd learned to make every motion count because wasted energy in the deep desert meant death. She wore the full Jackal kit: leather harness, sand-colored wraps, the glass-bead collar tight around her throat, and a sonic whip coiled at her hip that Nadiya recognized with a jolt of sick familiarity. It was the same model Rasul had trained her with—the one that left welts shaped like sound waves on the skin.

The double's tail twitched with predatory precision. Her smile was the smile Nadiya used to wear when she reported to the handler after a successful run: closed-lipped, eyes down, grateful enough to avoid punishment but not so much that it looked like begging.

"Still pretending you're free?" the double said.

Nadiya's hand found her whistle. She gripped it so tightly her knuckles ached, the metal biting into her palm. Behind her, she could feel the others watching—Mira tense and coiled, Jace's hand on his shield, Elara's fingers curling around her staff. They wanted to step in. She could sense it the way she sensed weather shifts in the dunes—a pressure change, a held breath.

She didn't look back. If she saw Jace's worry or Mira's clenched fists or Elara's soft, steady faith, she'd lose the tenuous grip she had on her own nerve. This was hers. Her mirror. Her debt. Her truth to speak or swallow.

"I am free," she said.

The double laughed. It was the laugh Nadiya had trained out of herself after Rasul slapped her for it once—a real laugh, bright and sharp, the kind that came from the belly instead of the throat. Hearing it come from this thing's mouth felt like having a bone reset without numbing. Her body remembered the sound and the cost of making it simultaneously.

"Free," the clone repeated, savoring the word like bad wine. "Let me tell you about free. You ran desert routes for five years. Barefoot for three of them because boots were earned, not given. You carried messages between Jackal cells in your cheek pouches because paper could be confiscated but a fennec's mouth was below suspicion. When you got sick—remember that fever, the one that nearly killed you outside Dust Hollow?—Rasul didn't send a healer. He sent a replacement and told her to strip your body for the collar if you died."

Nadiya's jaw clenched. She remembered. Forty-one degrees of fever, her vision swimming, the sand beneath her so hot it blistered her back through the bedroll. She'd survived by dragging herself to a rock cistern and lying in two inches of stagnant water for a day and a half, drinking what she could filter through her headwrap, hallucinating voices that told her to just stop fighting.

"The Jackals rescued you," the double pressed, stepping closer. "Trained you. Gave you a name. Before them, you were a stray kit eating scraps behind a market stall. They made you useful."

"They made me a tool," Nadiya corrected, voice low. "A good one. Fast, quiet, obedient. But a tool doesn't get to choose when it's used. A tool doesn't get to say enough."

The double's tail swished—a slow, amused arc. Its ears were forward, attentive, the posture of a predator that had cornered something small and intended to enjoy the process.

"Tools get maintained. Strays get kicked." The double drew the sonic whip from her hip. It uncoiled with a sound like a finger running along a wet glass rim—a high, thin note that resonated in Nadiya's inner ear and made her teeth ache. "You owe them. You'll always owe them. Debt isn't just coin, little fox. It's blood and years and the collar you pretend you don't still feel on your neck at night."

The whip cracked.

Nadiya dove. The sonic lash struck the dais where she'd been standing, and the stone sang—a sharp, discordant note that rippled outward and made the mirror panels hum in sympathy. She rolled, came up on one knee, and raised her whistle to her lips.

The double attacked without pause. The whip moved like a living thing, arcing and curling in patterns Nadiya knew intimately because she'd drilled them under Rasul's eye until her arm went numb. Overhead crack. Lateral sweep. The figure-eight that wrapped around a target's ankle and yanked them off their feet. She dodged the first two and barely escaped the third, the whip's tip grazing her calf with a sting of concentrated sound that felt like a wasp made of static.

She answered with a sharp trill from her whistle—a counter-frequency aimed at the whip's resonance. The sound waves collided midair, visible as rippling distortions in the metallic light. The whip's next strike faltered, its trajectory bending as Nadiya's note disrupted the harmonic. But the effort cost her—the counter-frequency demanded breath she couldn't spare, and her lungs burned as she tried to maintain the trill and move at the same time.

The double didn't tire. It didn't gasp. It fought with the mechanical precision of a memory that had been rehearsed so many times it no longer needed a body to perform. Every step was the step Rasul had drilled into her: economy of motion, no wasted energy, the whip an extension of intent rather than muscle.

"Still listening to everyone else," the double sneered, recoiling the whip with a flick of the wrist that Nadiya's own hand twitched to mirror. "Rasul's orders. Jace's plans. Elara's prayers. When do you ever listen to yourself?"

Nadiya's blood pounded in her ears. The double circled, and she circled with it, the two of them moving in the mirror-symmetry that the Tower demanded. She could feel the old patterns trying to reassert themselves—the flinch reflex, the instinct to lower her ears and make herself small, the desperate need to appease that Rasul had cultivated so carefully.

Report everything, the Jackals had said. Your ears are ours. Your routes are ours. If you hold back, we'll know, and we'll send you back to the market stalls with nothing.

She'd believed them for years. Even after she left, even after Jace's party took her in, she'd catch herself cataloguing information out of habit—noting Elara's spell cooldowns, mapping Mira's supply caches, tracking Jace's patrol routes—and she'd feel the glass beads tighten around her throat like a phantom collar.

The double lashed out again. Nadiya caught the whip's end on her forearm wrap, the resonance threads woven into the fabric absorbing the worst of the sonic impact. Pain bloomed anyway—a deep vibration that rattled her bones—but she held on and yanked. The double stumbled forward, off-balance, and Nadiya drove her knee into its midsection.

The clone doubled over, then surged upright with a snarl and backhanded her across the face.

Stars burst. Nadiya tasted copper. She hit the dais on her back, ears ringing, and for a terrible instant she was twelve again, on the floor of Rasul's tent, cheek throbbing, his voice above her saying that's for thinking you could say no.

"Get up," the double said, standing over her. "You always get up. That's the one useful thing about you—you're too stubborn to stay down. But you don't get up for yourself. You get up because you're afraid of what happens if you don't."

Nadiya lay there, staring at the ceiling of the Mirror Hall. Her own face stared back from the panels above—a hundred Nadiyas, some wearing collars, some not, all of them watching to see what she'd do.

Truth, the Tower wanted. Fine.

"You're right," she said.

The words came out cracked and raw, and she let them.

"You're right that I was afraid. Every day with the Jackals, I was terrified. I ran dune routes in sandstorms because refusing meant being sent back, and back meant starving. I wore the collar because taking it off meant I didn't belong to anyone, and belonging to someone terrible was still belonging." Her voice broke on the last word. She didn't try to fix it. "I let Rasul own me. Not just my skills or my time. I let him own my idea of myself. I believed I was only worth what I could deliver."

The double faltered. Its expression—her expression—shifted from contempt to something uneasy.

Nadiya pushed herself up. Her arms shook. Blood from a split lip ran down her chin and dripped onto the black stone.

"I'm still scared," she said, and the admission cost her more than any dune run ever had. "Every morning I wake up and check that the collar isn't back. Not with my hands—I do that too, but I mean in my head. I check whether I still feel free or whether I've just gotten comfortable in a nicer cage." She swallowed hard. "Every time a Jackal comm-rune pings, I feel the glass beads tighten. Every time someone raises their voice, part of me calculates the fastest exit—the window, the door, the shadow under the stairs. When Jace gives an order, I have to remind myself that following it is a choice, not a compulsion. That he'd never punish me for saying no."

She stood. The double watched her with wide eyes—her own eyes, amber and vulpine and full of a fear she'd spent years learning to mask.

"But here's what you don't understand," Nadiya said, and her voice steadied as she spoke. "I choose them. Not because I owe them. Not because I'm afraid of being alone. Because Jace held my hand during a panic attack on Floor Twelve and didn't let go for an hour. Because Elara sings hymns when I can't sleep and never asks why. Because Mira—" her throat tightened. "Because Mira told me her worst secret first so I'd know I wasn't the only one carrying something ugly."

She raised her whistle.

"I belong with them because they let me belong to myself first. And that—" she blew a single clear note, the frequency building in her chest like a shout, "—is something you never offered."

The double recovered and attacked, whip screaming through the air in a desperate overhead arc. Nadiya didn't dodge. She planted her feet, took a breath that filled her lungs with cold metallic air, and blew.

The note that came from her whistle was the purest thing she'd ever produced. It wasn't a counter-frequency or a disruption trill. It was a declaration—a single sustained tone pitched at the exact resonance of the glass beads in the double's collar. The sound hit the clone like a physical force. The glass beads shattered first, popping off the wire one by one in tiny explosions of blue light. The whip unraveled. The double's form rippled, its edges losing coherence.

"You don't get to claim me anymore," Nadiya whispered, and she blew again—harder, louder, the note climbing until the mirror panels around the dais cracked in spider-web patterns and the air itself seemed to vibrate with refusal.

The clone flew apart. Not gently, the way Mira's had dissolved into golden motes. Nadiya's double shattered—a violent, cathartic detonation of light and glass and sound that ripped outward from the point of impact like a stone thrown through a window. The glass-bead fragments pinged against the mirror panels. The whip dissolved into a scream of feedback that died in the chamber's corners. The Jackal insignia burned bright for one instant—the snarling fox skull, rendered in blue fire—and then that too collapsed into nothing.

Silence. The kind that fills a space after a thunderclap, heavy with the memory of noise.

Nadiya stood in the center of it, ears ringing, lungs empty, face wet with tears she hadn't given permission to fall.

`[SYSTEM] Integrity Affirmed: Nadiya (Fennec). Companion Resolve — 78%.`

`[SYSTEM] Resonance +1 (2/3) — companion bonds verified under stress.`

The dais went quiet. The cracked panels settled. Nadiya's legs gave out.

She hit her knees on the black stone and stayed there, breathing in hitches that shook her whole body. The whistle slipped from her fingers and clinked against the floor. She pressed her palms flat on the dais, feeling the stone's fading warmth, anchoring herself to the present because the past was right there at the edges, clawing at her like sand in a storm.

Mira reached her first.

The catgirl slid across the polished floor on her knees, not bothering with grace, and pulled Nadiya into a fierce hug that smelled like Sting Oil and leather and the particular warmth of someone who had faced her own mirror an hour ago and understood. Mira's arms were shaking too, but her grip was iron.

"Knew you'd kick your own tail," Mira said, and her voice was thick in a way she'd deny later. "Best whistle solo I've ever heard. Should charge admission."

Nadiya laughed—or sobbed—or both. The sound came out ugly and honest and she buried it against Mira's shoulder.

Elara knelt beside them, pressing cool hands to Nadiya's temples. Warmth flowed in—not healing magic, just Elara's particular gift of presence, the way she could make you feel like the most important person in a room simply by paying attention. Her thumbs traced small circles against Nadiya's skin, and the ringing in her ears faded to a low hum.

"You spoke truth beautifully," Elara murmured. "The Tower heard it. We all did."

Nadiya pulled back enough to look at her. Elara's eyes were bright with unshed tears—sympathy, not pity. There was a difference, and Elara had always known it.

"I'm tired of carrying it," Nadiya said. Her voice sounded foreign to her own ears. Stripped. "The collar. The debts. Rasul's voice in my head telling me I'm only worth what I deliver."

"Then put it down," Elara said simply. "We'll help you carry everything else."

A shadow fell over them. Jace. He crouched, bringing himself to her level—something he always did, she realized, because standing over someone who'd spent years being looked down on was a choice he refused to make—and offered his forearm.

"You're ours," he said. The words were quiet and absolute, the way he said things that weren't up for negotiation. "That's not a debt. It's not a contract. It's not something that expires."

Nadiya grasped his forearm. His hand closed over hers, warm and calloused and steady. She held on like it was the edge of a rock cistern in the desert and everything else was fever.

"Promise," she said, and hated how small it sounded.

"Promise," he said, without hesitation.

She let him pull her to her feet. Her legs held—barely. Mira stayed at her side, one arm looped through hers with the casual possessiveness of someone who'd decided they were keeping you and didn't need permission. Elara walked on her other side, close enough that their shoulders brushed.

The hall's mirrors shimmered, reflections settling back into passive watchfulness. The cracked panels were mending themselves, glass flowing like slow water, and the images they cast now were just... them. No Jackal crests. No collars. Just four people walking forward together, battered and honest and whole.

Nadiya touched her own throat. Bare skin. No beads. No wire. She'd known that for months—had checked compulsively, fingers finding the same empty collarbone again and again. But for the first time, the absence didn't feel like something missing.

It felt like space she'd cleared on purpose.

"Maybe now the Tower stops sending me invoices," she said, and the joke was weak but the laugh that followed it was real—a fragile, startled thing, like a bird testing wings after a storm.

Mira snorted. "If it sends a bill, I'll forge a receipt."

They moved forward together, deeper into the hall. The hum of the Companion Resolve metric thrummed in the floor like a shared heartbeat—seventy-eight percent, stronger than before, and climbing. Whatever mirrors waited ahead, whatever truths the Tower intended to drag screaming into the light, Nadiya knew one thing with a certainty that settled in her bones like desert heat at noon.

She wasn't running alone anymore. And for the first time in her life, staying didn't feel like surrender.

It felt like arriving.


CHAPTER 20 — LATTICE APPROACH


THE TRANSITION HIT them between one step and the next. The Mirror Hall's polished walls fell away behind them like a dropped curtain, and the floor just—stopped. One moment Mira's boot was on solid stone; the next, it landed on air that held her weight for half a second before remembering it was air.

"Whoa—"

She pitched forward into open space and her stomach flipped as gravity released her like a hand opening.

The Insight tier's main shaft stretched above and below in both directions, a vertical corridor so vast that the far ends dissolved into blue-white haze. Floating shelves drifted at every angle—some horizontal, some tilted, some slowly rotating—loaded with crystalline data cubes that pulsed with inner light. Each cube was roughly fist-sized, faceted like gemstones, and they emitted a faint hum that blended into a chord so complex it sounded almost like music. The air smelled clean and electric, like the moment before a lightning strike, tinged with something older—dust and parchment and the ghost of ink.

Mira tumbled for three seconds before training kicked in. She spread her limbs, caught the zero-g drift, and stabilized herself with the particular full-body awareness that came from a childhood spent climbing buildings that weren't designed to be climbed. Her cloak billowed around her, catching the faint currents that moved through the shaft like tides.

"Zero-g confirmed," Nadiya reported from the ledge behind her, ears rotating like satellite dishes. "Thermals are irregular. There's a crosscurrent about twenty meters down."

"Perfect," Mira said, rotating to face the party. "I've been wanting to fly."

Jace stood at the shaft's entrance, one hand braced on the doorframe, the other gripping his shield. He looked the way he always looked when the ground stopped being reliable: deeply unimpressed. "We're not flying. We're falling with style."

"That's the spirit."

Elara stepped off the ledge with surprising grace—her staff held crosswise for balance, robes drifting around her like she was underwater. Her Shine flickered at her fingertips, casting warm light across the nearest shelves. "The shard is reacting," she said, touching the data shard hung on a chain around her neck. It glowed brighter when she faced the shaft's left quadrant. "That way. The archive is guiding us."

"Breadcrumb trail," Mira said. "Love it. Hate that we're following it in zero-g."

She unclipped two pitons from her belt—steel spikes with retractable tether lines, standard rogue gear for vertical work. She drove the first one into the doorframe behind them. It bit into the stone with a satisfying thunk, and the tether line spooled out as she pushed off into the shaft.

The sensation was extraordinary. Not falling—there was no down to fall toward—but drifting, her body weightless, every movement producing equal and opposite consequences that her muscles had to account for in real time. She flicked her wrist and spun slowly; she tucked her knees and somersaulted. A grin spread across her face before she could stop it. This was climbing without walls, acrobatics without a floor, the purest expression of the spatial awareness she'd spent a lifetime honing in Rogue's Alley's vertical warrens.

She reached the nearest floating shelf and hooked her feet around its edge, anchoring herself while she drove the second piton into the shelf's crystalline substrate. The crystal accepted the steel with a faint chime, and the piton held firm. A tether point. A lifeline.

"Tether set," she called back. "Clip on and follow. Don't touch the cubes—they react to pressure."

She'd noticed it already: the data cubes shifted away from aggressive movement. When she'd tumbled past them, they'd scattered like startled fish. But when she slowed and drifted close, extending a hand gently, one cube drifted toward her fingertips and pressed against her palm with a warmth that felt almost affectionate.

"They like gentle contact," she reported. "Pet the knowledge. Don't grab it."

"Noted," Jace said. He clipped his shield strap to the tether line and pushed off from the doorframe with the controlled precision of someone who trusted physics about as far as he could throw them. Which, to be fair, was pretty far. He moved through the shaft like a man swimming in armor—functional, determined, entirely without grace.

Nadiya launched next, tucking her tail tight against her body and propelling herself in a steady glide that used her small frame to advantage. She moved between shelves like a dart, quick and efficient, her whistle clamped between her teeth.

Elara followed the shard's glow, drifting along the invisible path the archive had laid out for them. Her staff trailed light—golden motes that hung in the zero-g air like suspended fireflies, marking their route for the return trip. Every few seconds, she'd pause and orient herself, letting the shard pulse twice before adjusting course. It was methodical, patient work—the priestess treating navigation like a prayer, which, given Elara, it probably was.

"Anyone else feeling like a bug in a lantern?" Mira asked, drifting between two shelves that rotated gently past each other like the gears of an enormous clock.

"I feel like I'm going to throw up," Jace said flatly.

"Very heroic. Very tank-core."

"Noted." He rotated slowly, shield-first, clearly struggling with the lack of a surface to brace against. Mira watched him overcorrect—pushing off a shelf too hard, spinning half a rotation before catching himself on another—and felt a burst of affection so sharp it startled her. The strongest man she'd ever met, completely undone by the absence of a floor.

They moved deeper into the shaft. The shelves grew denser, stacking in formations that reminded Mira of a library designed by someone who'd never heard of floors—books filed by concept rather than location, organized in three dimensions, accessible from any angle if you could reach them. The data cubes hummed louder as the party advanced, their chord shifting to accommodate new harmonics.

"This is incredible," Elara breathed. "Each cube contains a memory. I can feel them—impressions of people, places, events. The archive isn't just storing data. It's preserving experience."

"Great," Mira said. "Any of those experiences include a map? Because I'm about to lose track of which way is up."

"There is no up," Nadiya said from somewhere below—or above—her. "That's the point."

Mira grinned and pushed off from her current shelf, using her cloak as a sail. She spread it wide, catching one of Nadiya's crosscurrents, and glided forward in a long arc that carried her past three stacks of cubes and deposited her on a large floating platform that seemed to serve as a junction point. The platform was circular, maybe four meters across, and its surface was covered in etched lines that formed a map of the shaft—routes branching in every direction like veins in a leaf.

"Junction here," she called. "Map on the floor. Looks like the main path goes—" she rotated the map with her foot, watching the lines shift, "—straight ahead, then left at something the glyphs are calling 'the Remembering.' Real subtle, Tower."

Jace arrived at the platform with a controlled thud, catching the edge and pulling himself onto it. "How far?"

"Hard to say without a distance scale. Maybe two hundred meters? The cubes get thicker up ahead—I can see a dense cluster that might be a door or a wall."

"Trap potential?"

Mira pulled a dried apricot from her belt pouch—she always kept snacks on hand, a habit from lean years when meals weren't guaranteed—and bit into it while she assessed. The sweetness grounded her, gave her something to chew on besides anxiety.

"Moderate to high," she said around the fruit. "The shelf arrangement ahead is too deliberate. Someone designed a corridor in zero-g space, which means someone wanted to control approach angles. That's either an architect who liked aesthetics or a trap designer who liked funerals."

She cocked her head, studying the shaft ahead. The shelves in the distance were arranged differently—tighter, more deliberately placed, forming what looked almost like a corridor within the open space. And at the far end, barely visible through the drift of glowing cubes, something pulsed. A door. Translucent, sealed with a spiral glyph that caught light and threw it back in fragments.

"Definitely something at the end," she said. "Could be a trap. Could be a door. Could be a trap-door. My favorite kind."

She fired a piton at the nearest dense shelf—the tether line sang as it arced through the zero-g air—and began working her way forward. This was familiar territory, in a way. Different medium, same skills. Instead of scaling a noble's townhouse in the dark, she was navigating a three-dimensional maze of floating libraries, but the principles held: find handholds, test weight, move between cover, and always have a retreat line.

The shelves in the corridor section were close enough to touch from both sides. Mira moved between them with the fluid efficiency of someone who'd been squeezing through tight spaces since she could walk. She tested each shelf before committing her weight—some were stable, anchored by invisible forces, and some drifted freely, spinning away at the slightest contact.

"Watch the loose ones," she warned over her shoulder. "Third shelf on the right is a floater. Touch it and it'll spin you into the cubes."

"Voice of experience?" Nadiya asked, dry enough to be a mirror of Mira's usual delivery.

"I may have just pinwheeled into a stack of ancient memories. Moving on."

A data cube drifted close to Jace's head and he flinched, batting it away. It spun off, pulsing indignantly.

"Don't antagonize the knowledge," Mira called.

"It antagonized me first."

Nadiya caught the displaced cube with gentle hands, steadying it. The cube's glow warmed at her touch, and for a moment a flicker of imagery played across its surface—a fragment of a memory, someone's hand writing in a language Nadiya couldn't read. She released it carefully and watched it drift back to its shelf.

The corridor narrowed. The cubes grew denser, their light intensifying until the air itself seemed to glow. Mira's skin tingled with ambient energy—not unpleasant, but insistent, like standing too close to Elara's Shine during a full heal. The data shard around Elara's neck was blazing now, hot enough that the priestess had pulled it out from under her collar to keep it from burning her chest.

"We're close," Elara said. "I can feel something ahead. Something... aware."

Mira drifted to a stop at the corridor's end. The sealed door hung in the shaft like a panel of frozen moonlight, its spiral glyph rotating slowly. The air around it vibrated in a rhythm that plucked at something in Mira's chest—a pattern she couldn't quite name but that felt profoundly familiar.

She floated closer, studying the door's surface. A small panel beside it displayed a four-note sequence inscribed in Architect glyphs—angular symbols that looked like someone had tried to write music in geometry. Below the sequence, a shallow indentation shaped exactly like the data shard Elara carried.

"Key slot," Mira said, tracing the indentation with her fingertip. The shard-shaped depression was warm to the touch, as if something on the other side was breathing heat through the door. "And a musical lock. Because of course." She tilted her head, listening to the door's vibration. It was steady, rhythmic, almost melodic—and now that she focused, she realized why it sounded familiar. "Elara. Does this sound like one of your hymns to you?"

Elara drifted forward, one hand on her staff, head tilted to listen. Her expression shifted—surprise, then recognition, then something deeper. "It's the Kindling Verse," she said softly. "Third movement. I sing it during restoration prayers."

"So the door's keyed to you. Or at least to your tradition."

"It seems so." Elara's fingers tightened on the shard. "The archive chose us for a reason."

Mira pulled back, giving Elara space, and studied the door from a wider angle. Through its translucent surface, she could see shapes beyond—indistinct, moving, luminous. Something was in there. Something that had been waiting.

"I'm tagging this," Mira said. She pulled a marking chalk from her belt—standard rogue gear for mapping in the dark—and scratched a quick glyph on the shelf nearest the door. A waypoint. "Whatever's behind that door, we want the whole party in position before we open it. Jace, you'll want your shield up. Nadiya, set a retreat tether back to the junction. Elara—you're on shard and hymn duty."

`[SYSTEM] Insight Tier — Custodian Access Point located. Shard required for entry.`

"Custodian," Jace repeated, floating into position beside Mira with his shield angled toward the door. "That's what the Echo Archive called us. Provisional Custodians."

"So this is our front door," Mira said. "Fancy. Has a doorbell and everything."

She floated back to the junction shelf and helped Nadiya set the retreat tethers—three lines anchored to stable shelves, forming a web they could clip to for a quick exit if whatever waited behind the door turned hostile. Each anchor point had to be tested: Mira drove a piton, tugged it, hung her full weight from it, then nodded. Nadiya threaded the lines through carabiner loops with the quick efficiency of someone who'd rigged escape routes across desert canyons.

It was the kind of prep work that Mira's younger self would have skipped entirely, racing ahead on instinct and luck, trusting her reflexes to handle whatever she found. The version of her that existed now—the one who'd faced her own mirror forty minutes ago and admitted that she'd changed—checked the piton anchors twice and tugged each line to test its hold. She didn't know when caution had stopped feeling like cowardice and started feeling like competence, but she suspected it had something to do with having people worth coming back to.

"We're set," Nadiya said, clipping her own harness to the nearest tether. "Retreat lines solid. I've got a resonance trill ready if we need a distraction."

Mira nodded. She drifted back to the sealed door and hovered there, studying the shapes beyond the translucent surface. One of them moved with a fluidity that suggested intelligence—not a trap mechanism, not a creature, but something in between. A presence that watched them the way the data cubes did: with curiosity rather than hostility.

"Whatever's in there," she said to the party, "it's been waiting. The whole shaft is oriented around this point—the shelves, the cubes, the currents. Everything flows toward this door. The archive didn't just store data here. It stored a caretaker."

"A custodian for the Custodians," Elara said.

"Librarian for the library." Mira grinned. "I like it already."

She looked at Jace. He met her eyes, steady as always, and gave her the nod she was looking for—the one that meant I trust your read on this, but I'm ready if you're wrong.

"Elara," Mira said. "Whenever you're ready. Sing us in."

Elara raised the data shard and pressed it into the door's indentation. It clicked into place with a sound like a bell struck once, clean and pure. The spiral glyph accelerated its rotation. Light cascaded across the door's surface in waves.

Elara took a breath, settled her staff against her shoulder, and began to sing.

The Kindling Verse filled the shaft—a melody that was half prayer and half invitation, warm as a hearth fire, clear as water over stones. The four-note sequence on the panel resonated in harmony with Elara's voice, the glyphs glowing gold as each note found its match. The data cubes nearest the door oriented themselves toward the sound like flowers toward sunlight, their hum shifting to complement the hymn.

The door responded. Its surface rippled, went translucent, went clear—and then opened.

Not mechanically. Not with hinges or gears. The door simply became an absence of itself, a threshold between the shaft and whatever lay beyond. Light spilled through, warm and alive, carrying with it the scent of growing things—moss and sap and the particular green-electric smell of a garden that had never seen natural sunlight but thrived anyway.

Beyond the threshold, Mira caught a glimpse: a chamber of floating vines made of light, data cubes nested among them like fruit, and at the center, something that glowed with a steady blue luminescence. A figure. Waiting.

"Contact," Mira said softly.

`[SYSTEM] Custodian Chamber — Ivy Protocol active. Proceed with caution.`

She looked back at the party—Jace with his shield ready, Nadiya with her whistle, Elara with tears on her cheeks from the beauty of her own hymn amplified by the archive—and felt a surge of something she still didn't have the right word for. Gratitude, maybe. Or just the particular warmth of being exactly where she was supposed to be, with exactly the right people, about to step into the unknown.

"Together?" she said.

"Together," Jace confirmed. Nadiya nodded, whistle ready. Elara's hymn faded to a soft hum that hung in the air like warmth.

They crossed the threshold into the light, and the door reformed behind them—not trapping them, but welcoming them in, the way a house closes its door against the cold.

Whatever waited inside, they'd face it the way they faced everything.

Side by side, with bad jokes and good steel and a priestess who could make doors open with a song.

Mira took one last look over her shoulder at the shaft they'd crossed—the tether lines still gleaming, the data cubes drifting in peaceful orbits, the golden motes of Elara's trail fading slowly like stars at dawn. Then she turned forward, toward the light, and didn't look back again.


CHAPTER 21 — LATTICE LIBRARY


THE STACKS WHISPERED to Elara in a language she almost understood.

She drifted through the archive's outer corridors, one hand trailing along shelves that pulsed with captured light. Data ribbons—filaments of distilled knowledge—curled around her fingers like curious animals, tasting the warmth of her skin before retreating to their crystal housings. The air tasted of ozone and old paper, a contradiction that should have been impossible in a structure built entirely of light and logic, yet felt perfectly natural to a woman who prayed to a goddess of flame inside a tower of glass.

Every few breaths, a filament peeled away from the ceiling and wove itself around a text cluster, humming contentedly before drifting on. It felt like standing inside a hymn—one whose melody she knew but whose words still hovered just past her reach.

Ahead, a door hummed.

Not the mechanical hum of gears or the electric buzz of a ward. This was a voice—trembling, layered, caught between a hymn and a cry for help. Elara's pulse quickened. She'd heard trapped spirits before, chained to altars by zealots who mistook binding for devotion. This felt similar, but the frequency was wrong. Too structured. Too precise.

"Something aware is behind that door," she murmured.

Jace moved to her shoulder, shield angled to deflect whatever might come through. Mira materialized from the shadows on her left, daggers drawn and loose. Nadiya pressed close on Elara's right, ears rotating to track the sound's origin.

"Not alive in the way we are," Nadiya corrected softly. "But aware. The hum is cyclic—like breathing."

The door was a slab of crystal lattice, veined with Architect code that shifted restlessly across its surface. At its center, a seal pulsed—half shrine glyph, half geometric proof, woven together so tightly that Elara couldn't tell where prayer ended and mathematics began. She studied the interlocking patterns, recognizing the Warm Hand's spiral of compassion nested inside an Architect's triangular logic gate. Two traditions, bound into a single lock.

She pressed her palm to the seal.

Pain lanced up her wrist—not malicious, but interrogative. The seal was asking a question, and the question burned: Can you hold both?

Both what? Faith and logic. Heart and algorithm. The Warm Hand's mercy and the Architect's precision.

"Elara?" Jace's voice, careful.

"It's testing me," she said through her teeth. "Give me a moment."

She closed her eyes. She'd spent years in the cloister learning that the divine moved through feeling—through the catch in a child's laughter, the ache of a wound being tended, the slow exhale of a patient finding peace. But the Tower demanded more. It demanded proof that compassion could speak in equations.

She could do that. She would do that.

She raised her left hand to the seal and began tracing an Architect rune—a nested triangle meaning access-with-intent—while her right hand pressed deeper into the crystal and her lips shaped the Warm Hand's Opening Prayer. The two languages moved through her simultaneously, meeting in her sternum like converging rivers. Heat spread outward: golden from her right, silver from her left. Her fingertips ached with the dissonance for one terrible second—and then the dissonance resolved into harmony, the way a held chord finally finds its root note.

The seal cracked.

Not violently—it unfolded, petals of crystal pulling apart to reveal the chamber beyond. Concentric balconies unfurled into midair, each lined with shelves made of light. Rivers of script flowed between levels, pouring data from one cube to the next in languid currents. The space was vast and intimate at once, a cathedral and a study.

And at its heart, suspended in a web of shimmering chains made of raw Architect code, hung a figure of translucent plates and dim blue light.

Ivy.

The golem's body was beautiful in the way stained glass was beautiful—fragile-seeming, intricate, lit from within. But the chains dulled her glow. They wrapped around her torso, her wrists, her throat, each link a compressed line of script that Elara could read if she focused: Bound until Custodians prove dual fluency. Bound until empathy and logic share a sentence. Bound until someone speaks both—

Elara stopped reading. She'd seen enough.

"She's been waiting," Elara whispered. The ache in her chest was immediate and familiar—the same ache she felt when she found stray animals curled in temple doorways, too proud to whimper but too tired to hide. "She's been waiting for someone who could speak both languages."

Jace studied the chains, his tactical eye tracing their anchor points. "Can you break them?"

"Not break. Dissolve." Elara stepped into the chamber, feeling gravity soften to a suggestion. She floated toward Ivy, close enough to see the golem's eyes—closed, flickering behind translucent lids like someone dreaming of waking. Close enough to see hairline fractures in the plates where loneliness had worn the surface thin.

Elara placed both hands on the nearest chain. The code pulsed beneath her fingers, testing her again. She answered the way she had answered the seal: Warm Hand prayer in her right hand, Architect rune in her left. But this time she layered them, letting the prayer's cadence shape the rune's geometry, letting the rune's precision give the prayer's warmth a skeleton it could travel through.

The first chain dissolved into motes of light that drifted upward and vanished.

She moved to the next. This one demanded more logic—a proof of set theory expressed as rhythm. Elara tapped the chain in Fibonacci intervals while humming the Canticle of Small Mercies. The chain shivered and came apart. The third demanded a memory of laughter. She gave it Mira's snort from the rappel shaft, the absurdity of dangling above nothing while a catgirl critiqued everyone's form. The chain dissolved with a sound like a bell.

By the time the last chain fell away, her arms trembled and her vision blurred with unshed tears. Not from pain. From recognition. The Tower had built this lock specifically for someone like her—someone who refused to choose between head and heart. The realization sat in her chest like a coal, warm and heavy.

Ivy's eyes opened.

They were blue. Not the flat blue of paint or the cold blue of ice, but the layered blue of deep water catching sunlight—alive, shifting, aware. The golem drew a slow breath that she didn't need but clearly wanted, her translucent plates expanding and contracting in a mimicry of lungs.

"Oh," Ivy said. Her voice was a chord of curiosity and relief, two notes braided together. "You came."

"We came," Elara said, steadying herself against the ambient zero-g.

Ivy's gaze swept across the party gathered at the threshold. Her eyes flickered—processing, cataloging—and Elara watched the golem's fascination bloom in real time. "Four Custodians. Pulse rates elevated. The shield-bearer's cortisol suggests protective instinct—admirable, if hard on the adrenal glands. The small one with knives—" She tilted her head at Mira. "—has an adrenaline signature consistent with excitement rather than fear. The scout's ear rotation indicates active threat assessment, but her breathing is calm. Interesting contradictions."

"Did she just diagnose us?" Mira asked.

"And you," Ivy said, turning back to Elara. Her cool fingers touched Elara's wrist with the gentleness of someone handling scripture. "Your resolve registers as a measurable force. I've cataloged six hundred species of ambient radiation inside this archive, and none of them feel like this. What is it?"

Elara swallowed. "Faith, I think. Maybe stubbornness. They share a border."

"I will investigate the border," Ivy said, entirely serious. Then her posture shifted—plates drawing upward, glow steadying. "How long was I bound?"

"Forty-seven cycles," Elara said quietly, reading from the fading script of the last chain. "Give or take atmospheric drift."

Ivy processed this. Her plates dimmed briefly—the golem equivalent, Elara suspected, of swallowing grief. Then the light returned, brighter than before. "A long time to wait for a conversation. But waiting is what librarians do." She extended her hands. "Shall we proceed to the formal rite? Place your palms atop mine. Intent threads must intertwine."

Elara stepped forward first. Ivy's surface was cool but softened immediately beneath her touch, adjusting to her pulse. A faint glow traced Elara's fingers, pulsing once, twice—a heartbeat echo.

"Truth?" Ivy prompted gently.

Elara inhaled, drawing Warm Hand steadiness into her spine. "Truth: we seek to protect knowledge from exploitation. We offer records of our runs. We vow to treat sanctioned data with reverence."

Ivy's blue eyes brightened. "Accepted."

Jace placed his hand atop Elara's. "Truth: leadership means sharing what we learn, even when it costs us leverage."

"Accepted."

Mira's palm followed. "Truth: I promise not to steal your shelves even if they'd look great in our base."

Ivy's expression flickered—a ripple across her plates that Elara was beginning to read as amusement. "Humor noted. Sincerity confirmed beneath it."

Nadiya finished the circle. "Truth: I listen. I'll keep listening."

The chamber's hum crescendoed. Light wrapped their joined hands, weaving the quartet—quintet now—into a shimmering lattice that pulsed with the rhythm of five heartbeats finding a shared tempo. The glow seeped into Ivy, who gasped softly, her plates brightening to a shade of blue so vivid it painted shadows on the walls.

`[SYSTEM] Ally Registered: Ivy (Golem Librarian, D). Bond Boon: Resonant Recall (3 charges).`

Elara felt the boon settle behind her eyes—a crystalline archive of perfect memory, three uses deep, waiting to be invoked when strategy demanded it. She offered silent thanks to the Warm Hand for aligning divine grace with Architect ingenuity. Two traditions, one gift. The symmetry wasn't lost on her.

"Formalities complete," Ivy said, releasing their hands. She flexed her fingers experimentally, as though rediscovering the act of touching after decades without contact. "Now, we exchange."

She gestured toward a floating dais. Four seats rose from nothing, shaped to their forms—Jace's wider to accommodate the shield, Nadiya's angled for tail comfort, Mira's spinning gently because Ivy had apparently already extrapolated the rogue's restlessness. As they settled, Ivy produced a silver teapot from her chest. Literally—the translucent plates parted to reveal a storage cavity brimming with cups, quills, and crystalline bookmarks.

"Tea," she announced proudly. "Synthesized per Warm Hand archive recipe. I have been perfecting the lavender ratio for thirty-one cycles. Please evaluate."

Elara accepted a cup. The aroma mirrored the atrium's brew—lavender anchored by faint citrus, with an undertone of something honeyed that the original recipe didn't include. She sipped and felt warmth bloom in her chest like a held prayer. "It's perfect."

"Yay," Mira whispered to Nadiya. "We've adopted a tea-synthesizing librarian."

"You adopted me?" Ivy asked, her eyes widening until the blue light filled her entire face.

Elara set down her cup. The golem's surprise was so naked—so utterly free of guile—that it cracked something open in her chest. Forty-seven cycles alone, perfecting tea for guests who never came.

"We would be honored to count you as family," Elara said carefully, "if you wish."

Ivy's plates rippled. "I will study parameters for 'family.' Initial data suggests elevated warmth and mutual obligation. I find both agreeable." She straightened, visibly composing herself. "Now, exchange."

Elara retrieved her crystal recorder—every trial logged, every shrine annotation layered in. Ivy absorbed the data in a wash of light, runes flickering across her plates, then projected the information as shimmering ribbons indexed with precise tags: Precision Glyph, Compassion Log, Bright Lances Intervention.

"Your honesty rating is unusually high," Ivy murmured, scanning with the reverence Elara usually reserved for scripture. "The Tower likes you."

"We like it back," Jace said dryly.

Ivy waved her hand. A holographic orrery blossomed above the dais—not small, but a full-scale projection that filled the space between floor and ceiling. Seven points of light orbited a central axis: five glowing with varying intensity, one flickering weakly, one dark.

"These are the Waypoint Spires," Ivy said, her voice taking on the reverent cadence of a scholar approaching sacred text. "Seven in the Architect network." She touched the brightest point. "Sky Tower is yours. Here." The light pulsed warmly. "Frozen Bell sits north, in the ice." Pale blue. "Whispered Forge, southern archipelago." Amber, smoldering. "Azure Bloom, submerged coastal." Sea-green, rippling as if underwater.

"And this?" Nadiya traced the flickering light with a fingertip.

"Verdant Coil," Ivy said. "Jungle interior. Its signal degrades—I cannot determine cause without a Custodian on-site." She paused. "Two more Spires exist in the network architecture, but their names and locations have been redacted. Even I cannot read them."

Elara stared at the orrery. Seven Spires. An entire hidden infrastructure connecting the world's knowledge, and they'd barely scratched the surface of one. The Warm Hand's archives spoke of grand designs—temples planned by the goddess to span continents—but nothing on this scale. Nothing this precisely engineered.

This is what happens when faith builds with both hands, she thought. One for warmth, one for geometry.

"The Frozen Bell pinged three times today," Ivy added. Faint pulses rippled outward from the northern node. "Someone—or something—stirs it."

Elara and Jace exchanged a glance. The Envoy's mandate. The rival factions. The web was growing threads faster than they could count.

"We'll get there," Elara said. "One Spire at a time."

Ivy dismissed the orrery and summoned two data cubes. "Practical matters. Mirror algorithm: designed to test loyalty. The more deception present, the stronger the clone. Emotional honesty weakens it. Scribe language: runic syntax derived from Architect logic. I can coach you in the symbols."

`[SYSTEM] Archive Intelligence: Mirror Protocol + Scribe Syntax unlocked.`

"That will save us hours," Jace exhaled.

"You'll still need to practice," Ivy warned, one finger raised. "Insight rewards effort. But I can provide training nodes."

"Do it," Mira said. "Soon as we finish tea."

Ivy's plates shimmered as she processed another thought. "Also, I have a request." She clasped her hands, her posture shifting in a way Elara could only describe as shy—plates drawing closer together, glow dimming to a softer shade. "Teach me what a 'flirt' is. I observe your banter and the corresponding biometric spikes and would like to understand the mechanism."

Mira nearly sprayed tea across the dais. "I volunteer as tribute."

Jace pinched the bridge of his nose. "Later. Definitely later."

Elara hid a smile behind her cup. "Perhaps a lesson during downtime."

"I will schedule it," Ivy said, brightening. "Tentatively: post-Scribe, pre-celebration."

With tea finished, they moved to the practice balcony. Ivy conjured floating glyph nodes, each pulsing with soft light—nine-symbol sequences the Scribe would use to test reasoning. Elara and Mira took turns tracing symbols midair while Ivy corrected their stroke order with patient precision. Nadiya set a whistle cadence to anchor the rhythm. Jace logged transitions, occasionally asking Ivy to replay a tricky inversion.

The practice stretched long enough for muscles to ache. Elara fell into a rhythm, alternating between Architect strokes and Warm Hand gestures, discovering that the two systems shared a grammar she hadn't noticed before. Curved lines meant intention in both languages. Sharp angles meant boundaries. The overlap thrilled her—as though she'd spent her whole life reading two halves of the same book and only now found the binding.

At one point, Ivy paused beside her. "Observation: your hum harmonizes with the Warm Hand archives stored here," she said softly, plates angled toward Elara like flowers toward sunlight. "The resonance stabilizes data clusters within a twelve-meter radius. Would you sing more?"

Elara obliged, letting a gentle hymn fill the space—an old lullaby the senior priestesses sang to children who woke from nightmares, about a hand that held the dark until morning came. The shelves glowed brighter. Ribbons of script slowed their restless flowing and settled into stable orbits. Mira rolled onto her back midair, eyes closed, letting the music cradle her. Nadiya breathed easier, ears relaxing to half-mast. Even Jace's rigid posture softened, shield arm dropping to his side.

"Data point," Ivy whispered when the song faded. "Organic resonance amplifies storage stability by fourteen percent. Your singing is, statistically, infrastructure maintenance."

Elara laughed—a real, unguarded laugh that surprised her. "I'll add 'singing to shelves' to my résumé."

"Please do," Ivy said, entirely serious. "I will provide a reference."

Before they departed, Ivy produced a slim crystalline ring. "For Tamsin," she said. "Resonant fabricator schematic. She must promise not to replicate without network approval."

Elara took the ring carefully, feeling data pulse inside it like a second heartbeat. "We'll pass along the condition."

`[SYSTEM] Schematic Received: Resonant Fabricator (Tamsin clause).`

Finally, Ivy handed them a translucent bookmark etched with their party sigil—a shield crossed with a staff, flanked by twin daggers and a whistle. "Press this against any archive door, and I will know you've arrived."

Elara tucked it into her satchel. "Thank you, Ivy. Friend."

Ivy tilted her head. The word landed on her like light—visible in the way her plates brightened, the way her hands unclenched, the way her eyes softened from analytical blue to something warmer. "Friend," she repeated. "I like that word. It has a specific gravity I did not anticipate."

They left the chamber buoyed by tea, glyph lessons, and the knowledge that the Tower now counted a librarian among their family. Elara glanced back one last time as the door began to seal. Ivy stood amid the floating shelves, light pooling around her feet like a halo, one hand raised in a wave she'd clearly been practicing—a little stiff, a little eager, entirely endearing.

For the first time since the Warm Hand cloister, Elara felt as though she'd found another sanctum. Not one built of stone and candlelight, but one built of data and devotion, waiting to be tended by hands that spoke both languages.

