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CHAPTER 1


HIS PALM WAS on the guild hall doors, about to push through.

Hesitating.

That’s when the SYSTEM notification that would change everything decided to pop up.

[SYSTEM] Warning: Anomaly Detected. Dimensional Stability at 97%.

He dismissed it with a blink—probably another glitch. The SYSTEM had been throwing weird errors all week, and he had more immediate problems. Like not starving.

Jace timed the push through the doors so the battered hinges didn't announce him. It was still early. The air clung to last night's stale pipe smoke and the bitter tang of overcooked coffee, but the front chamber already hummed with the loose, anxious noise of F- and E-ranks scraping for daywork. He slid past a pair of tiefling siblings arguing in whispers, then skirted the stunted queue at the commission window. The notice board loomed at the far wall, freckled with thumbtack scars and a few faded red droplets—old blood or pen ink, hard to say.

Nobody met his eye. That was protocol. More than one set of adventurer leathers in the room were held together by kitchen string and hope, and it was a courtesy not to catalogue each other’s poverty too closely.

He took a slow tour of the board: the high-value slips, written on thick, cream-colored vellum, had vanished. E-rank and up, gone by dawn, siphoned off by guild lifers and the occasional hotshot with a connection in the clerical staff. The middle row, yellowed and curled, was mostly labor: graveyard weeding, roof repair, some poultry wrangling for a local noblewoman. Not technically “adventuring,” but enough to keep the guild coffers solvent and the entry ranks from outright starvation.

He needed coin, but not that badly yet. Three months of scraping by on F-rank jobs had left him with just enough to cover guild fees and a shared room at the Bent Nail. One bad run—one injury that required healing he couldn't afford—and he'd be out on the street. Or worse, back home to face his father's disappointment.

What remained at the bottom were the jobs nobody wanted—dungeon clearances at the edge of city jurisdiction, old family crypts rumored to be “mildly” haunted, beast culling for creatures considered more a nuisance than a threat. Most slips had been manhandled, creased, or annotated in agitated pencil by the desperate: “Previously Cleared” or “Perma-Trap @ Rm. 3” or, underlined three times, “Possible NEST.”

He squinted at the last F-rank hanging at a crooked angle:

Site: Mossy Gate Ruins (F)

Req: Standard.

Reward: 12c, per head.

Notes: Party Size Rec. 3. Guild res. status: POOR.

It was undersigned by a scribe whose handwriting had given up at the word “Ruins.” A gunk-stained thumbprint marked the bottom edge.

He heard the scrape of heavy boots behind him and tensed, but the big guy—a half-orc with one tusk and a four-day stubble—didn’t bother with the low-rank slips. Jace angled his shoulder to block the board, just in case. Technically, jobs were first come, first serve, but scraps like these had a way of getting...disputed.

He plucked the Mossy Gate Ruins slip and slipped it into his jacket. It felt like stealing a dare.

At the front desk, the morning clerk yawned into her sleeve. Her badge read “Vina,” and her hair was held up with the same office pens she lent out for paperwork. She only looked up when Jace slid the slip forward. “For Mossy Gate? That one’s still open?” She didn’t hide the surprise, or the doubt.

“Is now,” Jace said. His voice came out too dry. He tamped it down and tried again: “I’ll take it.”

She pursed her lips, ran her finger down a ledger—her nails were stained a deep, unlucky shade of burgundy—and rapped the relevant line. “You’re the first this week, but heads up, site’s considered a health hazard. Multiple previous teams failed to clear.” She ticked a box with her pen, then fixed him with a look. “F-rankers aren’t covered by guild healers. You know that, right?”

He nodded, waiting for the [SYSTEM] flag to slide into the corner of his vision. The SYSTEM—that omnipresent force that governed adventurers' progression, tracked their achievements, and quantified their bonds—was sometimes slow to update in the morning. When it didn't appear immediately, he risked a glance up at the old clock above the board: 08:12. The system usually took a minute to catch up, especially for F-ranks like him.

The clerk’s attention wandered to the argument at the commission window, then to her coffee. “You want the form for a partner match, or is this solo?” she asked, not even bothering to fake optimism.

Jace started to say “solo” but hesitated. Technically, it was safer to queue for a party slot. In reality, the pool was so thin that most applicants were ghosts or green kids even more desperate than him.

“Solo,” he said, because the alternative would take another hour, and there was a storm forecast for the afternoon.

She shrugged, stamped the slip, and slid it back. “You get a postmortem bonus if you bring back teeth. And don’t forget to sign out before you leave. If you don’t, admin fees eat your reward.”

Jace signed the form. “Does anyone ever actually get the postmortem bonus?”

She smiled, sharp and tired. “Only if they come back with the teeth.”

He pocketed the stamped slip, making sure it didn’t crease against the battered notebook in his inner coat. One job a week, that was his ration. There were side hustles, of course—odd jobs, scavenging, the occasional guard work for the brewery or the back alley pawn—but the guild kept a close watch on F-ranks, and more than one infraction would land you in the conscript list. He had no interest in city-issue mail and double shifts on the Watch.

The guild hall’s “canteen” (a euphemism for the four mismatched tables under the stairs) was starting to fill. A half-dozen young hopefuls with secondhand gear eyed each other over weak oatmeal. Jace’s stomach reminded him that it was already nearly half a day since he’d eaten. He crossed to the canteen and scanned for any faces he recognized, then found a corner with a clean enough chair.

The Mossy Gate Ruins were at least two tram stops out, maybe a half-day round trip if he walked. He sipped water from the jug at the center of the table, which tasted faintly like pickles and soap. The system ping finally arrived as he wiped the rim:

[SYSTEM] Quest accepted: Mossy Gate Ruins (F). Party size recommended: 3. Current party: 1.

He studied the message until it faded, as if longer contemplation might make the warning less stark.

The second ping was a “Guild Protip” — “If party incomplete, expect elevated risk of loss of life and/or limb. Consult with local clerics for last rites discounts.”

Jace snorted. The guild loved its disclaimers, as if warning you about death somehow absolved them when you didn't come back. He closed his eyes and let the discomfort settle in his gut like an old friend. Hunger was a form of information, he'd learned—it told you exactly which rules you could afford to break.

He waited until the canteen noise grew, then stood. He could tell, just from the looks of the other rookies, that the only currency anyone respected at this hour was rumor. He picked up the slip again, already thinking about supplies—rope, a half-charged lantern, maybe a short blade if he could pawn his boots for extra coin.

On his way out, the tiefling siblings from before had reached the board, but he caught the side-eye of one of them—a glint of envy, or maybe just recognition that he’d “won” the last round. He tipped a little nod, which was neither challenge nor apology.

The city’s low fog had barely started to lift, and he drew his jacket tight, re-reading the site slip as he walked. The job wasn’t supposed to be dangerous—just cleanup, residual. But if the last three teams hadn’t bothered to finish, odds were good there was something ugly left inside. Or nothing, and it was all wasted effort.

He’d take either, if it paid.

As he passed the alley behind the guild, he slipped the slip from his pocket and looked at the address again. Someone had written, in a hurried, desperate hand, “Ask for payment up front, if you can.” He smirked. Not possible, not for F-rankers, but he liked the sentiment.

He let the slip ride in his coat, and walked toward the tram.

If he hurried, he could make the first run, and maybe—if he was lucky—be back before nightfall.

He didn’t plan on luck. He’d take hunger, or fear, or whatever else got him moving.

He’d even take company, if it meant a better shot at getting out alive. But as he stepped into the drifting city air, his only company was the faint taste of cold metal and the promise that if he made it through, there’d be enough coin for breakfast tomorrow.

That was enough.


CHAPTER 2


THE SHRINE COURTYARD, this time of morning, caught the sun like a shallow bowl. Elara always arrived early, before the serious petitioners or the city workers who clattered up the stone walkways for a moment’s sanctuary before their shift. She liked the emptiness, the way the gold-trimmed flagstones looked warmer in the rising light, how the hedge of silverbell trees framed the shrine’s plain wooden facade and made it seem more noble than it actually was.

She smoothed her apron—technically, her “trainee’s smock,” but the junior clerics called it the teabag—and counted the benches. No one else yet. She knelt at her favorite spot on the second row, next to the cracked marble planter, and began the day’s recitation, quiet and quick, just enough to satisfy protocol. She’d have preferred to linger, maybe practice the bandage charm for the third time, but today was her first attempt at a field credit and she couldn’t risk being late.

A thin shuffle of footsteps in the entry told her the supervisor was coming. Elara kept her head down, hands folded.

“Blessed morning,” said the voice. Sister Alin, maybe; the accent was sing-song, but a little impatient.

“And you as well, Sister,” Elara replied.

There was a pause, just long enough to sting. “Are you sure you’re ready, Elara?” The question was gentle, but didn’t ask for an answer.

Elara nodded anyway. “I reviewed the protocols last night. I have the ward kit. And the pass slip, too.”

Another pause. A hint of mint in the supervisor’s breath, and a flutter of linen as she rearranged the offering bowl. “You’re still very young for this. The city can be... unpredictable.”

Elara nodded again, chin almost to her chest.

“Just observe, today. Don’t intervene unless there’s blood. Watch for the warning signs. Do you remember them?”

She did. “Sudden temperature change. Flickering lights. Loss of memory. A burning or metallic smell.” She recited them softly, like a litany.

Sister Alin, or maybe not-Alin, let out a long exhale. “Good girl,” she said, then patted Elara’s shoulder once and glided off toward the cloistered halls.

Elara exhaled, then stood and smoothed her smock again. From the courtyard’s low steps, she could see directly across the narrow street to the guild hall. Already, a line of hopefuls was forming at the side entrance. Most of them were men, or at least tall enough to look like men from this distance, with battered gear and the hunched posture of people who hadn’t slept indoors in a while. Elara watched them a moment, cataloguing the pecking order: the big ones gathered at the front, the sharp-eyed ones hovered at the margins, the smallest loitered with studied indifference at the fence.

She was supposed to find a party. That was the rule. Nobody got a field credit working alone, not even if you survived. The guild maintained a list of available parties, but most teams only took healers they already trusted. First-year trainees were not popular choices. There had been stories, told in the dorms after lights-out, of field clerics getting “left behind” on purpose.

She felt a flush of nerves and checked her badge again: "Sun Initiate, Third Degree." Hardly impressive, but at least it was official. The temple had given her six months to prove herself in the field or lose her position. No position meant no access to the temple's libraries, no advanced healing techniques, no future. Everything she'd worked for since she was twelve would be gone.

Her system flag popped up, delayed by a second:

[SYSTEM] Personal Objective: Field Credit (0/1).

The (0/1) pulsed, insistent. She pressed it away. Field credits were the lifeblood of advancement—accumulate enough and you could petition for rank promotion. F-rank to E-rank required ten credits and a survival record. E to D required fifty and a specialization exam. Most F-ranks never made it past their third credit.

A pair of city guards came up the street, chatting quietly, then stopped in front of the guild for a moment. They both looked tired and didn’t spare a glance for the shrine. She watched as they exchanged coins with a courier, then moved on, leaving only the flotsam of hopefuls outside the guild.

Elara took a deep breath and counted to ten, just like the manuals suggested. She tried to imagine who might be safest, which group looked least likely to treat a new healer as disposable ballast. None of them looked safe, but one figure, lean and alone, caught her attention. He stood slightly apart from the rest, near the canteen windows. He didn’t jostle, didn’t try to make a show of himself. He just waited, as if he’d already decided today’s outcome.

He looked... hungry. Not just for breakfast, but for something else—a certainty, maybe, or an escape.

She watched as he claimed a job slip, had it stamped by the clerk, then took a careful inventory of the canteen before settling on a table. He didn’t seem to notice the others watching him. When he stood, he moved with a steadiness she envied.

Elara waited for the system flag to ping him as her “best match,” but it didn’t. It just logged his quest as pending and left her with the pulsing (0/1).

She exhaled. The sun was climbing higher, gold light catching in the dust motes around the benches. She adjusted the ward kit on her belt and gathered her courage. She’d wait until after the midday prayer. Maybe then he’d still be there. If not, she’d find someone else, anyone, and hope for the best.

Elara closed her eyes and finished her recitation, quieter this time.

Then she opened them and watched the guild hall door, waiting for her moment.


CHAPTER 3


THE BEST THING about the guild hall, Mira always thought, was how little anyone cared about what you did with your hands, as long as you kept them above the table. Maybe that was why she loved the front counter—the smell of lacquered wood, the scratch of quill on parchment, the parade of small, unattended valuables left blinking in the open while their owners squabbled over commissions.

Today’s haul was less than inspiring: a jar of stale licorice bits in the “tip” bowl, some chipped copper coins, and a notebook left open to a passive-aggressive note about cleaning the breakroom. The morning clerk, a stringy-haired elf whose roots showed at the temples, stared into middle distance and stirred cold coffee with the resignation of someone already planning their evening escape.

Mira propped her chin on her gloved hand, tail flicking in a slow, predatory arc behind her. She eyed the board. Most jobs were already spoken for, but there was a rumor that some old ruin on the west side had a new listing. Twelve coin per head, light resistance, "party recommended but not required." F-rank, but a girl's gotta eat. More than that—she needed to prove the guild wrong about beast-kin. They'd rejected her E-rank application twice, citing "insufficient team coordination scores." Translation: nobody wanted to party with a cat-girl who might steal their loot. She'd show them what real coordination looked like.

She toyed with a licorice bit, tongue pricking at the chemical bite, and watched the real action: at the far end, a tall, tired-looking human was running the same calculations she was. He had the cautious gait of someone who knew better than to trust guild paperwork—or, more likely, someone who’d been burned before. Mira recognized the type. She approved.

She sidled closer, nonchalant, picking up the tail end of his exchange with the clerk. She caught the stamp on the slip—“Mossy Gate Ruins”—and how his fingers curled around it like he was afraid it might evaporate. He didn’t notice her, which was either a compliment to her skills or a warning about his focus.

She edged up to the counter next to him, flicked her tail, and gave the clerk a bright, pointy smile. “Morning! Is that the last F on the board, or just the only one with a payout?”

The clerk, who had the social skills of a sunbleached plant, barely shrugged. “That’s all we got for the day.” She tipped her mug toward the slip, already in Jace’s hand. “He’s first, if you’re looking to party up.”

Mira let her ears twitch in mock disappointment. “Solo’s more my style, but who am I to judge?” She aimed the comment at the guy, who kept his eyes on the counter, shoulders hunched like he expected a shank between the ribs. Not an unreasonable assumption in this place.

“Not looking for partners,” he said, voice gravelly and soft.

“Not looking for friends, either,” she volleyed back. “Good thing the job’s only a day.”

She reached for the pen to sign the registry, but her fingers brushed the slip at the same time his did. It was a small thing—skin on fur, a spark of unexpected warmth, a mutual flinch, and then both of them trying to look like they hadn't been the first to let go. For just a moment, their eyes met, and something unspoken passed between them.

He looked at her then, sharp gray eyes above the ghost of a bruise on his jawline. There was something in his gaze—curiosity, maybe, or recognition of a kindred spirit. "You want to die on this one, be my guest," he said, deadpan, though his voice had softened slightly.

Mira grinned, exposing a neat line of upper canines, feeling her heart beat just a little faster. "If I did, you'd never see it coming."

The clerk rolled her eyes. “Guild policy says tie means you both go. No exceptions unless you want to arm-wrestle for it.” She sounded like she’d seen this exact scene a hundred times and hoped it ended in blood, just for a change.

Mira snorted and signed the registry anyway. “Fine by me,” she said, and snatched the pen for herself. “You got a name?”

He hesitated. “Jace.”

She let the syllable roll around in her head. It sounded like something you could break if you squeezed it too hard.

“Mira,” she said. “That’s with an M, as in ‘money.’” She shot him a look, half challenge, half suggestion.

He didn’t react. Either he was a pro at ignoring bait, or he really was that boring. Mira liked a challenge.

As she jotted her name, the [SYSTEM] flag popped up in her vision, subtle as a cat’s whisker:

[SYSTEM] Trait noted: Opportunist (E).

She almost laughed. The system always pretended it was a neutral observer, but Mira suspected it had favorites.

She pocketed the spare licorice and studied her new “partner.” He didn’t look thrilled. Maybe he’d been burned by a rogue before, or maybe he just didn’t like company. Either way, it was better than going with some meat-headed freshers who thought a party meant drinking themselves stupid before noon.

The real problem, she guessed, was that the payout wouldn’t even cover rent if they split it. Not unless there was a bonus for speed. She scanned the fine print, looking for a loophole, but the only perk was a bounty for bringing back “proof of termination”—teeth, claws, or, for extra credit, a “certified skull.”

There was a pause, a moment where neither of them wanted to make the next move. Jace looked at her, she looked at him, and the world held its breath.

Then the doors swung open, and in floated a waifish cleric girl in a fresh-pressed smock, eyes wide as breakfast saucers.

She saw the pair of them, stopped, and clutched her ward kit like it might explode.

Jace sighed, already defeated. Mira felt a smirk crawl up her face.

“Well,” she purred, “looks like we just made a party.”


CHAPTER 4


THEY DIDN’T EVEN make it to the tram stop before the party imploded the first time.

Jace had seen it coming, which made it worse. He’d watched as Mira engineered a collision course with the newbie healer, not so much with malice as with a predator’s sense for slowest prey. He’d figured, at worst, the two would ignore each other until the first sign of trouble. Instead, the moment Elara tripped out of the guild doors, Mira was there, a grin already set in stone, and the poor girl walked right into it.

“Sun Initiate Elara,” the cleric said, voice so careful you could bounce a coin off it. She’d rehearsed the introduction, Jace could tell. “I’ll be your support today, if you have no objections.”

Mira fluffed her tail and bared a toothy smile. “No objections. We love healers, don’t we?” She shot a look at Jace, who ignored her and kept walking.

The street outside the guild was half-mud, half cobblestone, with a morning chill that wormed its way through even thick jackets. Jace set a brisk pace, wanting to get the “getting to know you” phase over with before the tram arrived. Mira and Elara trailed after, bickering softly, Mira doing most of the talking and Elara clinging to her ward kit like a child’s security blanket.

By the time they reached the platform, Mira had already wheedled out most of Elara’s biography: small town, third of five sisters, took the cleric’s track after failing the city’s civil service exam. Elara, for her part, was doing her best to keep her answers neutral, but the way her eyes kept flicking to Jace’s battered jacket and the slip peeking out from his pocket told him she was both nervous and, in some way, already counting on him.

He didn’t want the responsibility. But Mira was right about one thing—nobody lasted solo for long, not in F-rank, not in this city.

They waited for the tram in awkward silence, Elara staring at her shoes, Mira counting the coins in her palm, Jace watching the morning crowd funnel toward the market square. When the tram finally pulled in, doors creaking and windows fogged with breath, they piled in and took the least-broken bench near the rear.

It was only then that Mira dropped her voice to a whisper. “So what’s your angle, Jace? You got a secret agenda, or is this just a breakfast run for you?”

He didn’t answer right away. The tram jolted, and outside, the city peeled past in gray smears: cheap wine shops, pawn brokers, endless rows of identical housing blocks.

“I just want to get paid,” he said. “Alive, preferably.”

Mira looked disappointed, like she’d hoped for something juicier.

“Are you both licensed?” Elara asked, shy but direct. “The guild keeps a list.”

Mira’s ears flattened, then popped back up. “Sure, if you don’t mind a few... creative entries on the resume.”

Elara frowned. “There are protocols.”

“There are a lot of things,” Mira said, and plucked a stray thread from Jace’s sleeve.

Jace pulled his arm away and glared at her. “If you’re thinking about stealing my gear, do it now and save us all time.”

Mira gave him a look, half hurt, half amusement. “That’s offensive. I never steal from friends.”

"We're not friends," Jace said, though something in his tone suggested he didn't entirely believe it.

"We're about to be," Mira shot back, and winked at Elara. The cleric blushed and looked away, but not before Jace caught the hint of a smile on her lips. There was something forming between the three of them already—not quite friendship, not quite attraction, but a pull that none of them could deny.

The tram shuddered to a stop near the edge of the city’s residential sprawl. From here, the walk to the Mossy Gate Ruins was half an hour, maybe more if the trail was flooded. Jace climbed down first and waited as the others regrouped.

He took a quick inventory: Mira had a pack, small but well-organized; Elara’s kit was heavier than it looked, probably half-filled with “just in case” salves and maybe a lucky relic or two. Jace had his jacket, his knife, and a coil of rope he’d borrowed from the back of the guild’s lost-and-found.

They walked in silence for a while, the city thinning into uneven fields and the smell of cut grass. It would have been almost peaceful, if not for Mira humming tunelessly and occasionally lobbing pebbles at distant birds.

Elara broke first. “Why did you pick this job?” she asked Jace, voice small.

He shrugged. “It was the only thing left.”

She looked at him, as if waiting for the real answer.

“It’s a job,” he said again, flat.

She nodded, like that was as good a reason as any.

They reached the edge of the ruins just as the clouds broke, splashing the mossy stones with watery light. The gate itself was more a suggestion than an actual barrier—two toppled pillars and an arch held together by stubborn weeds. Past it, low earthworks and shattered statues radiated outward, the remnants of a failed civic project repurposed by time into a local hazard.

Mira scouted ahead, tail up, ears swiveling. “Tracks,” she said, crouched by a patch of upturned soil. “Two sets, both fresh. One big, one... less so.”

Elara hovered at the edge, clutching her kit. “I think we should—”

“We’re not splitting up,” Jace cut in.

“I was going to suggest we check for traps,” Elara said, a little wounded.

Mira grinned. “What would be the fun in that?”

Jace ignored them both and stepped through the gate, boots squelching on wet moss. A low wind whistled through the ruins, and the hairs on his arms stood up.

He was already regretting the decision, but there was no backing out. He heard Mira behind him, soft steps, then Elara’s clumsy shuffle.

Halfway down the main path, a [SYSTEM] notification flickered in his periphery:

[SYSTEM] New Party formed: Jace/Elara/Mira. Party Affinity: 1/5.

It even had a little “Good luck!” at the bottom, which felt like a threat.

Mira read the message, too—he could tell from her glance. “One out of five, huh? We’ll have to work on that.”

Elara frowned. “What does party affinity mean?”

“It means,” Jace said, “we’re not supposed to kill each other before the job’s done.”

Mira laughed, high and bright. “No promises.”