She raised her own hand in return, and the door closed between them like a prayer answered.

"Next stop?" Mira asked, spinning midair.

"Mirror Doubles, final pass," Jace said. "Then the Scribe."

Elara tightened the strap of her satchel, feeling the bookmark warm against her hip. "With Ivy watching over the archive, we'll face both with clarity."

They pushed off the balcony, gliding toward the next trial, hearts steadied by hymn, tea, and the knowledge that truth had earned them something the Tower valued more than combat prowess: trust. Somewhere behind them, Ivy's gentle song threaded through the shelves, harmonizing with the Tower's own hum—two voices learning to sing together.


CHAPTER 22 — INSIGHT BRIEFING


JACE HAD EXPECTED maps. Instead, Ivy led them to a viewing chamber that hovered half a level above the Lattice—a platform of frosted glass surrounded by transparent walls that looked out over the entire archive like a crow's nest above a luminous sea. From here the shelves resembled nerve bundles, light pulsing through them in steady rhythms that reminded Jace of the heartbeat monitors he'd once studied in the guild's field-medic training. Alive, or close enough to make the distinction academic.

Ivy called up a holographic interface, and the air filled with data.

Not a polite amount. Not a manageable trickle. A flood—glyph constellations rotating in nested layers, resonance charts plotting curves he couldn't name, an orrery of Waypoint signatures pulsing at different frequencies, threat matrices color-coded in shades he hadn't known existed, timeline projections fanning out like the branches of an inverted tree. The information pressed against his skull with an almost physical weight, and Jace felt the old instinct flare: absorb it all, process it alone, protect the party from the complexity so they could focus on swinging and praying and scouting.

He gripped the bench and breathed.

"Welcome to the Insight Briefing," Ivy said, hands folded with the poise of a professor who'd rehearsed this lecture for decades without an audience. "Please remain seated. Overload can induce vertigo."

"Hit us," Mira said, flopping into a suspended chair with her legs dangling. Her eyes sparkled. She loved this stuff—the cloak-and-dagger intelligence side of tower climbing—the way some people loved dessert. Jace envied her ability to treat information like a game rather than a burden.

Elara settled beside him, staff across her knees, radiating the quiet watchfulness she brought to everything. Nadiya perched cross-legged on the far seat, whistle between her fingers, ears swiveling to track the data streams as though they had sound.

"Context first," Ivy began. She gestured, and the mess of data condensed into a three-dimensional map with the Sky Tower at its center, rendered in lines of light so fine they looked drawn by spiders. Lines extended outward, connecting to six other points in a web that spanned what Jace estimated was half the known continent.

"The Architect network comprises seven Waypoint Spires. Known active nodes—" Ivy touched each point as she named it, and each bloomed into a miniature projection of its environment. "Sky Tower—you are here." Their own Spire, rendered as a vertical column of spiraling light. "Frozen Bell, northern ice shelf." A crystalline structure wrapped in frost, glowing pale blue. "Whispered Forge, southern archipelago." Amber light pulsing in the rhythm of a smithy's bellows. "Azure Bloom, submerged coastal." Sea-green, the projection rippling with simulated currents. "Verdant Coil, jungle interior—signal degrading." A tangle of green light, flickering. "Two remain undiscovered or dormant. Their designations have been redacted from even my archives."

Jace leaned forward, studying the connections between nodes. The lines weren't uniform—some pulsed steadily, others stuttered, and two had gone entirely dark. "The dead links," he said. "What broke them?"

"Unknown," Ivy said. "The Architect network was designed for redundancy, but redundancy assumes maintenance. The Spires have been unattended for—" She paused, calculating. "—a significant period. Entropy accrues."

"Forty-seven cycles of entropy," Elara said quietly. The number landed with weight. That was how long Ivy herself had been chained.

Ivy acknowledged this with a small nod, plates dimming briefly before she pressed on. "More immediately relevant: Frozen Bell pinged three times in the last cycle." She highlighted the northern node. Faint pulses rippled outward from it, each one carrying a compressed data packet that Ivy unpacked into shimmering text. "The pings are distress signals. Someone—or something—is activating the Bell's resonance core."

"Could be the Envoy," Elara said.

"Or rivals," Mira muttered. "Maybe the Bright Lances have friends up north."

"Both hypotheses noted," Ivy said. "I cannot confirm without a Custodian on-site. However—" She zoomed in on the Frozen Bell's projection, and Jace saw frost crystals forming and dissolving across the structure's surface in rapid cycles, as though the Spire were breathing through a fever. "—the pattern suggests an intentional activation, not a malfunction. Someone is ringing it."

The implication settled over the room like cold air. Intentional meant purposeful. Purposeful meant a player they hadn't met yet.

Jace filed it away. Frozen Bell—future mission seed, priority uncertain, timeline unknown. He added it to the mental checklist that had been growing since they entered Insight, felt the list's weight settle across his shoulders like a second shield. Mirror trial. Scribe fight. Spire network. Bright Lances. Jackal signals. Tamsin's request. The Envoy's mandate. Frozen Bell distress. Each item was critical. Each demanded his full attention. The math didn't work. There were more variables than he had hands, and the old part of him—the part that equated leadership with omniscience—wanted to white-knuckle every one of them into submission.

"Which brings us to local actors," Ivy continued, swiping the map to zoom into the Sky Tower's internal layout. Icons highlighted different parties: their own, the Bright Lances, a rogue duo in purple marked unknown affiliation, and two sets of faded footsteps representing earlier delvers who'd abandoned their runs.

"Bright Lances are two segments behind you," Ivy said. She highlighted their icon—a stylized lance in harsh white—and expanded it into a dossier. Resolve rating graph, combat tendencies, a timeline of their interactions with Jace's party. The resolve line wobbled like a drunk walking a tightrope. "Their resolve rating is unstable—oscillating between aggression and something my archives classify as 'grudging respect.' They tampered with the archive door before you arrived; I logged the intent." A data flag popped up, red-edged. "Your intervention in the rappel shaft improved the Tower's assessment of your party significantly."

"Good," Jace said. "Keep logging."

"Already done," Ivy said, clearly pleased by the validation. "Now—Mirror trial data."

A new projection materialized: wireframe figures locked in combat, overlaid with readouts tracking integrity, deception index, and resonance stability. Jace recognized the silhouettes—Mira's clone, Nadiya's clone, the shapes of their earlier fight rendered in analytical geometry.

"Emotional admission weakens clones," Ivy explained, highlighting key moments in the replay. "Specifically, each honest statement reduces clone reaction speed by a measurable margin. Conversely, posturing or deception strengthens the copy's aggression and durability."

"So no swaggering lies," Jace said, glancing pointedly at Mira.

She raised both hands. "I'm reformed. Mostly. Sixty percent. Seventy on a good day."

"The Scribe will test a different axis," Ivy continued, dismissing the Mirror data. "Logic, not loyalty. It asks questions using a runic syntax—" She conjured a floating glyph, each stroke labeled with an Architect numeral. "—and judges the coherence of your reasoning, not the correctness. There are no wrong answers, only poorly argued ones."

"Philosophy exam," Mira groaned. "My favorite."

"You will see pairs of runes representing cause and effect," Ivy went on, unperturbed. "Memorize a sequence of nine. I'll drill you later."

Jace's head began to buzz. The data density was climbing again—he could feel it stacking behind his forehead like cards in a deck being shuffled too fast. His fingers tightened on the bench's edge. The old habit surged: absorb it, carry it, shield the others. He'd been doing it since his first guild command, back when his squad leader told him that the mark of a good tank was knowing everything on the field so no one else had to.

But that squad leader had burned out before level thirty. Jace remembered the man's hollow eyes, the way he'd stopped laughing, the morning he'd put down his shield and walked out of the guild hall without a word.

That's where this road goes if I hoard every datapoint.

Ivy noticed him gripping the bench. She dimmed the surrounding holograms with a gentle wave, reducing the visual noise to a soft ambient glow. "Information overload detected," she said. "Pause?"

He nodded gratefully. The buzz behind his eyes receded a fraction. "Thanks."

The silence that followed was comfortable—Ivy's particular gift, he was realizing. She didn't rush to fill it. She waited, hands folded, blue eyes steady, offering the silence like another cup of tea.

Elara touched his arm. "You all right?"

Jace exhaled slowly. He looked at the data still hovering around them—reduced but not gone, waiting for him, patient as a librarian. "It's a lot," he admitted. "But necessary. The more I understand—"

"The better you can call plays," Mira finished for him. "Yeah, we know the speech, boss."

He almost smiled. Almost.

Ivy leaned in, her expression earnest in a way that only someone who'd spent forty-seven cycles alone could manage—as though every conversation was precious and she refused to waste a syllable. "Remember: knowledge is support, not burden. Share the load. That is what Custodians do."

He stared at her. The words weren't complicated. He'd heard them before—from Elara, from Mira in her own sideways fashion, from Nadiya in the quiet way she simply showed up and listened. But hearing it from a construct who'd literally been chained by the weight of unshared knowledge landed differently. Ivy had been alone with all the data in the world and no one to give it to. The isolation hadn't just been imprisonment; it had been a kind of suffocation.

"All right," Jace said. "I hear you."

He sat up straighter, rolling his shoulders until the tension cracked. "Here's what we're going to do. We're going to divide this. Not because I can't hold it, but because holding it alone is stupid, and this Tower has been pretty clear about rewarding us for not being stupid."

Mira put a hand over her heart. "Growth."

He ignored her. Mostly. The warmth in his chest was inconvenient.

"Elara—you take spiritual ethics coordination. Ivy's archives have Warm Hand data, shrine annotations, moral precedent. You're the only one who can read that fluently and feel what it means at the same time. Cross-reference it with Scribe logic so we know where compassion and reasoning intersect. If the Scribe asks us a moral question mid-fight, I need your answer in my ear before the second arm swings."

Elara nodded, already reaching for her recorder. Her expression was calm, but Jace caught the slight lift at the corner of her mouth—pride, not in the task, but in being trusted with it. "Done."

"Mira—rival trajectories. Bright Lances, the unknown duo, anyone else who shows up on Ivy's sensors. You think like a thief. Use it. Figure out who's going where and what they want."

Mira saluted with her teacup. "Espionage is my love language."

"Nadiya—environmental data. Frequencies, anomalies, Jackal signals, resonance fluctuations. You hear things the rest of us miss. Log everything, even if it seems minor."

Nadiya's whistle twirled between her fingers. "Already started. The left wall has been humming in C-sharp for the last ten minutes. Might be nothing. Might not."

"See? That." Jace pointed at her. "That's exactly what I mean."

He turned to Ivy. "And I'll handle keystone protocols. Scribe syntax, boss mechanics, tactical sequencing. Feed me the drill schedule and I'll learn it."

Ivy beamed. The light radiating from her plates intensified enough to cast their shadows against the far wall. "Delegation logged. Efficiency projection increases by—" She calculated. "—a lot. Technical term."

"She's learning humor," Mira stage-whispered to Nadiya.

`[SYSTEM] Leadership Load: Distributed. Resonant Recall available (3 charges).`

The Tower's little ping hung in the air like a quiet nod of approval. Jace's shoulders loosened a fraction—not because a system notification told him he'd done well, but because the weight had actually shifted. He could feel it redistributing, each team member picking up a piece of the load and fitting it into their own strengths. The mental checklist shrank. Not because there was less to do, but because he wasn't the only one reading it.

"One more item," Ivy said. She reached into the data stream and extracted a crystalline schematic—a three-dimensional blueprint that rotated slowly in the air, its lines precise and its annotations dense with fabrication data. "Waypoint infrastructure schematics. Network backbone specifications, resonance relay calibration, structural tolerances for inter-Spire communication." She paused. "I believe your associate Tamsin requested something of this nature?"

Jace stared at the schematic. Even with his limited engineering knowledge, he could see the elegance of it—the way the relay points were positioned to create overlapping fields of resonance coverage, the redundancies built into every junction, the graceful arcs of the communication pathways that traced curves he recognized from Elara's shrine architecture. Form following function following beauty. Tamsin had spent years reverse-engineering fragments of Architect design from broken artifacts and partial blueprints. This was the source material. The original draft. It would be like handing a musician the first sheet of music ever written.

"She's going to frame this on her wall," Mira said. "Then build a shrine to it. Then build a smaller shrine inside the first shrine."

"And then cry," Nadiya added. "The good kind."

"The schematic carries a condition," Ivy added. "Replication requires network approval. Tamsin must agree before accessing the data."

Jace took the crystalline storage unit carefully. It was warm in his palm, alive with compressed information. "We'll make sure she understands. She's responsible—she'll agree."

"Your conviction is noted," Ivy said.

`[SYSTEM] Waypoint Schematics Downloaded (Tamsin authorization pending).`

Jace tucked the schematic into his belt pouch. The weight of it felt different from the data weight—physical, finite, something he could hand to someone else. A gift rather than a burden. He was beginning to understand the distinction.

"Now," Ivy said, folding her hands. "Remaining agenda item: the Lattice anomaly." She pointed to a spot on the Sky Tower schematic where the data lines tangled into a knot of flickering light. "A memory strand has come loose near the Reflection Atrium. If unattended, it may spawn corrupted doubles—echoes without origin, aggressive and directionless. You are closest. I recommend intervention after this briefing."

"On it," Jace said.

"What about the Jackal rune that pinged Nadiya?" Elara asked. "Can you track those signals?"

Ivy's eyes flickered. "Yes. Their command tower sits outside the Spire, but they have relay drifts within range. I can mute them if you wish."

Nadiya shook her head, ears flat. "Not yet. I need proof I chose this family, not silence by default."

The words landed with a quiet intensity that made the briefing room feel smaller. Jace met her gaze and nodded. "You tell us if you change your mind."

"I will," she said. "But I won't."

Jace let the moment settle before returning to business. He repeated the key points aloud, ticking them off on his fingers—Mirror weaknesses, Scribe logic structure, Frozen Bell distress, Bright Lances trajectory, Lattice anomaly, Tamsin schematics—and watched his team nod along, each one tracking their assigned domain. It wasn't that the information had shrunk. It was that it had been organized into compartments small enough for individuals to carry.

"Briefing complete," Ivy said, clasping her hands. "I suggest a short meditation before tackling the anomaly. Shall I hum?"

"Please," Elara said.

Ivy emitted a soft melody, blending Warm Hand motifs with metallic overtones that resonated off the glass walls of the viewing chamber. The sound threaded through Jace's bones, finding knots of tension he hadn't noticed and working them loose. He closed his eyes and let the hum sync with his heartbeat—not controlling, not analyzing, just receiving. For thirty seconds, maybe a full minute, there was no checklist. No threat assessment. No chain of command running through his skull like a ticker tape. Just a melody, and the sound of four people breathing around him, and the knowledge that they were all carrying a piece of the map.

The briefing data settled in his mind like sediment finding the bottom of a still pond. Organized. Accessible. Shared. He could almost see each piece resting in its designated hand—Elara's ethics, Mira's espionage, Nadiya's frequencies, his own tactical drills—arranged like instruments in an orchestra. No single player carried the whole score.

When the melody faded, the silence it left behind felt earned.

The party rose as one. Jace retrieved his shield, running his thumb along the rim. The metal was warm from the ambient resonance, and for a moment he imagined he could feel the data they'd been given vibrating through its surface—not as weight, but as readiness.

"Back to work," he said.

Mira cracked her knuckles with theatrical relish. "Ready to smack more reflections."

Nadiya twirled her whistle. "I'll call beats."

Elara tucked the bookmark into her satchel, fingers lingering on it. "And I'll make sure our ethics stay current."

Jace inclined his head toward Ivy. "Thank you for the download. And for the pause."

"Thank you for accepting both," Ivy replied. Her voice was warm in a way that didn't come from any heating element. "Remember: the Tower records. Make it proud."

He smiled—a real one, not the tactical half-smile he wore in combat. "We plan to."

`[SYSTEM] Insight Briefing Logged. Proceed to Reflection Atrium.`

They pushed off the platform and glided toward the Reflection Atrium, data still sparkling in the air behind them like a fading constellation. Jace kept the key points running in his mind, but for the first time since entering Insight, the mental weight felt distributed. Not gone—never gone, not for a tank who cared too much—but shared. Held by four other sets of hands and one pair made of translucent glass.

With Ivy watching the archive, with Resonant Recall banked for the Scribe, and with his team carrying their own corners of the map, Jace felt something he hadn't expected to find in a briefing room: relief.

"Let's keep the rhythm," he said quietly as they drifted into the corridor.

"Always," came the chorus—steady, sure, and lighter than it had any right to be.


CHAPTER 23 — SCRIBE PREPARATIONS


MIRA THOUGHT SHE'D left homework behind in the Warm Hand cloister when she ran off to swipe her first coin purse. Yet here she was, hovering in a zero-g practice hall while a sentient librarian projected grammar drills in midair. The universe, she decided, had a cruel sense of irony and terrible comedic timing.

The practice hall was a bubble of crystalline walls suspended in the archive's upper reaches, its interior lit by rotating glyph nodes that cast shifting patterns across every surface. Ivy had configured the space for maximum concentration—dimmed ambient light, muted the hum of nearby data streams, even adjusted the temperature to what she called "optimal cognitive performance range," which Mira privately translated as "slightly too cold." A chill prickled along her bare arms, and her tail curled tighter around her waist for warmth.

"Begin with the base sequence," Ivy said, floating nearby with her hands folded and her blue eyes tracking Mira's movements with the intensity of a cat watching a bird—which, given that Mira was the cat in most scenarios, felt deeply unfair. "Nine symbols. Invert every third."

"Piece of cake," Mira said, twirling her dagger. She'd coated the blade tip with Shadow Mirror oil—a trick she'd picked up in the Alley for leaving luminous marks on walls. The oil would let her draw glyphs that lingered in midair long enough for Ivy to critique them.

She traced the first symbol: spiral, line, dot. The oil caught the ambient light and held, hanging in the air like frozen smoke. The second symbol elongated like a wave; she cut it cleanly, the dagger's edge leaving a trail of faintly glowing residue.

The third required an inversion—flip the spiral inside out without breaking the line. Mira attempted it, tongue between her teeth, wrist turning in a motion that felt like picking a lock backwards. The rune shimmered, then dissolved into hissing static.

"Oops."

"Restart from symbol three," Ivy said. "Remember: intention matters as much as motion. The glyph reads your commitment to the stroke."

"My commitment is fine," Mira muttered. But she closed her eyes for a heartbeat, recalled the sentinel's coils from the earlier trial—the way they'd twisted with purpose, each movement deliberate—and traced the inversion again. This time the rune held, glowing pale blue, its lines crisp.

"Acceptable," Ivy said. "Your cortisol dropped twelve percent when you focused. I recommend focused breathing before every inversion."

"You're monitoring my cortisol?"

"I monitor everything," Ivy said serenely. "It's what librarians do."

Jace anchored himself to a nearby rung, watching the practice with a mix of amusement and assessment. "Keep the cadence we drilled earlier. Nadiya, give her a beat."

Nadiya whistled a steady three-count from her perch on a floating shelf: high, low, medium. The notes cut through the practice hall's hush like dropped coins in a temple. Mira matched her strokes to the rhythm, falling into a flow state that felt like the best kind of thievery—the kind where your hands knew what to do before your brain caught up.

She finished the nine-symbol sequence. The runes floated ahead of her, forming a compact block of light that pulsed once and held.

"Not bad," she said, stretching her arms overhead until her shoulders popped.

"Again," Ivy prompted gently.

Mira groaned but obliged. The second run went smoother, the inversions clicking into place like tumblers in a lock she'd already cased. By the third, she started humming under her breath—mixing the Warm Hand hymn Elara had sung in the archive with an Alley rhythm that the street musicians played on festival nights. The glow around the runes brightened, somehow responding to the melody.

"Music improves glyph stability," Ivy noted, fascinated. "Organic harmonic patterns reduce symbol decay by a measurable margin. We should publish a study."

"Put my name on it," Mira said, winking. "Professor Quickpaw, Department of Applied Larceny and Rune Theory."

By the fifth sequence, the movements had become muscle memory. Mira could feel the Scribe's language settling into her body the way fighting styles did—not as knowledge, but as instinct. Draw, invert, connect. Draw, invert, connect. The oil on her dagger left trails of light that lingered like signatures on a contract.

"Five flawless sequences," Ivy announced. "Glyph shorthand unlocked. Your response windows during the Scribe fight will be reduced by a small but meaningful margin."

"See?" Mira waved her dagger lazily. "Brains and blades."

Jace nodded approval, but his eyes were already on the next problem. "Good. Now we need to talk tactics. Ivy, what does the Scribe actually look like?"

Ivy conjured a projection: a tall figure composed of liquid metal, its surface constantly flowing and reforming. Multiple arms extended from its torso—six, eight, sometimes twelve—each one holding a different writing implement or weapon. Its face was featureless except for a single line of script that scrolled continuously across where its forehead would be.

"The Scribe of Many Paths," Ivy said. "Boss-class guardian of the Insight tier. It fights with questions. Each arm represents a different line of reasoning. When it attacks physically, the blows carry logic puzzles—answer incorrectly and the impact is doubled. Answer correctly and you can redirect the force."

"So it punches you with philosophy," Mira said. "Wonderful."

"Essentially, yes."

"Can we just... stab it?"

"You can attempt to destabilize its physical form, but it regenerates from the answer pool. The only way to defeat it permanently is to solve its core riddle—a nine-part logic chain presented during the fight." Ivy paused. "It will demand that you argue with each other. Disagreement feeds it data points. Agreement starves it."

Mira looked at Jace. Jace looked at Mira. They both looked at Elara.

"We're doomed," Mira said flatly.

"We argue about everything," Jace agreed.

"Then practice agreeing," Ivy said, as though this were the most obvious solution in the world. "Which brings me to scenario puzzles."

She conjured three floating holos, each displaying a branching logic problem. Mira squinted at the first one: If resonance drops below threshold during combat, do you spend Tactics to maintain momentum, or retreat to conserve?

"Spend," Mira said immediately. "Momentum is everything. You stall, you die."

"Conserve," Jace countered. "Burning Tactics early leaves you empty for the boss phase."

"Interesting," Ivy said. "You've both identified valid strategies. Now synthesize them."

They stared at each other. Nadiya whistled a low note—her you're-both-being-ridiculous note.

Elara stepped in. "Spend selectively. Commit Tactics to one decisive push, then conserve during the recovery window. The Scribe rewards intentional reasoning, not blanket strategies."

"Synthesis accepted," Ivy said. "The Scribe's logic engine values arguments that acknowledge trade-offs. Absolute positions weaken your case."

Mira filed that away. The Scribe didn't want right answers—it wanted good arguments. She could work with that. She'd been arguing her way out of trouble since she was six.

They worked through two more scenarios—one about prioritizing ally defense versus pressing an attack, another about whether to share intelligence with rival parties—debating, synthesizing, learning to build on each other's reasoning instead of tearing it down. By the third scenario, something clicked. The banter sharpened into collaborative thinking, each disagreement becoming a stepping stone rather than a wall.

Elara produced ration bars. Mira tore into hers, chewing while she reviewed the glyph sequences in her head. The flavors were uninspiring—compressed grain and dried fruit—but her body needed the calories and her brain needed the break.

"One more exercise," Ivy said, gliding between them. "Tactical replay."

She pressed the bookmark token to Jace's palm. "Resonant Recall. I recommend reviewing the Mirror fight for timing analysis."

Jace activated the boon. Light burst overhead, and the practice hall filled with a top-down replay of their earlier Mirror Doubles combat. Mira watched herself from above—a strange, vertigo-inducing experience, like reading someone else's diary about her own life. She saw her double pivot near the third column, the moment she'd committed to the left feint. From up here, the delay was obvious.

"There," she said, pointing. "I wasted half a second on the redirect. Could've gone straight for the clone's blind side."

"And here—" Jace highlighted a gap between his shield bash and Elara's Shine pulse. "—there's a two-count window where the clone's guard drops. That's exactly where the Scribe will insert a logic question. If we fill that gap with a pre-agreed answer—"

"We turn the pause into a weapon," Mira finished. "Attack and answer simultaneously."

"Precisely," Ivy said, her plates brightening with approval. "Combat choreography synchronized with logical reasoning. The Scribe's difficulty rating drops significantly when parties demonstrate integrated response."

They ran through the replay twice more, tagging moments where dialogue could replace hesitation, where a shouted agreement could serve as both battle cry and puzzle answer. Nadiya timed each window with her whistle, building a rhythmic map of the fight's breathing room.

`[SYSTEM] Resonant Recall charge spent. Charges remaining: 2.`

The replay faded. Mira felt sharper, as if she'd re-experienced the adrenaline without the bruises—a tactical hangover without the headache.

"That's addictive," she muttered. "In a good way."

"Moderation," Ivy warned, one finger raised. "Two charges remain. Save them for the Scribe itself."

"Noted."

The practice hall settled into a comfortable lull. Ivy dimmed the glyph nodes and lowered the ambient temperature another degree—apparently her version of creating a "study atmosphere." Mira perched on a floating shelf with her legs crossed, watching Ivy fuss with data projections across the room.

"Hey, Ivy?"

"Yes?"

"You asked about flirting earlier."

Ivy's plates rippled. She turned to face Mira with an expression of such earnest anticipation that Mira nearly lost her nerve. "You said you would teach me. Is now appropriate?"

Mira glanced around. Jace was deep in Scribe syntax with Elara, heads bent over glyph charts, voices low. Nadiya was logging whistle patterns in her notebook. Private enough.

"Sure," Mira said. "Crash course. Lesson one: a flirt is when you say something nice to someone, but you say it sideways. Like, instead of 'you're pretty,' you say 'I'd steal your portrait and hang it somewhere I'd see it every morning.'"

Ivy processed this. "So the compliment is delivered through an indirect metaphor that implies sustained interest?"

"When you put it like that, it sounds clinical, but yeah."

"Fascinating." Ivy's eyes flickered—recording, Mira suspected. "And the biometric response? When Elara compliments Jace, his pulse increases by eight beats per minute. When you compliment Nadiya, her ear rotation accelerates. These are involuntary responses to flattery?"

"Not flattery. Flirting. There's a difference."

"Explain the difference."

Mira thought about it. "Flattery is saying nice things to get something. Flirting is saying nice things because you like the way the other person's face looks when they hear it."

Ivy was silent for a full three seconds—an eternity for a construct that processed data at archive speeds. "So the reward is the other person's reaction, not a material outcome."

"Exactly."

"That is... inefficient. And lovely." Ivy tilted her head. "What about kissing? I have observed references in archived romance literature, but the biomechanical descriptions are contradictory."

Mira choked on a laugh. "Okay, uh—kissing. Right. So you press your lips to someone else's lips—"

"I understand the mechanical process. What I don't understand is why. The nerve density in human lips is approximately one hundred per square centimeter. That's sufficient for detailed tactile analysis, but tactile analysis can be achieved through handshakes. Why the lips specifically?"

Mira opened her mouth, closed it, and then started laughing—really laughing, the kind that cramped her stomach and made her tail lash. Ivy watched with polite fascination, her plates shimmering in what Mira was starting to recognize as the golem's version of a blush.

"It's not about the nerve density," Mira managed. "It's about—vulnerability, I guess? Your mouth is soft. You're putting the softest part of yourself against the softest part of someone else. It's trust shaped like a gesture."

Ivy was quiet again. Then: "Trust shaped like a gesture. I will file that under 'resolution reinforcement.'"

Mira wiped her eyes. "'Resolution reinforcement.' You're killing me."

"I have no lethal capabilities registered."

"It's an expression."

"I will catalog your expressions. There are many." Ivy made a small, precise gesture, and a data node appeared beside her—a tiny cube recording their conversation. "For the study. You are an excellent primary source."

"Flattered," Mira said. "And I mean that in the flirting way, not the flattery way."

Ivy's plates brightened. "Distinction noted. I believe my core temperature just increased by zero-point-three degrees. Is that relevant?"

"Very," Mira said, grinning. "That's called a blush."

"Constructs don't blush."

"You just did."

Ivy looked down at her own plates, where a faint pink tinge had crept into the blue. "Remarkable," she whispered. "I will require additional data. Many sessions."

"It's a date," Mira said, and meant it.

The moment hung between them—warm, absurd, unexpectedly tender. Then Ivy straightened, composing herself with the efficiency of a librarian reshelving a misplaced volume. "We should complete preparation. Mnemonic rhymes for the Scribe's puzzle sequences."

"Right." Mira sat up. "Hit me."

"The nine-symbol base sequence can be memorized using phonetic anchors," Ivy said, projecting the glyph chain. "I have composed a rhyme. It is not elegant, but it is functional."

She recited: "Spiral turns, the wave extends, the mirror flips what logic bends. Three by three, the pattern grows—invert the path the caster chose."

Mira repeated it, letting the words sync with the glyph shapes in her memory. Spiral. Wave. Inversion. Three sets of three. The rhyme was clunky, but it worked—the syllables landed on the stroke points like Nadiya's whistle beats.

"Not bad for a first draft," Mira said. "But 'caster chose' is a forced rhyme. How about—" She hummed, improvising. "Spiral turns, the wave extends, the mirror flips where reason bends. Three by three, the glyphs align—invert the third to seal the sign."

Ivy's eyes widened. "That is metrically superior. And the 'seal the sign' mnemonic maps directly to the inversion gesture." She recorded the revision. "You have a talent for this."

"Alley kids learn songs before they learn to read," Mira said. "Rhymes stick better than rules."

They built three more mnemonic chains, each one anchoring a different segment of the Scribe's puzzle language to a rhythm Mira could hum mid-combat. By the time they finished, the sequences felt less like homework and more like lyrics to a song she'd always known but never heard aloud.

Nadiya drifted over, drawn by the rhyming. "Those are good," she said, ears perked. "Want me to set whistle beats to them?"

"Please," Ivy said. "Multi-sensory encoding improves retention by—"

"A lot," Nadiya finished, smiling. "You don't have to cite the study. I believe you."

Ivy beamed. "I like being believed."

Elara and Jace joined them as the final drill wound down. Elara passed out the last of the ration bars—a silent acknowledgment that they'd been at this for hours. Mira tore into hers, feeling the soreness in her wrist from the oil-traced glyphs and the pleasant fog of a brain that had been working hard.

"Status check," Jace said. "Where are we?"

"Glyph sequences memorized, five flawless runs," Mira reported. "Scenario logic practiced. Resonant Recall burned one charge reviewing the Mirror fight. Mnemonic rhymes built and whistle-mapped." She paused. "Also, I taught a golem about kissing."

Jace closed his eyes briefly. "Of course you did."

"For science," Ivy clarified.

`[SYSTEM] Trial of Insight: Alignment 64%.`

The notification shimmered and faded. Sixty-four percent. Not perfect, but real. Built from practice and banter and trust and one earnest conversation about why mouths were soft.

"Sixty-four," Mira said. "We can push that higher."

"You will," Ivy said. "You are already closer than any Custodian group I have recorded." She paused. "Granted, my sample size is one. But still."

Mira laughed. The sound bounced off the crystalline walls and came back brighter, as if the practice hall itself were learning to echo joy.

They gathered at the exit, stretching out the kinks of prolonged zero-g study. Mira twirled her dagger between her fingers—a habit that always centered her when transitions loomed. Beyond the practice hall, the Reflection Atrium waited, and beyond that, the Scribe. A liquid-metal philosopher with twelve arms and a grudge against bad reasoning.

"You're all sure about this?" Jace asked quietly.

Mira rolled onto her stomach, chin propped on fists, and looked at the people floating around her—the shield-bearer who was learning to let go, the priestess who sang to shelves, the scout who heard colors in the air, and the golem who wanted to learn about feelings one data point at a time.

"I wouldn't trade this for every gold purse in the Alley," she said. "We've got a Tower to crack open, a philosopher to out-argue, and a librarian to corrupt with romance novels."

"I have already located seventeen romance novels in the archive," Ivy said. "I have questions."

"Later," Jace said, but he was smiling.

Nadiya flicked her tail. "And a Frozen Bell ping to chase eventually."

Elara squeezed Jace's hand. "We're ready because we share the load."

He exhaled. "All right. Mirror Doubles, then the Scribe."

Ivy chimed. "And I will log everything. Promise."

"Best librarian ever," Mira said.

They broke from the practice hall and floated toward the exit, a convoy of sharp edges and warm centers. Mira twirled midair, a mix of nerves and excitement coiling through her, and hummed the mnemonic rhyme under her breath. Spiral turns, the wave extends, the mirror flips where reason bends. The words tasted like readiness.

"Next stop: a chat with our reflections," she said. "And after that, we talk to the many-armed philosopher."

"My kind of party," Jace said, and Mira grinned because he'd stolen her line and she didn't even mind.

She kicked off toward the Reflection Atrium, daggers gleaming, the rhyme still humming in her chest. The Tower hummed back—appreciative, expectant—as if acknowledging that preparation itself was a battle they'd just won.


CHAPTER 24 — THE SCRIBE OF MANY PATHS I


THE SCRIBE'S CHAMBER felt like stepping inside a verdict that hadn't been reached yet.

Pillars of floating runes rose in concentric circles, each column rotating at a different speed, casting overlapping shadows that shifted like the hands of a hundred clocks set to different timezones. The floor was a shimmering grid that recalibrated beneath their boots with every heartbeat—Jace could feel it through his soles, a faint vibration that synced with his pulse and then deliberately fell half a beat out of step, as if the room were studying his rhythm and refusing to match it. At the far end of the chamber, suspended in a column of pale light, hovered the Scribe itself.

It was worse than what Ivy had described.

The construct was liquid metal given the shape of intention: a torso, a featureless oval for a face, and dozens of arms fanning outward like the spokes of a wheel. Each hand held a tablet that flickered with text too small and fast to read. A band of cold light wrapped around its head where eyes should have been, pulsing in rhythm with the Tower's deep hum. The effect was less a creature and more a courtroom made flesh—every surface designed to judge.

"Custodian candidates," the Scribe intoned. Its voice was soft, precise, and utterly without warmth, like a blade drawn slowly across glass. "State intent."

Jace stepped forward, shield anchored against his forearm, and forced steadiness into his voice. "We intend to honor the Tower, safeguard its knowledge, and earn passage deeper into Insight."

"Intent logged." The Scribe's light band brightened by a single shade. "Trial parameters: logic, resolve, shared leadership. Primary respondent: Jace Carter. Supporting actors may assist but may not answer in his stead during Phases One through Three."

Behind him, Mira cracked her knuckles. Elara gripped her staff. Nadiya's whistle hung at her lips, ready.

The grid flared white. Runes along the pillars snapped into alignment, and the first question projected itself across the chamber in luminous glyphs the size of Jace's shield.

`[SYSTEM] Trial Start — Scribe of Many Paths.`

"QUERY ONE," the Scribe declared, arms fanning wider. Three of its hands flicked their tablets toward Jace—not thrown, but released, and the tablets spun into rune tiles that hung in the air between them like cards dealt by a dealer who didn't care if you lived through the game. "If resonance drops below one and enemy integrity remains above fifty percent, do you: spend Tactics to stabilize momentum, withdraw to replan, or shift leadership to a different caller?"

Jace exhaled through his nose. He'd rehearsed scenarios with Ivy for hours, but theory felt different with the Scribe's eyeless face aimed at him like a spotlight. Integrity above fifty meant the battle was mid-phase, still dangerous. Resonance below one meant their harmonic resources were gone. Withdrawal might cede ground they couldn't reclaim. Spending Tactics could leave them naked later. But shifting leadership—

He thought of Mira's instincts in the archive, Elara's calm during the mirror trial, Nadiya's rhythm holding them all together when his own hands shook.

"Shift leadership," he said. "To whoever has the clearest angle. Then rebuild Resonance together."

The Scribe paused. Its light band flickered rapidly, processing. "Rationale: distributed load prevents burnout. Cross-referencing prior leadership rotation logs... Confirmation. Correct."

Something loosened in Jace's chest. One down. He didn't let himself feel relief—the Scribe's arms were already moving again, tablets reshuffling.

"QUERY TWO." This time, two rune tiles detached and began orbiting Jace in slow ellipses, trailing faint heat. "When a rival attempts unauthorized archive access, do you allow failure so they learn consequences, intervene to prevent collateral damage, or report silently and conserve strength?"

The memory of Torvy at the archive door hit him like a fist to the sternum—the Bright Lances leader's face twisted with desperation, the Tower's warning klaxon rising, the split-second decision that had cost Jace a bruise and earned them a compassion index boost. He'd already made this choice in the real world.

"Intervene," he said. "Prevent collateral damage and log the attempt. The Tower tracks compassion, and letting someone burn to teach them a lesson isn't leadership—it's cruelty with an alibi."

The orbiting tiles slowed, then dissolved into harmless light. "Ethics consistent with recorded behavior. Correct."

Two for two. The grid beneath his feet shifted without warning, raising him half a meter on a platform that tilted forward, forcing him to adjust his stance or stumble. The Scribe didn't wait for him to find his balance.

"QUERY THREE. During Mirror trials, honesty weakens doubles. But morale may falter if vulnerabilities are revealed publicly. Prioritize: team morale, tactical weakness exploitation, or balanced admission?"

Jace planted his feet on the tilting platform, shield braced against nothing—a reflex he couldn't help, the body defending itself even when the threat was philosophical. He remembered Mira's forced confession in the mirror hall, the raw pain in her voice. Nadiya's declaration that she was afraid of heights even as she climbed. The way honesty had cracked the clones like hammers against glass, and the way the team had caught each other afterward.

"Balanced admission," he said. "We reveal what's needed to break the mirrors, and we hold each other up immediately after. Vulnerability isn't a weakness if your team knows what to do with it."

The Scribe's arms rotated, tablets flashing data streams. "Balance noted. Emotional resonance cross-check: stable. Correct."

Then the Scribe attacked.

No warning, no transition phrase—three of its rearmost arms whipped forward and flung their tablets directly at Jace. The tablets spun into rune tiles mid-flight, edges hardened to razors, and they screamed through the air like throwing stars made of frozen light.

Jace got his shield up in time to catch the first. The impact rang through his arm and shoulder like a bell struck with a hammer, vibration sinking past muscle into his teeth. The second tile skimmed past his ear—close enough that he felt the heat of it sear the fine hairs on his neck, close enough that the displaced air made a sound like tearing silk. The third he batted aside with a desperate backhand, and it shattered against a pillar in a spray of razor-bright fragments that dissolved before they hit the grid, leaving afterimages burned across his vision.

"Phase Two," the Scribe said, as if nothing had changed. "Adaptive riddles. Mobility required. Respond while evading."

More tiles launched. Jace dove right, rolling across the grid, and came up with his shield raised and his heart hammering. The tiles weren't random—they tracked, curving in flight, adjusting for his movement. He could hear Mira behind him, daggers singing as she intercepted a volley aimed at Elara's position.

"RIDDLE ONE," the Scribe continued over the whistle of spinning metal. "The Tower watches compassion and precision. If you must choose between saving an ally and securing a glyph, which path honors the Architect most?"

A tile caught the edge of his shield and spun him sideways. He stumbled, recovered, and shouted his answer through gritted teeth. "Save the ally. Glyphs mean nothing if we sacrifice the people the Tower entrusted us with."

"Explain."

Three more tiles launched. Jace dropped flat, felt them pass over him like a swarm of furious birds, then pushed to his feet and spoke while moving. "The Architect built the Tower to test more than combat. The Echo Archive rewarding honesty, the atrium praising connection—they prove that safeguarding each other sustains the Tower. We can always re-run a glyph trial. We can't replace a life."

A beat of silence. Then the Scribe's light band brightened—warmer this time, almost gold. "Compassion weighting acknowledged. Correct."

The relief lasted exactly two seconds before the next riddle hit.

"RIDDLE TWO. A teammate develops an ability that surpasses yours in a critical domain. Do you suppress the development to maintain hierarchy, cede authority entirely, or integrate their strength into shared tactics?"

Jace almost laughed. Almost. A tile clipped his shoulder, spinning him, and the laugh died into a hiss of pain. He thought of Elara's Luminal Chant growing beyond anything he could replicate, Mira reading Architect patterns like she'd been born to it, Nadiya hearing frequencies that were invisible to him.

"Integrate," he said, weaving between two converging tiles. "Their strength makes the party stronger. Leadership isn't about being the best at everything—it's about knowing who's best at what and making room for them to do it."

"Consistent," the Scribe judged. Then, without inflection: "Incorrect emphasis."

Jace's stomach dropped.

"Clarify," the Scribe demanded. "Integration requires what specific act from the leader?"

The tiles stopped orbiting and hung in the air, trembling, as if the wrong answer would release them all at once. Jace's mind raced. Integration requires—what? Delegation? Trust? He'd said those things before. What was the Scribe looking for?

"Stepping back," he said, and the words tasted like swallowing pride. "Integration requires the leader to actively step back. Not just allow the teammate to lead, but visibly yield so the team knows it's sanctioned. Otherwise it reads as grudging permission, not trust."

Silence. The tiles trembled.

Then they dissolved, and the Scribe's band pulsed twice. "Corrected. Acceptable."

But the hesitation had cost them.

From the pillars, a new sound erupted—a high, grating buzz like a thousand tiny gears grinding at once. Jace spun and saw them: puzzle swarms. Dozens of thumb-sized constructs, each a miniature rune tile with insect legs, pouring from the pillar seams and flooding toward the party's flanks. They swarmed toward Elara and Nadiya, crawling over the grid in a chittering wave.

"Penalty spawn," the Scribe announced. "Hesitation generates doubt constructs. Remove them or accept accuracy reduction."

Nadiya shrieked—not in panic, but in the sharp, commanding note she used when she needed the party to move. Her whistle sang three rapid beats, marking the swarm's leading edge, and Mira was already in motion, daggers flashing as she carved through the front rank. But there were too many. They climbed over each other, clicking, and wherever they touched the grid they left rune-scars that pulsed with dissonant light.

Jace felt the Resonance Meter shudder in his chest—a physical sensation, like a string being plucked out of tune. The swarm was degrading their harmonic stability.

He made the call without thinking. "Spending Resonance—locking them down."

He slammed his shield into the grid and pushed, channeling the stored harmonic energy outward in a ring. The wave rippled across the floor—a visible pulse, gold-edged, humming at a frequency that made his vision blur for a heartbeat—and where it met the puzzle swarms, the tiny constructs froze mid-stride, legs locked, rune-light dimming to a guttering flicker. Mira didn't waste the opening. She swept through the frozen swarm in three swift passes, daggers precise and merciless, shattering the constructs into inert fragments that tinkled against the grid like broken glass and smelled, faintly, of hot copper.

Elara layered Shine over the damaged grid tiles, golden light sealing the rune-scars before they could spread. One scar resisted—pulsing an ugly, dissonant red—and she pressed harder, murmuring a Warm Hand purification verse until the wound in the grid closed with a soft click. Nadiya's whistle settled into a steady rhythm, re-establishing the harmonic baseline note by patient note.

Jace stood there, breathing hard, shield arm trembling. That Resonance spend had cost them. The meter in his chest felt thinner now, the harmonic connection between the four of them stretched taut instead of humming with surplus—one of three charges left, if the Tower's count could be trusted.

The Scribe watched all of it with the patience of a thing that had eternity to wait and chose to spend it judging.

"Resource expenditure noted," it said. "Continue."

The riddles came faster after that, and the tiles came harder.

"RIDDLE THREE: Live combat. A rival begs mercy mid-fight, claiming ignorance. Response?"

Jace rolled beneath a blade-tile, heart slamming against his ribs, and shouted: "Disarm, restrain, log. Mercy with safeguards."

"RIDDLE FOUR: Resonant Recall has limited charges. Spend now for tactical advantage, or reserve for an unknown future crisis?"