They reached the mouth of the first tunnel, where the damp stone dipped into darkness. Jace pulled the lantern from his pack and lit it. The pale yellow glow splashed over the walls, catching the outlines of old graffiti and the shimmer of tiny, fast-moving insects.

He looked at Mira, who was already in a half-crouch, daggers in hand. Then at Elara, who seemed to be whispering a quiet spell to keep her hands from shaking.

He took a breath, steeled himself, and stepped forward.

“Last chance to bail,” he said.

Neither answered.

“Alright then,” he said. “No heroics, no greed. We get in, we get out, and we get paid.”

Mira purred. “That’s my favorite kind of plan.”

Elara nodded, still pale, but steady.

They moved into the dark, the echo of their steps swallowed up by the ruins. The party flag blinked in his mind’s eye, a reminder that as bad as this setup was, it beat going it alone.

Barely.


CHAPTER 5


IT WAS MIRA’S least favorite sort of morning: all dew, no mist, the sun already shoving its way through the canopy as if it had urgent business in the muck below. The path to the ruins lay swamped in last night’s runoff, every depression in the roots slick and shimmering. She prowled at the edge of the party’s hearing, footsteps calculated, weapon slung, eyes raking the undergrowth for bad omens. Her hand drifted from habit to the grip of her blade and then away again, as if arguing with itself.

The morning run with Jace and Elara felt different from their first awkward dungeon crawl. They'd survived the Slime King together, true, but that didn't mean they were a real team yet. Trust took time to build, and Mira wasn't ready to let her guard down completely. She was not sentimental, but she appreciated competence—and these two had shown promise. A good scout was never surprised, and she intended to keep it that way.

Ahead, the overgrown lane curved hard left, then vanished into a spill of moss-stubbled stones. Mira crouched and inspected the grade. Tracks, yes—three sets, booted, recent, the toe-drag of someone wounded. She ran a gloved finger along the trail. Wet. They were close.

She signaled Jace with a series of hand gestures: one for halt, two for ready, then the "wait" she knew he'd hate. He responded by squelching up beside her, helmeted, posture impeccable, like he'd never failed a day in his life. Mira was still learning to read him—the earnest tank who'd somehow kept them alive through the slime gauntlet.

"What's the holdup?" His voice was younger than she'd expected, barely disguised beneath the metal.

Mira gestured past the bend. “Noise ahead. Possible traps.”

“Possible,” he repeated, with an emphasis that implied probable, then looked to her for direction. It was almost deferential. She nearly laughed.

Behind them, Elara lingered at mid-range, pretending to check her healing supplies but mostly just catching her breath. Mira respected the little rituals of nerves; they kept people from doing something fatal in the first minute. She was starting to appreciate Elara's cautious approach—better a careful healer than a dead one.

She advanced at a low crawl, taking the curve wide. Birds, mostly corvids, kicked up a racket overhead. Mira filtered it for anything out of place. Two—no, three heartbeats ago, a birdcall interrupted, abruptly clipped. She followed the vector.

Past the bend: a makeshift barricade, notched logs and garden-variety rubble, typical bandit fare. A rusty tripwire stretched at calf-height, glistening with last night’s condensation. Mira eyed the setup for secondary measures, then sidestepped the wire. Easy. The problem was never the first trap; it was the one waiting for idiots who tripped the first. She scanned the stones, then the scrubby patch to the right.

There: a lump of pond-moss, too green, too intentional. Slime. Mira motioned back to the tank—her cue for approach, his for ready shield. She counted down from three with her fist.

He stepped up, weight centered, shield at perfect angle. She admired the efficiency.

Mira slashed the tripwire with a flick. Nothing happened.

Then the moss-patch quivered, dislodged by the faintest tension from the cut. It belched out a cluster of tiny, glassy globes. The slime had been seeded with egg-sacs. The first orb detonated against the tank's shield, spritzing acid and sticky protein. He didn't so much as flinch, only angled the shield down so the runoff sluiced into the dirt.

"Clean pull," he said, almost pleased.

The priestess jogged up, robes hiked indecorously above her knees. "All clear?"

“Yeah,” Mira replied, though she kept her gaze on the stones. The trap wasn’t that clever, but the execution had been tight.

They moved as a unit now, the tank out front, Mira slightly ahead but no longer forced to compensate for incompetence. The priestess and support flanked at respectful distance. Mira marked this as an improvement.

The ruins grew in the periphery: a low, dismal structure barely emerging from its overgrowth. Sunlight sprayed the wet flagstones, every puddle a little trap of glare. Mira kept her eyes low. She counted breath intervals, checked her own pulse, then risked a glance at the tank.

He grinned at her from beneath the visor. She saw now he was barely older than the rookie he sounded like. He had the kind of fresh face that got ruined on first contact with serious violence.

"You were right about the traps," he said, almost conversational.

"I'm always right about the traps," Mira muttered, but he didn't seem to mind her tone. He only nodded.

As they fanned out to approach the entrance, Mira's inner alarm quieted. This was, against all odds, going well. She edged up to the threshold, motioned them to freeze, and ran a quick check for pressure plates. The priestess chanted a low diagnostic, her hands trailing faint sigils through the air.

Nothing.

She straightened. "We're up."

The tank advanced, leading with his shield. Mira followed. She was almost disappointed when the first engagement played out with textbook precision: a shallow pit, another slime variant, easily dispatched. No panic, no screaming, no chaos. Just quick, clean work.

She risked a glance at the others. For a second, all of them were caught in a rare, shared satisfaction. No one had even bled.

Then, in the edge of her vision, Mira caught a flicker:

[SYSTEM] Micro-milestone: First Clean Pull. +1% party XP.

It blipped into the space between them, a gentle nudge. The tank's visor lit with the same message. He smirked.

"Looks like we're off to a good start," he said.

Mira let herself relax. Not much, but enough.

The party banter started up, tentative and stilted, but with an undercurrent of something genuine. Mira found herself listening, not just scouting for the next disaster.

She'd seen enough to know how quickly things fell apart. But maybe—maybe not this time.

She kept her doubts, but when she looked at the new tank, she also kept a little of the feeling. He had earned it.

They moved deeper into the ruins. The sun faded behind them. Ahead, there were worse things than slimes, but for now, they were in the green.

And for now, that was enough.


CHAPTER 6


JACE KNEW THE walk from antechamber to forecourt was the real test. Any fool could hold a shield in a corridor, where angles and cover did most of the thinking for you. In the open—where every threat could see, and reach, and surround—you either learned fast or you got hosed down to skeleton in sixty seconds flat. The ruins didn’t bother with pleasantries. Just past the crumbled doorframe, the ground sucked at his boots with a gluey, green mud. Shallow puddles ringed the courtyard like a badly drawn map. Anything could hide in those.

He waited, let his breath settle. The armor felt too bright for this place, silvered in patches where acid hadn’t yet scored the finish, but the weight was good. Familiar. He rolled his shoulders and checked that the straps at the armpit weren’t twisted. Once was enough to learn: if acid got under the arm, the run was over and so was your equipment deposit.

The others filed in behind. Mira slipped to his left, hair tied up high and too red for stealth but she had moves. Elara stood to the right, white vestments already smudged at the hem.

Jace took point. The forecourt’s walls were half collapsed, but the ground plan was clear: two approach vectors, both lined with shin-high rubble. He pointed Mira right, held up two fingers, then made a chopping motion. She grinned, drew both knives, and disappeared into the cover with that liquid, side-stepping motion only practiced scouts could manage.

Elara began her usual mantra, hands open, lips moving but voice a murmur. Magic in this world required three things: intent, a power source (usually the caster's own life force for F-ranks), and a focusing medium—in Elara's case, the spell-cube she kept chained to her wrist. The sigils she traced in the air were visible for a heartbeat, geometric patterns that the SYSTEM recognized and amplified. They faded quick, but Jace still felt the faint tingle of resistance settling across his chest—a basic Ward that would absorb maybe two hits before needing renewal. He lifted the shield, adjusted for leftward drag, and advanced.

The first attack was classic: a ripple in the nearest puddle, a belch of air, then a column of pale yellow slime erupting toward his midsection. Jace stepped in, not back, met the impact with the shield’s boss right at the slime’s “mouth.” It splattered, hissed, recoiled. He stomped his boot in as he’d been trained and used the heel to pin the bulk in place. Standard response, no surprises.

Then the second and third puddles went live.

He barked "Stack on me!" and Elara hustled to his right, arming herself with a length of wood that wasn't quite a staff but might have been at some point. Mira did her part from the side, cutting into the thinned regions of the oozes as they attempted to reform.

But these slimes had been upgraded.

The initial impact pitted the lower edge of Jace’s shield, leaving a shimmering slick that sizzled and threatened the join. If he lost integrity there, his arm would be next. He leaned into the press, using his full body weight to keep the central slime from climbing over. “Healer, prep cleanse!” he called, and Elara responded instantly, hands pressed to his back, channeling the familiar burn of purifying magic through his armor. He gritted his teeth. The sensation wasn’t pain, exactly, but a full-body pins-and-needles that lasted just a moment.

On the left, a new cluster of eggs bubbled to the surface. Mira cut one with a precision toss of her off-hand blade, the egg bursting into a lesser slime that went straight for Jace’s shield-side.

“Got a split on left!” she shouted, voice rough but clear.

Jace did the math: If he took both at once, the shield wouldn’t hold. He pivoted, ducked the edge of the shield under the main slime’s jaw, and angled the face so the acid would drip off harmlessly. With his free hand, he swept the splitling toward the priestess.

“Pop it!” he ordered.

Elara’s staff came down like a judge’s gavel, shattering the baby slime with a flash of consecrated heat. The air filled with the smell of burning sugar and old bandages. Mira retrieved her blade, twirled it, and went back to gutting the largest slime’s softer bits.

The engagement felt almost choreographed, each move opening up new opportunities for the others. Jace pressed, stomped, gave Mira a platform to leap off. Elara wasn't just healing; she was feeding strength through her touches, using each moment of contact to reinforce Jace's bracing.

There was a click, somewhere in Jace’s head, as if the group had shifted into gear without needing to say it. He let himself relax, just a fraction, and felt his confidence surge.

The final slime, drained of its momentum and mass, collapsed in on itself. Mira scooped the core and stepped back, breathing hard but smiling.

“Nice,” she said, and for once she didn’t make it sound like an insult.

Jace grinned back. “Told you, clean pulls.”

He checked his shield. The bottom edge had gone from mirror-smooth to a gritty, pockmarked gray, but no real damage. A few acid droplets clung to his boots. He scraped them off with a practiced flick.

Elara circled to the front and ran her fingers over his vambrace. She left behind a patch of pure, clean silver where the acid had started to chew. “Not bad,” she said. “You learn quick.”

Jace shrugged, but he could feel the flush of pride at the compliment. In past groups, the tank’s job was to take the hits and shut up about it. Here, there was a different energy—a sense of shared experiment.

He knelt to inspect the remains of the slimes. Each kill left a pale residue, and in one of the puddles a fistful of coins glimmered at the bottom. Jace waded in and scooped them out, stacking the loot with a methodical tap against his thigh before passing it around.

[SYSTEM] Party Technique Seeded: Stagger & Shine (unlocked later).

The words flickered in Jace’s upper field of view, ghostly and satisfying. He recognized the sequence: tank holds, DPS rotates, healer supports from contact. It had a name, now, and a memory.

They regrouped at the edge of the forecourt. Mira twirled her blade, eyes softer than before. Elara gave him a nod that felt earned.

Jace rotated his arm, feeling the fresh layer of strength beneath the scuffed armor. For the first time since joining, he didn’t feel like an outsider. He felt...locked in. A piece of something that could go the distance.

He led the way toward the ruin’s next threshold. Behind, the others followed, and the sound of their footsteps was, for once, exactly what he wanted to hear.


CHAPTER 7


ELARA’S EARLIEST MENTOR had taught her that the most dangerous hazard in any dungeon wasn’t traps, monsters, or darkness. It was panic. If someone—anyone—panicked, things spiraled. The whole run could be lost to a single shriek, a hasty move, a moment’s surrender to terror. So Elara made it her craft to keep people calm. She did this by cataloguing every detail before the rest of the party even saw it, and by maintaining a tone so steady it bordered on condescending.

The main entrance yawned at the far end of the ruined forecourt, a thing of iron-banded wood swollen with moss and years. Elara was last in the formation but first to notice what was off. The door wasn’t quite shut. A deep crack ran down the left seam. From this fissure, every few seconds, a thin line of condensation hissed out—visible in the early light as a spume of tiny droplets.

She slowed her approach. Jace, leading with his battered shield, seemed eager for the next test. Mira, all business now, swept the perimeter, looking for the next tripwire or acid pod.

Elara watched the door, counted her own heartbeat, and then saw it: The wood flexed, fractionally, like a chest taking breath.

“It’s alive,” she said.

Mira glanced back. “Slime?”

Elara shook her head. “Wrong pattern. This is...parasitic. Like a lung beneath the bark.”

Jace approached, shield forward.

“Trap?” he asked.

"Not exactly." Elara took two deliberate steps forward, made a sign of warding with her right hand. "I've read about these. Door mimics. Hybrid constructs. Dungeons aren't just caves filled with monsters—they're living ecosystems, semi-sentient in the older ones. The SYSTEM seeds them with challenges appropriate to the rank designation, but sometimes the dungeon itself... evolves. Creates new threats."

Jace’s stance widened. “How do we—”

He didn’t get to finish. The door shuddered, then snapped inward with a wet, suctioning pop. A tongue—thick as a man’s arm, covered in cilia and studded with toothy ridges—slammed outward, targeting the center mass of whoever dared step up. The mimic’s reach was impressive. Jace caught the tongue with his shield, but the impact still shoved him a full meter back, boots furrowing the mud.

Mira reacted instantly. She darted to the hinge side, looking for purchase, then circled back with a salt packet she’d prepped for slime but now brandished like a priest with holy water. She lobbed the salt at the seam where door met wall. The mimic hissed, a visible tremor running through its fibers.

“Salt slows it!” she yelled.

Jace recovered his stance and tried to jam the shield into the door’s opening. The tongue retreated, then lashed again, this time aiming lower—trying to sweep the legs. Jace planted, braced, and held. Elara could see the strain in his forearms, the flex and shake of the shield under the tongue’s hammering.

She glanced at the threshold. Every strike dislodged more dust, exposed new tissue. The mimic was part door, part beast, part trap—held together by whatever magic haunted these ruins. She felt it in her teeth: an electrical potential, an urge to snap.

“Elara?” Jace barked, voice fraying at the edges.

She stepped forward, knelt, and traced a sigil on the stones. “Cover me,” she said, and Jace didn’t argue. Mira, quick as mercury, flicked a blade at the exposed tongue tip. It stuck, and the mimic recoiled, briefly stunned.

Elara finished the sigil, then pressed her palm to the center. She called on the smallest dose of divine radiance, just enough to sanctify the immediate area. The ground at the door’s foot glowed white-hot for an instant, then cooled to a dull shimmer.

The mimic lunged, tongue slamming onto the sanctified stone. It froze there, every cilia standing on end, unable to retract. Jace seized the moment. He looked around, found a broken column, and wedged it into the door’s center mass with a grunt.

Mira dashed in, upended another packet of salt into the hinge. The mimic let out a warbling, pathetic groan, then slumped, tongue still pinned.

For a long second, the party just stared at the thing.

“Did we... kill it?” Mira asked.

Jace prodded the door with the shield. “It’s not moving.”

Elara shook her head. “Paralysis. Give it a few minutes and it’ll shed the tongue, try again with a new one.”

Jace looked at her, expression clear through the helmet even without seeing his face. “So we hurry?”

“We hurry,” Elara agreed.

They squeezed past the immobilized mimic, careful not to touch the tongue or the still-shuddering frame. Mira checked the other side for lurking eggs or traps, found nothing.

Behind them, the door began to twitch, slowly, as the sanctification faded.

They moved through a narrow corridor, the light behind fading with each step, the air dry and strangely sweet. Elara kept herself at the rear, watching for movement, listening for that first, unmistakable sound of panic.

But there was none. Jace led, Mira watched the angles, and Elara seemed newly invested, watching for any remaining threats.

[SYSTEM] Tactics Bonus: Improvised Counter. +Party Affinity.

The words settled gently in Elara’s mind, a reward not just for the win, but for the way they’d done it—together, fast, and without anyone screaming.

They stopped at the next threshold, a brief moment for water and breath.

Jace looked back at her, brow glistening but grin intact. “Thanks, priestess.”

Elara nodded, allowing herself a rare smile. “Don’t mention it. Just don’t get tongue-lashed again, or I’ll make you carry Mira’s salt for the rest of the dungeon.”

Mira smirked. “He couldn’t handle my salt.”

The laughter was brief, but real. For the first time since they’d started this run, Elara thought: We might actually make it.

They advanced into the darkness, a little more sure of themselves, and a little more sure of each other.


CHAPTER 8


JACE DIDN’T REALIZE he was holding his breath until the mimic door was far behind and the taste of ozone faded from his mouth. He spat once, just to clear it, then risked a glance back at the team. Mira’s hair was disheveled, a line of salt dust traced along her cheekbone, but she looked amused. Elara gave him a thin, approving smile before checking the passage for new hazards.

The first chamber opened wide, a vault of damp stone hung with webs and the skins of old banners. It smelled faintly of vinegar and rot, but not like anything living. Jace adjusted his grip on the shield, feeling the comfort in its familiar weight, then surveyed the interior.

On the far wall, a sconce had been hollowed into a makeshift alcove. Something glimmered within—a faint pulse, like moonlight in water.

“Loot nook,” Mira said, grinning. “Dibs if it’s edible.”

Jace chuckled. “I’ll arm-wrestle you for it.”

Mira snorted, but she let him lead. Jace moved in slow, shield raised in case the mimic family had cousins. Nothing leapt from the shadows, so he reached in and pulled the item free.

It was a ring. Thick, dull metal, stamped with a line of crude runes and set with a flat black stone. He held it up, letting the party see.

“Beginner’s Band,” Elara murmured, recognizing the design.

Jace flipped it over in his hand. “What’s it do?”

“Team aura,” Elara replied. “If worn, everyone close gets a resistance buff. Cheap, but reliable. And rare this early.”

Mira whistled. “First pull and we get a team drop. Luck’s turned.”

He hesitated. The old Jace would’ve slipped it on and not mentioned the details. But he looked at his party—Elara’s steady gaze, Mira’s open curiosity—and decided.

“Who gets it?” he asked.

Mira shrugged. “Whoever sticks in the middle. Aura range is tight.”

Elara smiled, gentle but assured. “You’re the anchor, Jace. You wear it.”

He tried it on. The band was too loose for his hand, so he slid it up the wrist and cinched it tight with a bit of old tape. The moment it touched skin, he felt a fizzing warmth flow up his arm and settle around his heart.

[SYSTEM] Party Item Equipped: +5% Damage Resist when adjacent.

Jace blinked. He hadn’t even thought they’d make it this far.

“Guess that’s me,” he said, not knowing what else to add.

They took positions, as if choreographed by some shared instinct. Jace in the center, shield up and ready; Mira to the left, daggers dancing; Elara at the right, staff raised and eyes keen.

Jace could feel the aura at work, a subtle pressure like a warm, invisible blanket that tugged everyone a hair closer together. He wondered if the others sensed it, too.

He glanced left. Mira caught his look, and for the first time there was no sarcasm, just a nod.

“Let’s keep this one alive,” she said, patting his banded arm.

“Try and stop me,” Jace replied, and meant it.

They pushed forward, into the dark and into the unknown, but this time, Jace didn’t worry about what waited ahead.

He knew the party had his back.

And if the next challenge hit, they’d take it together, one step, one breath, one clean pull at a time.


CHAPTER 9


A DUNGEON FORK was never just a spatial question. It was hunger, and time, and the degree of trust a person could build with two strangers who’d only proved themselves through necessity. Mira stopped at the intersection and let her lamp-globe hover up, scattering liquid orange on the triple-branch of passageways and the slick, sweating walls.

Painted arrows marked each tunnel. Left arrow: blue, running cold and sure-footed into a slot that plummeted sharply down. Right arrow: gold, twisting narrow around a bend that promised more tricks, less comfort. Center arrow: white, chunkily drawn, and crusted over with someone’s attempt to scrape it off.

Jace and Elara reached the junction on Mira’s heels. Jace, always over-loaded, tapped his heels to slow momentum; Elara walked light, using the wall to steady herself, the flickering light turning her hair molten.

“We’re behind pace,” Elara said. She was already looking at the white arrow. “We stick to the path, hit the boss, and get out before the rot-smoke gets bad.” It wasn’t a question.

“Or,” Mira said, and let her smile do a little of the heavy lifting, “we make a quick run for the side haul. Dungeons don’t cough up E-grade bounties just for sitting on your hands.” She nodded toward the gold arrow, tracing the bend with her finger.

“I have a quota to fill. Early exit means I repeat this floor with some other warm bodies,” Elara said. “Not a fan.”

Jace, as usual, split the difference. “Treasure wings are classic trap magnets. Not saying Mira’s wrong, but if we lose our healer to a dartboard, neither of us is out before sundown.”

He looked at Mira, and she caught the unspoken: You’re greedy, but not suicidal.

She let her foot test the edge of the right tunnel, feeling for draft or tremor. She didn’t want the whole haul. She wanted to see if, this time, the risk paid out anything beyond the scripted minimum. Maybe even something nice to hand back at the guild. That would matter, if she could do it.

Elara planted herself, arms folded, ready to blockade if needed.

Mira said, “We do a speed run. In and out, first trap sprung and we turn. I’m not proposing a looting vacation.”

Jace looked at Elara, face open, seeking her bandwidth for compromise.

Elara exhaled, made a show of rolling her eyes, but her shoulders relaxed. “I’ll go, if you own the consequences. Including triage if you get a dart in the face.”

Mira raised both hands in mock surrender. “Deal. I take point, and we’re on a timer.”

Jace put his hand on the stone between the gold and white arrows. “Consensus, then. Mira leads right, Elara gives her five meters, I close. We sweep for loot, ignore anything that glows red or hisses at us, then backtrack to white and get this over with.”

He met Mira’s eyes. “You trust me to pull you out if it’s a clusterfuck?”

She hesitated only a second, then: “Yeah. I trust the call.”