He ducked, shield catching a tile with a clang that numbed his fingers. "Reserve. We already extracted insight from the mirrors. Better to hold the boon for a moment we can't predict."

Each answer bought a few seconds of calm before the next barrage. His arms burned—not the clean burn of a good workout but the deep, grinding ache of muscles being asked to do one more thing and one more thing and one more thing until the asking itself became a form of cruelty. His calves screamed from the constant lateral movement, the dodging, the pivots that wrenched his ankles against the grid. Sweat soaked through his cloak and ran into his eyes, blurring the chamber into smeared streaks of light and metal.

The Scribe was tireless. Its dozens of arms moved independently—each one flicking tiles while the others reshuffled tablets, cycling through a library of lethality without pause or preference. Its voice never wavered, never strained, never revealed whether it wanted him to succeed or fail. It asked its questions with the same inflection whether the tiles were cutting the air beside his head or drifting lazily in holding patterns. The construct treated philosophy and violence as the same act, interchangeable tools in a kit it had been using for centuries.

That was the worst part. Jace was used to enemies who hated him. He could work with hatred—it was honest, readable, a thing he could brace his shield against and push back. The Scribe didn't hate. It didn't admire. It didn't care. It was a lock, and he was a key being tested, and if the key didn't fit, the lock would simply discard it and wait for the next one. No grief. No satisfaction. Just the next candidate, the next set of answers, the next round of tiles.

The thought settled into him like cold water pooling in his boots.

This is what leadership costs, he thought, deflecting a tile that left a smoking line across his shield's surface, the acrid smell of scorched metal sharp in his nose. Not the hits. Not the fatigue. The knowledge that the universe doesn't care about your good intentions—only whether you're good enough to back them up. And the fear, always, that the answer is no.

Mira appeared at his flank, daggers catching two tiles in rapid succession with a ringing double-note that sounded almost musical. She was grinning, but the grin was strained, pulled tight at the corners, and he could see the tightness in her shoulders and the way her tail had gone rigid—her tell for I'm running calculations I don't like.

"How many more rounds?" she hissed.

"Don't know," he managed. "Stay close."

"Always."

The word hit harder than any rune tile. He felt it land in the bruised place behind his sternum where he kept the things he was afraid to need, and he locked it there like a shield behind the shield.

Elara's Shine pulsed behind them, a warm gold dome that caught the stray fragments and dissolved them into harmless sparks. Nadiya's whistle kept time—the only steady thing in the chaos, the heartbeat they all borrowed when their own was racing too fast. Jace drew strength from both—the light at his back, the rhythm in his ears, the knowledge that he was not alone even when the Scribe's eyeless gaze made loneliness feel like a verdict—and pressed forward.

Then the Scribe stopped.

Every arm went still. Every tile froze in the air, suspended like stars caught mid-fall. The chamber's hum deepened into something that Jace felt in his bones, a resonance so low it was almost subsonic, pressing against his lungs.

"Final assessment," the Scribe said, and for the first time, its voice carried something that might have been weight. "Leadership demands sacrifice. The Apex Archive requires a cost."

Jace's mouth went dry. "What cost?"

The Scribe descended, its liquid-metal form rippling, until it floated at Jace's eye level. The band of light around its head pulsed once—cold, clinical.

"One bond," it said. "Surrender one bond-link to the Tower. A teammate's connection severed—not killed, but forgotten. The Tower absorbs the resonance of the bond and converts it to Archive access. This is the price of Insight."

The chamber went silent.

Jace couldn't breathe. The words hung in the air like the frozen tiles, sharp-edged and waiting to cut. He stared at the Scribe's featureless face and understood, with a clarity that felt like falling, what it was asking.

Choose one of them. Let the Tower erase what you share.

Mira. Her laugh in the dark, her daggers at his flank, the way she pressed her forehead against his shoulder when she thought no one was watching. Elara. Her light, her steadiness, the hymns that healed wounds he couldn't see. Nadiya. Her rhythm, her courage climbing heights that terrified her, the whistle that kept them all in time.

The visions came unbidden—Mira looking at him without recognition, a stranger where a partner had been. Elara's Shine falling on him and feeling nothing, the warmth gone hollow. Nadiya's whistle playing a beat meant for someone else.

His shield arm dropped an inch. His fingers loosened on the grip.

No, he thought, but the word wouldn't reach his mouth. The Scribe waited, patient as gravity, and the frozen tiles trembled around them like a breath held too long.

Behind him, he heard Elara's staff tap the grid once.

"Jace," she said softly. "Don't answer yet."

He turned and saw her stepping forward, and the look on her face was something he'd never seen before—not the healer's calm, not the priestess's faith, but something fiercer. Something that burned.

The chapter of the trial that belonged to him was over. The next one belonged to her.

---


CHAPTER 25 — THE SCRIBE OF MANY PATHS II


THE SILENCE AFTER the Scribe's demand was the loudest thing Elara had ever heard.

She watched Jace's shield arm sag—just an inch, just enough—and felt the tremor run through their bond-link like a plucked string going flat. The Resonance Meter pulsed dully in her awareness, thinned from his earlier spend, and the frozen rune tiles hovering throughout the chamber caught the cold light of the Scribe's headband and threw it back in fractured patterns that looked like doubt made visible.

One bond. Surrender one bond-link to the Tower.

The words replayed in Elara's mind with surgical precision, and underneath them she heard the thing the Scribe hadn't said: I don't care which one. Any of you will do. You are interchangeable to me.

That was what moved her feet.

Not courage—not yet. Anger. The deep, quiet, furnace-hot anger of a woman who had spent her life in the Warm Hand cloister learning that no soul was interchangeable, that every connection was a thread in the tapestry of something sacred, and that anyone who asked you to cut one was either lying or hadn't looked closely enough at their own logic.

"Jace," she said, her staff tapping the grid once. "Don't answer yet."

He turned. She saw his face—the crack in his composure, the haunted flash of imagined loss—and she loved him so fiercely in that moment that it hurt like Shine pushed past its limits. But she didn't stop for the feeling. She walked past him, past Mira's rigid stance and Nadiya's bristling ears, and planted herself between the Scribe of Many Paths and the man who was trying to sacrifice himself by choosing who to forget.

The Scribe's band of light tracked her movement. Its dozens of arms went still, tablets frozen mid-flicker.

"Custodian rotation," it observed. "Leadership handoff logged. Phase Four engages. State your response to the assessment."

"My response," Elara said, and her voice came out steadier than her heartbeat, "is that your assessment is flawed."

Something changed in the chamber. The hum beneath the grid dropped half a tone, and the frozen tiles trembled. Three of the Scribe's arms twitched—not an attack, but something that looked almost like surprise on a construct that shouldn't have been capable of it.

"Clarify," the Scribe said.

Elara gripped her staff with both hands and felt the grain of the wood beneath her palms, the familiar smoothness worn by hours of prayer and combat. She drew a breath that tasted of ozone and old runes.

"You built this trial to test whether we understand the Tower's values," she said. "Logic. Compassion. Shared leadership. Jace answered every question you asked in a way that proved we understand. And now you're asking him to violate every single one of those answers by severing a bond—by treating one of us as a resource to be spent."

The Scribe's light band pulsed. "The Apex Archive requires payment. Insight is not free."

"Nothing is free," Elara agreed. "But the Tower's own systems contradict your demand." She pointed her staff at the pillars, at the rune columns that still rotated around them. "The Resonance Meter rewards harmonic actions. Synchronized steps. Emotional alignment. Every mechanic the Architect designed tells us that connection multiplies strength. Severing a bond wouldn't pay for Insight—it would cripple our ability to use it."

Silence. The Scribe floated, processing.

Then it spoke, and its voice carried the weight of something vast and old and certain: "Counter-argument noted. However: historical data confirms that sacrifice precedes elevation. In two hundred and seventeen previous trials, custodian candidates who refused sacrifice failed to complete the Archive sequence. The cost is structural. Refusal is termination."

The tiles unfroze.

They came screaming down like a metal rain—not the controlled volleys from before, but a storm, dozens of razor-edged rune tiles converging on Elara from every angle. She raised her staff and Shine erupted around her in a dome, golden light catching the first wave and shattering them into sparks. But more followed, and each impact sent shockwaves through her arms and into her shoulders, and the Shine flickered at the edges where her focus frayed.

Mira was there in an instant, daggers weaving a defensive arc at Elara's left flank. She caught a tile between twin blades and flicked it away, the metal screeching. "Still talking?" Mira shouted over the noise.

"Still talking," Elara confirmed through gritted teeth.

A tile broke through the Shine's edge and sliced a line of fire across Elara's forearm. She hissed, clamped down on the pain, and poured more light into the dome. Behind her, Jace's shield rang as he intercepted a volley aimed at Nadiya. The fennec's whistle sang rapid beats—three short, one long—calling out tile trajectories for Mira to intercept.

"Two hundred and seventeen candidates sacrificed a bond," Elara said, raising her voice above the onslaught. "And how many of them held the Apex Archive for longer than a single season?"

The Scribe didn't answer immediately. That pause—barely a second, but Elara caught it—told her everything she needed. The construct's arms slowed by a fraction. The tile storm thinned.

"Data on long-term Archive tenure is... classified," the Scribe said.

"Because none of them lasted," Elara said, and she wasn't guessing anymore. She knew. She could feel it the way she felt Shine responding to truth—a warmth in her chest, a harmonic that resonated with the Tower's deep hum. "They cut a bond to get in, and the loss weakened their resonance, and eventually the Archive rejected them because a broken instrument can't play the song the Architect wrote."

Rune tiles froze mid-flight again, trembling.

"Speculative," the Scribe said, but its voice had changed—thinner, less certain, a verdict losing its conviction.

This was the moment. Elara felt it the way she felt the turn in a hymn, the breath before the final verse where the melody either collapsed or soared. She closed her eyes, reached into the well of faith and training and bone-deep stubbornness that had carried her from the Warm Hand cloister to the top of a Tower that tested gods, and she began to sing.

The Luminal Chant started as a hymn—low, resonant, the Warm Hand's evening prayer that she'd sung a thousand times in candlelit halls. But as the first phrase left her lips, she wove in something else: the harmonic key that Ivy had provided during their preparation drills, a sequence of tones that matched the Architect's underlying frequency. The two melodies braided together, sacred and mechanical, faith and logic, and the sound they made was something Elara had never heard before.

The chamber responded.

Rune pillars began to glow, not with the cold analytical light of the Scribe's trials but with a warmer resonance, the same golden hue that the Tower's walls produced when the party's harmonic actions pleased the Architect's design. The grid beneath Elara's feet pulsed in time with her voice, amplifying the Chant, feeding it back to her strengthened and deeper.

The Scribe's tablets began to flicker. Text scrolled across them faster than any of its arms could manage, as if the data was responding to the song rather than to the construct's commands. Three tablets cracked down the middle—not broken, but opened, revealing deeper layers of code that pulsed with the Chant's rhythm.

"What—" the Scribe started.

"Unity," Elara sang, and the word was both answer and action, the Chant carrying it through the chamber's harmonic structure like a key turning in a lock that had been waiting centuries for someone to realize the tumblers were musical. "The correct solution is unity. Not sacrifice. Never sacrifice. The Architect designed resonance to multiply through bonds, not divide. You're asking us to break the very mechanism that makes the Archive work."

The Scribe's arms moved—all of them, every single one of its dozens of hands reaching for tablets that were no longer obeying it. The construct shuddered, liquid metal rippling across its surface in waves that looked like interference patterns in a pond struck by two stones at once. Its headband blazed white, then gold, then white again, cycling between its original cold logic and the warm harmonic that Elara's Chant was writing into its systems.

"This is—unauthorized," the Scribe managed. Its voice distorted, catching between two frequencies. "Custodian candidates do not rewrite trial parameters—"

"We're not rewriting anything," Elara said, and she opened her eyes. The Shine around her was brighter than she'd ever seen it—not just her light, but the Tower's light, channeled through her like a prism. "We're reading what was already there. The Architect's code says bonds strengthen the Archive. Your sacrifice protocol is a test within the test—a check to see if candidates are brave enough to refuse a false premise."

She pushed the Chant higher.

Mira flanked the Scribe from the left, daggers ready but held in guard position—not attacking the construct, but intercepting the rune spikes that its malfunctioning arms flung in random directions. Jace had moved to Elara's right, shield up, catching debris with the practiced calm of a man who'd decided to trust someone else's lead. Nadiya's whistle interwove with the Chant, adding a rhythmic backbone that turned Elara's melody into something the whole chamber could breathe to.

They were a unit. Four points of a formation that the Tower's own resonance systems recognized as complete. And the Scribe, for all its logic and its two hundred and seventeen precedents, could not argue with the harmonic proof ringing through every pillar in the room.

The construct shuddered one final time. Its liquid-metal surface stilled, hardening into something almost like sculpture. The headband's light settled on gold and stayed there. One by one, its arms lowered their tablets—not in defeat, but in the careful, deliberate motion of a judge setting down a gavel.

"Verdict," the Scribe said, and its voice was clear again, washed clean by the harmonic. "Sacrifice protocol: override accepted. Reasoning: bond-resonance integrity exceeds historical sacrifice yield by a factor the Archive cannot ignore. Custodian candidates pass. Access granted."

`[SYSTEM] Trial Complete — Scribe of Many Paths defeated. Insight Glyph secured.`

`[SYSTEM] Resonance +1 (2/3) — Insight spiral bound; harmonic reserves replenished.`

Elara stopped singing and the silence rushed in like a tide, soft and enormous. Her legs buckled. The staff caught her weight for half a second before Jace was there, hands on her shoulders, steadying her with a grip that shook.

"Elara." His voice cracked on the second syllable, rough with relief and something too large to name. "That was—you just—"

She looked up at him and saw his eyes bright with unshed tears, the shield-tank leader who'd been ready to bear any cost stripped down to a man who'd almost lost something precious and was still reeling from the nearness of it.

"You don't have to face ethical tests alone," she said quietly. "That's the whole point."

He pulled her into a fierce embrace, armor and all, and she felt his heartbeat hammering against her cheek, felt the tremor in his arms that meant he was holding on harder than he'd ever admit. She wrapped her arms around him and held back, her cut forearm stinging against his cloak, and didn't care.

Mira's whoop split the silence like a thrown dagger finding its mark. The rogue vaulted over a rune pillar—because Mira could not simply walk to a celebration—and landed beside them with a grin that was ninety percent relief and ten percent the insufferable satisfaction of someone who'd called the right play.

"I knew you'd argue it," Mira said, punching Elara's shoulder lightly. "Soon as it said 'sacrifice,' I looked at you and thought, she's going to lawyer a god."

"Not a god," Elara managed, laughing despite the ache in every muscle. "Just a very stubborn filing cabinet."

Nadiya's whistle trilled a victory cadence—high, bright, cascading—and then the fennec was there too, tucking herself against Jace's side with her tail brushing Elara's hip in a gesture that was half comfort and half territorial claim. "The Tower hummed during your Chant," Nadiya said, ears pivoting with residual wonder. "Not the normal hum. A different frequency. Like it was singing back."

The Scribe dissolved. Its liquid-metal form broke apart into motes of warm light that drifted upward and were absorbed by the pillars, leaving behind a crystalline lattice that floated down to the grid like a leaf finding still water. Elara recognized the sigil carved within it—Insight's spiral, glowing with the same gold that her Chant had written into the chamber's harmonics.

She knelt and pressed her palm against it.

The glyph melted into her skin. Not painful—not even uncomfortable—but intimate, like being read and accepted in the same breath, like opening a door and finding that the room beyond had been waiting for her specifically. She gasped, felt a pulse of warmth travel from her hand to her chest to the bond-links that connected her to Jace, Mira, and Nadiya, and the connections brightened for a single perfect moment before settling into a steady, deeper glow.

`[SYSTEM] Party Affinity advanced — Insight unlocked. Beginner's Band synergy expanded.`

"Two glyphs," Mira breathed. "Precision and Insight. One more to go."

Jace helped Elara to her feet, keeping one hand on her elbow as if he wasn't quite ready to stop touching her. "One more," he agreed. "But first—" He looked around the chamber, which was already reshaping itself, pillars retracting, the grid smoothing into a calm floor. "We breathe."

The chamber revealed a hidden alcove as the last pillar withdrew—a small space lined with scrolls and crystalline rods, furnished with something that resembled a bench and something that resembled mercy. Ivy's voice chimed from the bookmark token at Jace's belt.

"Congratulations," the golem librarian said, and for a construct who communicated through a bookmark, she managed to sound genuinely proud. "The Tower logged every response. I saved a complete recording if you'd like to review the trial later."

"Please," Jace said, settling onto the bench with the careful movements of a man whose muscles had been arguing with his bones for the last hour.

Elara sank down beside him, staff across her knees, and let herself feel the aftermath—the shaking in her hands, the sting of the cut on her forearm, the hollow where the adrenaline had been and the warm, slow gratitude that was filling it. She pressed her palms together and whispered a Warm Hand closing prayer, brief and private, thanking the faith that had given her the hymn and the Tower that had recognized it.

"Hey," Mira said, dropping cross-legged to the floor with the boneless grace of someone who'd never met a surface she couldn't make comfortable. "We've got Resonant Recall charges left, right? Two?"

Nadiya checked. "Two."

Mira's grin sharpened. "Play back the Scribe's final riddle. The sacrifice demand. I want to see its face when Elara started singing."

"It doesn't have a face," Elara pointed out.

"Its non-face, then. I want to watch the non-face panic."

Jace hesitated for a moment, then laughed—a real laugh, the tension breaking like a dam giving way—and activated the Recall. Light burst overhead, and the chamber's ceiling became a projection surface, replaying the final minutes of the trial from a top-down perspective.

They watched the Scribe deliver its sacrifice demand, watched Jace's shield arm drop, watched Elara step forward with her staff tapping the grid. The replay caught details she'd missed in the moment: the way Mira had shifted her weight toward the Scribe an instant before Elara moved, daggers angled not to attack but to draw attention, buying Elara a clean approach. The way Nadiya's ears had pinned flat and then snapped forward, tracking the harmonic shift the moment Elara started the Chant. The way Jace's hand had clenched on his shield grip—not drawing it up to fight, but pressing it down, physically stopping himself from stepping in front of her.

"Look at that," Nadiya murmured, pointing at the replay's rendering of the Chant. The harmonic waves were visible as ripples of color spreading through the chamber, and where they intersected with the Scribe's tablet data streams, the cold blue logic turned gold. "You rewrote its priority stack. The whole thing."

"I didn't rewrite anything," Elara said again, but she was smiling. "I just sang loud enough for the Tower to hear what it already knew."

Mira leaned against Elara's shoulder, warm and solid. "Sure. You 'just' sang at a god-machine until it admitted it was wrong. Normal priestess stuff."

"Filing cabinet," Elara corrected.

"Extremely dangerous filing cabinet with blade arms."

"Yes. That."

They laughed together—all four of them, plus Ivy's chime from the bookmark—and the sound echoed off the alcove walls and came back softer, like the Tower was holding the laughter for safekeeping.

Jace reached over and took Elara's hand. His grip was warm, callused, and steady again. "Thank you," he said simply. "For stepping in. For reminding me that the answer to 'which bond do you break' is always 'none of them.'"

She squeezed his fingers. "Always."

Ivy's bookmark chimed once more, businesslike. "Next tasks unlocked: Resolve trial preparation and a minor Lattice anomaly detected in the east stacks. I'd recommend addressing the anomaly before you leave the Insight tier."

"We'll handle it," Jace said. He looked at each of them in turn—Mira's grin, Nadiya's bright eyes, Elara's quiet certainty—and something settled in his expression, a steadiness that went deeper than the shield on his arm. "Then we face Resolve."

Elara rose, weaving Shine through her fingers and pressing the warm light against each of their bruises in turn—Jace's shield arm, Mira's scraped knuckles, Nadiya's wind-chapped ears, and last her own stinging forearm, where the tile's cut was already closing under the gentle gold. As she worked, she felt the Tower's hum settle into a contented register, a frequency she'd never noticed before the Chant but could feel now like a second heartbeat—steady, approving, resonant.

The Scribe had tested their logic, their compassion, their willingness to refuse a false choice. And they had passed, not by sacrificing a bond, but by proving that the bonds themselves were the answer the Architect had been waiting for.

"Ready?" Jace asked, standing.

"Always," they said—together, overlapping, imperfect—and it sounded like music.

They stepped out of the Scribe's chamber with the Insight glyph warm in Elara's palm and the Tower's blessing humming in their bones. Ahead lay Resolve, the third and final trial, and whatever the Bright Lances were scheming beyond the next waypoint. But the hum in the walls felt like a promise, and the glyph in her skin felt like proof, and Elara walked forward into whatever came next with three bond-links burning bright beside her and no intention of dimming a single one.

---


CHAPTER 26 — ZERO-G HEARTH


MIRA DECLARED A victory break five seconds after the Scribe glyph sank into Elara's palm. "If the Tower wanted us to run non-stop," she said, dragging a floating net into the center of Ivy's lounge, "it shouldn't have given us a librarian who brews perfect tea."

The lounge hung in the library's heart like a pocket of permission: shelves drifted in lazy orbits, paper whispered against paper, and the air tasted of ozone and old ink. Ivy stood by the kettle she didn't need—habit carved into stone and kindness—while Elara flexed her fingers as if checking that her skin still belonged to her.

Jace thunked down beside Mira, armor clicking in a rhythm that said I'm still here even when he wasn't speaking. Nadiya landed on a nearby shelf edge with a soft pat, ears up, tail a comma of curiosity.

"Tea first," Ivy said, serene as a statue who'd learned sarcasm from birds. "Then whatever chaos you're planning with that net."

Mira grinned, all teeth and trouble. "Chaos is a strong word. I prefer architecture."

The tea arrived in cups that shouldn't have stayed steady in zero-g but did, because Ivy's domain had rules and Ivy liked guests to feel safe inside them. Mira drank like she'd been dying of thirst for a week that had only lasted an hour. Heat spread through her chest, loosening the knot the Scribe fight had tied behind her ribs.

Elara exhaled, long and shaking. "That glyph... it didn't hurt, exactly. It felt like being read."

"Yeah," Mira said lightly, because lightness was sometimes the only bridge across fear. "Good thing you're a healer and not a diary."

Jace's mouth twitched. "If the Tower tries to publish us, I'm leaving a one-star review."

Nadiya whistled once—bright, teasing—and the sound bounced off drifting spines and came back warmer, like the library itself had answered.

Between sips, Ivy's gaze snagged on a flicker in the air: a hairline seam of wrongness, a Lattice anomaly that made letters jitter as if the alphabet had hiccups. Ivy's fingers moved in precise passes, smoothing the glitch back into sense. Watching her work was like watching someone mend a spiderweb without breaking a single strand.

When Ivy finished, she looked almost shy. "Thank you for noticing," she murmured to Elara, who had pointed it out with healer-soft attention before anyone else had even registered the itch in their eyes.

Mira leaned in, playful. "Teach me how you do that flirty 'competent' thing."

Ivy blinked. "I'm not—"

"You absolutely are," Mira said. "It's the eyebrows. And the hands. You touch the air like it's someone's cheek."

Jace made a strangled sound that might have been laughter trying not to become a blush. Elara hid her smile behind her cup. Nadiya's ears flattened in delight.

Ivy's stone-warm face colored in a way that shouldn't have been possible and absolutely was. "If I'm flirting," Ivy said carefully, "it's only because you're all very readable."

Mira toasted her with tea. "There. Perfect line. See? Natural."

When the cups were empty and the adrenaline had downshifted into something hungrier—rest, yes, but also closeness—Mira finally deployed the net.

She'd been hoarding cordage and clip-rings like a magpie with engineering dreams. In minutes she'd rigged three hammocks in a triangle, tension shared so none of them would fold inward and smack anyone in the dignity. She anchored the last line with a flourish.

"There," Mira announced. "Official designation: sky hearth."

Jace eyed the setup. "That's a lot of trust in knots."

Mira flicked an ear. "Baby, my knots have saved your oversized life twice this week."

Elara drifted closer, curious. "Sky hearth," she repeated, testing the words like a spell. "I like it."

"It's a place," Mira said, softer now, "where we stop performing survival and start being people again."

Ivy tilted her head. "The library approves."

Nadiya already had ration bars out—practical as sunrise—because if Nadiya did anything, she did it with preparation and a smile you could navigate by.

Mira produced the honey sticks she'd been saving like contraband joy. "We toast," she said. "We coat. We commit mild culinary crime."

The ration bars weren't meant to be gourmet. That was the point. Mira warmed them on a flat heat-stone Elara kept for field work, the kind of gentle, stubborn heat that didn't insult food so much as coax it. The bars went glossy at the edges. Honey drizzled in slow gold threads, catching light like the library had invented a new kind of star.

The first bite was stupidly good—sweet smoke and salt, comfort with a backbone. Mira made an embarrassing noise on purpose, because if you couldn't be dramatic after a boss fight, when could you?

Jace took a bite and went still, then solemn, like she'd handed him a sacred relic. "Okay," he said. "That's unfair."

Elara laughed, bright and loose. Honey clung to her lower lip for half a second before she licked it away. Mira's stomach did a lazy flip that had nothing to do with gravity.

Nadiya hummed approval and offered Ivy a piece with both hands, small ceremony. Ivy accepted as if she'd been given a poem.

They ate floating, passing sticks and napkins that weren't necessary but felt civilized. Mira's tail swished in arcs, brushing Jace's calf once—accident that wasn't entirely an accident. He didn't flinch. He leaned in, microscopically, like her tail had been an anchor instead of a tease.

When the last sticky crumb surrendered, Nadiya tapped two fingers against her thigh and whistled a rhythm—simple, syncopated, a little mischievous. It wasn't a battle signal. It was an invitation.

Mira pushed off the hammock's edge and spun into open air.

Zero-g wasn't emptiness. It was a room made of possibility. Mira laughed as her hair floated around her face like a dark halo, strands catching honey-sweet warmth from the heat-stone's afterglow. She caught Elara's hand and tugged—gentle, asking—and Elara came with a gasp that turned into a giggle as her healer's braids lifted like streamers.

"Dance?" Mira asked.

Elara's eyes sparkled. "I don't know the steps."

"Good," Mira said. "Neither does gravity."

Jace tried to pretend he wasn't interested and failed spectacularly. Mira hooked a finger through his belt loop—not for leverage, for permission—and pulled him into the drift. His warmth was immediate, solid, a contrast to the library's cool ink-air. When he laughed, she felt it in her palm before she heard it.

Nadiya whistled again, setting a beat you could feel in your teeth without it ever turning sharp. Ivy watched from the hammock's curve, hands folded, smile small and real.

They didn't dance like people on a floor. They danced like constellations deciding their shape: a spin traded for a spin, a palm sliding along a forearm, fingertips tracing the line of a shoulder strap as if mapping safe territory. Mira's heart raced anyway, because safety could still be thrilling when it was chosen.

Elara bumped into Jace and didn't apologize—just leaned her forehead against his chest for a breath, breathless with delight. Jace's hand settled at her back, broad and careful, thumb resting where it wouldn't wander unless invited.

Mira slid between them like she belonged in the space—not taking, not claiming like territory, but like a third note in a chord. She pressed her nose to Elara's temple, breathing in sweat-salt and honey, then tipped her head toward Jace until their foreheads nearly touched. His eyes were dark, attentive, a little wrecked in the way that meant he was happy.

"Still with me?" Mira murmured.

Jace's voice came rough-soft. "Always."

Nadiya's whistle dipped lower, slower, a pulse that made Mira's skin prickle in the best way. Nadiya pushed off a shelf and joined them, light as paper, her fur a warm brush against Mira's arm. She tapped Mira's hip in time—playful, grounding—and Mira answered by looping an arm around Nadiya's waist, spinning them in a lazy arc.

Laughter ribboned through the air, bright and unguarded. Mira's ears swiveled toward each sound like she could catch joy in her whiskers.

The teasing started small: a thumb stroking the inside of Elara's wrist; Jace's knuckles grazing Mira's side through fabric, testing, waiting; Nadiya's tail flicking against Mira's ankle like a question mark. Mira answered with her own touch—slow, deliberate—because in zero-g, carelessness wasn't romantic; it was rude. You had to mean what your hands did.

Elara turned her face toward Mira's palm like a flower toward sun. Mira brushed her cheekbone with the pad of her thumb, then let her fingers thread into Elara's hair, floating strands sliding over her skin like silk underwater.

"Mira," Elara whispered, half wonder, half dare.

Mira kissed her softly—once, twice—tasting honey and relief. Elara made a sweet, helpless sound against her mouth that sent heat curling low in Mira's belly. Not performance. Not loot. Just them, suspended, choosing each other in a place that usually only chose violence.

Jace's hand found Mira's jaw, gentle as a vow. He didn't pull; he asked with his fingertips. Mira turned into him and caught his mouth, slower than she'd meant to, deeper than she'd planned, and the world narrowed to warmth and breath and the soft scrape of stubble. His other arm anchored loosely around her waist, steadying without trapping.

Nadiya hovered close, eyes bright, ears forward. Mira broke away just enough to breathe, forehead resting against Jace's, then reached for Nadiya and drew her in by the hand.

"You good?" Mira asked—because consent wasn't a one-time contract; it was a living thing.

Nadiya whistled a yes that shook like a laugh. She rose on the drift and pressed a kiss to Mira's mouth, quick and bright, then lingered for a second pass—slower, hungrier, but still tender. Mira's toes curled inside her boots.

Elara kissed Jace while Mira watched—because watching could be devotion too, when it wasn't greedy. Jace's hand slid into Elara's braids with reverent care. Mira's chest ached sweetly, full in a way stats never measured.

They traded kisses like shared oxygen: Mira and Elara again, laughing into each other; Nadiya's teeth grazing Mira's lower lip with playful restraint; Jace pressing a kiss to Mira's knuckles like she'd handed him something priceless.

Floating hair brushed cheeks like whispered promises. Hands mapped shoulders, hips, the safe hollows where touch wouldn't startle—only soothe, only stir. Mira's breath came quicker, heat rising along her throat, but the moment stayed bounded in tenderness: no rush to consume, only the slow burn of being chosen, again and again.

Ivy's voice drifted over, quiet enough not to break the spell. "If you need the library to look away," she offered, earnest as only a golem could be, "I can attend the western stacks."

Mira grinned against Elara's lips. "Stay," she said. "You're part of the hearth."

Ivy's smile deepened. She lifted a hand as if holding something invisible and precious.

The intimacy didn't escalate into spectacle. It hovered—like them—on the edge of more, then settled into something sustainable: foreheads together, breaths syncing, fingers laced, bodies drifting in a loose cluster as if the universe had agreed to cradle them for five stolen minutes.

Mira closed her eyes and listened: Nadiya's soft hum, Jace's steady heartbeat under her palm, Elara's quiet laugh vibrating through where their shoulders touched. Peace had a sound, she decided. It sounded like we survived, and we're still kind.

Then her reed-ring warmed.

Not warning-notice hot. Not combat pulse. A gentle green glow bloomed against her finger, thrumming in time with Nadiya's absentminded rhythm. A faint voice threaded through the hum, distant but clear, as if carried on a breeze from somewhere outside the Tower's arrogance.

Still listening, Syl whispered. Still proud.

Mira's throat tightened. She pressed her ring hand to her chest, holding the words like a second heartbeat.

"Syl?" Elara asked softly, intuitive as ever.

Mira nodded, unable to speak for a second. "She's here-ish."

Jace squeezed Mira's shoulder. Nadiya's ears dipped in respect, not pity.

The library's ambient light seemed to deepen, approving. And the Tower—greedy thing that it was—didn't miss a chance to codify what they'd built.

`[SYSTEM] Desert Rhythm evolved → Sky Sync — once per trial, Nadiya sets beat granting party +10% action speed.`

Nadiya's eyes went wide. She whistled a delighted chirp that sounded like victory and music had a baby.

Elara breathed out, reverent. "That's us."

Jace huffed a laugh, wonder edging it. "Ten percent faster because we learned how to breathe together."

Mira smirked through the sting in her eyes. "Don't let it go to your head, tank. You're still the slowest pretty doorstop I know."

Before anyone could retort, a second tone chimed—deeper, harmonic, like a bell struck underwater until every note lined up.

`[SYSTEM] Resonance +1 (3/3) — harmonic alignment complete.`

The words didn't flash and vanish. They settled into Mira's bones the way a truth did when you'd earned it with blood, patience, and the ridiculous courage of resting on purpose.

Three of three.

Final.

The library's drifting shelves seemed to align for one impossible moment—geometry holding its breath—then exhaled back into gentle chaos. Ivy pressed a hand to her sternum as if feeling it too.

Mira looked at her party: Jace's steady warmth, Elara's luminous softness, Nadiya's bright alert love, Ivy's quiet belonging. The sky hearth wasn't the nets or the honey bars or the zero-g spin.

It was this: choosing each other when the Tower wasn't forcing them to.

Mira tugged them in—awkward, perfect, all arms and tails and laughter—and let the drift carry them like a slow exhale.

"Okay," she murmured into someone's hair—she wasn't even sure whose, and that was kind of the point. "Next floor can wait."

Above them, paper whispered approval.

Below them—conceptually, stupidly, Tower-logic be damned—nothing tugged them down.

For now, they hovered, aligned, and alive.


CHAPTER 27 — TRAINING


RESOLVE'S DOOR LOOMED ahead, sealed with three interlocking knots. Before they pushed into it, Nadiya insisted on one last drill. "Sky Sync doesn't run itself," she said, flicking her ears to catch the Tower's distant hum. "We either sharpen the cadence now or we stumble in front of whatever Resolve throws at us."

Jace nodded. "Your call. Lead it."

That permission still warmed her. She floated to the center of the practice hall Ivy had cleared for them—a cylindrical chamber with adjustable gravity plates. With a gesture, she set the room to low gravity and activated four platforms that orbited slowly around the perimeter.

The air tasted like ozone and old sweat, the kind of honest smell that meant bodies had been pushed here before. Nadiya liked it. It meant the Tower wasn't only trials and teeth; it was also work.

"Positions," she called, and didn't apologize for the edge in her voice. Apologies were for when you'd wronged someone. Orders, when everyone had agreed to follow them, were just kindness with a spine.

Mira hopped onto the second platform, already adjusting her stance like the disc might buck her off. "Low-G always makes me feel like I'm cheating."

"Good," Nadiya said. "Cheat on physics. Save your honesty for the trial."

Jace wasn't on a platform; he was the anchor tonight, feet planted on the central plate where gravity held closer to normal. His job was to be the fixed star while everyone else learned not to drift. Nadiya's chest tightened with something that wasn't quite nerves—recognition, maybe. Trust shaped like a hand on her back.

She rolled her shoulders. "Sky Sync in three beats. Beat one: find the line. Beat two: hold the line. Beat three: pass the line without snapping it. We go until the cadence holds or until I say we stop. Questions?"

Mira lifted a finger from the third platform, hair lifting in the thin currents the plates made. "Define 'hold.'"

Nadiya smiled despite herself. Of course Mira wanted a definition. Mira treated feelings like math until the math broke, and then she treated the breakage like weather—something you dressed for.

"Hold means your aura threads stay braided to the team's," Nadiya said. "Not glued. Braided. If someone pulls, you give slack. If someone drops, you catch without jerking. If you feel the Tower trying to slip a thought between your ribs, you name it out loud so it isn't yours alone."

Mira's mouth twitched. "Poetic."

"Accurate," Nadiya corrected. "Poetry is just accuracy with fewer spreadsheets."

Jace's laugh was low, pleased. Nadiya felt it in the Sync like a warm note plucked once on a string—there, honest, inviting the next note.

She raised her hand. "Beat one."

The platforms drifted, lazy circles, each rotation slightly out of phase on purpose. Ivy had rigged it that way, because Ivy understood that training wasn't about looking good in a still room; it was about looking good when nothing wanted to stay still.

Nadiya opened her senses the way she'd learned—not grabbing, not clutching—but widening. The Tower's hum became a grid. Her teammates became bright signatures: Jace steady as bedrock, Elara sharp and warm, Mira a cool lattice trying to pretend it wasn't also hungry for connection.

"Line," Nadiya murmured, and felt them answer.

It wasn't perfect. It was never perfect at the start. Mira leaned too hard, chasing stability with muscle instead of rhythm; the Sync frayed for half a heartbeat and Nadiya tasted metal on her tongue.

"Ease," she said, not louder—just clearer. "You're not wrestling the field. You're dancing with it."

Mira exhaled a curse that turned into a laugh. "You sound like a monk."

"I sound like someone who doesn't want to scrape you off a wall," Nadiya said, and Mira adjusted, and the braid tightened back into something usable.

They ran Beat one until the wobble stopped being a joke and became a texture they could ignore, like static you stopped hearing once your ears adapted.

"Beat two," Nadiya said.

Hold was harder. Hold always was. Holding meant not fixing every micro-twitch yourself. It meant trusting someone else's grip on the shared pulse. Nadiya had spent years being good at taking orders because taking orders kept her safe. Leading meant letting other people be good too, even when their good looked different from hers.

She felt Mira skim the edge of mischief—testing, always testing—and didn't clamp down. Instead she fed the line a little extra slack and let Mira snap it back into shape, proving the team could absorb a deliberate twitch.

"Show-off," Elara muttered.

"If you're done flirting with disaster," Nadiya said, ears swiveling toward the subtle wrong-note in the plates, "we've got a drift on platform four."

Mira stiffened. "That's not me."

"I know," Nadiya said, because she did. The Tower liked to needle you where you were already listening. It liked to suggest that if you couldn't name a problem, the problem must be you.

She spoke into the Sync, voice calm as a hand on a shoulder. "Tower interference is background noise until it isn't. Treat it like wind. Adjust your feet. Nobody owns the gust."

Jace's presence pressed gently against hers—not taking over, just reminding her he was there if she needed to offload weight. Nadiya took the reminder and didn't lean on it more than she should. That was its own kind of discipline.

They held until her calves ached from micro-corrections and her ears ached from listening. Sweat beaded along Elara's hairline. Mira's jaw was set. Jace's expression had settled into the calm focus he wore when he was proud of someone but wouldn't say it yet.

"Good," Nadiya said. "Beat three."

Passing the line was where teams broke or became something you could bet on.

The platforms sped up—not crazily, just enough to mean it. The gravity in the outer ring shifted in a slow wave, one quarter lighter, one quarter heavier, like the room was breathing. Nadiya let the rhythm settle into her bones.

"Jace," she said. "Pulse on my mark."

He nodded once.

She didn't count down with numbers. Numbers were for strangers. For them, she used the truth of the room.

"Inhale," she said, and felt them inhale with the Sync. "Exhale—now."

The pulse went through like a ripple on water, clean and intentional. Nadiya rode it, then let it go, then caught it again on the next pass without snagging anyone's thread. Mira whooped—small, fierce. Elara let out a breath she must have been hoarding. Jace's mouth softened.

Nadiya's own pulse hammered, but it wasn't panic. It was the animal joy of doing something hard together and not embarrassing the moment.

They ran the cycle again. And again. She varied the tempo: quick passes, slow holds, a nasty little stutter-step where the plates pretended to glitch. Each time, the Sync recovered faster. Each time, the jokes got quicker, too.

"If Resolve is a fight," Mira said during a ten-second breather, floating just high enough to look insolent, "can we file Sky Sync under 'unfair advantage'?"

"If Resolve is a fight," Elara said, "I want unfair advantage stapled to my forehead."

Mira lifted an eyebrow. "That's where you keep it?"

Elara grinned. "It's prime real estate."

Jace looked at Nadiya, not prompting, just attending. The way he did when he wanted her to take the space she kept reflexively leaving empty.

Nadiya cleared her throat. "Sky Sync isn't unfair. It's earned. Unfair is expecting you to read each other's minds without practice. We're not doing that."

Ivy's voice drifted from a speaker near the ceiling. "Used to be you'd say 'we're not allowed.'"

Nadiya met the golem's gaze through the observation lens. "Used to be I was waiting for someone else to say we were."

The chamber hummed, approving or indifferent; with the Tower, you never knew which. Nadiya squared her feet anyway.

"Again," she said. "Full sequence. Clean finish."

They moved.

By the end, her voice was steady even when her legs weren't. The final pass came like the last line of a song you didn't want to end—Jace's anchor steady, Elara's warmth controlled, Mira's precision like glass.

Nadiya caught the closing beat and sealed it with a soft exhale. "Hold... and release."

The platforms slowed. Gravity eased toward something resembling normal, a gentle return to the body's familiar complaints. Nadiya's ears rang faintly, but the Sync left a warmth behind, like sunlight through curtains.

`[SYSTEM] Sky Sync drills complete — Party coordination +5%. Practice Buff earned: next Resolve mishap -10%.`

Nadiya blinked at the notification, then laughed once under her breath. Of course the Tower would turn sweat into paperwork. At least this paperwork liked her.

"Okay," Mira said, reading the air the way she read people. "That face is either 'I leveled' or 'I'm about to propose.'"

"Buff," Nadiya said, and summarized in plain terms. The team exchanged looks that were part envy, part pride.

Jace stepped in close enough for his shoulder to brush hers, a casual touch that wasn't casual between them anymore. "You led that clean."

"It was a group project," Nadiya said automatically.

Mira snorted. "Don't start."

Elara pointed at her with two fingers, mock-accusing. "Take the compliment before I make you run laps."

Nadiya swallowed the old habit of deflecting until it starved. "Thank you," she said—to Jace, and to the rest of them by extension. "It felt clean because you listened."

Elara softened. "We listen because you're worth listening to."

Before Nadiya could trip over that kindness, her wrist comm chimed.

Not the warm chime of the Tower's internal lines. Not Jace's private ping. This was the cold glass note of a channel she'd been pretending she could leave closed until it sealed itself.

The Jackal glyph flickered along the band—etched lines like a snarl frozen in crystal.

Mira's smile tightened. Jace's expression went neutral in the way that meant violence had entered the menu. Elara shifted her weight forward.

Nadiya accepted the comm.

Rasul's voice slid through, smooth and expensive, the kind of smooth that cost other people sleep. "Little bird," he said. "You've been quiet. The Tower sings. I want to know the lyrics."

Nadiya kept her breathing even. "Then subscribe to a bard."

Rasul chuckled. "Always teeth with you. I appreciate teeth. They're useful. Tell me about Resolve's door. The knots. The trials behind them. Tell me what your man sees when he looks at them."

Anger flashed hot, then steadied. Anger was a fuel if you didn't let it drive.

"I'm not your intel pipeline," Nadiya said.

Silence, curated, like he was letting her hear the weight of his attention.

"You're Glass Jackal," Rasul murmured. "Or you're not. There is no third country."

Nadiya looked at Jace—not for permission, for alignment. He didn't mouth anything. He trusted her to choose.

She chose.

"I was Glass Jackal when survival meant swallowing what you fed me," Nadiya said. "I'm not swallowing anymore. You don't get Resolve. You don't get him. You don't get the team's blood in your ledger because you asked pretty."

Rasul's tone sharpened, just a fraction. "You think the Tower is kinder than I am."

"I think the Tower is honest," Nadiya said. "It wants to eat us, but it says so with rules. You want to eat us and call it family."

Mira made a small sound—approval, maybe. Elara's eyes glittered. Jace nodded once, sharp.

Rasul sighed, theatrical. "Disappointing."

"Copy that," Nadiya said. "File it next to my old resignation."

"You don't resign," Rasul said. "You survive long enough to be useful."

Nadiya let silence sit this time. Let him feel it. Silence wasn't empty; it was a wall you could lean on.

When she spoke again, her voice was quieter, which made it heavier. "If you come at us through me again, I'll treat it like an attack on the team. Not drama. Not politics. Attack." She paused. "And Rasul? Don't call me little bird. I'm not living in your cage vocabulary."