[SYSTEM] Bond Boon Pending: “Trust the Call.”

The notification hovered in her left eye’s periphery, barely a tickle of violet overlay, gone before she blinked. Mira wondered if Jace got the same ping, if it meant anything, or if it was just the system’s way of keeping teams sticky.

Jace led with a palm open, but he let Mira set the pace. Her boots thudded over slick flagstone, each step measured for weight or crunch. After three meters, the passage pitched tight and the world telescoped to the circle of light in front of her.

“Floor’s uneven,” Mira called. “Feels like a trap grid.” She knelt, ran fingers along the mortar, brushing away damp moss. “Pressure plates, small ones.”

“Can you jump it?” Jace asked.

Mira shrugged. “Depends what’s linked. But if it’s a dart cascade, Elara should stay back.”

Elara, from her five-meter shadow, said, “If it’s darts, it’s always face height. Standard dungeon ergonomics.” There was a flicker of dry humor there. Healers had their own language of gallows jokes.

“Bet you a coffee it’s not even mechanical,” Jace said, picking at the old resin of the trap seam. “Could be just a warning system. Last update shifted most side rooms to ghost alarm.”

Mira wondered, for a second, if that was true or just a comfort line. In the end, it didn’t matter. She flexed knees, sucked in breath, and jumped.

She cleared the first two plates, landing on a patch slick with moisture, skidded, but caught herself against the wall. Something clicked, a lazy clockwork whine, and two darts spat from the darkness ahead. One zipped past her ear and pinged off the wall. The second embedded in the sleeve of her jacket, pinning her left arm against the stone.

“Status?” Elara called, voice pitched low to avoid waking the dungeon further.

“Minor nick, if that,” Mira said, freeing herself. She looked back. “Could be worse. The plates are still armed, but the payload’s a joke.”

Jace followed with a careful hop, then extended a hand to help Elara across. She brushed it away, vaulting with surprising agility for a healer.

Mira watched the way Elara landed, how she checked her own pulse after, how her lips tightened as she did her own inventory. Not scared, just methodical. Mira filed it away.

They pressed on. The corridor snaked right, then opened into a low-vaulted gallery lined with what looked like deposit boxes or wall shrines. Old adventurer gear, mostly junk. But above the first box, something glinted.

Mira reached for it and was rewarded with a thin vial, blue-capped and shimmering faintly.

“Sting Oil,” Jace read from the faded label. “E-rank, but that’s a solid edge for a melee sweep.”

Mira turned the vial over in her fingers. “Maybe we get a bonus after all.” She slipped it into her belt, careful as a squirrel caching nuts.

Elara hovered near the gallery exit, eyeing the passage back to center. “Let’s move,” she said. “Before the system cycles the trap again.”

Mira could see the impatience in her, the way Elara’s eyes darted to the next objective even before the current one was resolved. She wondered if all healers were like that. Or if Elara had just done this too many times to bother with side quests.

They made it back to the fork without incident, save for the faint smell of ozone left by whatever had powered the dart trap. At the junction, Jace glanced to both teammates.

“No complaints?” he asked.

Mira shook her head. “Best-case detour. One useful pull, no casualties.”

Elara just nodded, already moving to the white arrow. “Let’s get the boss. Unless you want to try your luck on the blue run?”

Jace laughed. “Three’s my limit. And Mira owes me a coffee.”

Mira grinned, and for a moment, the sour heat of the dungeon faded into something close to camaraderie.

She looked at the way ahead, and the system flickered another overlay in her vision: [OBJECTIVE UPDATED: Boss Chamber - Secure and Extract.]

She felt a twitch of something unfamiliar. Not quite optimism, but close. Maybe the system had it right. Maybe, with these two, she could trust the call.

The party fell into line, pace quickening, as if the entire dungeon waited for them to see what happened next.


CHAPTER 10


JACE HAD A theory about E-grade dungeons: every single one was designed by a committee of sadists, and none of them ever bothered to walk their own halls. You could read the intent in the blueprint. Corridors too tight for comfort, sightlines that doglegged on purpose, hazard layering that targeted the weak and the overconfident in equal measure.

He swept the leading edge of the treasure wing with his shield, nudging the lamp-globe along. “Close, then wide, then close again,” he called back, giving the others a three-second warning before the passageway choked to half width. Mira slipped through easily; Elara, less so. Jace’s own armor scraped with every step, the noise enough to rouse anything half-alive.

He liked being the wall. It meant nobody got clipped unless he did.

Three steps later, the floor made good on its promise and tried to eat him.

“Sticky here,” Jace said, feeling the give beneath his boots. He pressed down, then lifted. A sound like two hands clapping underwater. “It’s got a layer of paste. No visible liquid, though.”

“Hold,” Elara said, reaching past Mira to tap Jace’s shin. She pinched something from her pocket—a sprig of that same blue moss that lined the walls—and let it fall to the floor. The moss landed, then slowly collapsed in on itself. “It’s caustic, not adhesive. If you push through fast, you should be fine. But stand in place too long, you’re losing your soles.”

Jace nodded. “On my count, then.” He flexed his knees, reset his grip, and bolted down the corridor. The sticky layer clung but didn’t bite, just as Elara said. The others followed, Mira laughing as she hit the last patch and did a half-spin off the wall to clear it.

“That’s a new one,” Mira said, hands on knees, breathing hard but smiling. “Wouldn’t have caught it.”

“Teamwork,” Jace said, and for once it didn’t sound corny in his own head.

They regrouped at the first chest alcove. It was a squat iron box, bolted to the floor, its faceplate grimed over with years of adventurer failure. Jace knelt to examine the hinges while Mira checked the space for tripwires.

“Trap, but amateur hour,” Mira said, waving a hand at the obvious fishing line looped to a bell above. “Can’t tell if it’s meant to be funny or sad.”

“Or a distraction,” Elara offered. She stood to the side, eyeing the chest with professional suspicion. “What’s the over-under on a secondary payload?”

“Less than even,” Mira said, but she cut the wire with delicacy anyway.

Jace opened the chest. Inside: three ration packs (factory sealed), a pair of metal flares, and a small box labeled simply “MEDICAL.”

Elara exhaled, relief shading her features. “Now we’re talking.”

Jace took the ration packs, passing one each to Mira and Elara. He pocketed the flares. The “MEDICAL” box he handed to Elara, trusting her to make better use of it than he ever could. She flipped it open: inside, a single-use injector and two vials of clear serum.

“Burn gel and clot agent,” Elara said, almost reverent. “The floor trap’s a two-phase. First phase weakens footwear. Second phase, next corridor’s probably lined with shrapnel or pressure tiles.” She handed the injector to Jace. “You’re on point. If it hits, spike this to your thigh.”

He nodded, tucking it into his belt. “Noted.”

They pressed deeper. The next thirty meters delivered exactly as Elara predicted: tripwires nested just above ankle height, one of them rigged to a cluster of rusty nails, the other to a simple alarm bell. Jace set his shield low and let Mira pick the locks—more to give her practice than out of any real need. These chests were old, picked over, and almost pathetic in their predictability.

“Don’t knock it,” Mira said, prying open another container and extracting a pale green lollipop. “Anything that’s not a mimic is a net win.” She unwrapped it, stuck it between her teeth, and grinned. “You want the stick when I’m done?”

Jace deadpanned, “Only if you’re planning to share.”

Elara snorted, and it was the first unforced sound of amusement he’d heard from her.

He liked that. He liked the way Mira’s confidence caught, infecting the rest of the team, even as they waded deeper into the dungeon’s most obvious bait zone.

The best haul came two rooms later. The corridor split into a star shape, with five short arms, each terminating in a wall safe. All five were locked, but the safe on the leftmost wall had been recently tampered with. Scrapes in the dust, a hint of scuff on the lock. Jace gestured for Mira, who crouched and got to work.

“Five minutes or I eat the key,” she muttered.

Elara stood watch, her focus on the corridor behind. “Incoming,” she whispered, raising one hand. “Scuttle noise, maybe five meters out.”

Jace took position, shield up. “Ready when you are.”

The noise resolved into a trio of creatures: rat-shaped, but wrong. Their fur sloughed off in patches, exposing wet skin and stunted bone. They moved with none of the hesitancy of normal dungeon fauna—straight at the party, like they’d been assigned a job.

“Sting Oil,” Mira said, and flicked the blue vial onto her blade. It foamed, then settled to a sharp, vaporous gleam.

The first rat lunged for Jace’s calf. He stomped it, hard, then swept the shield to catch the second and third as they bounced off the wall. Mira was already there, dispatching one with a flick of her dagger. The blue oil sizzled on contact, sending up a wisp of vapor that made Jace’s nose twitch.

“Nice,” he said, nodding at her.

“I never disappoint,” Mira said, eyes bright. “Want the tail as a trophy?”

“Pass,” Jace said, but he knelt to inspect the kill. The blue oil had penetrated clear through the rat’s hide, right to the spine. Efficient. He was quietly impressed.

By the time the last rat was dispatched, Elara had stepped over to help Mira finish the lock. The safe popped open with a satisfying thunk, and inside sat a band of woven metal—plain, but etched with runes.

Mira held it up. “What’s it do?”

Elara reached for it. “Can I?” At Mira’s nod, she slipped the band on her wrist. The runes glowed for a second, then dulled.

“Lesser Focus Charm,” Elara said, reading the notification that appeared in her HUD. “Boosts magic discipline. Won’t make my healing any fancier, but I’ll use less power per cast.”

Jace couldn’t help but smile. “Big win for team efficiency.”

“Also,” Elara said, “these things can be stacked. It’s minor now, but you get a few and suddenly you’re running multiple support lines in parallel. Not bad for E-rank loot.”

Mira elbowed Jace. “Getting the feeling you’ve done this kind of haul before.”

Jace shrugged, but the comment landed. “I had a good run with my last squad. Still figuring out the rhythm here.”

“S’why we test the wings,” Mira said, and the logic felt solid now. “Team that can adapt doesn’t get wiped.”

Elara nodded, all business. “Next wing is the boss chamber. You two ready?”

Jace checked his shield, felt the heft, the balance, and the little tingle of system-assigned synergy at the edge of his awareness.

[SYSTEM] Inventory updated. Minor Synergy available.

He looked to Mira, then Elara. “Let’s get it done.”

They swept the last stretch of corridor—nothing more dangerous than a few low-grade rot bugs, easy work for Mira’s offhand flicks and Elara’s surgical strikes. The path finally opened onto the vault door leading to the boss room, a circular steel slab with the guild’s marking carved dead center.

Mira whistled. “Classic. You want to do the honors?”

Jace braced, checked one last time for traps (none—there never were, but he’d be damned if he missed the one exception), then pushed the vault door open.

Beyond, the air was still, and for a brief moment, all three stood together at the threshold, faces caught in the glow of the ready room.

He felt the difference in them—tiny, but real. Less like soloists, more like a team.

Jace grinned, and led them through.

The moment they crossed the threshold, the vault door slammed shut behind them with a resonance that shook dust from the ceiling. The boss room's lights flickered on, revealing something that shouldn't exist in an F-rank dungeon.

"That's not a slime," Mira whispered, her voice tight with fear.

No. It definitely wasn't.


CHAPTER 11


THE FIRST THING that hit was the smell: a damp, heady tang of rot layered with sharp chemical. Jace stepped through the vault door, shield up, and scanned the arena.