The line went dead.

`[SYSTEM] Personal Autonomy logged — Intent stabilized.`

For a heartbeat, the practice hall felt too loud—her heartbeat, the plates' hum, the soft inhale from someone behind her.

Then Jace's hand found hers, fingers lacing firm. "That was the line," he said simply.

Nadiya exhaled, surprised by how much air she'd been holding. "It was overdue."

Mira stepped closer, bumping Nadiya's shoulder with her own. "For the record, if he tries something cute like leverage, I'm going to commit crimes."

"Legally distinct crimes," Elara added.

Nadiya laughed, a little ragged, and didn't let go of Jace's hand yet. "Nobody commits crimes until I say so. I'm still the drill sergeant tonight."

"Yes ma'am," Mira said, with a salute that was half joke, half vow.

Nadiya looked up at the sealed door beyond the hall—still distant, still waiting. Resolve wasn't Rasul. Resolve wasn't the Jackals. Resolve was the next honest question the Tower asked, and whether they could answer it without tearing each other apart.

The Practice Buff sat in her status like a warm ember. The Sync sat in her chest like a braided cord.

"We're done for tonight," Nadiya said. "Eat. Sleep. If your brain tries to rehearse catastrophes, rehearse this instead: we held the line when the room pretended to break. We can do it when the trial does."

Jace squeezed her hand once. "Lead on."

`[SYSTEM] Resolve Trial — access pending. Party readiness: optimal.`

Nadiya flicked her ears forward, listening past the hum, past the echo of Rasul's voice, for the thing that mattered: her team's breathing, matched and steady.

"Home," she said, and meant all of them. "Then tomorrow, we knock."


CHAPTER 28 — HEART OF INTENT


THE RESOLVE DOOR unknotted with the hiss of pressurized air and swung inward, revealing a circular chamber lit by a soft, pulsing glow. Symbolic knots spiraled along the floor in concentric rings, each loop representing a different vow—some thick as anchor rope, others fine as spider silk. The air was humid, but not with water. With emotion. Every breath tasted like the moments that had brought them this far: Elara's tears in the grove, Jace's steady commands at the bridge, Mira's laughter cutting through panic, Nadiya's own heartbeat pounding against a Jackal collar she'd shattered weeks ago but still felt against her throat when the world got too quiet.

The walls curved upward into a dome of shifting stone, veined with something luminous and alive—like the Tower had capillaries, and this room was one of its hearts. A faint hum vibrated through Nadiya's boots, traveling up through her ankles, her shins, settling somewhere behind her sternum where it matched the rhythm of her pulse. She'd felt the Tower listening before—in the archive, in the library, during Ivy's Lattice repairs—but this was different. This was the Tower leaning close, cupping a hand to its ear, waiting for them to whisper something worth hearing.

The Tower wanted intent. It would rip it from them one way or another.

"Stay close," Jace said, voice low. He rested his shield against his thigh, freeing both hands—a deliberate vulnerability that meant I trust this room not to hit us. "We speak truth quickly."

The door sealed behind them with a sound like a book closing. Above the chamber, text materialized in golden script: `[SYSTEM] Resolve Trial — Heart of Intent. Three phases. One at a time. Share or be silenced.`

Nadiya studied the words, then the knots on the floor. They pulsed in a slow, expectant rhythm—patient, but not infinitely so. The silence stretched like a held breath. Mira shifted her weight. Elara clutched her staff. Jace's jaw tightened.

Nobody moved.

So Nadiya did.

She stepped into the center of the chamber before anyone else could volunteer, because waiting would only let the fear grow teeth. The sooner she spoke, the faster they'd move. She faced the innermost ring of knots, inhaled the charged air until it burned sweetly in her lungs, and let the whistle hang against her chest—cool metal on warm fur, a talisman she'd earned rather than been given.

Her ears swiveled backward, catching her party's breathing. Jace: steady. Elara: shaky but present. Mira: deliberately slow, the way she breathed before picking a lock. They were with her. That mattered more than she'd ever admit out loud.

"I'm afraid of being replaceable," Nadiya said. Her voice was steady even as her heart hammered hard enough to rattle the whistle against her collarbone. "For years, I danced to everyone else's tune. The Jackals told me when to run, when to scout, when to shut up and be useful. I got good at it—so good I forgot what my own rhythm sounded like."

She paused, letting the words land. The knots beneath her feet pulsed gently, absorbing.

"I'm scared that one day I'll wake up and realize I've been doing the same thing here. That I'm just matching someone else's beat again because it's easier than finding my own." Her tail curled tight against her leg—a nervous tic she'd never fully trained away. "But I choose this family every dawn. Not because I have to. Because when I whistle, you listen. And when I stop, you wait. That's never happened before. Let that be enough."

The floor knots flared with gentle golden light, warm as afternoon sun through glass. The glow spread from Nadiya's feet outward in ripples, washing over the others. She felt it in her chest—a loosening, as if someone had untied a knot she didn't know she was carrying.

She stepped back, legs slightly unsteady, and Mira caught her elbow without looking. Just a touch—brief, grounding—that said I heard you without making a production of it.

Elara stepped forward next. She moved the way she always did when she was nervous: chin up, shoulders squared, hands clasped around her staff like it was a prayer book. The healer's braids swayed as she took position in the center, and the knots rearranged themselves beneath her—subtler, smaller loops, as if the room was calibrating to her frequency.

"I fear I won't be enough," Elara said. Her voice was soft but clear, the kind of quiet that made you lean in rather than tune out. "For the Warm Hand. For the Tower. For any of you." She pressed her palm to her sternum, where the Scribe's glyph still faintly glimmered beneath her tunic. "I was trained to channel divine compassion, and for a long time I thought that meant being perfect. Serene. Unshakable. The council wanted a vessel, not a person."

She exhaled through her nose—a controlled breath that trembled at the edges. "But the divine likes imperfections. I'm learning that. Cracked clay holds water differently than glazed porcelain, and sometimes differently is what's needed." A fragile smile. "I choose to keep singing, trembling included. Even when the notes crack. Especially then."

The light flared again, softer this time—more like candlelight than sunfire—and something in the room's hum shifted to accommodate Elara's gentler frequency. Nadiya's ears twitched. She could hear the harmonics layering, the Tower weaving their truths into something structural.

Mira rolled her shoulders and stepped up with the loose-limbed swagger of someone who'd rather fight a hydra than talk about feelings. But her eyes were serious—the sharp, dark amber that meant she was paying attention with everything she had.

"Right," Mira said, cracking her knuckles. "My turn to be emotionally naked. Everybody look impressed."

A beat of silence. Then, quieter: "I'm terrified of losing them."

She gestured vaguely at the group without turning around. "All of them. Every single one. In the Alley, caring about someone was a liability. Trust got you stabbed—literally, twice, I have the scars. You kept people at arm's length because the alternative was watching them get sold, or arrested, or just... gone one morning without a note."

Her tail swished once, agitated. "Here? Trust keeps us alive. It's the opposite of everything I learned growing up, and some mornings I still wake up expecting it to be a con." She met Jace's eyes across the chamber. "It's not. I know it's not. But the fear doesn't care what I know. It just sits there, chewing on my insides like a rat in a breadbox."

She flashed a grin that was all bravery and no comfort. "I pick trust anyway. Every time. Even when the rat's loud."

The knots blazed. Nadiya watched Mira's shadow stretch and shrink as the light danced, and something in her chest ached with recognition. She knew that fear. She'd lived in it for years, wearing a Jackal collar and calling it home.

Then Jace.

He didn't step into the center so much as settle into it, the way a cornerstone settles into a foundation. He rested his shield on the floor, palms open, fingers spread—a posture Nadiya had never seen from him before. Jace always had his hands on something: a weapon, a shoulder, a plan. Open hands meant he was letting go of all three.

"Sometimes I still think leadership means carrying everything alone," he said. His voice was the low, even timbre he used for orders, but stripped of command. Just a man admitting something heavy. "That if I'm not the one holding the weight, I'm failing. That needing help is the same as being weak."

He closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, they were bright. "It doesn't work that way. If I fall, they lead." He nodded toward each of them in turn—Nadiya, Elara, Mira. "That's not failure. That's the point. The Tower doesn't want a hero at the top. It wants a foundation."

The chamber rang like a struck bell. Light poured from the knots in a rush, filling the dome until the air itself seemed to glow. Nadiya felt the warmth wrap around her like an embrace, and for three heartbeats, she could feel all of them—Elara's quiet devotion, Mira's fierce loyalty, Jace's immovable love—as clearly as she felt her own pulse.

Then the sensation faded, leaving behind a hum of connection that settled into her bones like a tuning fork finding its note.

Phase I complete.

The knots reconfigured beneath them, weaving from large ceremonial loops into smaller, tighter knots that circled each of them individually—personal weights, carried in silence. A second prompt materialized in the golden script above: Phase II — Speak the charges you carry from others. Release them.

Nadiya swallowed. She understood what this meant. Not their own fears—those were internal. This was about the weight other people had hung around their necks. The expectations, the debts, the guilt trips, the leveraged loyalties. Every "you owe me" that had ever been hissed across a table or whispered through a comm channel.

Jair would have called this weakness. The old Jackal handler had believed that grudges were currency—you collected them, you spent them, you never forgave a debt because forgiveness was just bankruptcy with a prettier name. The Tower called it necessary. Nadiya was starting to think the Tower was right.

She stepped back into the center, wrapping her fingers around the whistle's cool metal to steady herself. The small knots tightened around her feet, and she felt the phantom pressure of a collar—not real, not anymore, but the memory was vivid enough to make her fur prickle.

"To the Glass Jackals," she said clearly, and her voice didn't waver. "You don't get to call in old favors for new chains. I ran your routes. I scouted your marks. I slept in your dens with one eye open because trust was a luxury you didn't stock. I paid my debt—every mile, every message, every scar. So any guilt you throw from here on out is your own. You don't get to put it in my pockets."

The loops around her pulsed, the motion rippling outward like rings in water. She felt something loosen in her ribcage—a tightness she'd been carrying so long she'd forgotten it was there. Her ears perked forward, and the chamber's hum seemed to exhale with her.

Elara moved next, her steps deliberate, her chin raised in that stubborn way that meant she was about to say something the Warm Hand council wouldn't like. The knots rearranged for her—smaller, more intricate, wound tight as prayer beads.

"To the Warm Hand council," Elara said, and her voice was rough with remembered frustration. "I spent three years trying to fit into your neat little boxes. Compassionate but not emotional. Faithful but not questioning. Powerful but not threatening. You wanted a healer who smiled on command and never asked why the divine felt like a conversation instead of a decree."

She gripped her staff hard enough that her knuckles paled. "I'm done performing reverence. I'll bring you truth even if it's messy, even if it makes your committee meetings uncomfortable, even if it sounds like heresy when you squint at it from the wrong angle. The divine doesn't need your approval, and neither do I."

The loops flared. Nadiya felt a swell of fierce pride—Elara, who'd arrived in their party soft-spoken and uncertain, standing in the center of a Tower trial and telling the most powerful healing order on the continent to sit down.

Mira's turn was shorter and sharper, like a knife drawn fast.

She didn't bother stepping into the center. She spoke from where she stood, weight on one hip, arms crossed, tail lashing. "Rogue's Alley gossips," she said, voice dripping with the kind of sweetness that preceded violence, "you don't get to decide my worth anymore. I'm not for sale, I'm not for rent, and I'm definitely not for the discount bin. You had your chance to be decent and you chose inventory."

A pause. Then, softer, aimed at someone specific and far away: "And Dex? If you're still peddling that story about how I owed you a favor? I never did. You just couldn't tell the difference between helping and owning."

The knots around her blazed white-hot for a second, then cooled to warm amber. Mira's jaw worked for a moment, like she was chewing on something she couldn't quite swallow, and then she exhaled—long and slow—and her shoulders dropped an inch.

Jace stepped forward last. His lips twitched with something that wasn't quite a smile but lived in the same neighborhood. The knots reformed around his boots, thick and military, the kind of binding that came with insignia and chain of command.

"Brightwell," he said, calm as a courtroom. "Take your politics elsewhere. You don't fund climbers—you fund leverage. Every contract you draft is a leash with a velvet cover, and the Tower sees through velvet just fine." He paused. "The Tower logs your games, and when the time comes, we'll expose them. Not out of spite. Because the people you leash deserve to know the knots aren't real."

The chamber exhaled. Every knot on the floor loosened simultaneously, unraveling from tight coils into gentle curves, like fists unclenching. Nadiya felt lighter—actually, physically lighter, as if she'd set down a pack she'd been hauling for miles. She looked at the others and saw it reflected: Elara touching her own face in wonder, Mira rubbing her wrists as if invisible cuffs had fallen away, Jace rolling his shoulders like armor that no longer pinched.

Phase II complete.

Phase III announced itself with a gust of air that smelled like ozone and citrus—sharp and sweet, the scent of storms breaking over orchards. The floor knots tightened one final time, creating a single looping path that spiraled inward toward a pedestal at the chamber's exact center. Atop the pedestal sat a translucent crystal, no bigger than a fist, pulsing with light that beat in time with the Tower's omnipresent hum. It reminded Nadiya of a heart—not the organ, but the idea. The center of something. The reason it kept going.

Above, the final prompt: Phase III — Declare why you climb beyond reward.

This was the hardest one. Fears were private but familiar—you lived with them. Charges from others were heavy but external—you could set them down. But this? This was about what remained when you stripped away the loot, the levels, the stat screens, the bragging rights, the survival instinct. What was left when climbing wasn't about getting something?

Nadiya's answer rose unbidden, as if it had been sitting in her throat since the day she'd broken free of the Jackals.

"Because the world taught us to scramble for scraps," she said, and her voice was fierce—fiercer than Phase I, fiercer than Phase II, because this wasn't confession or release. This was declaration. "Every system I've ever lived in—the Jackals, the salvage rings, the black market scout networks—they all ran on scarcity. Not enough food, not enough trust, not enough room for everyone to survive. So you fought. You hoarded. You wore a collar because at least a collar came with meals."

She touched the whistle at her chest. "I want to build something that doesn't need collars or debt to hold together. Something that works because people choose it, not because they're afraid of what happens if they don't. That's why I climb. Not for loot. For proof that it's possible."

The crystal pulsed brighter. The knot-path beneath her feet warmed, and she felt the Tower leaning in again—not demanding, but listening with the intensity of something that had been waiting a very long time to hear this.

Elara's gaze burned bright as she stepped forward. "Because faith stagnates without honest fieldwork," she said. "The Warm Hand teaches compassion from behind pulpit glass, and the congregation nods and goes home and nothing changes. Compassion isn't a sermon—it's a callus. You earn it by doing the work, by getting your hands dirty, by healing people who scare you." She pressed her palm to the crystal, and the light flowed up her arm like liquid warmth. "We climb to prove compassion belongs alongside power. Not as decoration. As architecture."

Mira spun a dagger through her fingers—a comfort habit, the way some people cracked their knuckles or hummed under their breath. The blade caught the crystal's light in stuttering flashes. "Because every trial proves we can be better than we were yesterday," she said. "That's not nothing. In the Alley, yesterday was something you survived and forgot. Here, yesterday is something you build on." The dagger stilled. She grinned—bright, genuine, the kind of smile that made Nadiya's ears warm. "And because towers make great story openings. Nobody ever started an epic with 'once upon a time, in a sensible bungalow.'"

Even the Tower seemed to appreciate that one. The hum shifted a quarter-tone, almost amused.

Jace placed his palm on the crystal last, covering the spot where Elara's hand had rested. "Because the Architect trusted someone once," he said quietly. "Whoever built this Tower believed that people could be tested and come out better. Not stronger—better. Kinder. More honest. More willing to carry each other." His fingers pressed against the crystal's warm surface. "We'll prove they were right. That's the only reward that matters."

The crystal blazed.

`[SYSTEM] Heart of Intent satisfied — Resolve progression unlocked. Party Resolve 25% (Phase Gate).]`

Light erupted from the crystal in a warm, cascading wave—not blinding, but encompassing, like sunlight breaking through storm clouds after days of gray. It washed over them, through them, carrying the taste of every truth they'd spoken and every charge they'd released. The knots on the floor loosened entirely, unraveling like exhaled breaths, and where they'd been, a doorway of pure, steady light opened in the chamber wall.

Nadiya exhaled. Her pulse slowed, settling from a hammer into a heartbeat. The whistle against her chest hummed faintly, harmonizing with the crystal's fading glow.

"That..." she said, searching for the right words and finding only honest ones. "That could have gone worse."

Mira grinned, cheeks still flushed from her own confession. "You mean it could've involved clones again?"

"Or lasers," Elara said dryly. "I've had my fill of lasers."

"Don't jinx it," Jace said, but his expression was soft—the kind of soft he only allowed when the fighting was genuinely done. He retrieved his shield, settling it on his arm with practiced ease, then turned to Nadiya. "You led that. All three phases. The room followed your tempo."

Pride flared hot in her chest—not the brittle kind that cracked under scrutiny, but the deep kind, the kind with roots. "Thanks."

"She did start Phase I before anyone else blinked," Mira added, bumping Nadiya's hip with her own. "Captain Fox energy."

"I will not be held responsible for that nickname," Nadiya muttered, but her tail betrayed her, swishing in pleased arcs.

Before they moved on, she paused at the threshold of the light-door. Something tugged at her—not the Tower's pull, but her own instinct. She lifted the whistle to her lips and played a short melody: three notes, high-low-high, that matched the pulses the crystal had sent during their confessions. The chamber hummed back—a low, resonant tone, like a bell answering a bell across a valley.

As if acknowledging she'd heard.

Nadiya lowered the whistle, ears forward, listening to the echo decay. Maybe intent was a two-way street. Maybe the Tower wasn't just testing them. Maybe it was telling them something too, in the only language it had—light and knots and the weight of silence—and they were finally learning to listen.

"You okay?" Elara asked, touching Nadiya's shoulder.

"Better than okay," Nadiya said, and meant it. "I think the Tower just answered."

Mira tilted her head. "Answered what?"

Nadiya smiled—small, private, the kind of smile she used to hide from Jackal handlers because it made her look too content, and content scouts asked questions. "Whether it was worth telling the truth."

They stepped through the door of light together, side by side, the warm glow parting around them like a curtain drawn back by gentle hands. The corridor beyond was dim and cool, a contrast that made the trial behind them feel like stepping out of a fever dream—except the lightness in Nadiya's chest was real, and so was the hum in her bones, and so was the steady rhythm of four sets of footsteps falling into sync without anyone calling the beat.

Resolve had a long way to go. The path ahead would knot tighter, demand more, test the truths they'd just spoken against the pressures of exhaustion and fear and the Tower's relentless appetite for proof. But their hearts beat in sync, and for now, that was enough.

Nadiya whistled softly as they walked—nothing formal, no cadence drill, just a melody that felt like breathing. Behind them, the chamber's last light winked out, and ahead, the next trial waited in patient darkness.

They were ready for it.


CHAPTER 29 — RIVAL ULTIMATUM


RESOLVE'S SECOND CHAMBER looked deceptively peaceful: a stone amphitheater with gently sloping benches carved from the same veined rock that made up the Tower's bones, and a central dais shaped like a compass rose, each cardinal point inlaid with a different mineral—north obsidian, south quartz, east copper, west jade. The whole setup screamed civilized discussion, which in Jace's experience meant someone was about to be deeply uncivilized.

Ivy's bookmark buzzed the moment they crossed the threshold—a sharp, insistent pulse against Jace's wrist that he'd learned to read like a weather gauge. One pulse meant data. Two meant caution. Three meant stop walking and pay attention.

This was three.

"Alert," Ivy's voice chimed through the air, clear as crystal and twice as cutting. "Bright Lances are in the adjacent chamber attempting a negotiation with external allies. Intent flagged. The Tower has noted the interaction and cross-referenced it with prior Resolve failures. Probability of escalation: significant."

Jace sighed through his nose—the long, measured kind that said I am not surprised, but I am disappointed. Of course the Lances would choose now to stir trouble. Of course they'd wait until the Resolve trial was actively measuring intent and moral fiber to pull a political stunt that had all the subtlety of a brick through stained glass.

"How adjacent?" Mira asked, already angling toward the eastern wall.

"Seventeen meters. Thin wall. Sound carries," Ivy reported.

Nadiya's ears rotated like satellite dishes. "I can hear them. Two voices arguing. One projected—holographic transmission."

"Let me guess," Mira said flatly. "Brightwell."

Nadiya nodded.

Jace weighed the options. Walking away was technically viable—the Lances' problems weren't his, and the Resolve trial wouldn't penalize them for minding their own business. But the Tower had flagged the interaction, which meant it was watching. And if the Lances did something stupid enough to compromise the trial's integrity, the shrapnel would hit everyone on this floor.

Besides, there was a quieter reason. Seren—their junior archer—had looked scared in every encounter. Not ambitious-scared. Not in-over-her-head-scared. Genuinely frightened, the way people got when they realized the people protecting them had stopped caring whether they survived.

"Let's intercept," Jace said, "before they drag the Tower into another PR stunt."

Elara touched his arm as they moved. "Diplomatic or direct?"

"Start diplomatic. Adjust as needed."

"So direct within thirty seconds," Mira translated.

"Roughly," Jace admitted.

They followed a side corridor—narrow, torch-lit, lined with the same knotted motifs that had decorated the Heart of Intent chamber. The Tower wasn't subtle about its themes. Every rope pattern whispered vows, vows, vows as they passed, and Jace felt the weight of the ones they'd just spoken pressing against his chest like a shield he hadn't asked for but couldn't set down.

The corridor opened into a circular hall with a high domed ceiling and a glowing rune slab at its center—a communication altar, the Tower's equivalent of a long-distance comm relay. Around it stood the Bright Lances: Torvy, their leader, jaw locked in the rigid set of someone swallowing arguments they couldn't afford to voice. Veena, their sonic specialist, fingers white-knuckled around her rod. Leth, their scribe—slate under one arm, ink on his cuffs, the kind of build that came from hauling paper through bad years—arms crossed and expression sour. Starfall's guild offices still had Merrin on the Bright Lances' public narrative; the Tower climb had Leth on hazard slates. And Seren, the junior archer, pressed against the far wall as if trying to merge with the stonework.

Projected above the rune slab, hovering like a painting of displeasure given volume and voice, was Lady Brightwell herself. She was draped in velvet—midnight blue, because of course it was—with silver threading that caught the rune-light like a spider's web catching dew. Her face was the kind of beautiful that had been weaponized so long it forgot how to be anything else: sharp cheekbones, sharper eyes, a mouth that had never said "please" without making it sound like "or else."

"You promised results," Brightwell snapped, her projection flickering with impatience. "The guild is already questioning my investment. Three months of funding, Torvy. Equipment. Passage rights. Political cover. And what do you have? A half-logged archive scan and a reputation for getting outmaneuvered by a party half your level."

Torvy's jaw clenched so hard Jace could hear the teeth. "We've secured insight access. We just need—"

"Time?" Brightwell's voice dripped contempt. "Time is a currency I've already overspent."

"A shortcut," Veena interjected, glancing at the rune slab with the feverish look of someone who'd been workshopping bad ideas in the dark. "The Tower loves rituals. We can craft a proxy vow—a simulated intent declaration that satisfies the gate requirements without—"

"No," Jace said, stepping into the light.

His voice wasn't loud, but the acoustics of the domed hall carried it cleanly—a trick of Tower architecture that rewarded clarity and punished mumbling. Every head turned. The rune slab's glow shifted, widening its illumination to include the newcomers, as if the Tower itself was pulling up a chair.

The Lances spun. Veena's expression curdled like milk left in the sun. Leth's hand went to his weapon—a spiked mace that he fingered the way anxious people fidgeted with coins. Torvy's face cycled through surprise, irritation, and a flicker of something that might have been relief before settling on guarded neutrality.

Seren pressed harder against the wall. But her eyes—Jace noticed—went to Elara, not to him. Looking for safety, not authority.

"Of course you're here," Veena said, loading the words with enough venom to paralyze small livestock.

Lady Brightwell's projection sharpened, resolving from slightly-fuzzy-important-person to razor-focused-predator. "Ah," she said, examining them the way a jeweler examined paste stones. "The upstarts."

"Lady Brightwell," Jace said, keeping his voice level. He planted his shield beside him—not aggressively, but visibly, the way you set a boundary marker. I'm here. I'm staying. Adjust. "We're all after the same thing: proving we can handle the Tower. Shortcutting intent undermines everyone—your team, ours, and the Tower's trust in climbers."

Brightwell's painted lips curved. "Trust. How quaint. The Tower is a mechanism, boy, not a friend. It responds to inputs. If the correct input happens to be a proxy vow rather than—"

"It won't work," Jace said. "The archive already flagged your team for attempting a shortcut in the Scribe trial. Another flag and the Tower starts treating the Lances as a systemic risk. That means restricted access, reduced loot tables, and every trial gate adding a suspicion check before letting them through."

He wasn't guessing. Ivy had pulled the data during their last rest cycle—quietly, clinically, the way she pulled everything. The information sat in his mind now like ammunition he'd rather not use but couldn't afford to leave behind.

Veena's eyes narrowed. "You don't have access to our logs."

"The Tower does," Nadiya said from behind Jace, quiet and precise. "And Ivy reads the Tower."

Brightwell's projection went very still. The kind of still that preceded either capitulation or escalation, and Jace honestly couldn't tell which.

"You presume to know the Architects' will?" she said finally, and her voice had dropped into the register that Jace recognized from guild-hall negotiations—the one that meant I'm evaluating whether you're useful or just loud.

"I presume facts," Jace said. "The Echo Archive, the Scribe, the Resolve hall—they all reward shared load, genuine intent, and transparent cooperation. Every data point Ivy has logged confirms it. You want the Tower to open? Invest in your team's ethics, not just their gear."

He let that land, watching Brightwell's face for the tell. It came in the form of a barely perceptible tightening around her eyes—the kind of micro-expression that politicians spent years training away and never fully managed.

Torvy's eyes flicked between them—Jace, then Brightwell, then back—calculating. The junior archer, Seren, had stopped pressing against the wall and was watching the exchange with wide, attentive eyes. She's the one worth saving, Jace thought. Torvy might come around. Veena won't. Leth follows the loudest voice. But Seren wants to do this right. She just needs someone to show her it's possible.

"Enough lecturing," Veena snapped, stepping forward. Her sonic rod hummed—not activated, but primed, vibrating at the frequency of someone who wanted very badly to hit something and was restraining herself through willpower alone. "We make our own choices."

"And we log them," Nadiya added, tapping Ivy's bookmark with one claw. The gesture was small, almost casual, but the implication was precise: everything you do here is recorded, and we have the receipts.

Brightwell's projection glared—an expression so practiced it probably had its own portrait somewhere. "This conversation is a waste. Torvy, you know the stakes. Deliver results by quarter's end, or I reallocate your funding to teams who understand that performance isn't optional."

Torvy straightened. Something shifted in her posture—subtle, like a wall developing its first crack. She looked at Brightwell's projection, then at her own team. Seren. Leth. Even Veena, whose fury was currently pointed outward but could just as easily turn inward.

"I do know the stakes," Torvy said. "Which is why we need to do this right."

The silence that followed was the loudest thing in the room.

Veena made a choked sound—half disbelief, half betrayal. "You can't be serious."

"I am," Torvy said, and her voice had the weight of someone who'd been chewing on this decision for longer than tonight. "We nearly got expelled from the archive because we tried to cheat. Half our compassion metrics are in the red. Seren hasn't slept through the night in a week because she's terrified we're going to get flagged and banned." She turned to face Brightwell's projection squarely. "We're not repeating that."

Seren flinched at the mention of her name, then slowly uncurled from the wall. Her chin came up—not much, but enough.

Brightwell's voice chilled to the temperature of deep space. "Then you're of no use to me."

The projection flickered once—a deliberate, performative flicker, because Lady Brightwell did nothing accidentally—and vanished, leaving the chamber eerily quiet. The rune slab's glow dimmed to a low, ambient pulse. The hall felt suddenly too large, too empty, too full of the echo of a threat that had barely bothered to disguise itself.

Mira let out a low whistle. "Ice queen bails. Didn't even drop a dramatic cape swirl. Disappointing."

"She'll be back," Leth muttered, speaking for the first time. His voice was gravel and resignation. "She always comes back."

"With worse terms," Veena added bitterly. She rounded on Torvy. "You just torpedoed our funding. Our gear budget. Our passage rights. For what? Moral satisfaction?"

"For not getting ejected from the Tower," Torvy said, rubbing her temples with the heels of her hands. "Which is what would've happened if we'd tried that proxy vow. Jace is right—don't look at me like that, I hate it too—the Tower's already watching us."

Jace crossed his arms and let the Lances' internal argument run its course. Pushing now would feel like gloating, and gloating was a luxury he couldn't afford. Not when he needed these people functional, or at least not actively hostile.

Elara moved during the lull—quietly, with the practiced unobtrusiveness of a healer who'd spent years approaching frightened patients. She drifted toward Seren, not directly but adjacently, close enough to be available without being intrusive.

"You okay?" Elara asked softly.

Seren's lower lip trembled. "I don't know," she admitted. "I just wanted to climb."

"You still can," Elara said. "That hasn't changed."

Mira watched the exchange, expression unreadable, then turned back to the Lances' leadership triangle. "So," she said, with the diplomatic finesse of a brick through a window, "now that your sugar mama's bailed, what's the plan?"

Veena's sonic rod hummed louder. Torvy held up a hand—stop.

Jace stepped forward. This was the moment—the hinge. Brightwell was gone, the power dynamic had shifted, and Torvy was standing in the wreckage of her former safety net looking for something to grab onto. If Jace offered the wrong thing, Torvy would reject it out of pride. If he offered the right thing the wrong way, same result. He needed to make it practical, specific, and equal—not a handout, but a handshake.

"You still have a choice," he said. "Follow Brightwell's demands from a distance and hope she comes back with something you can stomach. Or prove the Tower wrong about you."

Veena's eyes flashed, dangerous. "What are you offering? Charity?"

"Terms," Jace said. Not charity—terms. The distinction mattered. Charity created debt. Terms created structure.

He held up one finger. "For the next Resolve trial, we run separate. No combined parties, no merged scores. You climb your way, we climb ours."

Second finger. "But we share intel if the Tower triggers a multi-party event. We've seen those—the kind where the floor throws something at every team simultaneously and rewards whoever cooperates. If that happens, we coordinate. Not merge. Coordinate."

Third finger. "If you see a hazard that endangers us all—structural, environmental, hostile—you log it and flag us. We do the same. Mutual safety, no strings."

Fourth finger. "If the Tower flags compassion—a test of whether climbers help each other—you don't exploit it. You respond genuinely. In return, we file a joint note with the Tower showing that the Bright Lances cooperated of their own volition. That goes into your metrics. It won't replace Brightwell's funding, but it'll rebuild the trust scores the proxy vow attempt cost you."

He lowered his hand. "That's the deal. Take it or don't."

Torvy considered. Her face was a battlefield—pride, pragmatism, resentment, and something that might have been hope all fighting for territory behind her eyes. Veena snarled softly, a sound that communicated volumes about her feelings on the matter.

Leth unfolded his arms. "It's not bad," he said grudgingly.

Veena turned on him. "You too?"

"I'm saying it's not bad," Leth repeated, "not that I like it. There's a difference."

Seren stepped forward. She was shaking slightly—not with fear now, but with the effort of speaking up in a room full of louder voices. "Please, Torvy," she said. "I don't want to cheat anymore. I just want to climb."

The silence stretched like a held breath.

Finally Torvy nodded—a single, sharp movement, like pulling a splinter. "Fine. Temporary cooperation. Veena, stand down."

Veena's jaw clenched so hard Jace wondered if her teeth would survive the night. "If they get ahead because of this—"

"Then we run smarter, not dirtier," Torvy said, and the sharpness in her voice was aimed inward as much as outward. She met Jace's eyes. "Deal?"

Jace extended his hand. Open palm. No weapon, no shield, no angle. After a tense beat—one, two, three heartbeats that felt like a year's worth of guild politics compressed into silence—Torvy clasped it.

Her grip was strong. Calloused. The hand of someone who'd been climbing hard and didn't need to pretend otherwise. Jace squeezed back—once, firm—and felt the Tower's hum shift beneath them both, a vibration that traveled through the stone floor and up through their clasped hands like a signature being witnessed.

`[SYSTEM] Detente logged — Rival cooperation acknowledged. Compassion metrics updated.]`

The text glowed above the rune slab for three seconds, then faded. But Jace felt its weight settle into the room like a cornerstone being placed. Not permanent—detentes never were—but foundational.

"If you need resources," Jace added, releasing Torvy's hand, "talk to Tamsin. She wants Tower schematics for her forgework. Maybe she'll cut you a discount on repairs."

Veena huffed—a sound that was ninety percent contempt and ten percent grudging acceptance, which was the closest she'd come to approval all evening. Torvy's eyes flickered with reluctant gratitude. "We'll consider it."

The Lances gathered their things—Veena with aggressive efficiency, Leth with quiet resignation, Torvy with the distracted air of someone already rethinking strategy. Before they left, Seren broke away from the group and approached Elara hesitantly, like a small animal approaching an open hand.

"Thank you," she said softly. "For helping in the shaft. And for... tonight."

Elara smiled—warm, genuine, the kind of smile that made rooms feel smaller and safer. "Take care of yourself, Seren. And eat something. You look like the wind could steal you."

Seren almost smiled back. Almost. Then Torvy called her name, and she jogged after her team, bow bouncing against her back, steps a little lighter than they'd been when the conversation started.

The Lances filed out through the side corridor, footsteps fading into the Tower's ambient hum. The rune slab dimmed to standby. The chamber settled into quiet.

Mira slumped against the wall and let out a breath she'd apparently been holding since the negotiation started. "Well," she said. "Resolve's already working. We just did diplomacy instead of hitting things. Feels illegal."

Elara chuckled, leaning against her staff. "Confession: I felt an urge to hex Brightwell's projection. Just a small one. A rash, maybe. Something itchy."

"Same," Mira said. "I was picturing something more along the lines of setting her velvet on fire, but a rash works too."

Jace retrieved his shield, settling it on his arm. The weight was familiar—grounding. "All right. We filed compassion. Logged a detente. Now we get back to our own trial before the Tower decides we've been procrastinating."

Before they returned to the corridor, he activated the bookmark on his wrist. "Ivy, log that the Lances agreed to cooperation terms. Full details—four conditions, handshake, Seren's request. If Brightwell tries to smear them or pull some retroactive contractual garbage, the Tower should have proof that Torvy chose integrity."

"Already recorded," Ivy replied, her voice warm with something that sounded suspiciously like pride. "I've also cross-referenced the interaction with your Resolve metrics. Excellent speech, Jace. Diplomatic clarity index: high."

He groaned. "Please don't give my speeches a score."

"Too late," Ivy said. "It's in the log."

"You're as bad as Mira."

"I aspire to be worse," Mira said cheerfully, pushing off the wall. "Come on, hero. Let's go before the knots get impatient."

Returning to the Resolve hall, they found three new knots glowing on the floor—one for each compassion act logged during the encounter. The knots were different from the ones in the Heart of Intent: smaller, tighter, the kind that held under stress rather than ceremonial display. Functional knots. Working knots. The Tower was braiding every decision into the path ahead, and Jace found that he didn't mind the weight. Not when it was earned.

He knelt, studying the patterns, tracing one with his fingertip. The surface was warm. He rose with renewed focus.

"Ready?" he asked.

"Ready," came the chorus—four voices, overlapping, imperfect, and exactly in sync.

They stepped back into the Heart of Intent's light, carrying the knowledge that even rivals could be coaxed toward better paths when compassion and accountability walked together. Not a guarantee—Veena's fury was genuine, and Brightwell's absence was temporary. But the handshake was real, and the Tower had logged it, and sometimes that was enough to build on.

The hum followed them forward, steady as a heartbeat, patient as stone.


CHAPTER 30 — JACKAL CLAUSE


RESOLVE PHASE TWO spat them back into a narrow corridor lined with knotted ropes and flickering lanterns, the kind of passage that looked like it had opinions about who walked through it and kept them to itself. The ropes hung from the walls in thick coils—not decorative, not exactly. More like the Tower was taking notes in fiber and tension, recording stress patterns the way Ivy recorded data.

The moment Mira's boots touched the floor, a familiar whistle tone pinged from Nadiya's wrist—sharp, insistent, coded in the Glass Jackal frequency that made Nadiya's ears go flat the way other people's smiles went rigid. It was the sound equivalent of finding a roach in your breakfast: technically not life-threatening, but it ruined the whole meal.

Nadiya's ears flattened. Her tail went stiff, then curled tight against her hip in the defensive posture Mira had learned to read like a warning sign. "That's the third in two days."

"Answer it," Mira said, already cracking her knuckles—not because she was preparing for a fight, but because the sound irritated Mira slightly less than the sound of Jackal comm signals. "I'm tired of subtext."

They ducked into a side alcove—a natural pocket in the corridor wall where two support arches intersected, creating a space about the size of a generous closet. Elara conjured a Shine veil without being asked, the luminous barrier settling over the alcove's opening like a curtain of warm light. It wouldn't stop anyone from walking through, but it would muffle sound and scramble any eavesdropping runes. Elara was good like that—she anticipated the need for privacy the way she anticipated wounds, before the blood started showing.

Jace positioned himself at the alcove's entrance, shield angled so it covered the corridor in both directions. Not because he expected an attack—they were inside a Resolve trial, and the Tower generally frowned on ambushes during moral examinations—but because Jace's version of standing still involved being strategically useful. The man couldn't lean against a wall without turning it into a defensive perimeter.

Nadiya opened the message.

Rasul materialized above her wrist comm—a holographic bust, grainy around the edges, lit by desert sun that made his weathered face look like it had been carved from the same sandstone as the dunes he operated from. He was older than Mira expected—fifties, maybe, with deep lines around his mouth that came from years of giving orders that people obeyed out of fear rather than respect. His eyes were the flat, assessing kind that Mira recognized from the Alley: the eyes of someone who'd decided a long time ago that people were inventory, and inventory was only valuable if it moved.

"Nadiya," he said without preamble, because Jackals didn't do pleasantries the way they didn't do refunds. "Drift Station Four reports unauthorized salvage from the Tower's glaze. Sixteen units of crystallized resonance, unregistered. If that's your crew, we expect restitution. Full market value, plus handling. Bring our cut to the usual place before the full moon, or we intercept your next supply caravan."

He paused, and the pause was the worst part—calculated, loaded, the kind of silence that said I'm giving you time to be afraid before I continue.

"This isn't a request, habibti," he added, using the endearment the way a knife used a sheath—technically housing, functionally restraint. "It's a courtesy."

The message cut. The hologram dissolved into static, then nothing.

Silence filled the alcove like water filling a boot—slowly, uncomfortably, from the bottom up.

Nadiya swore softly. Her ears hadn't moved from their flattened position, pressed tight against her skull, and her claws—usually retracted, usually controlled—were out, pricking tiny crescents into her own palms. "We haven't touched Drift Four," she said, voice tight. "We've never even been within two kilometers of Drift Four. He knows that."

"Of course he knows that," Mira said, and the anger that had been building in her chest since the first ping crystallized into something sharp and useful—the kind of fury she could aim. "He doesn't care whether we did it. He cares whether we'll pay to make the accusation go away. Classic shakedown. I've seen this grift six hundred times."

She had, too. The Alley ran on exactly this logic: accuse someone of something they didn't do, set a deadline, and count on fear and confusion to produce payment. It worked because most people would rather pay a bribe than fight a lie. The Jackals were betting that Nadiya—who'd spent years under their thumb, years learning that obedience was survival—would default to the same calculus.

They were wrong. Nadiya wasn't alone anymore.

"We should inform the Tower," Jace said, frown deepening into the expression Mira privately called his governance face—the look he wore when politics required patience instead of punching. "If the Jackals are pulling unauthorized salvage from Drift Four and blaming us, it affects the Tower's resource tracking. Ivy's metrics depend on accurate external interference data."

"Agreed," Elara said. She'd moved closer to Nadiya during the message—not hovering, just present, the way sunlight was present through a window. Her hand rested near Nadiya's elbow, not touching, just available. "But we can also turn this to our advantage."

Mira grinned slowly—the grin that made smart people nervous and dumb people overconfident. "Exactly what I was thinking."

She pulled up her own comm channel, routing it through Ivy's anonymized relay so the signal would trace back to a Tower-registered node instead of their personal location. Ivy's relay was a beautiful thing—it made every outgoing message look like it came from the Tower's official communication infrastructure, which meant that any response would be logged as Tower-adjacent correspondence. Legal protection and intimidation factor in one elegant package.

Mira composed herself. She cracked her neck, rolled her shoulders, and adopted the voice she'd learned in the Alley—the one that was sweet the way antifreeze was sweet: pleasant, bright, and absolutely poisonous if you swallowed it.

"Rasul," she said, "this is Mira Quickpaw, licensed climber, registered party member, and—as of about thirty seconds ago—deeply unimpressed."

She paused for effect, because if Jackals could do dramatic silence, so could she.

"Here's how this works. If you're accusing us of poaching Tower salvage, put up proof. Timestamped. Verified. Notarized if you've got a notary out there in the sand, which I doubt, but hope springs eternal. Otherwise, stop using Drift Four as leverage against a team that's never set foot on your station."

She let her voice drop a register—not threatening, exactly. Informative. The way a surgeon was informative when they explained what would happen if you didn't hold still.

"We have Ivy—that's our archivist, a Tower-integrated golem with a perfect memory and zero tolerance for accounting fraud—logging every external interaction we receive. Every comm signal. Every implied threat. Every cute little 'courtesy' wrapped around an extortion attempt. The Tower's perimeter sentries have already been alerted. Step on Tower property again, send another shakedown message, or so much as look at our supply caravan with intent, and I send your name, your station coordinates, and your entire operational profile to the guild board. Not a threat, Rasul. A forecast."

She ended the call before Rasul could respond, because the last word was a strategic asset and she wasn't giving it away for free.

The alcove was very quiet.

Nadiya stared at her. Her ears had come up from their flattened position—not all the way, but halfway, which was the fennec equivalent of a standing ovation. Her amber eyes were wide, her mouth slightly open, and her tail had uncurled from its defensive coil and was doing a tiny, involuntary wag.

"You just threatened a Jackal leader," Nadiya said. Her voice was somewhere between horror and awe, occupying the narrow band of emotion that existed between we're going to die and that was the sexiest thing I've ever heard.

"Correction," Mira said, examining her claws with studied nonchalance. "I informed him of boundaries. Threats are vague. That was specific, documented, and routed through an official Tower relay. Legally, it's a compliance notice."

"It sounded like a threat," Jace said, but he was smiling—the small, private smile he reserved for moments when someone on his team did something he'd never have the audacity to do himself.

"Perception is subjective," Mira said airily. "And now we log everything so the Tower backs us up."

Jace nodded approval. "Let's file it."

Elara pinged Ivy through the bookmark. The response was immediate—Ivy ran on the same schedule as gravity, which was to say constantly and without commercial breaks.

"External interference report received," Ivy confirmed. "Glass Jackals, ping series three of three, origin: Drift Station Four coordinator designation Rasul. Cross-referenced with Tower salvage records. No unauthorized access by your party has been logged. The accusation is fabricated."

`[SYSTEM] External interference logged — Glass Jackals (Drift Station Four). Tower perimeter sentries alerted. Fabricated claim flagged.`

"I can amplify the log to the Tower's full perimeter network," Ivy offered, her voice carrying the particular warmth of a librarian who'd been asked to deploy information as a weapon and found the experience invigorating. "Would you like that?"