It was a cistern chamber, wider than the entire dungeon up to this point. The floor sloped shallow, walls slick with dark-green scum, every inch echoing with the drip-drip-drip of mineral water plinking down from the stalactites overhead. Center of the room, pooled and heaving like a bloated heart, waited the boss.

"Oh," Mira breathed, relief mixing with new concern. "It IS a slime. Just... bigger."

Much bigger. The Slime King was a dome of translucent sludge, easily three times the size of any slime they'd faced, shot through with veins of brighter color that pulsed like arteries. Above it, a mossy pipe gushed black water at a steady trickle, feeding the mass. This wasn't just an oversized slime—it was evolved, intelligent, waiting.

Mira broke formation to circle left, boots whispering over the stone. Elara hung back, hands already glowing with prep-spell energy.

The Slime King’s first move was instant—an angry contraction, then a whipcord of ooze lashing across the room straight for Jace’s face.

He raised his shield, bracing for the impact. The strike landed with a squelch, sending spatter over his gauntlet and visor. Instantly, the liquid started to fizz, bubbling and eating at the outer layer of his armor.

“Acid payload,” Jace warned, flicking his wrist to shake off as much as he could. “We can’t turtle up for long.”

Mira was already in motion, cutting a wide arc around the boss, her dagger flashing with Sting Oil. She let herself get close, baiting out a second strike, then danced back as the Slime King convulsed again.

Elara’s voice echoed off the stone: “Core’s moving—watch for a displacement!”

Jace squinted into the heart of the creature. Sure enough, the core—opaque, fist-sized—shifted left, then back, as if the whole mass was built to shield it from direct assault.

“Plan?” Mira called, blade held loose and ready.

“Split it,” Jace said. “I’ll draw the hit, Mira carves a path, Elara goes for support.”

The Slime King lashed again, this time in two directions. Jace blocked the first, letting the force slide him back on the slick stone; the second went wide, narrowly missing Mira, who countered with a jab into the trailing edge.

The Sting Oil worked as advertised. Where the blade bit, the ooze congealed, hardening to a glassy sheen before sloughing off. For a second, the wound exposed the boss’s core—then the mass flowed back, plugging the gap.

Jace grinned. “Repeat that, but time it for the core!”

Elara stepped up, hands glowing bright now. “Shine!” she called, and the orb of light above her palm flared to full intensity. The spell didn’t burn—it didn’t even generate real heat—but the effect was immediate. The Slime King recoiled, surface bubbling up into spikes to try to shield itself from the sudden radiance.

“Core’s fully visible, front right!” Elara shouted, voice edged with adrenaline.

Mira took the cue. She feinted left, drew a snap-strike from the Slime King, then ducked under the arc and drove her dagger dead center, right into the illuminated mass.

The ooze screamed—a wet, high-pitched keen—and recoiled so violently that it sprayed acid in a full circle, like a sprinkler gone berserk. Jace took the brunt on his shield and armor, felt the tingle of micro-burns racing up his forearms, but didn’t break formation.

The Slime King’s color dulled, the core shifting erratic now, leaking motes of light with every movement.

“We’re close,” Jace said. “Stay on it.”

But the boss had other tricks. The vents around the chamber rim gurgled, and suddenly the floor teemed with lesser slimes—miniature versions of the main, each one dripping and ready to mob.

“Adds!” Jace barked, repositioning to intercept. “Elara, perimeter. Mira, keep on the King.”

Elara flicked her wrist, and a fan of blue-white sparks rippled outward. The first line of lesser slimes shriveled instantly, but more kept coming, pulsing toward them like an unbroken wave.

“Don’t let them box us in,” Elara said, breath tight.

Jace switched to offense, shield-bashing the first two adds into pulp. It felt good to hit back. The kinetic feedback steadied his nerves, made the pain in his arms fade to background. He sidestepped, clearing a channel for Mira to get back at the boss.

Mira moved like a shadow, exploiting every distraction. The Sting Oil had started to eat through her own blade, but she was relentless, carving deeper every pass. The Slime King’s core was now half-exposed, the armor of ooze around it too thin to be a proper shield.

Elara shouted, “It’s going to burst—get back!” But Jace was already moving.

He rammed the Slime King with all his weight, shield first, pinning it against the curved wall of the cistern. The ooze fought back, trying to engulf, but Jace braced his feet and refused to yield. “Now, Mira!” he roared.

She leaped—literally leaped—using the slick as a springboard, coming down with a two-handed thrust straight for the exposed core.

As her blade sank in, a notification hit Jace’s vision like a slap:

[SYSTEM] Party Combo Discovered: Shine → Sting → Strike (+12% crit vs. exposed core).

He grinned, even as the boss detonated. A tidal wave of ooze splattered out, painting the room in a film of sticky gray-green, and the main mass collapsed, twitching, then still.

For a moment, no one moved. The silence was absolute, broken only by the slow drip from the ceiling.

Then Elara, covered in flecks of goop, started to laugh. Not a giggle, but a full-throated, almost delirious sound.

Mira lay on her back, chest heaving, her arms splayed out like she couldn’t decide if she wanted to move ever again.

Jace checked his armor: pitted, but functional. The acid burns would fade. The victory, less so.

He looked at his teammates—partners, now, not just randoms.

“Everyone up?” he asked.

Mira rolled over, spat out a blob of slime, and gave a thumbs-up. “You see that system ping?”

Elara was already checking the perimeter, but she shot Jace a grin. “+12% crit. I think we’re setting a record.”

Jace grinned back, felt the rare, clean rush that came with a job actually well done.

The vault at the far end of the room thunked open, releasing the loot chest, its locking rune shifting from red to bright white.

Jace gestured for Mira to take the honors. She popped the latch with a flourish and inside found three pouches, neatly labeled. One for each.

He claimed his, feeling the comforting heft. Elara reached for hers, peeling back the flap to reveal a new set of ampoules and a neatly folded cloth badge: proof of clear for her healer quota.

Mira, after a beat, showed her prize—a coin, stamped with the Slime King’s mark, and a voucher for “One Room of Choice -- Adventurer’s Suite, 24 Hours.”

Elara read the voucher aloud, then looked at Jace, skeptical. “Does anyone actually use these?”

Jace shrugged, half-grin creeping up. “Depends on the company.”

Mira whooped, loud and unfiltered. “If you’re not making memories, you’re doing it wrong.”

The three of them stood there, covered in stink and slime, and for a second the entire room vibrated with a sense of actual achievement.

Jace checked the next notification in his HUD: [OBJECTIVE COMPLETE. Exit available.]

He looked around, at the ruined chamber, at his two new partners, and felt something settle. Not just the thrill of the run, but the promise of another.

He clapped Mira on the shoulder, nodded to Elara, and said, “Let’s get cleaned up. I’m buying first round.”

As they limped out together, the echo of their laughter followed, bouncing from stone to stone, filling the dungeon with proof that for once, the party didn't just survive—they won.

Outside the dungeon, in the fading afternoon light, they collapsed against each other in exhausted relief. Mira's head found Jace's shoulder, while Elara leaned into Mira's side. For a moment, they just breathed together, hearts still racing from the fight.

"We make a good team," Elara said softly.

"More than that," Mira murmured, her hand finding Elara's and squeezing gently. "We're becoming something special."

Jace's arm came around both of them, protective and warm. "Whatever we're becoming, I like it."

[SYSTEM] Harem Flag Progress: Emotional Bonds Deepening

[SYSTEM] Party Affinity: 3.5/5

[SYSTEM] Romance Routes: All Members Showing Mutual Interest

They stayed like that until the sun began to set, three people discovering that victory tasted sweeter when shared with those who were becoming more than just friends.


CHAPTER 12


ELARA WIPED THE worst of the slime off her wrists, then sat on the edge of the boss room’s low dais, feet dangling over the dark water. Her hands still shook. Not with fear—she’d burned that out, years ago—but with the charge that came from a clean win, a run where nobody had to patch the party back from near-zero.

The aftermath always felt thin and weightless. Time stretched, filling itself with the hum of system notifications and the measured process of loot distribution.

Mira was first to the boss chest. She wiped her own dagger on her thigh, then pried the lid with a well-practiced snap. The chest’s interior gleamed with that peculiar, almost synthetic perfection—unlike anything the organic dungeon could have produced on its own. System spawn, pure and uncorrupted.

Elara craned to see the contents: a small deed scroll, two fat bronze tokens, and a sealed envelope stamped with the blue-and-silver of the city’s guild.

Mira held the deed up. “Room key, guild suite, twenty-four hours,” she said, then tossed it onto Jace’s lap. “You look like you need a nap.”

Jace caught it with a smirk, then handed it right back to Mira. “Take the first pick. You earned it.”

“Rules say we split by value,” Mira protested, but the smile in her voice said she didn’t mean it.

Elara wondered, briefly, what it would be like to care that little about the formalities. She kept her own ledger with obsessive precision, never risking a hit to her healer rating over a botched division. Even now, she watched the way Mira’s eyes flicked over the other prizes—not coveting, just cataloging.

Jace picked up the two bronze tokens, rolled them between his fingers, then offered one to Elara.

“Favor token,” he said, as if she didn’t already know. “Redeemable at any guild merchant or, rumor has it, for a real favor from the right contact.”

Elara took the token, weighing it. She’d heard the rumors too, about what a “favor” could buy. She didn’t trust the system to be that generous, but Jace seemed to take the legend as gospel.

Mira pocketed the second token and glanced at Elara. “What about the envelope?”

Elara picked it up, broke the seal, and scanned the contents. “Field credit. Lists all three of us as clear team, names and timestamps. Valid for healer quota and party advancement.”

She tried not to smile, but failed. It was what she’d come for—a traceable, undeniable record that she’d done her work and done it well.

Jace stretched, popping his shoulders, then sat next to Elara. “You think we’ll stay grouped for the next run?”

Mira chimed in, “Depends. I’ve got nothing better on the books. As long as nobody gets all weird about ‘team-building exercises.’”

Elara let the banter flow over her. There was a comfort in it, a simplicity she rarely got on her solo jobs or in the heavy, silent grind of random party assignments.

She found herself wanting, for a change, to see what came next.

[SYSTEM] Party Affinity: 3/5. Harem Flag: Initiated.

[SYSTEM] Note: Harem Flag is a rare party dynamic that occurs when multiple members develop deep emotional bonds. Benefits include enhanced combat synchronization and shared experience bonuses.

Elara blinked, parsing the notification. Party Affinity was a known stat, but Harem Flag? She'd heard rumors about it—parties that became so synchronized they moved like a single organism, their bonds transcending mere teamwork. She made a mental note to research it more when they were back in the city.

“Looks like we’re locked in, for now,” Elara said, and surprised herself with the edge of warmth in her own voice.

Mira, stretching her arms overhead, let out a satisfied sigh. “Guess I’ll have to tolerate your company a little longer.”

Jace just laughed, deep and sincere. “Could be worse.”

They made their way out of the boss room, passing the shattered fragments of the Slime King, and up the long, winding stairs to the city surface. Every step was lighter than it should have been.

At the top, where the last of the dungeon’s breath gave way to the first tang of real air, Elara paused. She took one last look at her party—Mira smirking, Jace adjusting his battered shield—and felt the familiar data packet ping her HUD: field credit, officially logged.