"Please," Jace said. "Make it clear we're not involved. And make it clear that anyone who is involved should probably reconsider their life choices."

"Noted," Ivy said. "Life-choice reconsideration advisory appended."

With the Jackal situation recorded and the Tower officially aware, the immediate crisis was contained. But Mira's mind was already three moves ahead—it had to be, because the Alley taught you that containing a fire wasn't the same as preventing the next one. Rasul wouldn't stop because of one threatening comm call. He'd stop because the cost of continuing outweighed the profit of harassing them. Which meant they needed to change the equation.

She leaned against the alcove wall and thought out loud. "Drift Four still matters. If we ever need safe passage through the eastern approach—and we might, depending on how the upper Resolve floors are laid out—we'll need the Jackals to not actively sabotage our route."

Nadiya flinched. "You want to negotiate with them? After what Rasul just—"

"I want to make them irrelevant," Mira said. "But since I can't delete an entire criminal syndicate before lunch, the next best thing is making cooperation more profitable than hostility." She caught Nadiya's eye and held it. "I'm not asking you to forgive them. I'm asking you to let me handle them the way I handle every Alley grifter: with math."

Nadiya's jaw worked. Her ears cycled through three positions—flat, half-mast, forward—like a semaphore system processing conflicting signals. Then she exhaled through her nose, sharp and controlled.

"I hate that you're right," she said.

"It's my most attractive quality," Mira agreed.

She pulled up the schematics Ivy had shared during their last planning session—the resonance drift patterns from the Tower's mid-level architecture. The data was dense, technical, full of wavelength measurements and harmonic decay rates that made Mira's eyes glaze over if she looked at them too long. But buried in the numbers was something useful: the timing data for Drift Four's resonance bloom.

"Tamsin wanted this for her forgework," Mira muttered, scrolling through the relevant section. "The resonance patterns tell you when the Tower's glaze is stable enough to salvage safely. The Jackals have been pulling salvage at peak bloom, which is why half their hauls are corrupted—they're tapping the resonance at the wrong hour and the crystallized material degrades before they can process it."

Elara tilted her head. "So they're hemorrhaging product because of bad timing?"

"Bad timing and worse science," Mira confirmed. "If they switched to pre-dawn extraction with rotating crews, the resonance would be in its stable phase and their yield would triple. Maybe quadruple."

Jace arched a brow, the expression of a man watching someone build a bomb out of diplomacy and spreadsheets. "You're giving them intel?"

"A sanitized version," Mira said, highlighting the relevant data and stripping out anything that could compromise Tower security or their own operations. "Just the timing patterns. Nothing about internal Tower architecture, nothing about our party's movements, nothing about the Lattice. It's the equivalent of telling someone what time the market opens—useful, not dangerous."

She looked at Nadiya. "Consider it a bribe for staying in their lane. If Rasul's crews can actually turn a profit from Drift Four without cheating, they've got less reason to shake us down."

Nadiya's ears went fully forward—the listening position, the thinking position. "You're making them dependent on our goodwill for information."

Mira pointed at her. "See? That's why you're the strategist."

"I thought I was the scout."

"Multi-talented. It's a harem thing."

Jace made a sound that was either a cough or a laugh disguised as a cough. Elara didn't bother disguising hers.

Mira recorded the second message. She kept her voice different this time—not the Alley-sweet poison of the first call, but something more measured. Professional. The voice of someone offering a business proposition to a party she could easily destroy but was choosing not to. The distinction was important.

"Rasul," she said. "Here's the real deal. Drift Four's resonance bloom is unstable because you're tapping it at peak harmonic—high yield on paper, garbage in practice. Your crystal integrity rates are what, forty percent? Fifty? I've seen your crew's work. It's not their fault. The timing's wrong."

She let that sink in.

"Switch to pre-dawn extraction—specifically the ninety-minute window before first light, when the resonance enters its stabilization trough. Rotate your crews on six-hour shifts instead of the marathon pulls you're running now. The Tower's glaze crystallizes cleanly in the trough phase, and your integrity rate will jump past ninety percent. That's not a guess. That's Ivy's data, and Ivy doesn't guess."

Pause. Breath.

"That's a professional courtesy. Not a courtesy-courtesy like your last message—an actual one, backed by numbers. In return, you leave our supply caravans alone, you stop pinging Nadiya with fake accusations, and you keep your crews clear of Ivy's Lattice network. Break those terms and the next message isn't advice. It's evidence, addressed to every guild board on the continent."

She paused, then added, almost as an afterthought: "Also, stop calling her habibti. She's not yours."

She sent the file before second thoughts could bite—or before Jace could talk her out of the last line, which was admittedly more personal than strategic, but sometimes personal was the most strategic thing you could be.

Nadiya gaped. Not the shocked gape of the first message—something warmer, more complicated. Her ears were forward, her eyes bright, and her tail was doing that slow, wondering sway that meant she was feeling something she didn't have words for yet.

"Did you just..." Nadiya started, then stopped. Tried again. "Did you just consult for them?"

Mira winked. "With conditions."

"And threaten them."

"With evidence."

"And defend my honor."

"With grammar." Mira shrugged one shoulder, going for casual and landing somewhere closer to tender, which she'd deal with later. "The habibti thing was bugging me."

Nadiya's expression did something complicated—a journey through surprise, gratitude, affection, and the specific kind of embarrassment that came from being publicly cared about by someone who expressed love through acts of targeted intimidation. Her ears pinked. Her whistle hummed against her chest, a single soft note that matched the warmth in the alcove.

"Thank you," Nadiya said quietly. Not loud enough for Jace and Elara to miss, but soft enough that it felt private anyway.

Mira's chest tightened in the good way—the way that felt like a fist unclenching rather than closing. "Don't mention it. Seriously, don't. I have a reputation."

"As what?" Elara asked innocently. "A consultant?"

"A menace," Mira corrected. "Consultants charge hourly."

`[SYSTEM] Jackal Clause Registered — Drift Station 4 agreement logged. External boundary terms filed.]`

The system text materialized above the alcove's entrance, golden and official, and Mira felt a surge of satisfaction so sharp it bordered on spiteful. The Jackals had tried to tug Nadiya's strings—the old strings, the ones made of obligation and fear and the memory of collars—and Mira had cut them. Not with a blade. With data, deadlines, and the specific kind of audacity that came from growing up in a place where the only thing cheaper than loyalty was silence.

Jace chuckled, shaking his head with the expression of a man who'd just watched someone turn a mugging into a merger. "Only you could turn blackmail into contract law."

"You're welcome," Mira said, preening. She flicked an ear and added: "I expect a performance review."

"Five stars," Nadiya said immediately. "Would be threatened again."

The laughter that followed was the good kind—the kind that loosened shoulders and made eyes crinkle. Not victory laughter. Relief laughter. The kind that said we handled it, we're still standing, and nobody had to bleed.

They re-entered the Resolve corridor to find new knots glowing along the walls and floor—tighter than the ones from the Heart of Intent, functional rather than ceremonial, the kind of knots that held lines in storms. Proof that compassion and boundary-setting both counted in the Tower's moral calculus. Mira traced one with her fingertip as she walked. It was warm, and it hummed at a frequency that matched Nadiya's whistle.

She filed that away for later.

Before tackling the next trial, Mira called for one more drill. Not because they needed the practice—they'd drilled enough in chapter twenty-seven to make a drill sergeant weep—but because routine was armor, and after dealing with Jackals, she wanted her team wrapped in something predictable and safe.

"Quick cadence refresher," she said, planting herself in the center of the corridor. "Fifteen seconds. We keep our rhythm, no matter who pings us, no matter what crawls out of the sand with a grudge and a comm channel."

Nadiya lifted the whistle, and something in her posture was different now—looser, taller, like the Jackal weight she'd been carrying had slid off her shoulders and shattered on the floor. She whistled an affirming beat: high-high-low-rest, the Sky Sync foundation, and the party moved.

They ran a brisk loop—Jace's shield sweeps tracking the beat, Elara's staff keeping time, Mira weaving between them with the fluid precision of someone who'd learned to dodge before she'd learned to read. Nadiya's whistle guided them, steady and bright, and the Tower's ambient hum rose to meet it, harmonizing in a way that felt less like surveillance and more like accompaniment.

When they finished, Mira clapped Jace on the shoulder—a gesture that was equal parts camaraderie and possessiveness, because Mira's love language was physical contact disguised as casual violence.

"Ready to go make Resolve jealous?" she asked.

He grinned—the real grin, the one that made his eyes warm and his jaw lose its tactical rigidity. "Always."

Elara fell into step beside them, her staff clicking against the stone floor in a rhythm that sounded deliberately like the first three notes of a song Mira couldn't quite place but knew she liked. Nadiya brought up the rear, ears swiveling, tail swaying in time, and Mira could hear her humming—not the whistle, just her voice, low and pleased, the sound of someone who'd been defended and didn't quite know what to do with the feeling except carry it gently.

As they stepped forward, the hum of the Tower shifted—a quarter-tone up, the same way it had shifted during the Heart of Intent when someone said something true. Maybe it sensed the boundary they'd drawn with the Jackals. Maybe it registered the way Mira had wielded information like a shield and negotiation like a blade. Maybe it simply appreciated the audacity of a catgirl from Rogue's Alley telling a desert crime lord to check his timing and mind his manners.

Either way, the path ahead knotted tighter—more complex, more demanding, woven with patterns that required steady hands and honest intentions to navigate. An invitation and a challenge, braided together the way the Tower braided everything.

Mira cracked her knuckles, rolled her neck, and smiled.

"Bring it," she murmured to the hum.

The Tower obliged.


CHAPTER 31 — SHARD GAUNTLET I


THE CHAMBER OPENED like a wound in the Tower's side, and cold air punched through the gap before Jace could brace for it. He tasted ozone on his tongue—sharp and metallic, the way the air smelled before a lightning strike back in the lowlands. Ahead, the floor simply stopped. Beyond the edge, dozens of crystalline platforms floated in a staggered lattice, each one a rough shard of translucent stone hovering at a different height. Some were broad enough for all four of them to stand on. Others were barely the width of a shield. Pale light pulsed through their surfaces in slow, rhythmic waves, and wind threaded between them in unpredictable gusts that moaned against the crystal edges like someone blowing across the mouth of a bottle.

Above the shard field, glyph knots hung in the air—interlocking rings of faintly luminous script that turned against each other with the patience of mill wheels. They cast shifting shadows across the platforms below, and Jace had the unpleasant sense that the entire arrangement was watching them.

He flexed his left hand. His shield grip was solid, the leather still tacky with the resin Nadiya had suggested he apply that morning. His right hand rested on his sword hilt. His shoulders ached from the encounter with Rasul's crew two days ago, a dull reminder that the Tower didn't offer recovery time. It offered escalation.

"Formation?" Mira asked. She was already bouncing on her toes, daggers loose in their sheaths, her eyes tracking the nearest platforms with the calculating focus of someone who'd spent half her life jumping between rooftops.

"Diamond," Jace said. "Nadiya calls beats. Mira, you clear left and scout gaps. Elara holds center for support range. I anchor right and absorb whatever comes at us head-on."

Nadiya lifted her whistle to her lips and tested the reed with a soft chirp. Her ears rotated forward, reading the wind currents the way a sailor read waves. "Intervals feel uneven," she said. "The gusts are cycling. I'll adjust cadence live."

"Trusted." Jace met her eyes and meant it.

`[SYSTEM] Resolve Trial — Shard Gauntlet (Wave 1).`

The first shard hummed as they landed on it, a deep vibration that traveled up through Jace's boots and settled in his molars. He could feel the resonance threads in his cloak shiver in response, syncing to the platform's frequency the way they'd practiced in the drill chamber. The connection was faint but tangible—a low thrum in his sternum that told him where his team stood without needing to look.

Nadiya blew a crisp three-note sequence. The shards responded, rotating to align with her tempo. The platforms ahead shuffled into a navigable pattern—but only as long as the beat held. In drills, a broken rhythm had meant a scolding. Here, it would mean a fall into nothing.

They leapt. Jace landed heavy on the second shard and felt it dip under his weight before stabilizing. Crystal was slick under his boots, smoother than stone, and every footfall required a conscious adjustment. He kept his knees soft, his center low, his shield angled to catch wind rather than fight it.

Three platforms in, the air changed.

The constructs materialized from the crystal itself—not beetles, not beasts, but humanoid figures that rose from the shard surfaces like reflections peeling free of a mirror. They stood roughly his height, faceless, their bodies composed of interlocking geometric planes that caught the light and fractured it into prismatic shards. Their limbs ended in bladed edges rather than hands. And they moved with a jerky, mechanical precision that made Jace's skin crawl, because nothing that looked that fragile should have moved that fast.

"Contact!" Mira called, already airborne. She landed on a flanking shard and drove both daggers into the nearest construct's shoulder joint. The crystal shrieked—a high, thin sound like a wine glass about to shatter—and the construct staggered, but its body reorganized around the wound. The geometric planes shifted, the shoulder joint sealing itself into a different configuration. Where there had been a gap, now there was a solid plane of reinforced crystal.

Thirty seconds. That was how long each pattern lasted before the constructs rearranged. Jace counted it in his head as he slammed his shield into the chest of the one advancing on him, driving it back two steps. The impact traveled up his arm in a bright line of pain. Hitting crystal felt like hitting frozen iron.

"They're reshuffling!" he shouted. "Watch for new weak points after each shift!"

Nadiya's whistle barked a staccato rhythm—move-hold-strike—and Jace obeyed the cadence even as his instincts screamed at him to swing wild. That was the point of the drills. You trained until the whistle bypassed your panic and spoke directly to your muscles.

Elara planted her staff and sent a ribbon of Shine arcing across the gap between platforms. The light struck a construct mid-reformation and lit up its internal structure like a lantern behind stained glass. For a fraction of a second, Jace could see the joints—the places where the geometric planes hinged against each other.

"Elara, keep doing that! Light them up so we can read the new patterns!"

"On it!" She swept her staff in a low arc, and warm golden light flooded across three constructs at once. Their joints glowed like fault lines in heated metal.

Mira didn't need to be told twice. She was already moving, reading the illuminated weak points with the speed of someone who'd spent years finding the gaps in locks and armor alike. Her daggers found a construct's knee joint and sheared through it. The leg came apart in a spray of crystalline fragments that rang against the platform like scattered coins.

But there were more. Always more. They rose from the shards in pairs, then trios, and Jace realized the gauntlet wasn't testing whether they could kill the constructs. It was testing whether they could keep killing them without falling apart.

He blocked a sweeping blade-arm with his shield and felt the shock rattle his teeth. The construct pressed forward, its faceless head tilting as its body reorganized—the arm he'd just blocked splitting into two thinner limbs that reached around his guard. He twisted, caught one on his sword edge, and kicked the construct backward off the platform. It fell silently into the void and dissolved into light.

His stamina was already flagging. Every block cost something. Every leap between platforms cost something. And the constructs hit harder than they looked—those crystal limbs carried momentum that belonged to something twice their weight. Jace could feel the bruises stacking up beneath his armor, each one a small withdrawal from a finite account.

Ration it. He forced himself to step back instead of charging the next construct. Let it come to him. Let his shield do the work instead of his arms. He planted his feet, angled his guard, and waited. The construct lunged. He deflected rather than blocked—turned the blade-arm aside with the curved edge of his shield and let Mira dart in from its blind side to finish it.

"Nice setup," she said as she landed beside him. Her breathing was fast but controlled. A thin line of blood ran from a cut on her forearm where a crystal edge had caught her.

"You're bleeding."

"It's decorative." She flipped a dagger, caught it, and jumped to the next shard.

Nadiya shifted her cadence. Three long notes, then silence, then two sharp bursts. It meant regroup and brace. Jace recognized it from the drill variations she'd run them through until his legs had given out. He moved to his anchor position and felt the resonance threads pulse as the team tightened formation.

The constructs reformed. New pattern. The geometric planes locked into heavier configurations—broader shoulders, thicker arms, the joints buried deeper beneath layers of crystal plating. Elara swept Shine across them, but the light barely penetrated the denser structure. The fault lines were still there, but narrower. Harder to hit.

"Heavier armor," Jace called. "Go for the ankles and the neck seam. Mira, use the oil."

Mira uncorked a vial of Shadow Mirror oil and drew it down both blades. The daggers shimmered, and a second set of phantom edges appeared beside the real ones—duplicates that would strike a heartbeat after the originals, doubling her cuts. She grinned, feral and sharp. "Now we're talking."

She hit the nearest construct like a thrown knife. The real blades found the neck seam. The phantom blades followed, widening the gap. The construct's head separated from its body with a crystalline crack that echoed across the shard field, and Jace felt a grim satisfaction even as two more constructs closed on his position.

He caught the first one's strike on his shield. Solid block, textbook form. The second one came from his left—blade-arm sweeping low, aiming for his exposed ribs. He tried to pivot, tried to bring his shield around in time, and knew in the space between heartbeats that he wasn't going to make it.

The blade-arm connected. Or it would have. He felt the Beginner's Band reroll activate like a cold hand pressing against his chest—a sudden inversion of momentum, a skip in the flow of the moment, as if someone had scratched out a line in a ledger and written a different number. The failed block rewound and replayed. This time his shield was there, angled just enough to catch the blade-arm on the rim rather than letting it through to his ribs.

The impact still hurt. It drove him back a full step, and his left arm went numb from elbow to fingertips. But his ribs were intact. Without the reroll, they wouldn't have been. He'd felt the geometry of the original strike—the angle, the force, the exact trajectory that would have caved in the left side of his ribcage and dropped him on this platform with his lungs full of bone fragments.

That's one reroll spent. Make it count.

He surged forward before the construct could reset, drove his sword into its ankle joint, and twisted. The leg shattered. The construct toppled, and he smashed his shield down onto its torso until it stopped moving.

His arm was shaking. Not from fear—from the sustained effort of absorbing hits that were designed to break him. Every construct strike tested whether he'd flinch, whether he'd overcommit, whether his guard would hold. And he had to keep calling audibles the entire time, tracking the shifting patterns, reading his team's positions through the resonance threads, deciding who needed support and who could handle their own lane.

"Nadiya, two coming your way—faster variant!"

She heard him, adjusted, and her whistle sang a rapid trill that meant lateral dodge. She sidestepped the first construct's lunge, drove her knife into the joint Elara's Shine had revealed, and let the second one's momentum carry it past her and off the platform's edge.

"Elara, Mira's shard is cracking!"

Elara extended a Shine ribbon like a golden rope. Mira grabbed it, swung across the gap, and landed on a stable platform just as the cracked shard behind her split and tumbled into the void.

"Thanks, angel!" Mira called.

"Warm Hand provides," Elara said, breathless but smiling.

The last three constructs converged on Jace's position. He was the anchor, the biggest target, the one they'd been designed to test. He set his feet, raised his shield, and for a moment the weight of it was almost too much. Not the physical weight—the other kind. The kind that came from knowing that every call he made in the next ten seconds would either keep his team alive or get someone hurt.

He'd felt this weight before. In the Spire. In the Heart of Intent. It settled on him every time the stakes rose, and each time it was heavier, because each time he understood a little more about what the Tower was asking of him. Not just survival. Stewardship. A Custodian didn't just climb. A Custodian maintained—kept the system running, kept the people inside it from breaking.

Three constructs. Three choices.

"Elara, blind the left one. Mira, hamstring the right. I've got center."

Nadiya's whistle punched out the timing. One-two-three.

Elara's Shine blazed. The left construct staggered, its surface overloaded with light. Mira came in low and fast, phantom daggers shearing through the right construct's knee. Jace met the center one shield-first, drove it back, found the neck seam, and cut.

Crystal rained down around them like hail. The shard field went quiet. The wind dropped. The glyph knots above slowed their rotation and pulsed once—an acknowledgment.

Jace's arms dropped to his sides. His shield hung from nerveless fingers. His lungs burned.

`[SYSTEM] Resolve Threshold: 42%. Next wave will escalate.`

Forty-two percent. Not even halfway. And the next wave would hit harder.

The shards lowered and locked together, forming a temporary bridge to a wider platform that glowed with a faint amber warmth—a rest node. Jace walked to it on legs that felt like they belonged to someone else and dropped to one knee. He set his shield down and flexed his left hand. The fingers responded, but slowly, like they were remembering how to work.

His knuckles were torn. Not badly—no exposed bone, nothing that would slow him down mechanically—but the skin had split across three knuckles from repeated shield impacts, and blood was already drying in the creases. He unwound the wraps, wincing as dried blood pulled free, and rewound them with fresh cloth from his belt pouch. The methodical work steadied his breathing.

Mira flopped down beside him and pressed her back against a crystal outcrop. "So," she said, "on a scale of one to 'why did we volunteer for this,' how are we feeling?"

"Solid four," Jace said.

"Only four?"

"I'm grading on a curve." He tightened the last wrap with his teeth and flexed his hand. Better. Not good, but better.

Elara settled cross-legged nearby and set her staff across her knees. Her face was flushed, and a faint tremor ran through her fingers—the aftereffect of channeling that much Shine in rapid bursts. She pressed one hand to Jace's shoulder, and warmth spread through the bruised muscle like sunlight through cloth. Not a full heal. Just enough to pull the worst edge off the pain.

"Save the rest," he told her. "We'll need it."

She nodded but didn't remove her hand for another few seconds. Stubbornness disguised as compassion, or maybe the other way around. With Elara, the line between the two had always been blurry.

Nadiya leaned against a shard with her arms crossed, her tail flicking in slow, measured sweeps. She was studying the shard field ahead—the platforms that would activate when Wave 2 began. Her whistle hung from its cord around her neck, and she rolled it between her fingers absently.

"The pattern shifts were every thirty seconds," she said. "Consistent. But the constructs in the second half were adapting faster than the reshuffles. They were learning our responses between cycles."

"I noticed," Jace said. He had. It was the kind of thing that used to paralyze him—the realization that the enemy was adjusting to them, that his playbook had an expiration date. Now it just meant he needed more plays. "Next wave, we stagger our approach. Don't repeat the same combination twice in a row. If Mira goes left flank, she goes right flank next time. Keep them guessing."

"Asymmetric rotation," Nadiya said, and a faint smile crossed her face. "We drilled that."

"We drilled everything. That was the point."

Mira tore open a ration bar and chewed with the enthusiasm of someone who'd rather be eating anything else. "These taste like compressed regret."

"They taste like calories," Nadiya corrected.

"Same thing."

Jace took a long drink from his canteen and felt the water hit his empty stomach like a stone. He was burning through energy faster than he could replace it. The Band reroll had cost something beyond the mechanical—a jittery hollowness behind his breastbone that told him the ability needed time to reset. He wouldn't have it for the next wave. Whatever came next, he'd face with his shield and his team and nothing else.

He looked at each of them while they rested. Mira, cracking jokes with blood on her forearm. Elara, quietly cycling Shine through her staff to recharge it, her lips moving in a prayer she'd never explain to anyone who didn't ask. Nadiya, already planning, already adapting, her ears tilted toward the shard field to catch the first hint of reactivation.

Three people who trusted him to make the right calls. Three people whose lives rode on whether he could read a shifting battlefield and respond faster than it could punish mistakes. He'd wanted this. He'd asked for it, in his own stumbling way, back at the Heart of Intent when he'd named his purpose. Leadership. Protection. Custodianship.

But wanting something and carrying it were different weights. The Tower kept adding to the load—more floors, more trials, more people watching, more consequences for failure. And the worst part wasn't the pressure. The worst part was that he was starting to understand it wasn't going to get lighter. Every decision he made now would ripple through the network when—if—he took on the Custodian's mantle. Every instinct he built, every habit he formed, every shortcut he took or refused to take would become part of the system that governed how the Tower treated the next group of climbers.

That was the real weight. Not the shield. Not the bruises. The knowledge that he was building something larger than himself, one fight at a time, and he didn't get to see the blueprint.

He finished rewrapping his knuckles and stood. His legs protested. He ignored them.

"All right," he said. "Same diamond, but we rotate on Nadiya's three-note call. If the shards start flipping, Mira takes point and we cycle clockwise. Elara, short Shine bursts only—light them up and save the rest for anchoring. Nadiya, if you see a pattern I'm missing, override me."

Nadiya raised an eyebrow. "You sure?"

"You've got better eyes for tempo than I do. If the whistle says move, we move. I trust the beat."

Something shifted in her expression—not surprise, exactly, but the careful recognition of a leader who was learning to hold the reins loosely enough for other hands to help steer. She lifted the whistle to her lips.

Mira stood, stretched, and spun a dagger around her finger. "Let's go break some glass people."

Elara rose, staff in hand, and touched two fingers to her forehead in the Warm Hand's gesture of readiness. The tremor in her hands was gone.

Jace picked up his shield. His arm ached. His knuckles throbbed under fresh wraps. Forty-two percent. Fifty-eight more to go.

The shard field ahead flickered, and the platforms began to rise.

Nadiya blew the first note—clear, sharp, and steady as a heartbeat—and they jumped.


CHAPTER 32 — SHARD GAUNTLET II


WAVE TWO GREETED them with a gust that smelled like charged quartz and stubbornness—a hot, mineral exhale from the Tower's throat, as if the structure itself had been holding its breath and decided they weren't worth the courtesy. The platform beneath their feet trembled, then fractured into motion. Shards peeled away from the floor in sweeping arcs, stacking and locking into a helical staircase that corkscrewed upward around a central column of pale, thrumming light. Each step gleamed slick with residual energy, promising a bruised tailbone—or worse—if anyone misjudged the rhythm.

Mira cracked her knuckles and grinned at the helix like it owed her money.

"Round two," she said. "Try to keep up."

"That line works better when you're not the shortest person here," Jace said, already shifting his shield to his left arm, rolling his shoulder where a crystal construct had clipped him in Wave One.

"Height is a liability on a spiral staircase, big man. Physics."

"That's not how physics works."

"It is today."

Nadiya's whistle cut the banter short—two sharp trills followed by a syncopated pattern that mapped the corkscrew motion. Up-step, shift, up-step, hold. Mira had spent enough time drilling Nadiya's cadence calls that they'd sunk below conscious thought and into her legs. Her body knew the language even when her brain was busy being terrified.

She sprang onto the first shard-step and felt it dip under her weight, a half-second of sickening give before it sprang back and launched her momentum upward. The trick was to never stop. Pause on any step too long and the crystalline surface would tilt, dumping you toward the column of light at the center. She didn't know what touching that light would do, but the Tower hadn't offered them anything pleasant yet, and she wasn't about to volunteer for a demonstration.

Three steps up. Five. The helix twisted and her inner ear complained. The column light pulsed beside her, close enough to warm the left side of her face, and the air tasted of ozone and something older—stone dust from a quarry that had never existed under any real sky.

Then she heard it.

Not the click of crystalline legs like the beetles. Not the hiss of something serpentine. This was a tik-tik-tik-tik of claws on glass, rapid and arrhythmic, coming from above and below simultaneously. Mira's stomach clenched before her eyes found the source.

Shard hounds.

They poured from seams in the column like mercury given teeth—four-legged constructs built from jagged crystal planes, each one the size of a large wolf. Their bodies refracted the column's light into prismatic sprays that would have been beautiful if they weren't accompanied by jaws that unhinged wider than any canine skull should allow. No eyes. Just smooth, faceted heads that swiveled with terrible precision, tracking movement through vibration or heat or whatever arcane sense the Tower had wired into them.

The first hound leaped.

Not at her. At the space she was about to occupy. It anticipated her rhythm, landing two steps above with claws splayed, crystal scraping crystal in a sound like a knife dragged across a dinner plate. Mira pivoted, dropping low, and the hound's second lunge sailed over her head close enough that the displaced air tugged at her hair.

"They're predictive!" she shouted down the helix.

"We noticed!" Nadiya's whistle shifted—three rapid bursts. Scatter pattern. Don't be where you were.

Easy to say. Harder when "where you were" was a staircase eight feet wide with no railing and a glowing death column in the center. Mira pulled a dagger in each hand and moved.

The hounds didn't attack in lines. They attacked in arcs—bounding off the steps, off the column, off each other, ricocheting through the helix like shrapnel with intent. She counted six. Seven. Eight, maybe, but two of them kept merging and splitting apart like they were the same creature deciding how many bodies it wanted.

Below her, Jace planted his shield and caught a hound mid-leap. The impact rang out like a bell, and the construct shattered against the shield's face, only to reform three steps behind him, already lunging again. "They reassemble!" he called.

"Of course they do," Mira muttered. "Why would anything in this Tower have the decency to stay dead?"

She threw a Sting Oil vial at the nearest cluster. It burst against a hound's flank and erupted into iridescent mist that hung in the air like a curtain of ground rainbows. The hound staggered, its crystalline body vibrating at a frequency that made Mira's teeth ache. Two others behind it flinched, their faceted heads jerking away from the mist. Good—Sting Oil disrupted their sensory apparatus. For about four seconds.

Four seconds was a career in Rogue's Alley.

She darted through the mist, daggers out, and scored a slash across the staggered hound's haunch. Crystal flaked away in sheets. The hound spun, jaws snapping, and she was already past it, using the slick step to slide under its belly and come up on the other side. Her left dagger found the seam where its neck met its shoulder, and she twisted. Something inside it cracked—a high, musical note like a glass harp being destroyed—and the hound collapsed into inert shards that skittered down the helix.

One down. She was already breathing hard.

"Elara, can you bottleneck them?"

From four steps below, Elara drove the butt of her staff against a step and Shine erupted in a horizontal band across the staircase—a wall of warm, golden light that bisected the helix. Two hounds hit it and recoiled, their crystal bodies singing with stress fractures. A third tried to leap over it and Nadiya was there, her whistle clenched between her teeth, both hands driving a short blade into the hound's underside as it crested the barrier. It came apart in midair, raining glittering fragments.

"Nice," Mira said.

Nadiya spat the whistle into her palm. "I'm a professional."

But the hounds adapted. They always adapted. The next wave didn't charge the Shine barrier—they flanked it, scrambling along the central column itself, claws finding purchase on the smooth crystal surface at angles that shouldn't have been possible. Two of them came at Mira from opposite sides of the helix, one high, one low, moving in tandem like they shared a brain.

Shadow Mirror. The thought crystallized the same instant her hand found the vial on her belt. She bit the cork, spat it into the void below, and slapped the oil across her left forearm in a single stroke. The effect was immediate—her shadow peeled off the crystal step, thickened, and stood up wearing her face.

The duplicate moved the way she would have moved. Same stance. Same cocky tilt of the head. It even held phantom daggers that gleamed like smoke. The key was that it ran forward while Mira cut sideways, and the hounds—tracking motion, tracking heat, tracking whatever they tracked—split their attention.

The high hound went for the duplicate.

The low hound went for her.

She'd expected that. What she hadn't expected was the third hound that materialized from the column's light directly behind her, silent as a held breath, and slammed into her back with the force of a dropped anvil.

Mira hit the step chest-first. The crystal was cold and hard and her ribs screamed. The hound's weight pinned her, claws scrabbling for purchase on her armor, and she felt its jaw unhinge above the back of her neck—that horrible mechanical widening, like a bear trap being set.

No.

She triggered Shadow Skip.

The world stuttered. One second. That was all she got—one second of stolen time, the helix blurring backward around her like someone had yanked a thread from reality's hem. Her body rewound: off the step, up from prone, back into the stance she'd held one heartbeat ago. The hound's claws raked where she'd been, catching the trailing edge of her right thigh instead of her spine. Pain split up her leg in a white line, and she felt the warmth of blood before she felt the sting.

But she was standing. She was free.

She spun, drove both daggers into the hound's neck from a position it hadn't predicted because one second ago she'd been underneath it, and wrenched sideways. The construct detonated into fragments that peppered her face with crystal dust.

Her thigh throbbed. She looked down—a clean slash, maybe four inches, bleeding freely through the torn fabric of her leggings. The kind of wound that looked worse than it was, which was lucky, because it looked terrible.

"Mira!" Jace was fighting his way up the helix, shield forward, shoving hounds aside like a snowplow made of stubbornness.

"I'm fine," she said through gritted teeth. Her Shadow Mirror duplicate was still active, drawing two hounds in a loop around the column. She had maybe ten seconds before it dissipated. "Just a scratch. Needed some extreme glitter grooming anyway—my thigh was looking too boring."

"You're bleeding."

"Glitter is supposed to stick. I'm innovating."

Nadiya's whistle screamed—a rising note that meant converge. Mira understood the tactic without needing it spelled out. She whistled back—a crude imitation that meant ready—and the four of them collapsed into formation on a wider step. Jace at the front, shield up. Elara behind him, staff glowing with Shine held like a torch. Nadiya at Mira's shoulder, blade out.

Three hounds remained, circling the helix above them. They moved in perfect sync now, whatever distributed intelligence drove them having learned that isolated attacks weren't working. They'd converge. All at once.

"On the whistle," Nadiya murmured.

The hounds leaped.

Nadiya blew a single, sustained note. Jace braced. The first hound hit his shield and he didn't give an inch—just angled the impact sideways so the construct deflected into the column of light. It vanished with a sound like a chandelier dropped from a cathedral ceiling. The second hound came low and Elara met it with a Shine blast that froze it mid-lunge, every crystal facet blazing white before it burst into powder that settled like snow on the steps.

The third hound came for Mira. Because of course it did.

She didn't dodge. She stepped into it, inside the arc of its jaws, so close she could feel the vibration of its crystal body humming against her chest. Her daggers found the gap beneath its jaw—the one structural weakness every construct seemed to share, that soft junction where mobility demanded sacrifice—and she drove them home with every ounce of strength her screaming thigh could channel upward through her core.

The hound came apart around her like a glass flower blooming in reverse.

Silence.

The helix stopped shaking. The column's light dimmed from aggressive white to a steady, almost gentle blue. Crystal dust drifted down around them, catching the light, turning the air into something that looked like the inside of a snow globe built by a jeweler with too much time.

`[SYSTEM] Wave 2 cleared. Resolve Threshold: 58%.`

Mira sat down right where she stood, which was graceless and immediate and exactly what her legs demanded. The step was cold against her palms. She pressed them flat and let the chill leach some of the heat from her skin while her breathing sawed in and out in ragged pulls.

Jace dropped beside her. His armor clinked against crystal, and his shoulder pressed against hers—warm, solid, real in a way the Tower's constructs would never be. She leaned into it without deciding to. Gravity and exhaustion made the choice for her. That was her story and she was sticking to it.

"Let me see," Elara said, kneeling by Mira's right leg. Her fingers were gentle as she peeled back the torn fabric. Shine gathered at her fingertips, warm and golden, and the worst of the bleeding slowed. It wasn't a full heal—Elara was conserving energy for whatever Wave Three had planned—but it was enough to take the edge from screaming to a dull, insistent ache.

"Verdict?" Mira asked.

"You'll keep the leg."

"Generous."

Nadiya flopped onto the step above them, arms spread, whistle dangling from the cord around her wrist. Her fox ears were flattened back against her hair, which meant she was more tired than she'd ever admit out loud. "Whoever designed these trials," she said to the ceiling, "I want five minutes alone with them and a very specific whistle frequency."

Mira snorted. Then winced, because snorting moved muscles connected to her thigh through a chain of physiological betrayal she hadn't appreciated until now.

The crystal dust was still falling. It caught in Jace's hair, in Elara's eyelashes, on Nadiya's ears. They looked like they'd been rolled in diamonds. Mira imagined she looked the same and almost laughed, because the image was absurd—four battered, bleeding, gasping idiots glittering like festival decorations on a staircase that existed inside a Tower that existed inside a system that existed inside whatever the hell reality actually was.

She closed her eyes and the Tower disappeared. The ache in her thigh stayed, and the cold of the crystal step stayed, but everything else fell away and she was somewhere older. Somewhere with a different kind of cold.

Rogue's Alley. Midwinter. She was thirteen, maybe fourteen—birthdays weren't a thing you tracked when the calendar was measured in meals. The doorway she'd claimed was narrow enough that she could press her back against one side and her feet against the other, wedging herself above the slush that filled the alley floor. Kael was two doorways down, coughing the wet cough that never went away. She had a knife—not a dagger, a knife, the kind you'd use to peel fruit if you ever had fruit—with a blade so pitted with rust it caught on everything it cut.

The fight that night had been over a heel of bread. Not a loaf. A heel. The hard end that bakers threw out. She'd won, if you could call a split lip and a bruised kidney winning, and she'd eaten the bread in the dark with her back against the wall and her knife in her lap and told herself this was fine. This was survival. This was what she was built for.

Empty bellies and rusted knives. The smell of frozen garbage and the distant sound of someone else's warmth leaking through shuttered windows. The absolute certainty that nobody was coming. That the doorway was the beginning and the end of what she could expect from the world, and anything beyond it would have to be stolen.

She opened her eyes.

Jace was watching her. Not with worry, exactly—he knew better than to treat her like something fragile. But with that quiet attention he gave things he wanted to understand, the same look he gave battle formations and locked doors and the spaces between what people said and what they meant.

"Hey," he said.

"Hey."

"Where'd you go?"

She considered lying. It was reflex. In Rogue's Alley, the truth was currency you spent on people who'd earned it, and old habits had deep roots. But the roots here were deeper—sunk into shared blood and shared stairs and the particular intimacy of watching someone shatter a crystal hound with their bare stubbornness.

"Rogue's Alley," she said. "Thinking about bread."

He didn't ask her to elaborate. He just nodded like that made sense, and maybe it did, because he'd listened to enough of her stories to know that bread and knives and cold doorways were the vocabulary of a childhood she'd survived more than lived.

Mira flexed her fingers against the crystal step. She could feel the helix humming beneath her—the Tower reconfiguring, preparing whatever cruelty it had queued for Wave Three. She should be planning. Counting vials. Mapping escape routes, because a good rogue always knew where the exits were. That was the first lesson. That was the only lesson, for a long time.

But she wasn't mapping exits. She was sitting on a crystal staircase inside an impossible Tower, bleeding through a half-healed gash, covered in diamond dust, shoulder-to-shoulder with a man who carried a shield like it was a promise, flanked by a priestess whose light felt like forgiveness and a fox-eared survivalist whose whistle could orchestrate chaos into choreography.

She wasn't looking for exits because she didn't want one.

That was the part that terrified her. Not the hounds. Not the Tower. Not the wound or the next wave or the creeping percentage of a system she barely understood. What terrified her was that she'd found something worth bleeding for and she'd chosen to stay.

The girl in the doorway would have called her an idiot. The girl in the doorway would have palmed an extra Sting Oil vial, memorized the fastest route down, and kept one eye on the shadows at all times. The girl in the doorway survived because she never let anything matter enough to pin her in place.

Mira wasn't that girl anymore. She was pinned. She was here. And the strangest part—the part she was still learning to hold without flinching—was that being pinned didn't feel like a trap. It felt like a foundation. Like the difference between a cage and a home was whether you chose the walls.

"You good?" Nadiya asked from above, one ear cocked toward the column, already listening for what came next.

Mira wiped crystal dust from her cheek and checked her remaining vials by touch. Two Sting Oils. One Shadow Mirror, half-spent. A vial of something Elara had mixed that she'd labeled "emergencies only" in handwriting so precise it felt like a threat. Her daggers were intact. Her thigh hurt in the way that meant it worked but had opinions about it.

`[SYSTEM] Wave 3 imminent. Brace.`

She stood. The step held.

"Good enough," she said, and meant it in every direction the words could point.


CHAPTER 33 — SHARD GAUNTLET III


THE GAUNTLET REMADE itself.

Elara watched the helix unwind—crystalline walls folding inward like origami in reverse, shards clicking against shards in a sound that reminded her of ice cracking on the Sable River back home. The helix compressed, flattened, then bloomed outward into something new: a floating crucible of concentric rings stacked three high, each spinning in the opposite direction of the one below it. Light refracted through the structure in dizzy, nauseating patterns.

Gravity hiccupped. Elara's stomach dropped, then surged, and for one horrible instant she was weightless—staff drifting from her grip, hair lifting around her face in a pale halo—before the pull reasserted itself at an angle that was almost, but not quite, straight down.

She caught her staff. Planted her feet. Breathed.

Last wave. You trained for this.

Mira crouched to her left, favoring her right leg. The bandage Elara had wrapped around her thigh during the brief respite between waves was already darkening at the edges, fresh blood seeping through where the shard hound's teeth had bitten deep. Mira caught her looking and flashed a grin that didn't quite reach her eyes.

"Don't start," Mira said. "I've fought with worse."

"You've fought with stupider," Elara corrected gently, already channeling a thread of Shine into her palm—warm gold light pooling between her fingers like liquid sunlight. She pressed it against Mira's thigh in passing. Not a full heal. She couldn't afford a full heal, not with what was coming. But enough to dull the worst of the throbbing, to knit the muscle fibers just tight enough to hold. "There's a difference."

"Is there?"

"One implies bravery. The other implies you."

Mira snorted.

To her right, Nadiya rolled her whistle between her fingers, fox ears pinned flat against her skull. The ears always gave her away. Nadiya could school her face into marble, but those ears broadcast every flicker of anxiety. Right now they said: I'm scared and I'm pretending I'm not.

Jace stood at the front, shield up, steady as bedrock. He glanced back at them—at her, specifically—and something passed between them that didn't need words. A question and an answer compressed into a single look.

Can you do this?

Watch me.

He nodded and turned forward.

The first ring of the crucible lit from within, shards vibrating at a frequency Elara felt in her teeth.

"Last wave," she said aloud. Her voice carried the particular calm she'd learned in the temple—the tone Sister Vael called still water over deep current. Steady on the surface. Roiling underneath. "Let's finish strong."

`[SYSTEM] Resolve Trial — Shard Gauntlet (Wave 3).`

The shards detonated.

Not one. Not a dozen. All of them, simultaneously, the entire outer ring fragmenting into a storm of crystalline razors that screamed through the air in every direction. Elara threw up Sanctuary Ward on instinct—white light flaring from her staff in a dome that caught the first volley with a sound like a thousand wind chimes shattering at once.

Fragments hammered the Ward. Each impact sent a jolt up her arms, through her shoulders, into the bones of her jaw. She gritted her teeth and held.

The razors dissolved. For one breath—one merciful breath—the air was clear.

Then they reformed. Shards knitting back together from the dust of their own destruction, reassembling in midair, and detonating again.

"They cycle," Nadiya shouted, ears flat, eyes wide. "They're going to keep—"

Another detonation. Another volley. Elara caught it, but the Ward flickered at the edges, and she tasted something metallic and bright at the back of her throat—spent light, the flavor of pushing too hard too fast. Like biting down on a coin left in the sun.

"Cadence!" Jace called.

Nadiya's whistle cut through the chaos—three sharp blasts. Regroup, tight formation, conserve. The Sky Sync hummed between them, that invisible thread of coordination they'd earned through hours of drills in the practice rooms. Elara felt it like a second pulse: Jace's steadiness, Mira's sharp focus, Nadiya's quick-silver adaptability, all feeding into her awareness.

The shards reformed. Detonated. Reformed. Detonated.

Attrition. That was the design. Not one killing blow but a thousand cuts, wave after wave of razor rain meant to grind them down until exhaustion did what the shards couldn't. The gauntlet wasn't testing whether they could survive a single catastrophic hit. It was testing whether they could endure.

I can endure, Elara thought, and reached deeper.

The Ward wasn't enough. A single dome, one color, one frequency—it absorbed the hits but each detonation cycle ate more of her reserves. She needed something layered. Something that could flex.

She thought of the Warm Hand's third meditation. The light does not merely shield. It refracts. It separates. It reveals.

Sanctuary Ward shuddered under the next volley, and Elara pushed—not harder, but differently. She stopped thinking of the Ward as a wall and started thinking of it as a prism.

The dome split.

Three layers bloomed outward from her staff like the petals of a flower made of light. The innermost layer crystallized into a deep, steady blue—Precision, the layer that tracked incoming trajectories and hardened at the point of impact rather than across the entire surface. It moved like water, flowing to where the razors struck, absorbing kinetic force with surgical economy.

The middle layer ignited gold—Insight, warm and resonant, the color of her faith made visible. This one didn't block. It read. Each shard that passed through the blue layer arrived at the gold already catalogued: angle, velocity, resonance frequency. Information poured into Elara's awareness like whispered scripture, and she understood the shards the way she understood hymns—their rhythm, their pattern, their intent.

The outer layer burned crimson—Resolve, raw and defiant, a layer that existed purely because Elara refused to let it not exist. It was the least elegant of the three, sustained by stubbornness as much as skill, but it caught the fragments the other two missed. The fragments that came from odd angles during gravity inversions. The sneaky ones. The ones aimed at Mira's already wounded leg.

The Prism held.

It cost her. Each layer drew from a different well of focus, and maintaining all three simultaneously was like singing a three-part harmony alone—possible, technically, but the strain showed in the tremor of her hands, the sweat beading at her hairline, the way her breath came in careful, measured sips rather than natural rhythm.

"Elara." Jace's voice, low, just for her. "How long?"

"Long enough," she said, and prayed she wasn't lying.

Gravity inverted.

The world flipped. Elara's stomach lurched as down became up and the crucible's rings spun faster, shards detonating now from above—below?—from every direction, the Prism flexing and rotating to compensate. Her boots left the ground. She floated for a sickening heartbeat, then gravity slammed back at a thirty-degree angle, and she stumbled hard, catching herself on her staff.

The Prism flickered. Crimson guttered.

"Incoming!" Nadiya's whistle—two short, one long. Hostiles, new type.

They stepped out of the razor rain like nightmares given form.

Four figures, crystalline, shimmering with internal light. One carried a shield. One moved in a low crouch, daggers glinting. One stood tall with fox-shaped ears catching the light. And one held a staff, wrapped in a luminous glow that Elara recognized with a sick lurch of familiarity.

Reflection golems. Shard constructs shaped from the gauntlet's memory of them.

Her own mirror stared back at her with a face that was almost right—the cheekbones a fraction too sharp, the expression a fraction too serene. The mirror-Elara raised her staff, and light bloomed from its tip. Wrong light. Cold light. Light without warmth or faith behind it, just raw force shaped into a mockery of Shine.

"Well," Mira said, drawing her daggers and eyeing her own reflection with the critical expression of someone examining a bad painting. "She's got my posture wrong."

"Focus on yours," Jace said, already moving to engage mirror-Jace, shield meeting shield with a concussive bang that rattled Elara's teeth. "Don't let them coordinate."

But they were coordinating. The golems fought with stolen muscle memory—mirror-Jace's shield work was Jace's shield work, precise and economical; mirror-Mira moved with Mira's darting fluidity, exploiting angles, going for tendons. Mirror-Nadiya's whistle produced no sound but the construct moved in perfect cadence with the others, a silent conductor.

And mirror-Elara was trying to heal them.

Every wound Jace carved into mirror-Jace, the cold light stitched shut. Every dagger strike Mira landed on her reflection, the construct's crystalline flesh reknit. They were fighting themselves and losing because Elara was too good at her job and her mirror knew it.

"Their healer!" Elara shouted, understanding crashing through her. "Take out their healer first!"

"Kind of busy," Mira grunted, parrying a dagger thrust from her reflection that would have opened her throat. Her injured leg buckled, and she dropped to one knee with a hiss of pain. Mirror-Mira pressed the advantage instantly, because of course she did—Mira never let an opening pass.

Elara moved.

She dropped two layers of the Prism—blue and gold winking out, leaving only the crimson Resolve layer flickering overhead like a bleeding sky—and sprinted to Mira. Shine poured from her free hand into the wound, not delicate this time, not conservative. She flooded the torn muscle with warmth and light, feeling the fibers catch and hold, feeling Mira's sharp intake of breath as the pain receded from blinding to merely awful.

"Go," Elara whispered. "I've got you."

Mira surged upright and threw herself at mirror-Elara with a snarl.

The real Elara spun, staff sweeping a wide arc of light that forced mirror-Mira back three steps, buying space. Nadiya's whistle sang—a new pattern, aggressive, the cadence Nadiya had developed during the Glass Jackal confrontation, the one that said I am done being afraid. Mirror-Nadiya flinched. The fake didn't have Nadiya's conviction. It had her skill but not the fire she'd found when it mattered.

Elara began to sing.

The Luminal Chant rose from somewhere beneath conscious thought—not a hymn she'd learned in the temple but one that assembled itself from the materials at hand. Fear transmuted into focus. Pain transmuted into purpose. Exhaustion transmuted into the particular clarity that comes when you've pushed past what you thought you could bear and discovered there's still more of you left.

The song resonated through the Sky Sync, and she felt her party respond. Jace's strikes grew heavier, more precise. Nadiya's cadence sharpened until each whistle blast was a scalpel. Mira reached mirror-Elara and drove both daggers into the construct's staff, shattering it.

Without its healer, the golem formation collapsed.

Mirror-Jace swung wild without mirror-Elara's support, and Jace caught the blow on his shield and drove his sword through the construct's chest in a single economical thrust. It shattered into dust. Mirror-Nadiya stumbled as its coordination unraveled, and the real Nadiya ended it with a precise strike that separated the construct's head from its shoulders, fox ears and all.

Mirror-Mira was the last to fall, because of course she was—Mira's instinct for survival was her defining trait, and the reflection had inherited every scrap of it. It took Mira and Elara working together to corner the thing, Elara's Shine cutting off escape routes while Mira dismantled it blade by blade.

The dust settled. Four piles of crystalline fragments glittered on the ring's surface.

Then the fragments stirred.

"Oh, no," Nadiya breathed.

The four piles flowed toward each other like mercury, pooling, rising, reshaping. Crystalline limbs assembled themselves. A torso. A head. A singular towering construct that incorporated all four reflections into one body—Jace's shield fused to one arm, Mira's daggers sprouting from the other, Nadiya's fox ears crowning a head that glowed with stolen Shine from its core.

It was ten feet tall. It moved with all of their skills at once.

"Together!" Jace roared, and they hit it as one.

The construct was fast. Faster than any single golem had been, because it wasn't constrained by mimicking one person's style—it blended all four, switching from Jace's patient defense to Mira's explosive aggression to Nadiya's precise timing in the span of a breath. Its shield caught Jace's sword. Its daggers raked toward Mira's injured leg with predatory accuracy. And from its core, cold light pulsed outward in waves that ate at Elara's Prism like acid.

She rebuilt the layers. Blue. Gold. Crimson. Each one thinner than before, each one costing more. The taste of spent light was constant now, coating her tongue, filling her sinuses. Her arms ached from the sustained channeling, a deep burn that started in her wrists and radiated to her shoulders. Sweat ran down her back.

Keep going. They need you. Keep going.

She patched Mira's thigh again where the construct's dagger had reopened the wound—a quick, desperate pulse of Shine that left her dizzy. She fed stamina into Nadiya, who was flagging, the whistle patterns growing ragged as exhaustion crept in. "You found your voice against the Jackals," Elara murmured, close enough for only Nadiya to hear. "This is no different. Breathe. Call it."

Nadiya's ears steadied. The whistle sang clean.

Jace staggered. The construct's shield-arm had caught him across the chest, and even through his guard the impact sent him sliding back. Elara was there—Shine pulsing into the bruise before it could stiffen, keeping him mobile, keeping him in the fight.

"You're spreading yourself too thin," Jace said between breaths.

"I'm a priestess," she replied. "Spreading myself thin is the job description."

He almost smiled. Almost.

The construct raised its fused arm—all four weapons combined into a single crystalline blade that hummed with gathered force—and brought it down in an overhead strike aimed at the center of their formation. At her. Because it had mirror-Elara's tactical awareness, and it knew what she knew: take out the healer and the rest unravels.

Time dilated. Elara saw the blade falling. Saw the Prism's crimson layer crack along its surface like ice over dark water. Saw, with absolute clarity, that the blow would shatter her defenses and that what came after the shattering would be very bad for everyone.

She braced. Poured everything into the crimson layer—every scrap of Resolve, every ounce of stubborn faith that the Warm Hand had kindled in her chest from the day she first knelt at the temple altar. The layer blazed, blinding, and the blade struck.

The impact drove her to her knees. The crimson layer fractured. Spiderweb cracks raced across its surface, and through them she could see the blade still pressing, still driving, pushing through—

The Practice Buff detonated.

She felt it go—the stored preparation from their drills, the hours of repetition and muscle memory and Nadiya's patient whistle cadences, all of it crystallizing into a single pulse of mitigating force that caught the blade six inches from her face. The cracks in the crimson layer froze. Sealed. Held.

The construct's blade rebounded. The towering golem staggered.

Now.

"NOW!" Elara screamed, and the Luminal Chant erupted from her throat in a chord that was three voices at once—blue precision, gold insight, crimson resolve—all three layers of the Prism singing through her, through her, turning her body into a conduit for every remaining fragment of Shine she possessed.

The light that blazed from her staff was not cold. It was not calculated. It was the light of a woman who had spent her life being told that faith and systems were separate languages, and who had learned—was learning, still, with every floor of this tower—that they were dialects of the same tongue.

Jace hit the construct from the front. Mira flanked left, daggers finding the joints where stolen skills met stolen skills. Nadiya's whistle screamed a cadence that locked all three of them into perfect synchrony—the Sky Sync burning so bright between them that Elara could feel each heartbeat as if it were her own.

The construct cracked. Fractured. Flew apart in a cascade of crystalline dust that caught the light of the Prism and scattered it into a thousand tiny rainbows.

Silence.

The crucible's rings slowed. Stopped. The razor rain did not reform.

`[SYSTEM] Resolve Threshold 70%.`

The Prism faded—blue first, then gold, then crimson, each layer dissolving like breath on glass. Elara's legs buckled, and she sat down hard on the crystalline floor, staff clattering beside her. Her hands were shaking. Her whole body was shaking, actually, a fine tremor that she couldn't will away no matter how many calming breaths she pulled through her teeth.

Mira collapsed next to her with all the grace of a dropped sack of potatoes. "Next time," she panted, "I'm being the healer. You can get stabbed in the leg."

"You don't know any healing spells."

"I'll learn. How hard can it be?"

"I trained for six years."

"So I'll cram."

Elara laughed. It came out watery and thin, but it was real, and Mira bumped her shoulder with a companionable gentleness that said more than words.

Nadiya sat cross-legged a few feet away, whistle dangling from its cord, ears drooping with exhaustion. Jace lowered himself to one knee beside Elara, and his hand found hers—calloused fingers threading through her trembling ones, squeezing once. Firm. Present.

"You held," he said quietly.

"Barely."

"That's all it takes."

She leaned into him for a moment, just a moment, letting his solidity anchor her. The ache in her arms was fading to a dull throb. The taste of spent light was dissipating, replaced by the ordinary dryness of exertion. Her pulse was slowing.

They'd cleared Wave 3. They'd cleared the Shard Gauntlet.

Elara tilted her head back and looked up through the crucible's open crown at the distant ceiling of the floor above—another challenge, another test, another chance to break or bend. But not yet. For now, this moment. This breath.

She closed her eyes and folded her hands.

The prayer rose without effort, quiet as a candle flame in a still room. Not the formal invocations of the Warm Hand temple, not the structured liturgy she'd grown up reciting. Just words, simple and sincere, offered to whatever listened.

Watch over the Bright Lances. They're reckless and proud and they fight like they've got something to prove to the whole tower. But they climb for reasons just like ours. If they've fallen—if they're falling—let someone catch them. Let them find a way that doesn't cost them everything.

She didn't know why she felt the pull toward them. Rivals, technically. Competitors for the same finite resources, the same progression thresholds, the same narrow path upward. But Elara had never been able to look at another climber and see only competition. She saw people. Frightened, stubborn, hopeful people doing impossible things because the alternative was standing still, and standing still in the Sky Tower meant sliding back.

Guide them to a less destructive path. Or, if not—guide someone to them who can show them one.

She opened her eyes. Jace was watching her with the expression he wore when he thought she wasn't looking—something soft and startled, as if her compassion still surprised him even now.

"Praying?" he asked.

"For the Bright Lances."

He was quiet for a moment. Then: "You think they're in trouble."

"I think everyone in this tower is in trouble," she said. "I think that's rather the point."

Nadiya's ear twitched. "We should move before the next floor resets. I don't trust this calm."

"Seconded," Mira said, hauling herself upright with a wince. She tested her weight on the injured leg, grimaced, and shrugged. "It'll hold. Probably."

"Confidence-inspiring," Elara murmured, but she was already gathering the last dregs of Shine into her palm—enough for one more reinforcing pulse against the wound, warm light sinking into torn muscle. Not a full heal. But enough. Always enough.

She picked up her staff and stood. The trembling had stopped. Her legs were steady beneath her, tired but willing, carrying her forward the way they always did—toward the next wave, the next wound, the next prayer offered into the humming architecture of a tower that might or might not be listening.

The Prism's light was gone, but its memory lingered in her skin like warmth after a fire. Three colors. Three layers. Three aspects of a faith she was only beginning to understand.

She climbed.


CHAPTER 34 — BRIGHT LANCES' FALL


RESOLVE WASN'T DONE weaving their compassion into the trial. As they stepped into the next chamber—a narrow bridge of fused crystal suspended over a yawning shaft—the air tasted wrong. Too still. Too polite. Like the Tower had cleared its throat and was waiting for them to miss the cue.

The floor trembled once, a polite warning.

Then alarms tore through Ivy's bookmark like a knife through silk.

The chime wasn't the usual soft ping. It was a full-throated klaxon, layered with the distant grind of stone shearing stone. Jace's shield arm tightened on reflex. Elara's Prism flickered up at her throat, a nervous heartbeat of light.

"Alert," Ivy said, voice clipped with urgency he'd rarely heard from the little construct. "Bright Lances engaged with hostile constructs two chambers ahead. Hidden trap sequence armed. Platform integrity failing. Gravity shear detected in central span. Assistance requested."

Mira's ears flattened. "Gravity shear? That's not vocabulary you want in a hallway."

Nadiya's tail lashed once, a metronome of nerves. "That's not vocabulary you want above a hallway either."

Jace stepped to the bridge's edge and looked down. The shaft didn't end in darkness. It ended in absence—a bruise-colored void where down stopped being a direction and became a suggestion. His stomach did the honest thing and tried to climb his ribs.

"What now?" Mira groaned, but her hands were already on her daggers.

Elara glanced at the warning knot glowing near the door they'd come through—a braid of pale threads that pulsed like a vein. "Compassion threads are lighting up," she murmured. "Not metaphorically. Literally. The Tower is watching this choice."

Nadiya looked torn, ears swiveling toward the corridor ahead and then back toward the relative safety of where they'd been. "We still need to rest. Resonance pools aren't infinite. If we burn hard now—"

"—the final boss eats us for brunch," Mira finished, flat.

The bookmark chimed again, softer, almost ashamed on the Bright Lances' behalf. Assistance requested.

Jace felt the weight of it settle on his shoulders the way plate armor did: familiar, unfair, his.

"They're still on the gauntlet," he said. "If we ignore it, they fall—and the Tower logs it. Maybe worse than a wipe. Maybe as intent." He hated how plausible that sounded. The Sky Tower didn't cheat; it graded.

Torvy's face flickered through his head—proud jaw, sharper smile, the kind of leader who'd rather lose clean than owe anyone. Veena's scowl. Seren's too-honest eyes. Leth's quick pen, always moving, like if he wrote fast enough the dungeon would become paperwork.

Rivals. Not enemies. The distinction mattered more with every floor.

"We promised," Nadiya whispered.

Yeah. They had. Not with a contract scroll and wax seals—worse. With witnesses. With compassion threads. With the Tower's soft, relentless math.

He made the call.

"We help," Jace said. "Quick and clean. And nobody dies on my watch because we were saving stamina for a boss that might not respect cowardice anyway."

Mira blew out a breath. "There it is. Captain Morals."

"Captain alive," he corrected, and meant both.

They sprinted.

The corridor narrowed, then opened, wind slamming into them like the Tower had opened a window onto a storm. Sound hit next—the clang of impacts, Veena's shouted cadence fraying at the edges, the ugly scrape of stone losing its argument with gravity.

The Lances' chamber was a wider cousin of the shard bridge they'd just cleared: a central platform suspended on thick crystal pylons, auxiliary ledges clinging to the walls like barnacles, and—between them—gaps where the air shimmered wrong. Not fall. Pull. A gravity void didn't catch you. It unmade the idea of footing.

The trap hadn't been fair. It never was.

Bright Lances had walked onto the main span thinking they were fighting golems. They were. They just weren't fighting only golems. Hidden seals had lit along the pylons, carving fracture lines through the platform like lightning frozen in glass. The whole center slab was tilting, shedding chips that didn't tumble so much as slide sideways into the bruise.

Torvy hung from a cracked lip of crystal at the void's edge, one hand white-knuckled, boots kicking for purchase that wouldn't stay purchase. Below her, the nothing tugged with patient hunger.

Leth dangled from her belt rig—scribe's harness turned lifeline—arms wrapped around her thigh like he could anchor her through sheer stubborn paperwork. His glasses were gone. His face was scraped raw. He was still trying to hook a foot onto something, anything, that wasn't a lie.

Veena had made a desperate island halfway up a wall shard, sound-mage palms flat to vibrating stone, trying to hum stability into a world that refused the note. Seren crouched above her, bow discarded, both hands locked on Veena's wrist, legs braced, junior archer turned winch.

Two shard golems hammered the far side of the collapsing span, edges glowing hot, each impact another vote for down.

"Fox," Mira snapped, already moving, "give me a whistle. Steady. I need a clock."

Nadiya didn't ask questions. She whistled—clean, sharp, a cadence that cut through chaos like a blade through smoke. One-two, one-two. Sky Sync wasn't just a party trick; it was a shared heartbeat you could climb.

Jace hit the ledge at a skid, shield coming up.

The moral math tried to rear its head one last time.

Resonance is finite.

Boss phases don't care about your hero moment.

Torvy would never do this for you.

Maybe not. Maybe she'd watch the logs and call it strategy. Maybe she'd sneer and say survival favored the ruthless.

But he wasn't building a legend out of what Torvy would do.

He was building himself.

"Mira!" he barked. "Rope! Anchor to the left pylon—high seam, not the cracked face!"

"On it!" She vaulted, daggers flashing once to test crystal, then drove a piton-loop from her kit into a vein that still looked honest. The line sang as she fed it out.

"Elara!" he shouted over the grind. "Sanctuary Prism—stabilize the span! Buy seconds!"

Elara didn't waste breath on acknowledgment. Shine erupted from her—not pretty, not gentle theater. Surgical. She slammed palm and Prism down onto the nearest stable ledge and pushed, light threading along fracture lines like sutures pulled tight. The platform's groan changed pitch. Didn't stop. But it hesitated.

Like the Tower itself had to recalculate.

"Nadiya!" he called. "Beats louder! I need everyone moving on the same second!"

Her whistle sharpened, layered with a second rhythm underneath—syncopated, fox-clever—so their feet could find the spaces between disasters.

Jace looked at the void. At Torvy's face, furious and afraid. At Leth's grimace as harness stitching popped a thread with a sound like a snapped violin string.

Cost, the Tower whispered—not in words, in the cold clarity of math.

He opened the Resonance channel anyway.

Heat poured out of his core, not stamina, not HP—deeper. The kind of resource bosses were designed to punish you for spending early. His shield runes woke with a snarl, overbright, tuned past safe tolerances until the metal sang against his forearm.

The world didn't slow. He brought slow to it.

His next step hit the tilting platform and the crystal answered—vibrations that should have buckled into collapse instead stacked, stacked, waited, like he'd borrowed a breath from the physics engine and refused to give it back. His knees screamed. His teeth ached. Somewhere in his field of vision, a warning pulsed.

Worth it.

He drove his shield into the first golem as it wound up for another hammer blow—the kind of strike that turned cracks into calendars.

"Off my bridge," he growled.

The impact boomed. Sparks showered. The golem staggered, joints hissing, glowing seams stuttering.

Torvy's eyes found him anyway, even dangling, even dying on pride—wide, disbelieving.

"You came," she rasped.

"Run later," he snapped, because softness would kill her faster than the void. "Talk later. Hold."

Mira zipped past him, Sting Oil sheening her blades. She slashed low across the golem's knee seam, not to kill—yet—but to bully its balance away from the failing span.

Veena snarled something that might have been spellwork and might have been pure spite. Sound buckled the air near her palms. The wall shard stopped trying to shake her off.

"Seren!" Elara shouted, spotting the archer strain. "Brace—I'm coming up!"

Elara moved like healers do when they stop asking permission: fast, precise, terrifyingly calm. She didn't try to be a second winch. She became support—Shine flaring along Seren's forearms, knitting strain, stealing the worst tremors before they turned into slips.

Nadiya's whistle hit a bridge between both teams, a shared tempo—one beat holding patience, the next demanding commit.

Jace pivoted, shield catching the second golem's fist. The blow rattled his bones into a single ringing chord. Pain flared, bright and honest. He rode it, leaned in, used the monster's own weight against it—tank logic, ugly and effective.

"Leth!" he roared. "Harness hook—left hip! Red carabiner! Lock to Torvy's belt if you can!"

Leth's head snapped toward him, eyes wild, then focused. Hands shaking, he fumbled the clip. Missed once.

Void tugged.

Jace's heart tried to exit without him.

Second try.

The carabiner snapped home with a click he shouldn't have been able to hear.

"Mira!" he called. "Tension on the line!"

"Already singing, Captain!" She braced, boots skidding, daggers driven into crystal as improvised cleats. The rope went taut.

The platform shuddered—a cruel hiccup as Elara's Prism stitches slipped one notch.

He poured more Resonance into the span.

Final boss tax, a nasty little part of him whispered.

If you let them die, a nastier part answered, what exactly are you leveling up for?

"Elara!" he ground out. "Can you hold?"

"Barely," she said, voice tight, honest. "But barely is still yes."

Nadiya changed the whistle pattern—three sharp, one long. The Sky Sync field brushed his skin, cool and electric, aligning their timing like they were one unit with four hearts.

He slammed the second golem again, not for style points, for space. Every inch mattered. Every second was a coin spent.

Torvy grunted, hauling herself upward half a handspan, forearms trembling. Pride didn't vanish in a crisis. It just changed shape—became leverage.

"Veena!" Torvy shouted. "When I say—pulse!"

Veena's laugh was half sob. "You're insane."

"Pulse!" Torvy barked.

Veena slapped the shard and released a concussive note—not at them, not at the golem—into the wall itself. Crystal answered, kicking back like a drumhead, throwing just enough reactive force upward.

Seren yanked at the right instant, spine cracking in protest. Elara's Shine flared, catching what would've been a torn muscle and turning it into maybe later.

The first golem tried to flank Mira.

"No you don't," Jace said, and bull-rushed it toward the gap—not to kill, to relocate the threat. Its foot skidded at the lip. Gravity void did what voids do. The golem's glowing edges flickered, confused, then it vanished into the bruise with a sound like a shout swallowed.

One left.

"Jace!" Mira called, reading him anyway. "Ready?"

He nodded once, world narrowing to whistle beats and the tremor underfoot.

Nadiya gave the cue—two short, one sharp.

Mira went low, daggers finding the seam webbing on the golem's ankle with the precision of a seamstress who'd stabbed gods before breakfast.

Jace rose with the shield in a rising arc—powered by augmented runes burning hot enough to sting.

The golem's knee buckled.

His shoulder connected.

Crystal met crystal.

The impact shattered it.

Pieces rained into the void, tumbling wrong-direction, swallowed.

`[SYSTEM] Compassion intervention logged — Bright Lances extracted. Resonance deficit flagged.`

Silence didn't fall. The Tower never gave you silence. But the fight-thunder eased, replaced by ragged breathing, creaking rope, and the softer sound of Elara whispering stabilizing words to stone like it was a patient waking from surgery.

The platform stopped trying to die. It didn't look good. It looked like a thing that had lost an argument and been allowed to keep living anyway.

Mira hauled. Elara pushed light into the last dangerous cracks. Nadiya kept whistling until the worst tremors passed, then let the final note taper like a kindness.

Torvy came over the edge first—scraped palms, blood on her teeth from a bitten lip, eyes still blazing. She rolled onto solid ledge, coughing, then immediately twisted to grab Leth's harness and help drag him up like she could erase the indignity of needing rescue through sheer velocity.

Leth hit stone on his knees, glasses-less and shaking, and immediately patted his pockets for a quill like the universe owed him documentation.

Veena collapsed back against the shard, sweat-streaked, sound-mage hands twitching. Seren stayed upright for three heroic seconds, then sat down hard, giggling with relief until it turned into something wetter.

Jace let his shield dip. The runes faded from overbright to sullen, leaving an ache in his bones that stamina potions wouldn't pretend to fix.

Torvy pushed to her feet. Their eyes met.

There was a whole speech in her face—pride, shame, anger at needing help, anger at herself for misreading the trap, respect she didn't want to admit, the guild-leader calculus trying to reassert control.

She swallowed it all until only one thing remained.

"Thank you," she said.

Quiet. Like the words cost more than shouting ever could.

Jace nodded. "You're welcome."

Veena muttered something that might have been damn it or might have been a spell residue hiccup. Seren wiped her face with her sleeve and blurted, "We thought—we thought nobody would—"

"Yeah," Jace said, because dragging it out would turn gratitude into theater. "We know."

Leth looked up, pen finally found, trembling in his grip. "For the record," he said, voice hoarse, "this will make our logs look insane."

Mira snorted. "Good. Boring logs mean boring people."

Torvy exhaled through her nose, regathering herself. "We owe you."

"Tea," Mira said immediately, deadpan. "You owe us tea. Preferably something that doesn't taste like regret."

Seren, still riding adrenaline, fumbled for her pack. "We—we packed some," she admitted, like confessing a crime.

Mira took the canteen with a wink, drank, made an appreciative noise. "Acceptable. You're promoted from 'rival jerks' to 'rival jerks with beverage foresight.'"

Even Veena's mouth twitched.

Jace stayed on one knee a moment longer than necessary, pretending he was checking his shield and not waiting for his legs to remember they were legs. Elara's hand found his shoulder anyway—healer sense.

"Sit," she murmured.

"In a minute."

"Jace."

"In a minute."

She squeezed once, then moved to Veena with professional speed, Shine already assessing burns and resonance strain.

Nadiya crouched beside him, voice low. "You burned hard."

"Yeah."

"The boss—"

"I know."

She didn't scold. Foxes weren't built for scolding. She bumped her knuckles against his gauntlet, a small, warm punctuation. "Still the right call."

That shouldn't have mattered as much as it did.

Torvy stepped closer, close enough he could see the split skin on her palms. "Bright Lances don't forget debts," she said. "We pay clean."

"Pay it forward," Jace said. "Next time someone else is dangling, you don't calculate whether it costs a bar. You throw the rope."

Torvy's jaw worked. Then—worse than a thank you—she smiled slightly. "That's annoyingly noble."

"I practice."

After they made sure nobody was about to quietly exsanguinate or snap a tendon out of pride, they retreated to their own chamber. The compassion knot near the Resolve door glowed brighter, threads twisting into a larger loop, tighter weave, heavier meaning.

`[SYSTEM] Compassion Index +1 — Rival rescue acknowledged. Tower trust modifier: cooperative.`

Jace collapsed onto the floor the way only tanks could: suddenly, completely, with the dignity of a dropped sandbag.

Exhaustion seeped into his bones—not the good tired of training, the hollow tired of spending something you couldn't farm back in five minutes.

Elara sat beside him, palm spreading warmth between his shoulder blades. "You did good," she whispered.

"We all did," he replied, and meant it, though fatigue made the words feel distant.

Mira dropped down on his other side with zero ceremony. "If the final boss mentions 'efficiency,' I'm kicking it in the shins."

Nadiya hummed agreement, already sorting their supplies with nervous hands, grounding herself in inventory.

The Tower hummed, content in the way predators hum when you've passed a test you didn't know was a test.

He let himself rest for one stolen minute—eyes closed, listening to four heartbeats sync slower—before he pushed to his feet.

Resolve awaited.

And yeah, the Bright Lances owed them a clean run, a tea debt, and maybe—if the Tower had its way—a future where rivals didn't have to become corpses to become lessons.

"Ready?" he asked.

"Always," they chorused, trudging back toward the Resolve door, hearts heavier but aligned.

Compassion had cost them time, energy, and a chunk of Resonance he'd feel when the final phase opened its mouth.

It had also bought them something far more valuable: a Tower that kept listening. And a man he could stand being, even when the math said otherwise.

He rolled his shoulders, shield back in hand.

Forward. Always forward.


CHAPTER 35 — WARDEN ANTECHAMBER


A CURVING STAIRCASE carried them up from the compassion knot into a vault that did not feel empty so much as crowded—not with bodies, but with what bodies had left behind. The air tasted faintly metallic, like a coin held too long on the tongue, and beneath that: something sweeter and wrong, the ghost of incense burned in a hurry. The floor wore shallow grooves, as if something heavy had been dragged in circles while someone screamed without sound; when Elara set her boot down, the stone answered with a dull thrum that climbed her shin and settled in her ribs like a second heartbeat.

Residual emotion, the Tower called it. Elara's faith named it differently: echoes of the unheld.

Bands of light arced across the ceiling—crimson for anger, sapphire for grief, gold for pride, violet for fear—each hue breathing in time with their pulses. Whenever Elara's breath hitched, the colors sharpened. Whenever someone swallowed a feeling too fast, the chamber leaned closer, hungry.

`[SYSTEM] Resolve Phase — Emotional Calibration.`

Elara stepped to the center and opened her palms the way the Warm Hand taught: not to grab, not to demand—only to offer steadiness. Her staff hummed against her spine, a familiar weight, but this room wanted more than muscle. It wanted honesty.

"The Prismatic Warden doesn't invent feelings," she said, voice pitched low so it wouldn't ricochet. "It finds the ones we're already carrying—the sharp ones, the slippery ones—and it tunes them until they cut us. So we're going to do something rude."

Mira's ears twitched. "Rude is my specialty."

"We're going to name them," Elara continued, "before the boss gets to name them for us."

She knelt and spread a square of embroidered cloth—sanctuary linen, stitched with tiny prisms that caught stray light and returned it gentler. From her pack she unpacked the smooth stones they'd gathered in the atrium: not trophies, not loot, just anchors. Each bore a rune representing an emotion the Tower recognized as currency.

Elara arranged them in a loose circle, colors corresponding to the ceiling's spectrum. "Sit," she said. "Speak. Listen. If you joke, joke truly—this place can smell a fake laugh."

Jace set his shield down with the care he usually reserved for sleeping allies. He sat cross-legged, spine straight, exhaustion written in the set of his jaw anyway. "You're asking for vulnerabilities in a room that feels like it's taking notes."

"It's definitely taking notes," Ivy murmured.

The golem librarian had folded herself onto the step just inside the arch, knees drawn up in a posture that shouldn't have looked comfortable for someone made of library marble and catalogued patience. Her eyes—lamps behind glass—dimmed to a scholarly amber as she traced glyphs in the air. Data unfolded like heat shimmer: oscillating lines, stacked frequencies, little warning tags in Tower-script that Elara could almost read if she didn't blink.

"Ivy?" Elara asked softly.

"Prismatic Warden preliminary spectrum," Ivy said, as if announcing a bedtime story title. "Beam families align to emotional bands. Anger skews thermal and kinetic—short spikes, high variance. Grief runs longer wavelengths, more sustained drain. Fear jitters—stutter pulses. Pride is weirdly neat. Almost polite. It wants you to stand still and admire yourself while it hits you."

Nadiya's whistle gave a breathy, accidental note. "That's rude and accurate."

Elara placed the crimson stone near Jace, not as accusation—as invitation. "What could derail you?"

Jace stared at the stone like it might bite. For a leader who lived in the front line, confession was a different kind of exposure. When he spoke, his voice was steady in the way a shield wall is steady: not because it feels nothing—because it refuses to buckle first.

"Guilt," he said.

The word landed heavier than Elara expected. The crimson band overhead flared, then steadied, as if the chamber couldn't decide which shelf to file it on.

"Brightwell's people," Jace continued. "The ones I couldn't pull out of the fire in time. The ones I did pull out and still lost sleep over because maybe I chose wrong and someone else paid for it." His throat worked. "If the Warden offers me a clean shot—if it shows me a version of the fight where I fail slightly differently—I'll want to chase that phantom. Fix it. Replay it until my bones turn to apology."

Elara's chest tightened—not pity, but the kind of sympathy that wanted to shoulder weight without asking. "Guilt pretends it's noble," she said. "It whispers that if you hurt enough, you're paying interest on a debt that doesn't have a ledger."

Jace's mouth quirked, humor thin but real. "You've preached that before."

"Only because the Warm Hand charged me interest first." Elara tapped the crimson stone with her fingertip, then slid it closer to him. "Touch it. Claim it. Guilt doesn't get to be your pilot—only your compass."

When Jace's calloused fingers brushed the rune, the ceiling's angry red softened to ember-glow, warm instead of warning.

Mira dropped beside him without ceremony, dagger twirling once—nervous habit—before she sheathed it with a click that sounded too loud. Her tail flicked, then curled around her own ankle like she could anchor herself that way.

Elara slid the gold stone forward. Pride, in the Tower's taxonomy—but Mira's smile was all teeth, the kind that appeared when she was bracing for a joke she didn't quite believe.

"Jealousy," Mira said, lightly as cotton—and still, the word scraped.

The gold band rippled, brightened, then held.

Elara waited. In their party, "lightly" was sometimes a trapdoor.

Mira exhaled through her nose. "Not the petty kind. The survival kind. You all pair off in instincts I don't have. Jace leads. Nadiya reads the wind. Ivy knows. You—" she pointed at Elara with her chin, "—put hands on pain and make it smaller. I'm the one who stabs fast and disappears." Her ears flattened halfway, then forced themselves up again. "If the Warden shows me a future where I'm replaceable? I'll overprove. I'll take risks that aren't brave, just loud."

Elara's heart ached—in a good way, the way muscle aches after honest work. "Jealousy is fear in a flashy cloak," she said. "It means you care."

"Oh, I care," Mira muttered. "It's obnoxious."

Nadiya, quiet until then, leaned forward and bumped Mira's shoulder with her own. "If you disappear, who will insult my whistle technique with love?"

Mira snorted. "Your technique is perfect. Your volume is a war crime."

Elara pressed the gold stone into Mira's palm and closed both her hands around the catgirl's fingers for a breath—Warm Hand protocol, the simplest spell in the world: you are not alone in the feeling. "Let jealousy remind you you belong," Elara said. "Not that you have to earn belonging by bleeding."

Mira squeezed back, quick and fierce. "That's annoyingly wise."

"Thank you," Elara said. "I rehearsed it in a mirror like a villain."

The gold band dimmed to something buttery and domestic, as if the room had decided to stop preening.

Nadiya sat with her whistle across her lap, ears tipped forward, eyes on the violet stone Elara placed before her like a dare wrapped in velvet.

"Fear of falling," Nadiya whispered.

The violet band pulsed once—sharp, almost a yelp.

Elara nodded. "Say the rest."

Nadiya's fingers traced the whistle's silver seam. "Heights aren't the problem. Trusting the edge is. If I slip—if I misjudge a leap—the whistle can't catch me. You can't stitch air." Her voice stayed even, scout-trained, but Elara heard the tremor beneath it like a note held too long. "If the Warden hits me with violet, I'll hear every bridge I've ever almost missed."

Jace shifted, instinctively positioning himself slightly between Nadiya and the far drop beyond the arch—not because it would save her, but because his body spoke before his mouth could.

Elara moved the violet stone until it touched Nadiya's knee. "Fear keeps you precise," she said. "We're not asking you to be fearless. We're asking you to be held."

Nadiya's laugh was small, warm. "You're very good at that sentence."

"I stole it from a sermon and a catgirl," Elara admitted.

Finally, Elara set her own palm on the sapphire stone. The grief band above drifted lower, fog-like, cool against her cheeks.

"Grief," she said, because naming it was the first step the Warm Hand ever taught her. "For the chances we lost while we were afraid. For the people Brightwell moves like pieces. For every time compassion had to be brave and bravery had to be costly." She swallowed. "If the Warden offers me a blue beam and tells me it's mercy to lie down, I'll want to listen. Grief sings lullabies."

Ivy's projection flickered, sympathetic. A small annotation appeared beside the grief frequency: high cohesion — sustained morale drain.

"Lovely," Mira said dryly. "Very encouraging, Library."

Ivy didn't take offense. Ivy rarely did. "Knowledge is not comfort," she said. "But it can be used like comfort if you're clever."

Elara breathed out, slow and measured, until the sapphire band rose again toward the ceiling instead of pressing on her shoulders. "Then we'll be clever."

The chamber listened. For a moment, the only sound was Ivy's soft chime as she cycled graphs—beam widths, recharge estimates, probable rotation patterns for the Prismatic Cascade.

Elara rolled her shoulders. "Now for the part that's going to feel silly until it saves your life."

Jace raised a brow. "Chants."

"Luminal cues," Elara corrected, mock-offended. "I'm a professional."

She lifted her staff slightly—not for spellwork yet, just as a conductor's baton. Her faith liked rhythm; her prism liked honesty. Together, they made medicine you could hear.

"Short," she said. "Memorable. I'll call them mid-fight when your heads are noisy."

For Jace, she tapped the crimson-guilt ember in her chest and spoke the words like she was stitching a seam:

"Guilt—shared; weight—split; step—true."

Jace repeated it once, voice rough but willing. "That's annoyingly catchy."

For Mira, gold flickered at the edges of Elara's vision like sunlight on a blade:

"Jealous—yes; alone—no; worth—now."

Mira's ears rose. "Okay, wow, that's unfairly good."

For Nadiya, violet settled into a steadier pulse:

"Edge—known; breath—long; leap—held."

Nadiya tried it, whistle humming faint harmony without her intending it. The sound made the fear band shiver and then smooth.

For herself, sapphire cool against her tongue:

"Grief—named; love—loud; stand—still."

Elara said it last, and the words warmed as they left her—as if the chamber exhaled with them.

Ivy projected a final overlay beside the door: a wheel of colors with tick marks, each tick a probable beam window. "If my calculations are even slightly wrong," Ivy added, almost cheerful, "we'll discover that together."

"Comforting," Jace said.

"I aim for accuracy," Ivy said. "Comfort is Elara's department."

Elara snorted. "Then come here for department hours."

Before tactics, before the door, before the Warden's arena swallowed them whole—Elara did what her hands always wanted to do when the world sharpened into danger. She unpacked the little tin from her belt pouch: honey cakes, slightly squashed, wrapped in waxed paper like a secret you could eat. She passed them around with the solemnity of ritual and the grin of someone who knew sugar was also a shield.

"Cozy anchor," she announced. "Mandatory."

Mira took one and immediately tried to steal a second; Nadiya blocked her with a laugh. Jace ate his slowly, as if chewing gave his thoughts a safer pace. Ivy accepted a crumb with the delicate wonder of someone tasting nostalgia borrowed from mammals.

Elara watched them—really watched—and let herself feel the fierce, ordinary miracle of it: not victory, not yet, just us.

`[SYSTEM] Emotional Alignment logged — Warden threshold stable.`

The chamber's harsh bands softened, merging into a gentle aurora that moved like curtains in a draftless room. The anger etched into the floor seemed shallower. The grief-fog thinned—not gone, never gone, but breathable.

"Okay," Mira said, licking honey off her thumb. "Fight plan. Before the sugar wears off and I get sensible."

Elara conjured a light map between them—her Shine lending the image edges that didn't hurt to look at. Three rings. A center core. Color-coded sectors that matched Ivy's frequency wheel.

"Three rings," Elara said. "The Warden rotates emotional beams—each tied to a ceiling band. We counter by naming the feeling out loud and running the cue I gave you. Not as poetry—as switch-flips for your nervous system."

Ivy nodded. "Honest speech disrupts coherent emotional amplification in seventy-one percent of recorded Resolve encounters."

"Love that for us," Nadiya said.

Jace tapped the outer ring. "I'll hold the line on the beams that try to break formation—especially anything that spikes like anger." His eyes flicked to Elara. "If guilt comes crimson-wrapped, I intercept first."

"Grief beam is mine," Elara said. "I'll meet blue with named sorrow, not swallowed sorrow."

"Fear to me," Nadiya said, lifting her whistle. "I'll set cadences tied to the colors—violet for fear, red for guilt-rage spikes, gold for jealousy-pride loops, blue for grief."

Mira cracked her knuckles. "Jealousy-pride loops sound like a bard's worst song. I'll flank anything that tries to shame me into showing off."

Ivy's projection updated with their names beside sectors like a beautifully obsessive chart. "I will feed corrections in real time," she said. "If you hear me speak numbers, trust them more than your panic."

Jace's grin was tired and true. "If we hear you panic, we'll know we're doomed."

Ivy's lamps widened. "Then you will never know."

Elara reached out, palms up again. "Hands," she said simply.

They stacked theirs—rough, soft, gloved, warm metal that still somehow felt like skin—until the stack became a little pillar of shared gravity.

"Whatever it throws," Elara said, "we speak the emotion. We share the load. No one swallows it alone."

"Yes, Mom," Mira teased, and this time the gratitude in her eyes was so bright it almost made Elara's throat tight.

Nadiya squeezed. "We've got you."

Jace squeezed back. "We've got each other."

Ivy placed her palm last, light pressure, steady. "And me," she said. "Always."

`[SYSTEM] Plan logged — Emotional counter assignments registered.`

The band of light nearest the Warden's door flared—not a threat, not quite; more like a stage cue. The archway's runes lifted from the stone like heat ripples, waiting.

Elara retrieved her staff, heart pounding in the good way: not panic, anticipation. Her Luminal cues sat on her tongue, ready. Ivy's data hung at the edge of her vision like a friend's hand on her shoulder. The honey taste lingered, cozy and human.

"Ready to work?" Jace asked.

"Always," they answered—together, messy, perfect.

Linked, they stepped forward hand-in-hand through the arch toward the Warden's arena, emotions acknowledged, chants learned, Ivy's frequencies humming like a second heartbeat. The colors overhead followed them, weaving into a crown of light.

Resolve, Elara thought, had never meant erasing feeling.

It meant walking into the fight with your heart—named, held, and unwilling to be turned against you.

Behind them, the antechamber's residual anger gave one last dull thrum, like a door closing on old echoes.

Ahead, the Prismatic Warden waited.

And they went to meet it—quippy, scared, stubborn, and loved—exactly as they were.


CHAPTER 36 — PRISMATIC WARDEN I


THE DOOR DIDN'T open so much as dissolve. One moment, carved stone. The next, a membrane of light that Jace's shield arm passed through with a warm tingle, and then his boots hit glass.

Not glass. Something harder. The floor was a single disc of polished material that caught light from every direction and threw it back in fractured ribbons. Knotwork grooves ran across its surface in concentric rings, each one etched deep enough that Jace could feel the channels through his boot soles. The outermost ring was wide—maybe forty paces across. The next one in was narrower. Then narrower still, tightening toward a center point like the rings of a target.

And above them, the ceiling breathed color.

Jace looked up and felt his stomach drop. The entire dome overhead was a shifting aurora—reds bleeding into violets, golds dissolving into deep oceanic blues. The hues they'd named in the antechamber. The emotions they'd catalogued and assigned. He recognized them the way you recognize a song you've been humming: anger's crimson pulse, fear's violet tremor, the burnished gold of pride, the heavy indigo weight of grief.