She wondered, for the first time in a long time, if she might actually look forward to the next dive.

Mira caught her gaze, and winked. “Race you to the guild bar.”

Elara snorted, but let herself run.


CHAPTER 13


THE SUITE WAS three floors above the guild hall, high enough to mute the street racket and catch the wet blue light that bled from a dozen rooftop signs. Inside, the world narrowed to warmth: the wooly blur of an old couch, a battered breakfast table, and the battered, buzzy crew that Mira now called “hers.”

First thing through the door, Mira ditched her boots and stretched. Her limbs ached in all the best ways, the remnants of adrenaline still flaring in her calves and fingers. Jace was right behind her, shoulders hunched like the ceiling was always too low, and Elara ghosted in last, barely making a sound as she closed the door with two careful clicks.

It was Mira’s room—officially, at least. The guild voucher was explicit. But she’d never used it for anything but a fast nap between jobs, maybe a shower if she felt especially crusty. It looked different now, with people in it.

Jace slumped into the couch, making it groan. He looked at home there, legs splayed, arms draped over the back like he was king of the world. Mira grinned and took the single chair across from him, sitting cross-legged, picking at a torn seam in her leggings.

Elara lingered by the window, scanning the city. She seemed smaller now, out of her healer’s armor and washed free of slime, but her eyes were bright and sharp as ever.

There was food. The guild sent it up—bread, cheese, a flask of something spiced and sharp—and it took exactly five minutes for the three of them to demolish the lot. Mira poured herself a glass, then handed one to Jace and slid the third to Elara, who sniffed it, then sipped.

“So,” Jace said, “any regrets?”

Mira thought about it, then shrugged. “Not unless you count that floor trap. Still have acid burns on my left ass cheek.”

Elara, deadpan: “That’s what the burn gel was for.”

Jace smirked, “Glad we’ve established a chain of accountability.”

They ate, and drank, and let the silence settle in, comfortable as a blanket. For a minute or two, it was almost domestic—three people with nothing to prove, nothing looming overhead except maybe the faint promise of another run.

Mira finished her drink, feeling the heat pool in her chest. “So, about that favor token.”

Jace eyed her, suspicious. “You’re not trading it for chores, are you?”

“Not unless you want to clean this dump,” Mira shot back. “I was thinking more...experiential.”

Elara raised one eyebrow. “Define ‘experiential.’”

Mira stretched, slow and deliberate, letting the moment drag out. “You know. Team-building.”

Jace rolled his eyes, but there was no heat in it. “I’m starting to sense a theme with you.”

Mira stuck her tongue out, then fished in her pocket for the bronze disk. She tossed it to Elara, who caught it one-handed.

“You earned it, doc,” Mira said. “Heal my ass, claim your reward.”

Elara smiled—an actual, unfiltered smile, teeth and all. “Deal.”

Jace leaned back, arms folded. “If we’re doing ‘team-building,’ should I be taking notes?”

“You can participate,” Mira said. “Just don’t pretend you’re not curious.”

He snorted, and for a second, the energy in the room flickered—a tension, not of threat, but of expectation.

It was Elara who broke the stalemate. She moved from the window, glass in hand, and perched herself on the arm of Mira’s chair. Close enough to touch, if Mira wanted. (She did.)

Elara looked at Mira, then at Jace. “I’ve run more dungeons than I can count, but never ended up here, with this kind of crew.” She paused, weighing her words. “Let’s not mess it up.”

Jace nodded, solemn. “Agreed.”

Mira raised her glass. “To not messing it up.”

They clinked glasses. Mira sipped, then set hers aside.

The conversation wandered. They swapped old raid stories, then arguments about the worst-designed bosses (“Sludge Drake,” Jace insisted, “was a crime against physics”). At some point, Mira realized she hadn’t checked her SYSTEM HUD in over an hour. She liked that.

It was late—she could tell from the shift in city noise, the way the electric signs outside faded from blue to green to nothing—when the energy in the suite changed again. Mira could read it in the way Elara’s knee brushed hers, in the way Jace’s voice had dropped a half register.

It wasn’t a question of whether, just when.

She stood, sudden, and stretched again. “If nobody objects, I’m claiming the first shower.”

Elara smiled, “Go ahead. I’ll get the med kit.”

Jace just nodded, and watched her go.

Mira ducked into the bathroom, peeled off her dungeon gear, and let the water run until it was almost too hot to stand. She scrubbed herself raw, then stood in the steam, head against the tile, and let herself remember the day—the fork in the path, the adrenaline, the kill, and, most of all, the fact that for once, she hadn’t wanted to leave her team behind.

She towelled off, slipped into a threadbare tee, and padded back into the main room. Jace was there, shirt off, scars old and new tracing his ribs and arms. Elara sat next to him on the couch, med kit open, dabbing burn gel onto a patch of acid-pinked skin.

Mira took one look at the scene, then sat herself on the other side of Elara. “You do house calls?”

Elara, without missing a beat: “Only for premium clients.”

Jace made a face. “You’re both incorrigible.”

Mira stuck her tongue out again. “Guilty as charged.”

They were all on the couch now, pressed together. The conversation slipped, became laughter, then quieter. Elara’s hand found Mira’s, fingers cool and steady.

Jace watched them, then leaned in, dropping his voice low. “Not to be weird, but the system logged us as Harem Flag. Anyone know what that means?”

Mira snorted, “I’m guessing it’s more fun than paperwork.”

Elara said, “Probably means we get a discount on shared rooms.”

Jace grinned, and for once, Mira saw the tension in him ease—like he’d been waiting for permission to stop being the tank and just be.

Mira twisted, stretching her legs across Elara’s lap. “So. Anyone want to make this team-building exercise official?”

There was a pause, heavy with possibility. Then Jace, carefully, reached over and squeezed Mira's shoulder. "We should probably get some actual rest," he said, though his voice was rough. "Big day tomorrow."

Elara nodded, though her fingers still intertwined with Mira's. "He's right. We're all exhausted."

Mira felt the moment slip away, but maybe that was for the best. They were still figuring out what this was—this thing between them that was more than partnership but not quite... whatever the system thought it was.

"Fine," she said, mock-pouting. "But I call dibs on the couch."

"You can have the bed," Jace offered. "I'll take the floor."

"We can share," Elara said quietly. "The bed's big enough for three if we don't mind being close."

They looked at each other, weighing the offer. Finally, Mira nodded. "Just sleeping," she clarified, though part of her wondered if she meant it.

"Just sleeping," Jace agreed.

They settled into the bed, fully clothed, maintaining careful inches between their bodies. But as sleep took them, those gaps closed naturally—Mira's head finding Jace's shoulder, Elara's hand resting on Mira's hip, Jace's arm draped protectively over both of them.

It was new, and it was tentative, and it was exactly what they needed.

The next morning, a knock at the door woke them. Elara, least tangled in the pile, answered it and found a guild runner, eyes politely averted, envelope in hand.

“For the team of...” he paused, checked his tablet, “Mira, Jace, and Elara?”

Elara took the envelope, closed the door, and read aloud: “E-Rank: The Whispering Dryad. Need steady hands.”

Mira grinned, rolling onto her back. “You in?”

Jace said, “I’m in.”

Elara, smiling: “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

[SYSTEM] New Hook queued.

[SYSTEM] Harem Flag Progress: Emotional Bonds Forming

[SYSTEM] Relationship Status: Party Members with Romantic Potential

[SYSTEM] Bond Level: Growing Attraction (All Members)

[SYSTEM] Note: The Harem Flag system tracks deep emotional connections between party members. When bonds reach certain thresholds, party synergy improves.

Mira closed her eyes and let herself drift, already plotting the next fork in the road. She didn't know what waited, but for the first time, she wanted to see it through—with these two, whatever they were becoming to each other.


CHAPTER 14


THE NIGHT AFTER their first time together had changed everything and nothing. They still shared the same cramped space above the Adventurers Guild, a sloping attic suite the color of paper left in sun, where three could sleep tangled in each other's warmth. But now the casual touches lingered, the glances held meaning, and the air between them hummed with unspoken promises. In the hour before bells, Jace watched water snake through a cracked kettle and fill the air with a scent that was almost like home. The coppers lined along the grain of the window seat added up to not-quite-enough, but he arranged them anyway, one more morning’s habit clinging to the bones of their routine.

The corridor outside their door was silent except for the spitting kettle and Mira’s low curse as she struggled with a heel snagged in the warped floorboard. Jace heard her before he saw her—a hissing whisper, more annoyed at herself than anyone else—then the distinct lurch and the scrape of her palm against wood as she righted herself. He finished counting their coins, swept the whole mess into his palm, and closed the ledger with the practiced decisiveness of someone who’d never once balanced it to his liking.

There was a time in his life—before the war, before the soft march of years on uneven ground—when Jace would have left the whole operation to fate and focused on breakfast. Now, the coin counted first. The week’s rent hovered like a storm at the edge of every conversation, waiting for the next misstep to break loose and sweep them down into the cheaper rooms. He could already smell the cheap incense and mildew of the basement bunks below, seeping up through the cracks as a reminder.

Jace poured a second cup before Mira managed to open the door with her elbow. She grinned at him, one sharp canine on display, and flopped into the nearest chair. She had a runner’s build, all tendon and small scars, and wore her knives like jewelry, the handles peeking out above the cuffs of her patched coat.

“I hear the inn down the block does eggs for half what we pay,” she said, reaching for the cup before Jace could push it her way. “We could eat like kings, if kings liked mold.”

“We’d lose the shortcut to the main board,” Jace said, nodding to the trapdoor on the ceiling. “And the plumbing.” He risked a smile, though it cost him some of the morning’s seriousness.

Mira rolled her eyes and sipped. “You mean the bucket? Luxury, truly.”

Below them, the first floor of the guild was already humming—the kind of hum that belonged to boots, not voices. The hopefuls and the desperate went early, to get ahead of the day’s postings. They’d be clustered around the board, eyes red and hands restless, scanning for any job that paid in coin instead of exposure or dubious references.

Jace ignored the rumble of his stomach and made a mental note to check the board as soon as Elara was up. He’d promised to let her sleep; it was only half a lie. She could sleep through Mira’s cursing, but not the inevitable brawl when a new posting went up.

As if summoned, Elara appeared from the far corner, wrapped in a blanket and blinking. There was nothing graceful about her mornings, but she carried the awkwardness with a kind of priestly authority—her hair a mass of coppery tangles, eyes soft but unafraid. She’d found them by accident, or maybe by fate, but she fit into their triangle with the inevitability of a keystone.

“You’re both loud,” Elara said, folding into the window seat and tucking her legs beneath her. “Was it too much to hope for a quiet hour?”

“Coin won’t count itself,” Mira said. “Also, you’re drooling.”

Elara wiped her chin, unbothered. “If we have to check the board, let’s do it before the crowd gets desperate.”

Jace handed her the third cup and gestured to the ladder that led down to the main floor. “Rent’s due,” he said. “We need something bigger than a fetch quest.”

They finished the tea in the comfort of practiced silence, each weighing the stakes of the coming day.

***

The board was a slab of splintered oak, patched with notes and job listings in every imaginable script. There was an etiquette to approaching it: keep to your line, no elbows, don’t block a posting longer than you’d want it blocked from you. This morning, the crowd had the tension of a room waiting for the punchline—half hope, half dread. Jace threaded their trio through the knots of bodies and scanned for the telltale blue of a fresh guild notice.