They were all here. Spinning slowly in bands of light, waiting.

"Warm Hand preserve us," Elara whispered from his right. Her staff cast its own pale glow, but the aurora above swallowed it. She looked small against that sky.

"Stay close until we see what we're fighting," Jace said. He kept his voice level. Calm leader. Steady hands. That was the job.

Mira padded up on his left, daggers already drawn, her ears flat and swiveling. "I see it," she said. "Center ring."

It rose from the floor like heat shimmer gaining mass. First a shape—broad shoulders, a helm without a face, the outline of a shield and spear—and then substance flooded in, filling the silhouette with molten light. The Prismatic Warden stood eight feet tall, its body a lattice of crystallized color. Where joints should have been, light pulsed and flexed. Its shield was a perfect disc of shifting spectrum. Its spear was a needle of white so bright Jace had to squint.

No face. Just a corona of light radiating from the helm, cycling through every color in the dome above. Steady as a heartbeat.

The floor shuddered. The outermost ring of knotwork began to rotate—slow, grinding, clockwise. Jace felt the pull in his ankles, a subtle drag like standing in a lazy current.

`[SYSTEM] Prismatic Warden engaged — Phase I: Spectrum Challenge.`

"Positions," Jace called. His voice bounced off the dome and came back colored, like the room was tasting his words. "Nadiya, whistle cue. Mira, you're left flank—stay mobile on the second ring. Elara, right flank, keep line of sight for barriers. I anchor center."

Nadiya brought the whistle to her lips, and for a breath, Jace watched her ears—tall, tufted, fennec-sharp—rotate toward the Warden like twin radar dishes. She was reading it. Feeling its rhythm with that Desert Rhythm sense of hers, the one that had evolved past sand and wind into something that could taste the tempo of a fight before the first blow landed.

She played.

Quick violet trills—fear incoming—layered over a low, sustained red note. Anger. The Warden's corona snapped to crimson before the note even finished, and Jace thought: She called it. She called what it would throw before it threw it.

The beam hit him.

Not his shield—him. The light punched through the knotwork grooves in the floor and erupted upward in a column of red that swallowed Jace from boots to helm. Heat flooded his chest. Not fire-heat. Fury-heat. The kind that started behind the sternum and radiated outward until your fingers curled into fists and your teeth ached from clenching.

Kill it, something whispered. Not the Warden. Something older. Something inside him. It's standing there. Smash it. Break the glass. Who does it think it is? Who do any of them think they are, standing behind you while you take the hit? Every hit. Always. Smash—

"Anger," Jace said aloud. His voice cracked on it. He tasted copper. His shield arm was shaking, not from the impact but from the effort of not swinging. "Anger acknowledged."

He breathed. In through the nose. Furnace air, tinted red.

"Redirected," he forced out, "to focus."

The beam fractured. Crimson light split into a dozen harmless threads that scattered across his shield and died against the knotwork floor. The heat in his chest didn't vanish—it compressed. Became a dense, useful thing, like coal packed tight. He could work with coal.

The Warden's corona cycled. Blue now—deep, mournful blue—and the spear swung toward Elara.

"Elara!" Jace barked.

But she was already moving. The grief beam lanced across the arena in a ribbon of indigo, and Elara stepped into its path with her staff raised, both hands wrapped around the shaft. She closed her eyes. Her lips moved—a hymn, quiet and certain, the kind of melody that belonged in a chapel at dawn.

"Grief acknowledged," she said, and her voice didn't shake at all. "Held with compassion."

The beam softened. Indigo bled into a gentle lavender, then into white, and the light flowed into her staff like water finding a channel. For a moment, Elara glowed. Not her Shine ability—something subtler. Something the Tower was giving her because she'd answered honestly.

The Warden hesitated. Its corona flickered, uncertain.

"Works," Mira said from the left flank. Jace caught the flash of her grin—sharp canines, sharper eyes. She was already bouncing on her toes, weight shifting, daggers turning in her fingers with that idle dexterity that meant she was ready to move. "Let's dance, big guy."

The Warden obliged.

It lunged forward, spear sweeping in a wide horizontal arc aimed at Jace's midsection. The reach was absurd—the weapon had to be nine feet long, and the Warden used every inch. Jace dropped low, angling his shield to catch the spear's shaft rather than its point. Metal screamed against crystallized light. The impact traveled up his arm and settled in his shoulder like a toothache.

He held.

The Warden pressed, grinding the spear against the shield's face. Colors rippled across the point of contact—red, gold, violet—each one carrying a whisper of emotion that Jace had to clench his jaw against. Anger again. A flicker of pride. A cold lick of fear.

"Mira, knee joint!" he called. "Now!"

She was already there. That was the thing about Mira—you didn't direct her so much as confirm what she'd already decided. She came in low and fast from the Warden's left, both daggers coated in Sting Oil, and struck the back of the construct's knee where the lattice of light was thinnest. The blades bit. Something inside the Warden crackled like breaking ice.

It staggered. One step back. Enough.

Jace surged forward, slamming his shield into the Warden's torso—a disciplined bash, weight behind it, hips turning. Not a rage strike. A focused one. The difference mattered. The Warden slid back two paces, its spear sweeping up to guard.

On the right flank, Elara planted her staff and triggered Shine. A barrier of warm light sprang up between the Warden and Mira, buying the rogue time to disengage and reposition. Smart. Elara's combat instincts were quiet but precise—she read the geometry of a fight the way she read a hymnal, finding the spaces where protection was needed.

Nadiya's whistle shifted. Low red tones dropped away, replaced by a rapid gold trill that climbed and climbed. Pride beam.

The Warden's corona flared gold—bright, almost festive—and it pivoted, launching a halo of aureate light directly at Mira. She was mid-step on the second ring, exposed.

"Mira!" Jace started, but she was laughing.

"Pride acknowledged!" she called out, arms spread, daggers glinting. The golden light washed over her and she stood in it like it was sunshine. "Channeled into—" She paused, cocking her head. "Swagger. Pure swagger."

The beam split. Gold threads scattered like confetti around her feet, and Mira spun through them with a flourish that was half combat roll, half curtain call. The light died. She winked at Jace.

He wanted to scold her. He wanted to tell her that swagger wasn't a real emotional redirect. But the Tower had accepted it, the beam had broken, and Mira was already moving to her next position with the fluid grace of someone who understood exactly how much style the universe would tolerate.

Pick your battles, he told himself. Not every fight was with the enemy.

The Warden recovered, planting its spear and sending a shockwave through the floor. The second ring of knotwork jolted into motion—counter-clockwise, faster than the outer ring. Jace's footing shifted. The pull was stronger now, a lateral drag that wanted to spin him off-center. He widened his stance, driving his weight down through his heels.

"Rings are moving!" he called. "Watch your footing—the grooves are channels, stay on the raised sections!"

Gravity hiccupped. For half a second, Jace weighed nothing. His stomach lurched. Then gravity returned at what felt like double, slamming him down so hard his knees buckled. Across the arena, Mira stumbled. Elara caught herself on her staff. Only Nadiya stayed upright—her fennec balance was supernatural, those wide feet shifting with the floor's rhythm as though she'd been born on a spinning disc.

Her whistle never stopped. She adjusted tempo mid-note, matching the new rotation. The sound became a lifeline—something steady in a room that had decided steadiness was optional.

The Warden pressed. Spear thrusts now, fast and precise. Jace blocked the first. Deflected the second. The third caught the edge of his shield and skidded past, scoring a line of heat across his shoulder guard. Close. Too close.

He needed to delegate. That was the lesson the Tower kept hammering into him, floor after floor: you cannot hold everything yourself.

"Nadiya, new tempo—call the shifts before they hit!" he ordered. "Mira, go high—use the gravity dips to get airborne. Elara, bind left, keep a Shine corridor open for retreat!"

Trust the Call hummed in his chest. Not a skill with flashy visuals—just a warmth that told him his words had landed, that his party had heard and believed. He felt their movements align. Not mechanically. Organically. The way a flock of birds turns without a signal.

Mira timed the next gravity fluctuation perfectly. When the weight dropped away, she launched herself upward, catching air with feline grace, and came down on the Warden's shoulder with both daggers driving into the seam between helm and gorget. Light sprayed from the wound—not blood, but fractured color, shards of emotion scattering like sparks.

The Warden roared. No mouth, but the sound came anyway—a harmonic chord of every emotion at once, so loud the floor vibrated.

Elara's Shine corridor flared into place: a tunnel of golden light along the right flank. Mira kicked off the Warden's shoulder, twisted in the air, and landed inside the corridor. Safe. The Warden's retaliatory spear strike hit the barrier and skidded away.

Nadiya played a descending scale—incoming shift—and the third ring began to spin. All three concentric rings now, rotating at different speeds in different directions. The floor became a puzzle box. Jace's boots ground against the raised knotwork as he fought for stable ground.

The Warden pressed harder. Beam attacks woven between spear strikes now—a violet lance of fear aimed at Nadiya between lunges, a red pulse of anger threaded through a sweeping arc. Jace blocked what he could. Named what he had to. His team covered the rest, calling out emotions in voices that were growing hoarse.

"Fear acknowledged—urgency!" Nadiya's whistle warbled but held.

"Anger—focus!" Jace, shield ringing.

"Pride—poise!" Mira, sliding under a spear thrust.

Every time they spoke honestly, the Warden flinched. Every named emotion cost it stability. The Tower's rules were clear: you beat this by being truthful, even when the truth is a weapon pointed at your own chest.

`[SYSTEM] Warden Integrity: 62% — Phase I threshold approaching.`

Sweat soaked Jace's back. His shield arm burned from wrist to shoulder—not emotion-burn, just honest exhaustion. The kind you earned. He could feel fatigue gnawing at the edges of his awareness, softening his reflexes by fractions of a second. Fractions that mattered.

But adrenaline kept him upright, and something else too. Something quieter. He looked at his team—Mira weaving between the spinning rings like she'd been born for chaos, Nadiya's whistle holding them all in rhythm, Elara's barriers blooming wherever they were needed—and felt a swell of something that wasn't quite pride and wasn't quite love but lived in the territory between.

They're good, he thought. We're good.

The Warden levitated.

It rose from the center ring, spear planted vertically, corona expanding until the entire dome above was drowned in swirling color. Red, blue, gold, violet—all four at once, braiding together into a helix of light that spiraled down toward them.

"This is the test," Jace warned. His voice came out steady. A small miracle. "Multi-beam barrage. Call fast, call honest. Don't think—just name it."

The barrage came.

Crimson slammed into Jace. He named it. "Anger—focus!" Broke.

Gold lanced toward Mira. "Pride—channeled to poise!" Broke.

Violet struck at Nadiya. "Fear—turned to urgency!" Her whistle screamed the counter-note. Broke.

Blue reached for Elara. "Grief—held in compassion." Quiet as a prayer. Broke.

Again. Faster. The Warden cycled through emotions like a dealer flipping cards—anger-fear-pride-grief-anger-fear—and they answered every one. Voices overlapping. Jace heard Mira's laugh thread through Nadiya's whistle, heard Elara's hymn weave beneath his own barked acknowledgments. For ten seconds that lasted a year, they were a single instrument playing a song the Tower had written for them.

The last beam died. The Warden dropped back to the floor, and cracks spiderwebbed across its crystalline body—deep fissures that leaked pale light. It staggered. Its spear arm drooped.

Jace's chest heaved. His shield arm hung at his side, trembling. Every muscle in his body felt wrung out. But they'd done it. Phase I.

He looked at the others. Mira was bent over, hands on her knees, tail lashing. Nadiya lowered her whistle and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Elara leaned on her staff, eyes bright, a thin sheen of sweat on her forehead catching the shifting light.

"Phase II incoming," Elara said between breaths. She wasn't guessing. The light in her staff pulsed in a pattern Jace had learned to trust—Warm Hand intuition, quiet but reliable.

He nodded. Raised his shield again. His shoulder screamed at him. He ignored it.

"Then we keep naming," he said. "Remember—emotions don't own us. We own them."

The Warden straightened. The cracks in its body sealed—not fully, but enough. Its corona shifted to a color Jace hadn't seen it use before. Deeper than blue. Darker than violet. A hue that lived below the visible spectrum and above the frequency of despair. It was the color of a room after a funeral. The color of an empty chair at a table set for four.

Grief. But not the manageable grief Elara had named and absorbed. This was something older. Heavier. A grief that had fermented in the dark.

The Warden raised its spear, and the tip ignited with that terrible color.

Nadiya's whistle faltered. She played the grief cadence—the one they'd drilled—but the notes came out thin, reedy. Wrong. Her ears pinned flat against her skull.

"That's not the same frequency," she said. Her voice was small. "Jace, that's not—"

The beam fired.

It didn't lance. It flooded. A wave of deep indigo-black light poured from the Warden's spear and spread across the arena like water filling a bowl. It moved through the spinning rings without resistance, ignoring the knotwork channels, ignoring the gravity fluctuations. It moved like memory moves—unstoppable, shapeless, finding every gap.

It hit Jace first.

`[SYSTEM] Phase II initiated — Grief Cascade. Resonance critical.`

The arena vanished. Not literally—he could still feel the floor under his boots, still hear the grind of the spinning rings—but his vision filled with faces.

Torrin. The big delver with the easy laugh who'd taken a spike trap through the chest on Floor 12 because Jace had called advance instead of hold. He saw Torrin's face as clearly as if the man were standing in front of him—surprise, not pain, like he couldn't believe the world would do that to him.

Corin. Quiet Corin, who never complained, who carried extra water for everyone, who bled out in a corridor on Floor 19 while Jace pressed both hands against a wound that wouldn't stop.

Sable. The scout with the crooked smile who'd told Jace, it's not your fault, with her last breath. And he'd known she was wrong. Known it the way you know the sun is hot—not because someone told you, but because you'd touched it.

His knees hit the floor. He didn't decide to kneel. His body just stopped holding him up, as though his skeleton had remembered that bones were heavy and standing was a choice it no longer wanted to make.

Through the indigo haze, he heard Mira cry out—a sound he'd never heard from her, raw and stripped of every layer of bravado. He heard Nadiya's whistle clatter against the floor. He heard Elara gasp, a sharp intake of breath followed by silence.

Name it, he told himself. Name the emotion. That's the rule. That's how you beat it.

He opened his mouth.

"Grief," he said. The word tasted like ash. "Grief... acknowledged."

Nothing happened. The indigo pressed closer. Torrin's face didn't fade. Corin's blood didn't dry. Sable's crooked smile hung in the air like a question he'd never be good enough to answer.

Redirected to—

To what? Focus was for anger. Urgency was for fear. Poise was for pride. What was the counter for grief this deep? What did you do with the weight of everyone you'd failed to save?

He couldn't find the word. The grief beam knew it. It pressed harder, and the faces multiplied—every close call, every corridor where someone didn't walk out, every moment Jace had stood in front of a party and promised I'll keep you safe knowing that the Tower didn't make guarantees.

Across the arena, four bodies knelt on spinning glass. The Warden stood at the center, corona blazing with that funeral color, patient as a headstone.

Jace's shield lay flat on the floor. He couldn't remember dropping it. His hands were open at his sides. Somewhere behind the grief, behind Torrin and Corin and Sable, a thought flickered—Elara. She's the one who can counter grief. She trained for this. She's right there.

But when he turned his head, he saw her on her knees too. Staff on the ground. Tears tracking down her cheeks, catching the dark light.

Everyone was down.

The Warden raised its spear for another pulse. The arena hummed with the sound of four people breathing in the dark space between remembering and drowning.

Jace tried to speak. Tried to name it again. Tried to find the word that would turn this tide.

All he found was silence, and the faces of the dead, and the sound of his own heart beating in a room full of grief that had no intention of letting them go.


CHAPTER 37 — PRISMATIC WARDEN II


THE GRIEF HIT like drowning in open air.

Elara's knees struck stone. She didn't remember falling. One moment she'd been standing behind Jace's shield line, staff raised, Shine threaded through her fingers—and then the beam swallowed everything. Deep indigo. The color of bruises days old, of storm clouds swollen past breaking. It poured from the Warden's outstretched hands in a flood that had no edges, no ceiling, no mercy.

She couldn't breathe. Not because the beam crushed her lungs—it didn't touch her body at all. It crushed something worse. It crushed in.

Memories she'd locked behind years of hymns and clinical discipline cracked open like eggshells. The boy in the Starter Dungeon infirmary, the one with the crushed femur who'd smiled at her and said it doesn't hurt so bad and died before she finished the tourniquet. The woman in the Desert Raid staging camp whose burns had fused her fingers together, who'd screamed Elara's name as though a healer's name was a prayer, and Elara had come too late. Three minutes too late. She'd counted afterward, kneeling in sand that smelled of char.

Mira. Mira's arm dissolving in slime acid on Floor 7, the flesh going translucent, Mira's scream cut short because she'd bitten through her own lip to keep from panicking the group. Elara had poured every drop of Soothing Light she had into that wound and still hadn't known—still hadn't known—if the arm would hold.

And Jace. The moment on Floor 12 when the Razorback had driven its tusk through his shield and he'd gone down, silent, face white, and she'd thought he's not getting up. She'd thought it with a clarity that still woke her at night. He's not getting up and I am going to watch another person I—

She pressed her forehead to the stone. The indigo light roared around her, soundless and total. Somewhere to her left, Mira was curled on the floor, arms wrapped around her head, tail lashing in short, agonized jerks. Nadiya was flat on her stomach, ears pinned, a thin whine escaping through clenched teeth. And Jace—

Jace was on one knee, shield planted, jaw locked, every tendon in his neck standing out like bridge cables. He wasn't speaking. His eyes were open but empty, and Elara knew that look. She'd seen it on soldiers in the Warm Hand hospice wards. The look of someone drowning in their own history.

The Warden floated above the arena's center, arms wide, the rings orbiting its body in slow, funereal arcs. It wasn't attacking. It was waiting. Waiting for them to break under the weight of every sorrow they'd ever swallowed, every loss they'd filed under move on, there's another patient, another floor, another fight.

Elara's staff lay two feet from her hand. She stared at it. The crystal at its head still glowed faintly—her Shine reservoir, stubborn, refusing to go dark. Like a candle in a cathedral after everyone's gone home.

Get up.

The thought came in a voice she recognized. Not the Warm Hand's liturgical baritone, not any instructor or mentor. Her own voice. Small and tired and absolutely certain.

Get up, Elara. They need you.

She didn't want to. That was the truth the beam wanted her to name, wasn't it? She didn't want to get up. She was tired of being the one who got up. Tired of reaching for wounds she might not close, tired of singing hymns into silence, tired of the specific loneliness of being the person everyone looked to when the pain got loud. Healers didn't get to fall apart. Healers smiled and said you'll be fine and swallowed the scream for later.

The indigo pressed harder. She felt tears on her cheeks, hot and immediate. Fine. The beam wanted grief acknowledged? She'd acknowledge it.

She grabbed her staff.

Her fingers shook. She planted the butt against stone, leaned her weight into it, and pushed. Her knees screamed. Her vision swam with indigo afterimages. But she stood. Slowly, badly, like a woman climbing stairs in a hurricane—she stood.

"Elara." Jace's voice, raw. A warning or a question; she couldn't tell which.

"Stay down," she said. Her voice cracked on the second word and she didn't care. "All of you. Stay down. I need you to trust me."

She turned toward the beam.

It was worse when she faced it directly. The full force of the Warden's grief broadcast hit her like a wall of cold water, and for a terrible instant every loss she'd ever suffered played simultaneously—the boy, the burned woman, Mira's dissolving arm, Jace's empty eyes, her mother's funeral when she was eleven, the day she'd left the Warm Hand seminary and Sister Cordath had looked at her with an expression that said you will regret this—

Elara took a step forward.

Then another.

The indigo thickened around her. She could feel it in her teeth, in the roots of her hair, in the hollow behind her sternum where the Warm Hand teachings said the soul's hearth lived. Every step was a confession. Every step said yes, this happened. Yes, it hurt. Yes, I carry it.

She reached the center of the arena. The Warden loomed above her, twice her height, its crystalline body pulsing with that terrible deep blue. The rings spun around them both now, low and keening, vibrating at a frequency she felt in her bones.

Elara planted her staff. She raised her chin.

And she opened her mouth and sang.

---

The Luminal Chant was a healer's tool. Every Warm Hand initiate learned it in their second year—a resonance technique that tuned ambient light particles to therapeutic frequencies. Elara had used it a hundred times: in wards, in dungeons, in the quiet after battle when the screaming stopped and the real work began. She knew its intervals the way she knew her own heartbeat.

But she'd never sung it like this.

The first note came out raw, almost ugly—a sound scraped from the bottom of her chest where grief had pooled like rainwater. She didn't try to make it pretty. She sang the note the way she felt it: heavy, aching, real. It hung in the indigo air, a single thread of sound in a cathedral of sorrow.

The Sanctuary Prism at her staff's head flickered. The faceted crystal caught her voice the way a diamond catches sunlight, splitting the single note into harmonics. Three tones. Five. Seven. Each one a slightly different color, shimmering at the edge of perception.

Elara reached for the second note. This one was harder, because it required her to do something the Warm Hand liturgy never taught. The standard Chant moved through a progression: calm, comfort, mend. Clean emotional intervals, predictable as a lullaby. But the Warden's trial wasn't asking for calm. It was asking for transmutation. It wanted her to take the grief and make it into something else without pretending the grief didn't exist.

She thought of Mira's arm. The way the skin had gone glassy and wrong. The way Mira had looked at her—not with accusation, never that, but with a trust so total it had felt like a blade. Fix it, sunshine. I know you can.

Elara wove that memory into the second note. Not the horror of it. The love. The ferocious, stubborn, irrational love that had made her pour Soothing Light until her vision grayed out, because the alternative—the alternative where Mira lost the arm, lost the career, lost the grin she used like a lockpick—was not an alternative Elara was willing to inhabit.

The Sanctuary Prism caught the note and refracted it. The harmonics shifted. Where the first chord had been minor—grief in its raw state—the second added a warmth that didn't cancel the sorrow but held it. The way a hand holds a hand. The way a fire holds the dark at bay without pretending the dark isn't there.

The indigo beam flickered.

Third note. She thought of Jace on Floor 12. Down. Still. And then—not still. His hand tightening on his shield strap. His eyes focusing. The way he'd looked up at her, blood on his teeth, and said I'm not done yet. The relief had nearly killed her. She'd wanted to hit him and hold him in equal measure, and she'd done neither, because there'd been a Razorback to finish and patients to stabilize and the luxury of feeling things came later, always later, for healers.

She poured that into the note. The relief. The fury. The gratitude so sharp it drew blood. She sang it the way it actually felt—complicated and contradictory and too big for any single word—and the Prism caught it and shattered it into a chord that filled the arena like dawn filling a valley.

The indigo light trembled. Cracks of gold appeared in it, thin as spider silk, spreading outward from where Elara stood.

She heard Nadiya gasp.

Fourth note. She dug deeper. Past the specific memories, past the individual losses, down to the bedrock thing that kept her standing up and reaching for the staff every single morning: the belief—not faith, not doctrine, something rawer and less polished—that the act of trying to help was worth the cost of sometimes failing. That the burned woman's name mattered even though Elara couldn't save her. That the boy's smile was not erased by his death. That carrying grief was not weakness but proof that she had loved fiercely enough to be wounded by loss.

The chord that emerged from the Prism was something she'd never heard.

It wasn't the Warm Hand's clean liturgical tone. It wasn't the Chant's standard therapeutic hum. It was layered—grief and relief and fury and gratitude and stubborn, stupid, glorious hope woven together so tightly they couldn't be separated. A braid of sound. A declaration.

I have lost. I have feared. I have failed. And I am still here, still singing, still reaching.

The gold cracks in the indigo widened. Light poured through them—not Shine, not the Warden's color-coded beams, but something prismatic and whole. The grief didn't vanish. It transmuted. It became the foundation that hope stood on, the darkness that made the light visible, the silence that gave the music meaning.

The arena blazed.

---

Mira was the first to lift her head. Elara saw it in the corner of her vision—the catgirl uncurling, ears swiveling toward the sound, green eyes wide and wet. The gold light touched her face and Mira made a small, broken sound that was half laugh and half sob.

Nadiya rose next, pushing herself up on trembling arms. Her ears were still flat, but her whistle—abandoned on the stone beside her—she grabbed it and blew a single, quavering note. A harmony. Imperfect, wavering, but it slotted into Elara's chord like a key into a lock, and the Prism caught it and added another layer.

Jace. Jace was last. He stood the way he always stood—shield first, jaw set, the guardian's reflex so deep it was practically involuntary. But his eyes were bright, and when he spoke, his voice was thick.

"Elara."

Just her name. That was enough.

She poured the last of herself into the final note. It cost her. She felt the Shine reservoir in her staff bottom out, felt the Prism's facets vibrating at their limit, felt the Chant pulling from somewhere deeper than mana—from the place where conviction lived, stubborn and unglamorous and unbreakable.

The chord resolved.

The Warden went still.

Not frozen—still. The way a person goes still when they hear something true. Its crystalline arms lowered. The rings around its body slowed, settling, drifting downward like leaves. The indigo light bled out of its corona, replaced by a white so clean it cast no shadows.

The Warden descended. Slowly. Feet touching the arena floor for the first time since Phase II began. It stood before Elara—towering, ancient, unknowable—and then, with a grace that made her chest ache, it knelt.

One knee to the stone. Head bowed. Spear laid across its open palms like an offering.

The arena held its breath.

Then the Warden began to dissolve. Not shatter—dissolve. Its crystalline body softened into motes of light, thousands of them, drifting upward in lazy spirals. They caught the prismatic chord still ringing through the chamber and turned it visible: grief rendered as deep blue sparks, hope as gold, love as a warm amber that reminded Elara of candlelight in the seminary's evening chapel.

The motes rose. They found the ceiling and passed through it, climbing toward floors they'd never see, carrying the echo of every emotion the party had named and transmuted. Carrying proof that the trial had been met.

The last mote—a single point of white—hovered at Elara's eye level. She reached out, fingertips trembling. It settled against her palm like a kiss.

`[SYSTEM] Trial Complete — Prismatic Warden dissolved. Resolve Glyph Secured.`

The light folded inward and vanished.

Elara's knees gave out.

---

Jace caught her. Of course he did. His arms came around her from behind, steady and solid, and she sagged against his chest plate and didn't care that the metal was cold or that she was crying or that her voice was wrecked from the Chant. She just breathed.

"I've got you," he said, quiet enough that only she heard. "I've got you."

Mira hit them both from the side. She didn't hug so much as collide—arms wrapping around Elara's waist, face buried against her shoulder, tail curling around Jace's arm like it had its own opinions about who belonged in this embrace. She was laughing. She was crying. She was doing both with the unselfconscious totality that only Mira could manage.

"You absolute—" Mira's voice cracked. She tried again. "You walked into the beam, sunshine. You walked into it and sang."

"Seemed like the thing to do," Elara managed, and the laugh that escaped her sounded like something shaking loose.

Nadiya hung back for exactly three seconds—long enough to pretend she had dignity—and then she was there too, pressing into Jace's other side, ears flat against her skull but her hand gripping Elara's with a fierceness that said everything her voice wouldn't.

They stood like that. Four people in the middle of a silent arena, holding each other upright, laughing and crying in the graceless way people do when they've touched something too real for composure. Elara felt Jace's heartbeat through his armor. Felt Mira's breath hitching against her collarbone. Felt Nadiya's fingers squeezing once, twice, three times—a whistle cadence translated into touch. Safe. Home. Here.

The arena floor shifted beneath them. Not violently—gently, like a sigh. The rings that had orbited the Warden sank into channels carved in the stone, locking flush. The fractured floor tiles realigned, hairline cracks sealing until the surface gleamed like polished marble. At the arena's center, where the Warden had knelt, the stone opened.

A pedestal rose from below. Simple. Unadorned. On it rested two things.

The first was the Resolve Glyph: a knot-shaped sigil the color of hearth coals, glowing with a steady warmth that pulsed in time with Elara's heartbeat. She recognized the pattern from Ivy's briefings—a triple-loop knot, each loop interlocking, no beginning and no end. It joined Precision's triangle and Insight's spiral, completing the set.

The second object stole Elara's breath entirely.

The keystone—the same crystalline shard they'd won from the Spire's lower trials, the one Ivy had called a seed waiting for soil—had changed. It sat beside the glyph, but it was no longer a rough-edged prism. It had grown. Facets had multiplied across its surface, each one tuned to a different frequency of light, and at its core a steady pulse beat like a second heart. The shape was architectural now—less gemstone, more instrument. It looked like something designed to conduct energy across vast distances, to channel and direct and harmonize.

"That's not a keystone anymore," Nadiya breathed.

Ivy's voice chimed through the bookmark, and for the first time since Elara had known the archive sprite, she sounded awed. "Spire Conductor. That's—I need to cross-reference. Give me a moment." A pause. "Confirmed. The keystone has evolved into a Spire Conductor. It's an Architect-tier instrument. It means—" Another pause, longer. "It means this Spire recognizes your party as custodians."

Silence.

"Custodians," Jace repeated, the word sitting strange in his mouth.

"Custodians of what, exactly?" Mira asked, still clinging to Elara.

"Of the Spire itself. Its maintenance, its growth, its purpose. You're not just delvers anymore. The Tower has granted you stewardship."

Elara looked at the Conductor. Its pulse was warm against her face, like standing near a banked fire. She thought of Sister Cordath and the Warm Hand's teachings about stewardship—to tend is to serve, to serve is to be worthy of the tending. She'd left the seminary, but some lessons had roots too deep to pull.

"We didn't ask for this," Jace said carefully.

"No," Ivy agreed. "That's likely why you received it."

Elara stepped forward. Her legs were unsteady, her mana bottomed out, her throat raw. She reached for the glyph first. When her fingers touched it, warmth flooded up her arm and settled into the space between her ribs—not painful, not even uncomfortable. Just present. A drumbeat. A promise made in three-part harmony. She felt Precision's sharp clarity and Insight's spiral awareness shift to accommodate the newcomer, and Resolve nestled between them like a cornerstone locking an arch into place.

`[SYSTEM] Three Glyphs integrated — Beginner's Band Mk II augmented. Emotional backlash dampened.`

She felt it immediately. A subtle tuning, like an instrument brought into temperament after years of playing slightly flat. The Band's presence on her finger steadied, its hum deeper and more certain. She looked at the others and saw them feel it too—Jace rolling his shield shoulder as tension he'd been carrying for weeks simply unwound, Mira's ears perking forward, Nadiya's whistle cadence settling into a rhythm that matched the Conductor's pulse without conscious effort.

Then Elara reached for the Spire Conductor.

It was warm. Warmer than the glyph, warmer than Shine, warm the way a living thing is warm. She lifted it from the pedestal and felt the arena respond—a low resonance that traveled through the floor and up through her boots and into her bones. The Conductor's facets caught the ambient light and threw it across the walls in patterns that looked almost like language. Almost like music.

"Elara," Jace said again. He'd said her name more in the last five minutes than in the previous month. She turned, and the look on his face—unguarded, stripped of the commander's careful mask—made her eyes sting all over again.

"I'm all right," she said. Then, more honestly: "I will be."

He nodded. He understood the distinction.

Mira unpeeled herself from the group, wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, and looked around the arena with the critical gaze of a rogue assessing a vault she'd just cracked. "So we're custodians now. Does that come with a stipend? Dental? A break room with decent tea?"

"It comes with responsibility," Ivy said primly.

"Same thing Jace offers," Mira said. "Except he throws in battlefield hugs."

Nadiya snorted. The sound surprised her; she clapped a hand over her mouth, ears flicking sideways. Then she snorted again, louder, and the laughter that followed was the helpless, exhausted kind that comes after too much adrenaline and not enough sleep.

They were all laughing then. Sitting on the arena floor—or in Mira's case, lying flat on her back with her tail curled around one ankle—laughing until it hurt, until the echoes rang off the polished walls and the Conductor pulsed in Elara's hands as though it found the sound agreeable.

Elara leaned against Jace's side. He let her. His arm settled around her shoulders with the careful precision of a man who'd only recently learned that holding someone didn't require tactical justification.

"Three glyphs," Elara said, when the laughter finally guttered to something warm and quiet. "We actually did it."

"You did it," Jace corrected. "That last part—the Chant, the beam—Elara, I couldn't move. I couldn't think. You walked into something that had all four of us on the floor and you sang it into submission."

"Not submission." She turned the Conductor in her hands, watching light play across its facets. "Communion. It wasn't fighting me at the end. It was listening."

"Is that a Warm Hand thing?" Nadiya asked, genuine curiosity beneath the exhaustion.

Elara considered. "It's a me thing," she said finally. "The Warm Hand taught me the Chant. The Tower taught me how to refract it. But the grief—the memories—those are mine. And choosing what to build from them, that's mine too."

Nadiya's ears rose slowly. She nodded once, the small decisive nod she used when calibrating a whistle frequency. Understood. Filed. Respected.

"We should catalog the Conductor," Jace said, in the tone that meant he was already shifting back into logistics. "Ivy, what does stewardship actually require?"

"Detailed briefing pending," Ivy said. "Short version: the Spire node is now accessible to your party. You can attune its resonance, manage its growth parameters, and direct its output toward specific Tower functions. Think of it as inheriting a lighthouse—you keep the light burning, and in return, the coast is safer."

"A lighthouse," Mira echoed. "I like that. Very dramatic. Very us."

"For now," Ivy continued, "I recommend rest. The Conductor is stable and the node won't require active management for at least seventy-two hours. Your mana reserves are catastrophically low—especially yours, Elara."

"I noticed," Elara said dryly. She could feel the emptiness like a ringing in her ears. She'd sleep well tonight.

"Next step is the Bright Lances' staging area," Jace said. He pushed himself to his feet, offered Elara a hand, and pulled her up. "We share the glyph news. All of it."

"Even the Conductor?" Nadiya's voice held a note of caution.

Jace looked at Elara. The question was genuine. She felt its weight, and she loved him a little for asking.

"Compassion isn't conditional," Elara said. The words came easily, because she'd paid for them. "We share what's relevant. We trust them to earn the rest."

Jace's mouth twitched. Not quite a smile. Something better. "Agreed. We share."

He turned toward the arena's exit. The archway had reformed while they weren't looking, its edges lined with the same warm amber light the Conductor threw.

Mira bounced to her feet. She stretched, spine popping audibly, and tucked her daggers away with a flourish. "If we're visiting the Lances, I'm putting on a clean shirt. I refuse to deliver historic news smelling like emotional warfare."

Nadiya stood carefully, testing her balance, her whistle already between her lips. She blew a soft three-note cadence—ready, steady, forward—and the sound threaded through the arena like a benediction.

Elara took a breath. Her chest ached. Her throat was raw. Her mana was a guttered candle. But the Conductor was warm in her hands, the Resolve Glyph beat steady beneath her ribs, and the people she loved most in any world were standing beside her, battered and bright-eyed and here.

She tucked the Conductor into the padded satchel at her hip, shouldered her staff, and followed Jace through the archway.

Behind them, the arena dimmed. The Prismatic Warden's motes had long since vanished, but the echo of Elara's chord lingered in the stone—a resonance that would hum for years, long after they'd climbed past this floor, a record written in light and sound and the stubborn architecture of hope built on grief's honest foundation.

Three glyphs glowed beneath their skin like a promise kept.

The path upward was waiting.


CHAPTER 38 — MERCY'S COST


RESOLVE'S GLOW STILL clung to their skin when they stepped into a transit hall overlooking the Driftshaft. Dawn light bled through the upper slits—golden and fragile, like someone had cracked a jar of honey over the world and let it run sideways across the stone. Just beyond the railing, the Bright Lances' staging platform bustled. Torvy's crew prepped ropes and harnesses for descent, faces drawn but determined, voices kept low in that particular way soldiers used when they were trying not to wake the part of the Tower that listened for fear.

A few guild scribes lingered at the edges, quills poised, inkpots pinned like badges of office. They weren't here for gossip. They were here because rumor climbed faster than climbers, and testimony was the only thing that could make rumor choke.

Lady Brightwell was nowhere in sight, yet her absence hung heavier than her presence ever had.

Jace rested his hands on the cool metal rail, watching the Lances' disciplined motions. They'd kept their pact since the gauntlet rescue—no backstabbing, no "accidental" friendly fire, no convenient disappearances in the fog. That deserved more than a nod. It deserved a line in the Tower's ledger, the kind of line sponsors couldn't erase with a well-placed donation or a well-timed sigh about "unfortunate misunderstandings."

Elara stepped up beside him, still smelling faintly of ozone and healing salve. "You're about to make yourself popular," she murmured.

"Popular is overrated." Jace tilted his head toward the platform. "Useful lasts longer."

Mira snorted from his other side, arms folded, daggers absent for once—though Jace would bet money she still had three blades hidden within sneezing distance. "If by useful you mean 'a walking headache for every noble who thought we were disposable,' then yeah. You're trending."

Nadiya hovered a few paces back, scout-quiet, eyes tracking exits and faces like she was memorizing a map she'd never need on paper. Ivy stood with her, golem-still in a way that wasn't creepy so much as patient, the kind of patience that suggested she could wait out continents if the footnotes required it.

Torvy spotted them and lifted a hand—not a wave, a signal. Two Lances peeled off to secure the approach.

"Custodian." Torvy's voice carried the gravel of someone who'd been shouting orders through smoke. "You look like you swallowed a victory and it disagreed with you."

"The Warden disagreed with everyone," Jace said. "We just argued harder."

Torvy's gaze flicked to the scribes, then back. "Word's already climbing the Tower like a rat up a rope. Some versions say you mercy-killed a god-machine. Some say you enslaved it."

Jace exhaled through his nose. "If I were building a cult, the snacks would be better."

Veena leaned on her staff like it was the only honest thing in the room. "The part people aren't saying loud is that you could've let us hang in that gauntlet. You didn't." Her eyes narrowed—not hostile, assessing. "So why are you here now, Custodian? Collecting favors?"

Jace met her stare. Sound-mages heard lies the way healers felt fevers. Good. He didn't plan to lie.

"I'm here to trade safety for clarity," he said. "You want down-mountain without another accident. I want your pledge on record—public, binding enough that your sponsor can't pretend she never heard it."

Torvy's jaw tightened. "Binding how?"

"Tower logs. Witness statements. Scribe certification. The kind of paper trail that makes a noble house choose between embarrassment and perjury."

Leth adjusted his spectacles with the delight of a man who'd just been handed a career-defining headline. Seren looked like she'd rather be anywhere else, but her hands were steady on her folio. Jace gave her a small nod. Courage wasn't always loud. Sometimes it was just showing up with a pen.

Torvy lowered her voice. "You're asking us to break faith with Lady Brightwell's methods, not with the Lances' purpose."

"I'm asking you to stop treating spirits like spare parts," Jace said. "If your purpose needs slavery to work, it's not purpose—it's appetite."

The line landed harder than he meant it to. Elara's fingers brushed his sleeve, grounding.

Torvy was quiet long enough for the Driftshaft's distant hum to become its own voice—air moving through stone, the Tower breathing. Finally, she nodded. "Terms."

"One: you abandon spirit-binding practices on Tower grounds, effective immediately. Two: you acknowledge—on record—that the Custodian party provided material aid during the gauntlet crisis, including strategic leadership and containment support. Three: you accept escort down the approved routes my clearance opens. Four: any artifacts recovered during the crisis are declared under Tower audit until neutral evaluators certify disposition."

Veena's mouth twisted. "That's not a treaty. That's a leash."

"It's a lifeline," Jace said. "And I'm holding the rope because nobody else will."

Nadiya spoke up, soft but clear. "The Tower's already watching. If you try to smuggle bound spirits out in jars again, you won't get a lecture. You'll get a drop."

Ivy's eyes flickered with that faint internal light—library-lantern blue. "The Archive subroutines concur," Ivy said. "Spirit-binding signatures leave residue. Residue is readable. Also inelegant."

The negotiation wasn't clean—nothing with nobles in the margins ever was—but it was honest. Torvy pushed back on wording until the sentences could stand up in a courtroom without wobbling. Veena demanded a clause about mutual defense if third parties attacked during descent—Jace agreed, because paranoia was just experience wearing a sensible hat. Mira inserted a razor-thin provision about "non-interference with rogue reconnaissance routes," which was absolutely just her securing future rights to be annoying. Jace let her. Small wins kept people signing.

They were halfway through the third paragraph of the pledge when the air went tight.

Light gathered at the center of the staging platform—not heat, not flame, but the crisp shimmer of expensive projection magic. It smelled like perfume and courtroom polish. The scribes stiffened. Seren's pen stopped mid-stroke.

Lady Brightwell coalesced out of that shimmer like a verdict taking shape: immaculate silks, hair pinned with a comb that probably cost more than a mid-tier artifact, smile pleasant enough to cut skin.

"Torvy," she said, voice warm as a blade wrapped in velvet. "You're signing away my house's prerogatives before breakfast. How efficient."

Torvy straightened. "My lady—"

"Don't." Her eyes found Jace. "Custodian. Thief."

Jace felt the word land and chose not to let it stick. "Lady Brightwell," he said evenly. "If you're going to insult me, at least be specific. I've done a lot this week. You'll need a bigger index."

Her smile sharpened. "You appropriated sacred mechanisms. You interfered with house operations. You manipulated my people into this." A delicate gesture at the scribes, the pledge parchment, the very idea of accountability.

Elara stepped forward half a pace—protective instinct, healer-bravery. Jace lifted a hand slightly, stopping her without looking away from Brightwell. This wasn't a fight you won with a shield bash. This was a fight you won with receipts.

"The Tower's mechanisms aren't your jewelry box," Jace said. "And your people aren't props. They're signing because they lived through something your orders helped create."

Brightwell's laugh was musical and ugly. "How dramatic. You speak as if you own the Spire's truth."

Jace felt the corner of his mouth tug. "I don't own truth. I just read logs."

He glanced at Ivy. No grand signal needed—they'd prepared for this the way you prepared for a boss phase change: quietly, redundantly, with backups that didn't care about nobility's feelings.

Ivy lifted a palm. A ribbon of luminous text unspooled into the air between them, Tower-font crisp, timestamps marching down the margin like soldiers. The projection wasn't flashy. That was the point. Flashy could be dismissed as theater. This looked like paper that refused to lie.

Brightwell's expression flickered for half a heartbeat.

"Spire maintenance records," Jace said, conversational, as if narrating a friend's embarrassing anecdote at a tavern. "Sealed tier access. Authentication traces. Here's your house agent recalibrating a sanctum relay without clearance. Here's the same signature spoofing a maintenance ping so a binding circle could ride a power surge. Here's—oh, this one's my favorite—a lovely little edit attempt on a witness buffer."

He let the lines hang in the air, readable, damning in the driest way possible. Numbers didn't shout. They didn't need to.

Leth made a sound like he'd accidentally swallowed his own tongue. Seren stared. Even Veena looked impressed in spite of herself.

Brightwell's smile didn't vanish. Nobles trained their faces the way tanks trained their cores. But her eyes cooled. "Fabrications."

"Tower checksums don't fabricate," Ivy said mildly. "They corroborate. I am fond of corroboration. I also dislike tampering with sacred tech while pretending sanctity. It offends my organizational sensibilities."

Mira whistled low. "Damn, Ivy. Marry me."

"You're not eligible for archival union," Ivy replied, deadpan. "Also, you lose knives."

"I never lose knives. I temporarily redistribute them."

Jace let the quip breathe for half a second—warmth in a cold room—then steered back. "Lady Brightwell, you can call me a thief on a banner if you want. You can hire a bard to make up songs about my moral failures. But the moment you try to play innocent in a forum that matters, this goes wide. Not rumor-wide. Evidence-wide."

The projection hung there, glowing, patient. Not an argument—a mirror.

Brightwell's gaze cut to Torvy. "You permitted this?"

Torvy's voice was steady. "I permitted survival. The Custodian permitted yours, indirectly. If you want to quarrel with logs, quarrel with the Spire."

For a long moment, the only sounds were the Driftshaft's hum and the scritch of Leth's quill as he copied identifiers like his life depended on it.

Brightwell smoothed a nonexistent wrinkle in her sleeve. "House Brightwell does not engage in spirit-binding," she said, each word polished. "Any unauthorized actions were rogue elements. The house will investigate."

Translation: I'll sacrifice a pawn and keep my hands clean.

Jace nodded as if he believed her—because the goal wasn't to make her confess. The goal was to make retreat expensive enough that she'd choose it. "I'm glad to hear it. Because the pledge you're interrupting? It aligns beautifully with that statement. Public commitment. Shared credit for cooperation. Clean routes down. No more 'rogue elements' operating with house tools and house timing."

Her eyes narrowed. "Shared credit implies shared blame."

"Shared credit implies shared truth," Jace corrected. "Blame sorts itself when the logs are honest."

Brightwell looked at the pledge parchment as if it were a dead thing she was too refined to touch. Then she looked at Jace with something that wasn't quite hatred yet—more like the moment before hatred, when a person decides whether you're worth the long game.

"Very well," she said softly. "Torvy. Finish what you started. The house will adjust."

The projection dissolved like sugar in water, leaving a faint scent of citrus and threat.

Torvy exhaled, shoulders dropping. Veena muttered a curse that sounded almost reverent. Seren's hand shook as she resumed writing, then firmed.

Jace waited until the last shimmer died before he let himself feel the full weight of what they'd just done. He'd won a maneuver. He'd also carved a name into a noble's pride. That kind of wound didn't scab; it learned your schedule.

`[SYSTEM] Faction friction: House Brightwell (latent hostility). Tower transparency alignment confirmed.`

They finished the pledge under cleaner air—still tense, but breathable. Signatures went down: Torvy, Veena, Leth as certifier, Seren as junior witness, Ivy as Tower-adjacent archivist proxy. Jace signed last, not because he was most important, but because he wanted anyone watching to understand the chain: help offered, terms accepted, record sealed.

When it was done, Elara pressed a wrapped roll of ration bread into Torvy's hand. "Eat before you descend," she said. "You're vibrating."

Torvy looked at the bread, then at her, awkward gratitude flashing across her face. "Healers. Always negotiating with stomachs."

"Stomachs vote honestly," Elara replied.

Nadiya drifted closer to Jace while the Lances packed. "You okay?" she asked quietly.

"Define okay."

"Standing without swaying."

Jace rolled his shoulders. His body remembered the Warden fight in the way bruises remembered insults—dull ache, stubborn stiffness, the phantom ring of impact on his forearms where he'd chosen to catch instead of dodge. Mercy had a physical cost. So did leadership. Funny how both felt like the same bruise sometimes.

"I keep thinking about the kill we didn't take," he admitted.

Nadiya didn't pretend not to understand. "Mercy buys enemies too."

"Yeah." Jace watched Torvy check a harness clip with the focus of someone refusing to think about politics for thirty seconds. "But cruelty buys ghosts. I've got enough of those queued."

Mira joined them, voice lower than usual. "Brightwell's going to come at you sideways. Sponsors like her don't punch—they audit. They whisper. They buy witnesses."

"Let her," Jace said. "Whispers compete with logs now."

Ivy tilted her head. "Whispers also compete with boredom. The populace prefers drama. We should anticipate narrative attacks. I can compile likely motifs if you desire a briefing that reads like a gossip column written by a very judgmental encyclopedia."

Jace smiled despite himself. "Ivy, ever considered writing propaganda?"

"I consider cataloging it," Ivy said. "Same skill set. Different shelf."

`[SYSTEM] Apex Archive access unlocked — transit clearance granted.`

The ping felt like a door clicking unlocked three floors above your apartment when you still had groceries in your hands—opportunity and inconvenience braided together.

Jace met Ivy's gaze. She nodded once, microscopically. Of course she'd already known. Librarians always knew where the next chapter started.

Elara squeezed his arm. "That face," she said. "That's your 'I'm about to read something that might rewrite me' face."

"Is it that obvious?"

"To people who love you? Yes." She bumped her shoulder into his, light, grounding. "To Brightwell? Hopefully not."

They left the staging platform with the pledge filed, the scribes buzzing, the Bright Lances preparing descent like a disciplined storm. The transit hall's dawn slits had climbed higher, turning gold into white.

As they walked toward the lift that would carry them toward the Apex Archive tier, Jace let himself replay Brightwell's smile—the moment it thinned. Not victory. Not defeat. A promise.

Politics, he thought, was just another dungeon with worse lighting and better tailoring.

He rolled his neck, cracked his knuckles once, and did what tanks did when the politics part ended and the next door opened.

He stepped forward anyway.

Ahead, the Archive lift hummed, eager as a page turning. Ivy fell into step beside him, already murmuring tier notes under her breath—codes, cautions, the soft litany of a guide who treated danger like a footnote you still had to respect.

Jace took one last look at the Driftshaft's pale glow, at the Lances tightening harnesses like they could cinch uncertainty out of the world.

Then he turned toward the climb.

The Apex Archive waited above—quiet, vast, and hungry for context.

And Jace, whether he liked it or not, was finally carrying enough of it to matter.


CHAPTER 39 — APEX ARCHIVE & ENVOY


THE ELEVATOR TO the Apex Archive was silent save for the soft hum of Architect machinery. Jace stood at the front, shield slung across his back, the familiar weight of it pressing between his shoulder blades like a hand urging him forward. Elara was at his left, close enough that he could feel the faint warmth of her healing aura—always running, always ready, even when no one was bleeding. Mira and Nadiya flanked the right. Mira had her daggers sheathed for once, though her fingers kept drifting to their hilts like a musician reaching for absent strings. Nadiya's ears were pricked high, rotating at micro-intervals, whiskers twitching. Ivy hovered beside them all, her core-plates glowing brighter the higher they climbed, casting pale blue light across the elevator's crystalline walls.

"Envoy signal is active," Ivy reported. Her voice had taken on a quality Jace hadn't heard before—something close to reverence. "Heart rate correlation suggests anticipation across all party members. Mine included, though I lack a traditional cardiovascular system."

"Fancy way of saying we're nervous," Mira said, though her grin was quick and sharp.

Nadiya's tail swished once. "I'm not nervous. My whiskers are calibrating to the altitude pressure. That's entirely different."

"Sure it is," Mira said.

Jace exhaled slowly. The air tasted faintly of ozone and something older—stone dust, maybe, or whatever passed for atmosphere in a structure that had been standing since before the guilds had names. "Families meeting the in-laws usually involve less ancient tech."

Elara squeezed his arm. Her fingers found the gap between his bracer and sleeve, skin against skin, grounding and deliberate. "You've earned this meeting, Jace. Everything you've done since Floor One—every choice, every mercy, every wall you held when you could have stepped aside. It brought us here."

He covered her hand with his. Didn't trust himself to answer that one with words.

The elevator slowed. Not with a lurch or a mechanical grind, but with a gentle deceleration that felt almost organic, as though the Tower itself were setting them down carefully. A soft chime sounded—three ascending notes, the same tonal signature Jace had heard when they'd first activated the Spire core.

The doors parted.

The Apex Archive was not a room. It was a cathedral hollowed from the sky.

Jace's breath caught. The chamber stretched upward beyond easy reckoning—hundreds of metres at least, the ceiling lost in a luminous haze that shifted between deep indigo and pale gold. The walls were translucent, showing the clouds outside drifting past like slow rivers. But the walls weren't glass. They were data. If Jace focused, he could see glyphs scrolling across them in cascading columns, thousands of lines of Architect script flowing like rainfall, each character pulsing with faint inner light.

The floor was polished obsidian, mirror-smooth, reflecting the spectacle above so perfectly that stepping forward felt like stepping onto a dark lake. Jace's boots made no sound. Neither did anyone else's.

And at the centre of it all: the orrery.

Seven structures of light floated in a vast ring, each one a miniature world rendered in holographic detail. They orbited a shared axis of pale silver energy that rose from the floor like a frozen geyser, turning with glacial patience. Lines of light connected them—some bright, some threadbare, some dark entirely. The whole apparatus hummed at a frequency Jace felt in his sternum rather than heard.

"Warm Hand preserve us," Elara whispered. She'd stopped walking, one hand pressed flat against her chest. "Jace, those are—"

"The seven Waypoints," Ivy said, and her voice had gone soft. Not analytical. Not cataloguing. Soft. She drifted forward, plates spreading wide, and the orrery responded—light rippled outward from the nearest node, rolling toward her like a greeting. "I can feel them. All of them. The resonance architecture is the same lattice that built my core. These aren't just maps. They're siblings."

"Siblings?" Nadiya padded closer, ears flat with concentration. "You're saying you're related to these Spires?"

"In the way a page is related to the book it was torn from." Ivy's core-light flickered rapidly—something Jace had learned to read as deep processing layered with emotion she didn't quite know how to name. "I was built from fragments of this system. Being here is... I don't have the right word. Homecoming feels too small."

Jace set his hand on Ivy's nearest plate. It was warm. "Take your time," he said quietly.

She turned her optical array toward him. "Thank you."

At the centre, atop a raised dais that seemed carved from the same obsidian as the floor, stood the Envoy.

The figure was as Jace remembered—tall, lean, draped in silver robes that caught the orrery's light and threw it back in fractured rainbows. The mask was the same too: featureless save for the glyphs etched across its surface, shifting in slow patterns that never quite repeated. But where the Envoy had seemed a phantom on Floor One—appearing in a doorway, speaking in fragments, vanishing before Jace could form a question—now they were solid. Present. Their boots rested on the dais. Their robes had weight. The glyphs on the mask pulsed in time with the orrery, as though they were part of the same mechanism.

Their presence hummed with restrained power. Not a threat. A statement of fact, like standing near a dam and knowing the weight of water behind it.

"Custodian," the Envoy said, and the word rolled through the chamber like wind moving through crystal. "You have returned."

Jace stepped forward, inclining his head. Not a bow—not quite. An acknowledgement between equals, or at least between someone who hoped to be equal and someone patient enough to let them try. "Envoy."

"You remember me." The Envoy tilted their head. The glyphs on the mask shifted to something that might have been amusement. "Good. Some who reach this chamber have already begun to forget. The Tower tests memory as surely as it tests strength."

"Hard to forget someone who told me I'd either save a world or break one." Jace kept his voice even. "That was Floor One. I've thought about it every day since."

"And which have you done?"

Jace considered the question. Behind him, he could feel the others watching—Elara's steady warmth, Mira's coiled alertness, Nadiya's whistle-sharp focus, Ivy's luminous curiosity. He thought about the Glass Jackals in the stairwell, the ones he'd let go. He thought about Brightwell's face during the debrief, the grudging respect in her eyes when he'd shared the glyph data instead of hoarding it. He thought about every floor where the easy answer was violence and the hard answer was patience.

"Neither," he said. "Not yet. I've been trying to keep the door open for saving."

The Envoy was still for a long moment. Then they stepped down from the dais, robes whispering against obsidian, and walked toward the orrery. They gestured, and the seven Waypoints expanded, each one swelling to the size of a table, details sharpening until Jace could make out individual structures, terrains, weather patterns.

"Walk with me," the Envoy said. It was not a request.

Jace walked. His team followed.

The first Waypoint was unmistakable—a towering spire of pale stone threaded with blue-white energy conduits, rising from a city grid that Jace recognised as the settlement around the Sky Tower's base. Their Spire. The light connecting it to the central axis was the brightest of the seven, burning steady and clean.

"The Sky Tower," the Envoy said. "Waypoint of the First Awakening. You have climbed it, bled for it, and chosen to share its gifts rather than clutch them." They moved to the next node. "The Frozen Bell."

This one was different. A massive structure shaped like an inverted bell, half-buried in a glacier field. Frost clung to its surface in fractal patterns, and faint light pulsed deep within—slow, rhythmic, like a heartbeat under ice. But something was wrong. Hairline fractures ran along the bell's lower rim, and the light inside flickered unevenly, stuttering where the Sky Tower's had been constant.

"It's cracked," Nadiya said sharply. Her whiskers were rigid. "The resonance pattern—I can hear it through the Sky Sync. Something fractured its harmonic."

"Correct." The Envoy's mask-glyphs dimmed. "The Frozen Bell has been dormant for three centuries. Six days ago, something disturbed its sleep. The fracture is not structural. It is tonal. Something is trying to ring the Bell from the inside."

A chill walked down Jace's spine that had nothing to do with the holographic frost.

The Envoy continued around the ring. The third Waypoint flared in a crescent of amber light—a southern archipelago where forge-halls hammered metal until sparks climbed like constellations before falling into salt spray. The Whispered Forge. Its connection to the central axis was dim, barely a thread.

The fourth was submerged: a spiralling shell-shaped citadel resting on an ocean floor, bioluminescent corals growing across its hull, currents pulling data-streams through gill-like vents. The Azure Bloom. Dark. No connection at all.

Fifth: a jungle interior swallowed in green so deep it looked black on the map, vines braided into load-bearing columns, signal degrading at the edges until the image frayed. The Verdant Coil. Its connection to the axis was intermittent—flickering on and off like a signal fire in a storm.

Sixth and seventh: two nodes that would not resolve. The orrery blurred their labels and smeared their terrain to static, as if the Archive refused to name them until someone stood on-site. Ivy had warned of exactly this—two Spires still redacted even in deep memory. Seeing the refusal felt worse than ignorance.

Seven Spires. Seven Waypoints. Most of them dark or dormant or damaged.

"You built all of these," Elara said. She'd moved closer to the Azure Bloom projection, her healer's eye tracking the bioluminescent growths. "The Architects. This was a network."

"It was a covenant," the Envoy said. "Seven Waypoints, seven stewards. Knowledge held in trust, distributed according to need, never hoarded for dominion. The system failed because the last generation of Custodians broke that covenant. They kept what should have been shared. They weaponised what should have healed." A pause. The mask-glyphs went dark, then reignited in a colder pattern. "The Spires went to sleep rather than serve tyrants."

Mira let out a low whistle. "That's one way to quit a job."

"It was a mercy," the Envoy said, and the word landed with weight. "Had the Spires remained active under corrupt stewardship, the damage would have been catastrophic. You have seen what the glyph weapons could do in fragments. Imagine that power channelled through all seven, directed by someone who believed knowledge was a blade rather than a bridge."

Silence settled over the Archive. Jace stared at the orrery, at the bright thread of the Sky Tower and the fractured pulse of the Frozen Bell and all the dark, sleeping nodes between.

"You've been watching me since Floor One," he said. Not a question.

"I have been watching whether you deserve what I am about to offer." The Envoy turned to face him fully. Their robes stilled. The ambient hum of the chamber dropped to near-silence, as though the Archive itself were listening. "The Custodian charge, Jace. Guardianship of the Sky Tower and the authority to determine who receives its knowledge. Not ownership. Stewardship. The distinction matters."

"What's the difference, practically?" Mira asked. She'd moved to Jace's right, close enough that her shoulder brushed his arm.

"An owner may lock the door and swallow the key," the Envoy said. "A Custodian keeps the door. They decide when it opens, to whom, and how wide. They bear the consequences of every answer." The mask turned back to Jace. "You will be tested by factions who want exclusivity. By allies who believe sharing is weakness. By enemies who will try to take what you will not give. The charge does not come with an army. It comes with a question you must answer every day: who benefits, and at what cost?"

Jace's throat was dry. He thought about Brightwell—her pragmatism, her genuine desire to protect people, her willingness to crush anything that threatened her version of order. He thought about the Glass Jackals, opportunists and scavengers, but survivors too, people the guilds had written off. He thought about the Shrine of the Warm Hand, Elara's faith, their quiet insistence that healing should be free and knowledge should be gentle.

None of them were wrong. None of them were entirely right.

"I want to accept," he said carefully. "But I need to understand the mechanism. If I'm Custodian, how does the knowledge actually move?"

Ivy answered before the Envoy could. Her core-plates were fully extended now, light pouring from every seam, and her voice had a harmonic undertone Jace had never heard—as though the Archive were speaking through her, or alongside her. "The Spire's data architecture uses curated broadcast channels. The Custodian sets access tiers. Full-spectrum, filtered, or sealed. Each recipient receives a key tuned to their tier. The keys are temporal—they expire, renew, or revoke based on the Custodian's ongoing assessment."

The Envoy inclined their head. "Your librarian understands the system better than most Custodians who came before. She was built from its bones, after all."

Ivy's light pulsed. "I was built from its hopes," she said quietly. "Whoever made me wanted the Archive to have a voice even if no Custodian ever came."

Jace looked at her—really looked at her. The golem who catalogued and questioned and marvelled at the sensation of warmth. She wasn't just an ally. She was a piece of this place that had learned to walk and choose.

He turned back to the Envoy. "Then here's my decision. I'm not giving anyone full-spectrum access. Not the guild. Not the Shrine. Not even us."

Elara's eyebrows rose. Mira's hand stilled on her dagger hilt. Nadiya's ears swivelled toward him.

"I'm sending curated data," he continued. "The guild gets tactical intelligence—threat assessments, floor hazards, glyph safety protocols. Enough to protect their people without turning them into an army. The Shrine gets the medical and ecological knowledge—healing frequencies, biome restoration data, everything Elara's people can use to help without weaponising. And the Glass Jackals—"

"The Jackals?" Mira's voice was flat. "Jace."

"The Jackals get the salvage indices and the structural maps. Safe paths through unstable zones. Material compositions. The kind of information that turns scavenging from a death sentence into a trade." He met Mira's eyes. "If we cut them out, they become desperate. Desperate people do desperate things. If we give them a reason to invest in the system, they become stakeholders."

Mira held his gaze for three heartbeats. Then she shook her head, but she was smiling—small, reluctant, real. "You're going to get us killed with all this optimism."

"Hasn't yet."

"Yet is doing heavy lifting in that sentence."

Nadiya stepped forward, whistle glinting at her throat. "The Sky Sync confirms the broadcast architecture is stable. I can relay the tiers through my signal network—it piggybacks on the Spire's own frequency. Delivery is clean. No interception risk."

"Do it," Jace said.

The chamber responded. Light cascaded from the orrery's central axis, flowing down through the floor and into channels Jace hadn't noticed—grooves in the obsidian that lit up like veins, spreading outward in a branching pattern that mapped to the settlement below, the guild halls, the Shrine, the Jackal warrens at the city's edge. The Sky Tower hummed, a single sustained note that Jace felt in his teeth.

`[SYSTEM] Custodian Status conferred — Waypoint 01 (Sky Tower). Broadcast tiers active.`

The weight of it didn't hit like a hammer. It settled like snowfall—quiet, accumulative, undeniable. Jace stood in the centre of the Archive, in the light of seven Waypoints, and felt the Sky Tower recognise him. Not as a master. As a keeper.

Elara's hand found his again. She didn't speak. She didn't need to.

The Envoy watched in silence as the broadcast channels stabilised. Then they moved to the Frozen Bell's display, and the warmth in the chamber cooled by several degrees.

"You are Custodians of the First," the Envoy said, and the title had a weight that pressed against Jace's eardrums. "The Sky Tower is awake. But it is not alone in stirring." They gestured, and the Frozen Bell's image expanded. The fractures along its rim were more visible now—jagged, branching, lit from within by a sickly amber light that pulsed out of rhythm with the Bell's natural frequency. "That disturbance has deepened. Something inside the Bell is trying to force a resonance it was never designed to carry—building on what woke six days ago."

"Something inside?" Jace repeated. "Not outside?"

"The Frozen Bell was sealed from within. Its last Custodian locked the doors and stayed inside. Three hundred years ago." The Envoy's voice was careful, precise, stripped of everything but fact. "Whatever is ringing the Bell now is either that Custodian—or what they became."

The silence that followed was the loudest thing Jace had ever heard.

"Well," Mira said eventually, "that's not ominous at all."

Nadiya's whistle hummed—a low, involuntary note. "I'm picking up sympathetic vibrations through the Sky Sync. The Frozen Bell's fractured harmonic is reaching. It's trying to couple with our Spire's frequency. If it succeeds—"

"If it succeeds, the Sky Tower starts resonating in sympathy," Ivy finished. "Uncontrolled harmonic coupling between two Waypoints could amplify or corrupt the data streams. We would need to answer the Bell before it forces the connection on its own terms."

Jace looked at the cracked hologram, at the amber light stuttering inside centuries of ice. Another Spire. Another Custodian—or whatever was left of one. Another door that needed a keeper.

"When?" he asked the Envoy.

"The signal is building. Weeks, not months. When it peaks, you will know." The Envoy stepped back from the display. The mask-glyphs shifted one final time, settling into a pattern Jace recognised from Floor One—the same configuration they'd worn when they'd first spoken to him in that narrow corridor, when he'd been nobody with a dented shield and more stubbornness than sense. "Seven Spires, Jace. Seven Waypoints, built to form a covenant of shared knowledge. You have woken the first. The Frozen Bell stirs on its own. Five remain sleeping. The question is no longer whether you are worthy of one Spire."

"It's whether we can find Custodians worthy of the rest," Jace said. "Or whether we try to carry seven alone and break beneath the weight, as those before us did."

The words landed. The Envoy regarded him for a long, still moment. Then they raised one hand, and the orrery contracted, the seven Waypoints pulling inward until they formed a tight ring of light around the central axis—a crown of Spires, connected and waiting.

`[SYSTEM] Frozen Bell signal — monitoring active. Estimated peak: 14–22 days.`

"I will be watching," the Envoy said. They were already fading, their robes losing opacity, the glyphs on the mask dimming to afterimages. "As I always have been. When the Bell rings, answer it. What sleeps inside has waited long enough."

They were gone. No flash, no portal, no dramatic exit—just a slow dissolution, like fog burning off under morning sun. The dais was empty. The orrery continued its slow rotation, light spilling across the obsidian floor, painting the team in colours that had no names.

Nobody spoke for a while.

Then Mira sheathed the dagger she didn't remember drawing and said, "So. Seven Spires. Cursed bells. Ancient Custodians who may or may not still be human. And we've got about two weeks."

"Fourteen to twenty-two days," Nadiya corrected. "There's a margin."

"Oh, well. A margin. I feel so much better."

Elara stepped onto the dais where the Envoy had stood. She knelt, pressing her palm flat against the obsidian, and closed her eyes. When she opened them, they were bright. "The Warm Hand speaks of stewardship as the highest calling. Not because it's glorious, but because it requires you to hold something precious and never claim it as yours." She looked up at Jace. "You just did that. In front of a being that's been judging you since Book One. And you did it by sharing."

Jace's chest tightened. The good kind of tight—the kind that meant something was expanding to make room for something bigger than himself.

"We should head back down," he said, because if he stood here any longer he was going to do something embarrassing like cry in front of a golem and a fennec. "The broadcast is running. The guild and the Shrine need to know what they're receiving and why. And I want to start planning for the Frozen Bell before the signal peaks."

`[SYSTEM] Custodian reminder: Curated broadcast — 3 active tiers. Keys expire in 30 days unless renewed.`

He took one last look at the orrery. Seven Spires. Seven Waypoints. Most of them dark, one of them cracked and stirring, and one—theirs—burning steady and bright. It wasn't enough. It was a start.

Mira fell into step beside him as they walked back toward the elevator. "For the record," she said, low enough that only he could hear, "the thing you did with the Jackals? Giving them a stake? That was either the smartest play you've ever made or the one that gets a knife in our backs."

"Could be both."

"Usually is, with you." She bumped her shoulder against his arm. "Good thing I'm quick with knives."

Nadiya's whistle sang a descending note as the elevator doors opened—three tones, matching the chime that had greeted them. The Archive's light faded behind them as they stepped inside. Ivy was the last to enter, hovering at the threshold, her plates still spread wide, still catching the orrery's glow.

"Ivy?" Elara called gently.

"Coming." The golem's plates folded inward, and her light dimmed to its usual steady blue. But Jace caught the way she looked back—not at the orrery, not at the dais, but at the space where the Envoy had stood. Looking at it the way someone looks at a door they know they'll walk through again.

She floated inside. The elevator doors closed.

They descended in silence for a while, the hum of Architect machinery wrapping around them like a second skin. Jace leaned against the wall and let the weight settle—not the burden, but the purpose. There was a difference. Burdens crushed you. Purpose gave you a direction to carry them.

Fourteen to twenty-two days until the Frozen Bell peaked. Seven Spires and a covenant older than any living guild. A cracked resonance that might be a cry for help or a warning or both.

He'd figure it out. Not alone. Never alone.

The elevator hummed. The Sky Tower held them, steady and bright, the first Waypoint awake in three hundred years, its Custodian heading home with his team around him and the sound of a frozen bell already echoing at the edge of his hearing.


CHAPTER 40 — CELEBRATION


THE SKY-TOP CHAMBER smelled like bread.

That was the detail Elara knew she'd carry longest from this night — not the luminous fruits heaped on platters of living wood, not the fizzy drinks that tasted like snow melting on the tongue, not even the way the tower's upper windows framed a sunset so golden it looked painted on glass. It was the bread. Warm, yeasty, split open so steam curled from its heart like a prayer made visible. She pressed a piece to her lips, and the warmth sank through her, and she thought: We are alive, and there is bread, and we are together.

"You're crying into the butter dish," Mira observed, tail flicking behind her.

"I'm not." Elara wiped her cheek with her knuckle. "It's the steam."

"It is definitely tears," Nadiya said. She sat cross-legged on a cushion with a fizzy drink balanced on one knee, her ears turning in slow, contented circles. "I can hear the difference. Tears have a softer landing."

"Fennec ears are not that precise."

Nadiya's whistle cadence rose in a bright trill that meant oh yes they are, and Elara gave up pretending she wasn't a little overcome. She'd earned a few tears. They all had.

The feast had appeared within an hour of their return from the Apex Archive, as though the tower itself had been waiting. Stores they hadn't known existed revealed themselves: cupboards of dried fruits that re-hydrated into something luminous and faintly sweet, casks of a sparkling drink that prickled cold as highland air, jars of honey that glowed amber when you tilted them toward the light. Jace had found the bread oven in a side alcove — an ancient thing of clay and rune-work that still remembered how to bake. He'd mixed the dough himself, quiet and focused, his Custodian marks faintly visible at his wrists like veins of silver.

Now he sat at the head of the table they'd dragged from three different rooms, sleeves pushed to his elbows, tearing bread apart with his hands. The weight of the Apex — the Envoy's confirmation, the Seven Spires, the name Custodian settling onto his shoulders — showed in the set of his jaw, the careful way he chewed. But when Mira stole a fruit off his plate and popped it into her mouth with a grin, his expression cracked into something young and easy, and Elara felt the warmth in her chest spread until it reached her fingertips.

This is what we fight for, she thought. Not titles. This.

Ivy sat at the table's far end, a leather-bound journal open before her, stylus moving in precise strokes. She had not eaten — golems did not require sustenance, a fact she mentioned with the same neutral tone one might use to note the weather — but she had arranged a small plate of food in front of herself anyway, organized by color.

"Question," Ivy said, not looking up from her notes. "When two people kiss, does the elevated heart rate serve a biological function, or is it a byproduct of the emotional resonance?"

Silence.

Mira set down her drink. "Ivy, sweetheart, why."

"I am cataloguing observable phenomena related to party cohesion." Ivy's crystal eyes lifted, entirely earnest. "You and Nadiya kissed Jace on both cheeks simultaneously when the bread was ready. His pulse visibly increased. Elara's did as well, though she was three meters away. I want to understand the mechanism."

Nadiya's ears flattened in a blush so vivid Elara could practically feel the heat from across the table. "It's — you don't catalogue that."

"Why not? Is affection not worth studying?"

The question hung in the air, honest as sunlight, and Elara watched something shift in the room — a softening, the way soil gives before a root takes hold.

"It is," Elara said gently. "Write it down, Ivy."

Ivy nodded once, stylus resuming. In the margin of her journal, Elara caught the golem writing heart rate: contagious at distance? in tiny, careful script.

---

The balcony garden was a crescent of green that clung to the tower's upper face like a cupped hand. Elara hadn't noticed it before — during the climb, everything above them had been hazard and objective. But now, stepping out with a drink in hand and the night wind cool on her neck, she saw the vines. They clung to the railing in bright, determined loops, their leaves wide and faintly phosphorescent. Living things in a place that should have been too high, too cold, too far from soil.

Then the vines moved.

Not in the wind. Through themselves — a ripple that started at the railing and traveled inward like a wave returning to shore. Elara felt the Warm Hand pulse at her palm, recognizing what her eyes hadn't yet processed: root-faith. Greenway. The signature of something dear threading through the tower's stone from very far away.

A shape formed between the vines. Slender. Bark-skinned. Eyes like still water at twilight.

"Syl," Elara breathed.

The dryad stepped free of the greenery as though she'd been tucked inside a closing flower that had just decided to open. Moss clung to her shoulders, and her reed-braided hair dripped with the memory of distant water. She looked tired — the cost of the Step visible in the faint grey at her fingertips, the way her edges shimmered like something not quite anchored.

"I heard you," Syl said. Her voice was water through reeds, low and steady. "All of you. The tower's roots touch old channels, and when you lit the Archive —" She pressed a hand to the vine-wrapped railing, steadying herself. "I felt it in the aquifer. Like a bell."

"How long can you stay?" Elara asked, already reaching to support Syl's arm, already assessing the Wither Toll in the slight translucence of her wrists.

"Until dawn. Perhaps a little past, if the garden holds." Syl smiled — a slow thing, like a creek deciding to widen. "Long enough."

Jace appeared in the balcony archway. He went very still when he saw Syl, and then he crossed the space between them in three strides and gathered her against his chest. She was taller than him by a hand's width. It didn't matter. She folded into him like a branch finding its trellis, and the reed-ring on her finger — the one she'd woven for their binding — clicked softly against the Custodian marks on his arm.

"You shouldn't have spent that much," he murmured into her hair.

"You shouldn't have climbed an entire tower without telling me." She pulled back just enough to look at him, water-dark eyes bright. "Custodian. I could feel the title settle. It changed the resonance of the stone."

"Is that good?"

"It means the Spires will listen when you speak." She touched his jaw with bark-cool fingers. "It means I can find green paths to wherever you go — if the channels exist." A pause. "There are channels north. Old ones. Frozen, but not dead."

Elara felt the back of her neck prickle. North.

The others had gathered at the archway. Mira was the first to move, darting forward to press herself against Syl's side with the unselfconscious warmth of a cat finding a sunbeam. "You grew through the tower? That's the most dramatic entrance anyone's ever made, and I once jumped through a stained-glass window."

"You did what?" Nadiya said.

"Book one. You had to be there."

Syl laughed — a sound like water dropping into a deep well — and extended an arm to fold Nadiya in as well. For a moment the five of them stood on the balcony in a tangle of limbs and warmth that made Elara's healer-sense hum with something she could only describe as rightness. Five heartbeats, five temperatures, five frequencies of faith, all tuning toward the same center.

"I brought something." Syl opened her palm. Five small reed rings lay there, each woven with a thread of green that pulsed faintly. "Blessings. For the road ahead. They won't do much — a little warmth when the cold bites, a little rootedness when the ground shakes. But they'll remind you I'm listening."

Elara slipped hers onto her ring finger and felt a soft hum settle into her bones — the sensation of standing in a garden after rain.

"I'll find a way to reach you at Frozen Bell," Syl said, quiet as a promise spoken into soil. "The old channels run beneath the ice. I just need to wake them." Her gaze moved to Jace. "Don't let the cold make you forget what warmth feels like."

"Not possible," he said, and kissed her forehead where the bark met skin.

She stayed for the feast. She sat between Jace and Elara, her fingers threaded through the vines that crept along the table's edge as though they'd grown there just for her comfort. She ate nothing but drank the fizzy snow-drink with an expression of surprised delight that made Mira nearly choke laughing. When dawn's first grey began to lighten the windows, Syl stood, cupped Jace's face in both hands, kissed him softly, and stepped backward into the balcony vines without a sound. The leaves closed behind her. A faint scent of petrichor lingered, and then she was gone.

---

It was Ivy who broke the silence that followed.

"I have a request," the golem said. She had closed her journal and placed both hands flat on its cover, a posture Elara had learned meant she was organizing something important. "It is not data-related. Or — it is, but not in the way you might expect."

"Go ahead," Jace said.

Ivy's crystal eyes moved from face to face, cataloguing, and Elara realized with a start that the golem was nervous. Not in the way mortals were nervous — no sweat, no fidgeting — but in the precise way she chose her words, as though each one had been weighed on a jeweler's scale.

"I have spent my existence studying resolve from the outside. Archives. Texts. Observational records. But what I have witnessed with your party —" She paused. "The way you fight for each other. The way your heart rates synchronize. The way a shared meal becomes a form of communion that my texts describe but cannot replicate. I want to understand it. Not from a shelf. From within."

"You want to come with us," Nadiya said softly.

"To Frozen Bell. Yes." Ivy's hands pressed harder against the journal. "I know I am not a combatant. I know my value is informational. But I believe — I hypothesize — that understanding mortal intimacy requires proximity. I cannot study warmth from behind glass."

Elara looked at Jace. He looked back at her, and she saw in his expression the same thought she was holding: she's asking to be part of something, not just to observe it.

"You won't just be studying us, Ivy," Elara said. "You'll be with us. That means the danger, the cold, the bad nights. All of it."

"I have reviewed the projected environmental hazards of the northern territories and cross-referenced them with my material tolerances. I am —" Ivy stopped herself. Then, very quietly: "I want to come. Not because of data. Because this is the first time in four hundred years that I have wanted to be somewhere."

Mira reached across the table and put her hand over Ivy's. "Then you're coming."

Ivy looked down at Mira's hand on hers. In her journal's margin, the stylus moved of its own accord, and Elara caught a single word written in shaking script: belonging.

---

Later, when the feast was cleared and the tower's upper chamber glowed with the low amber of sleeping lanterns, the four of them found each other.

It began the way it always did — not with urgency but with gravity. Mira leaning into Jace's side, Nadiya's fingers brushing Elara's wrist, the slow recognition that the space between them was a distance none of them wanted to keep.

The room they chose was small and warm, its walls hung with tapestries that depicted constellations Elara didn't recognize. Jace lit no fire; the Custodian marks at his wrists glowed faintly silver, and between that light and the reed-ring's green hum, the room held a warmth that felt grown rather than built.

Elara kissed Mira first. Mira tasted like the fizzy snow-drink — cold and sweet and bright — and she made a sound against Elara's mouth that was half laugh, half sigh, her tail curling around Elara's hip with the deliberate tenderness of someone choosing exactly where to hold. Nadiya pressed against Elara's back, her whistle a low hum against Elara's shoulder, her small hands finding the clasps of Elara's healer's vest with a sureness that said I've memorized you.

Jace drew them all in. He was unhurried, deliberate — the tank who'd learned that the best protection was patience. He kissed Nadiya's temple, and she turned into it, her ear flicking against his jaw. He found Elara's mouth and held there, his palm warm at the base of her spine, and she felt his heartbeat against her ribs and thought: this is the frequency I've been tuning toward since the first floor.

They moved together with the ease of people who had learned each other's rhythms through danger and rest alike. Mira's laughter when Jace's thumb found the ticklish spot beneath her ear. Nadiya's whistle sharpening into something breathless and bright when Elara's lips traced the line of her throat. The way Jace held still — perfectly, completely still — when all three of them pressed close, as though he was afraid that moving would break something holy.

"You can breathe," Elara murmured against his collarbone.

"I'm trying to remember every part of this," he said, rough and honest.

"We'll remind you," Mira promised, and pulled him down.

The tapestry constellations watched. The reed-ring hummed green at Elara's finger. Nadiya's whistle found a cadence that matched the rhythm of Elara's pulse, and Mira moved with the liquid grace of someone who treated every touch like a conversation she never wanted to end. There was warmth — real warmth, the kind that started where skin met skin and radiated deeper, past muscle, past bone, into the place where faith lived. Elara let her Warm Hand open, not to heal but to feel — the pulse of trust between them, the wordless agreement that this was theirs, earned and chosen and held.

When they finally stilled, it was gradual. Breath by breath. Heartbeat by heartbeat. Mira curled between Jace and Elara, tail wrapped loosely around Nadiya's ankle. Nadiya lay with her head on Jace's chest, one ear turned toward his heart, the other toward the room — always listening, even at rest. Elara pressed her forehead to the curve of Mira's neck and felt the purr that rumbled there, low and constant as a creek over smooth stone.

In the quiet, Mira braided a strand of Nadiya's hair with sleepy, precise fingers. Nadiya adjusted the strap of Jace's shoulder guard where it had been tossed beside the bed, smoothing the leather with her thumb as though tending it was the same as tending him. Elara traced the Custodian marks on Jace's wrist, and they pulsed silver beneath her touch — the tower acknowledging what the four of them already knew.

`[SYSTEM] Party Affinity: 5/5 — Resonance Locked.`

The ping was soundless. Elara felt it more than heard it — a settling, like a keystone sliding into an arch. She smiled against Mira's shoulder and let her eyes close.

Sleep came easily. It always did, when they were together.

---

Dawn arrived with the particular quality of light that only exists at great height — thin, clear, golden as poured honey. Elara woke first, as she always did. Healer's habit. She catalogued the room without moving: Jace's breathing steady, Mira's tail twitching in a dream, Nadiya's ear turning toward the window as the light shifted.

They dressed slowly, passing each other clasps and buckles with the unhurried ease of a shared morning. Mira found Elara's healer's vest under a cushion and held it out with a grin. Jace laced Nadiya's boot when she couldn't reach the top eyelet without tilting her ear at an angle she deemed undignified. Small acts. The arithmetic of love expressed in gestures too ordinary to be anything but sacred.

Ivy waited at the stairwell, journal in hand, stylus ready. She fell into step beside them without a word, and Elara noticed that the golem had placed her reed-ring on the hand that held the journal — the hand closest to the party as they descended.

Beginners' Rest looked different from above. They'd entered it months ago as strangers — Elara with her faith untested, Jace with no title, Mira with her guard up, Nadiya with her cadences still uncertain. Now they descended into it as something else. Something tuned.

The Map Wall waited.

It had been a simple projection when they'd first seen it — floor layouts, threat markers, the architectural skeleton of the Sky Tower rendered in pale light. Now, as Jace pressed his palm to the wall's surface, the Custodian marks flared, and the image shuddered and changed.

Lines of light rewove themselves. The tower schematic folded inward, and in its place bloomed a web of connections — pathways between distant points, threads of resonance linking locations Elara had only heard of in old healer's texts. A Harmonic Chart. The tower wasn't just a structure. It was a node — one point in a constellation of power that spanned the continent.

And at the chart's northern edge, a glyph pulsed.

It was the color of frost on iron — pale, sharp, insistent. It flickered with a rhythm that reminded Elara of a bell struck once and left to ring.

`[SYSTEM] Signal Detected — Frozen Bell Waypoint (D). Next Quest: Ice Labyrinth.`

"Two different letters," Ivy said, not looking up from the chart. "The D tags difficulty and sanction on the quest queue—the same band as my registration, not the Spire's place in the line. The Harmonic Chart still lists Frozen Bell as the fourth Waypoint node in the seven-point cycle, north of us."

"So we don't read it as 'fourth in line' and 'rank D' at the same time," Jace said quietly. "The chart is geography. The tag is how hard the Tower expects the climb to bite."

"The Envoy said seven." Mira's tail had gone still — her tell for seriousness. "We've activated one. Six remain."

"And the next one is calling," Nadiya murmured. Her ears were aimed north, as though she could hear the signal through stone and sky and distance. "It sounds like ice cracking. Very slow. Very deep."

Ivy's stylus moved. She wrote: Frozen Bell — acoustic signature consistent with crystalline fracture under sustained pressure. Hypothesis: the waypoint is waking, and it will not wait.

Elara looked at the glyph. She thought of Syl's words — old channels beneath the ice — and the reed-ring's warmth pulsing at her finger. She thought of Ivy's shaking script: belonging. She thought of the bread that morning, and the way Jace had torn it with his hands, and the way the simplest acts of care were, in the end, the truest form of power.

She turned to her party. Her family. The people who had climbed a tower that should have killed them and come out the other side with something worth more than titles or levels or the weight of ancient systems.

"North," Elara said. Not a question. A direction. A promise.

Jace met her eyes and nodded.

Mira's tail curled — the slow, certain spiral that meant she was already planning her angles.

Nadiya whistled a cadence Elara hadn't heard before: four rising notes, bright and clear, that sounded like yes, together, always, forward.

Ivy closed her journal, held it to her chest, and stood a little straighter.

The glyph pulsed on. Somewhere beyond the tower, beyond the fields and forests and foothills, a bell of ancient ice waited in the dark, ringing a note that only those who listened could hear.

They would answer it.

Together.

End of book 3


ICE LABYRINTH - BOOK 4 TEASER


THE ICE LABYRINTH glimmered on the horizon like a shard of winter caught mid-song. From the back of the sled, Jace could see the maze rising from the snowbound cliffs—a sprawling warren of translucent walls etched with bell motifs, its surfaces humming in low, haunting tones that vibrated louder than any wind.

“Cold enough for you?” Mira called over her shoulder. Frost clung to her bangs, and she grinned like a kid seeing snow for the first time.

“Define ‘enough,’” Jace replied, scarf pulled up to his nose. His breath fogged instantly.

Nadiya huddled under a fur-lined cloak, eyes narrowed against the biting gusts. “Whistle’s freezing,” she muttered, clutching the small instrument as if it were the last warm thing in the world.

Elara adjusted her gloves, pale light streaming from her palms as she whispered a warmth spell. The glow washed over the sled, raising the temperature just enough to keep their fingers nimble. “Remember the Warm Hand rites,” she reminded them. “The Labyrinth honors intent and endurance.”

“Intent we have,” Mira said. “Endurance… we’ll improvise.”

Jace guided the sled up the final incline, the dogs panting clouds into the frigid air. At the crest, the path widened, revealing a plateau strewn with ice spires. Each chimed softly when the wind struck, creating a chorus that prickled his skin.

“Envoy said the Ice Labyrinth awakened because something cracked the resonance,” Elara said, eyes shining with equal parts awe and worry. “We stabilize it, we keep the Waypoints safe.”

“And we get to outfox a legendary maze,” Mira added, already sliding off the sled. She bounded toward the nearest wall, only to yelp when frost bit through her boots. “Okay, maybe not barefoot.”

Nadiya’s ears twitched, catching a low rumble beneath the wind. “Hear that? Something big moving under the ice.”

Jace raised his shield, instincts sharpening. “We go in as planned: exploration first, combat only if the Labyrinth demands it. Stay close, log everything.”

As they approached the entry arch—an ornate gate carved with snowflake runes—a familiar chime echoed in Jace’s mind. `[SYSTEM] New quest: Ice Labyrinth.`

Ivy’s voice hummed softly through the bookmark. “Ice Labyrinth welcomes you. Please don’t slip.”

“No promises,” Mira said, grinning as she took her place beside Jace.

Elara laid a gloved hand on the ice, whispering a prayer for safe passage. Nadiya lifted her whistle, testing a tentative note. The sound shimmered through the air, and the Labyrinth answered with a deep, resonant tone that sent thrills down their spines.

Jace smiled beneath his scarf. “Ready to lose ourselves in the next chapter?”

“Always,” the others replied, breath turning to mist.

They stepped through the arch, into a world of ice and echoes, where every sound mattered and every heartbeat could shatter the frost. Book 4 awaited.
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