He found it almost immediately. Someone—likely the night desk—had tacked up a new sheet with the crisp corners and ceremonial wax stamp reserved for official expeditions. Mira read over his shoulder, lips moving as she counted the zeros in the reward line.

“E-Rank,” she said, voice soft but alert. “That’s a step up.”

Jace peeled the notice from the board and handed it to Elara, who read with the careful thoroughness of someone twice her age. He watched her eyes flick from line to line, noting the slight crinkle in her brow as she hit the fine print.

“‘The Whispering Dryad,’” Elara quoted. “Request from the temple, sanctioned by local authority. Escort or contain a spirit entity in the Glade.” She passed the sheet back, eyes narrowed. “That’s not a normal monster.”

“Maybe they finally figured out we don’t lose limbs on escort jobs,” Mira said. “Or they’re just tired of scraping goblin parts off the carpet.”

Jace traced the seal at the bottom with his thumb, feeling the slight give of the wax. “It’s official, but they want plausible deniability if it goes bad. That’s why it’s open posting.”

“Rent’s paid for two months if we get this,” Mira said. She gave a low whistle, then added, “If we live.”

He glanced at Elara, who looked at him over her teacup. She shrugged, the gesture small but honest. “It’s risky, but it’s the first real step up we’ve seen. And the temple knows my record.”

Jace didn’t answer immediately. He thought of the attic suite, the coins on the sill, the way the early light looked different when you knew you’d paid for another week of it. He folded the notice and slipped it into his pocket.

“We’ll hear details first,” he said. “Then decide.”

Just as he said it, there was a flutter of paper at his feet. He bent to pick up a slip, pale and thin, the kind that traveled through the guild’s internal chute system. It was addressed to their party and marked with the system’s stamp.

Mira read aloud: “New Quest Available: E-Rank. Prereq met.” She flashed a grin at Jace. “Guess we’re on the list.”

“We’ll see,” Jace said, but he felt the gravity of the decision shift, the morning’s anxieties replaced by a cleaner, colder anticipation. He let it settle, watching the others do the same, until they all nodded—ready to face whatever waited in the woods.


CHAPTER 15


THE SHRINE WAS built of petrified wood and sermons, nestled in the guild’s corner like an apology for the rest of the building. Elara crossed the anteroom on muted feet, weaving between hopefuls in hand-me-down mail and the incense-tarnished sunlight. Mira trailed just far enough behind to seem disinterested, her hands in her pockets, while Jace maintained a tactician’s awareness of every possible exit.

Elara didn’t mind the shadow. Most of her work was in the moments between intent and action. She slipped behind the low altar, past the curtained nook that served as both confessional and office, and waited for the attendant scribe to finish his ledger entry. He wrote with the slow deliberation of a man who considered every word a possible sin. When he looked up, his eyes lingered on her badge of initiation—silver, untarnished—and then on the blue E-Rank notice folded in her palm.

“Priestess,” he said, voice so thin it barely ruffled the air. “The spirits’ ledger is not open to the public today.”

“I’m not the public,” Elara replied, matching his hush. “I need to verify a new posting. The Whispering Dryad, sanctioned by the temple.”

He slid a scrap of parchment toward her, one brow raised. “Sign, for the record.”

She pressed her thumbprint to the inkpad and watched as her sigil shimmered faintly before sinking into the paper. Official, then. No turning back unless she wanted to answer to three layers of hierarchy and two more of paperwork.

“Rumor says the dryad’s just a loot drop,” the scribe whispered, voice even lower. “Temple pays for relics, not protections.”

Elara glanced at the curtain behind him. “Field credit?”

“Only for authentic preservation,” he said, tapping the sigiled slip. “If you come back with wood chips and a sob story, they’ll dock you two levels. Ethics has teeth this year.”

She felt the weight of the words settle across her shoulders. It was always like this: the mission as written, and the one that grew in the shadow of expectation. She left the desk with the slip in hand and the beginnings of a headache forming just above her left eye.

***

She regrouped with the others in the shade of a mock-cedar. Mira was already leaning against the trunk, carving a spiral into the bark with the tip of her bootknife. Jace stood beside her, scanning the crowd as if every overheard word could be a dagger aimed at his back.

“We’re set?” Jace asked.

Elara shook her head. “Not quite. The temple wants proof we’re not just scavenging. They’ll burn us if they catch a whiff of exploitation.”

Mira clicked her tongue. “So what’s the actual job?”

Elara passed them the slip. “Officially, escort or contain the spirit. Unofficially, it’s a test to see if we play by the rules or sell out.”

Jace took the paper, squinted at it, and then looked up at her. “You’re the expert. Can you even contain a dryad?”

“I can talk to it,” she said, though certainty was still out of reach. “If it’s really a dryad, we might get through this without violence.”

Mira grinned, sharp and hungry. “You’re adorable when you believe in things.”

Jace shot her a look, then asked Elara, “What’s the penalty for failure?”

She thought about the ledger, the ink that never quite faded, and said, “Exile from temple work for a season. Maybe more if the dryad goes full poltergeist and levels something.”

Mira snorted. “So we play nice, or we’re screwed. Got it.”

The rest of the morning unspooled in the way of most institutional errands: long lines, cold benches, forms passed and stamped with barely suppressed contempt. Elara waited with the patience of a weathered acolyte, tracing the pattern of her badge and tuning out the rising drama from the canteen and the clash of would-be heroes at the test range.

Halfway to noon, the scribe from earlier appeared behind her, moving with the creaky urgency of someone whose joints no longer believed in subtlety. He motioned her aside, voice a whisper meant for her alone.

“Priestess,” he murmured. “If you do find the spirit—if it’s true—see that it’s not destroyed. Some in the guild have reasons to see it end badly.”

She waited for a punchline, but the scribe’s face was all sincerity. “That’s an odd request,” she said.

He shrugged. “You’re not like the others. The temple wants proof the old ways mean something.” He slid her a second slip, this one unmarked. “You didn’t get this from me.”

Elara tucked the paper into her sleeve without looking at it. She’d read it later, somewhere private.

When she returned to the others, Mira had finished her spiral and Jace was pretending not to watch. “Good news?” he asked.

“Complication,” Elara said. “But we’re expected. I’ll brief you on the road.”

Jace nodded, and Mira whooped just loud enough to draw a sideways glance from a passing rival party.

As they climbed the ladder back to their attic, Elara thought about the ethics of obedience, the thinness of the lines drawn around right and wrong. She wondered if it was possible to serve two masters, or if, in the end, they all answered to something older than the guild or the temple.

She decided, for now, that it was enough to try.

***

In the quiet of the attic, she opened the hidden slip. The handwriting was small, precise.

[SYSTEM] Side Objective: Safeguard Spirit (Optional: +Affinity).

She read it three times, then let the note dissolve in her palm. When she looked up, Jace was already waiting with the quest forms.

“So,” he said, “do we accept?”

Elara smiled, for the first time all morning. "We do. But on our terms."

Jace clapped her on the shoulder, Mira whooped again, and for a moment the future didn't feel quite so thin.

But as Elara turned away, she caught a glimpse of something else in the SYSTEM notification—a fragment of text that flickered and vanished before she could fully read it. Something about "containment protocols" and "dimensional barriers."

She shook her head. Probably just a glitch. The SYSTEM had been acting strange lately, showing things that weren't meant for F-ranks to see.

Still, she couldn't shake the feeling that they were being watched by something far beyond the guild's understanding.


CHAPTER 16


ROGUE’S ALLEY WAS a memory palace built out of rot and stolen hope, the sort of place Mira felt most herself. Dawn filtered through tarp awnings the color of bruises, and the guttered lamps along the eaves made every vendor’s face look a little sinister. This was where you went if you needed something fast, cheap, or explicitly deniable—and Mira needed all three before the sun was high.

She kept a careful eye on her shadow as she worked the lane. Old habits: never pass the same stall twice in a row, never get caught in a pinch point with hands full or empty. At the tarred-plank counter of Goris, she traded three coppers and a rumor for a half-bottle of lamp oil and a set of wicking cords. Goris barely looked up as he wrapped her purchase, already sniffing for the next sucker or story.

“Big movement today,” he muttered, pushing the oil toward her. “Heard you got promoted.”

Mira grinned and flashed her party’s sigil, the blue edge just visible under the cuff of her sleeve. “We’re on escort. Real contract this time.”

Goris’s eyes gleamed, but not with pride. “Careful who you trust in the Glade. Heard the Lances are gunning for your mark.”

“Lances?” she echoed, feigning ignorance.

“Bright Lances,” he spat. “Noble kids with a grudge, rolled through at first bell. Fancy armor, fancier debt.”

“Thanks for the tip,” she said, pocketing the cords. She turned, ears open for more, and let herself dissolve into the current of bodies.

There were a dozen more stops, each one a transaction of need and want. Rations, dried and packed so tight she could use them as shims. A fresh rope, because every job ended up with at least one emergency rappel or hoist. A pair of fingerless gloves, triple stitched, because her old set had a bloodstain that wouldn’t wash out.

At the end of the row, she found her fence: a lean, red-eyed fixer named Ledo, whose business was equal parts threat and therapy. He sold solutions to problems you didn’t know you had.

“You look sharp, Mira,” he said, tongue lazy with sleep or something stronger.

She slid onto the bench next to him. “I need a silence solution. Short term.”

Ledo grunted, then popped a battered case from under the bench. “You’re not the only one shopping for quiet today,” he said. Inside the case was a velvet-lined nest of mechanical bells and tuning forks, the kind used by oldschool break-in crews before the temple went digital.

“Gotta chime?” she asked.

Ledo’s mouth twitched. “Maybe. What’s it for?”

She tapped the table. “Containment run in the Glade. E-rank contract.”

He weighed her words, then her face, and finally handed over a compact brass sphere etched with unfamiliar runes. It tingled in her palm, not unlike the fizz of adrenaline before a big drop.

“Silence Chime,” he said. “Casts a quiet bubble, kills alarms and most wards. Lasts about ten minutes per charge, four in the tank. Bring it back in one piece or don’t come back.”

Mira whistled, low and impressed. “Didn’t know you trusted me that much.”

“I don’t,” Ledo said. “But I trust the person who vouched for you.” He gestured behind her; Jace, not as sneaky as he thought, was watching from the bakery cart across the lane.

“Not my favorite bakery,” Mira muttered. She slid the chime into her pocket and got up, leaving an extra coin on the table for Ledo’s trouble.

As she navigated back through the crowd, the whispers thickened. The Lances were already on the move, word was. Their heavy, gold-trimmed plate made them easy to spot, but harder to kill. Mira glimpsed two of them at the edge of the alley, talking to a vendor whose nervous hands kept drifting toward a crossbow under the table.

She didn’t slow, but she marked their faces: the tall one with skin the color of wet bark, hair in a bronze plait; the shorter, ferret-faced boy whose eyes kept flicking toward the exits. They didn’t see her, not really, but she caught the glint of steel at their belts and the easy way they parted the crowd.

She ducked into a bakery—Jace’s bakery, it turned out—and found him cradling a stale roll and watching the street with the kind of tension that never fully left his posture.

“They’re here already,” she said, slipping into the seat beside him.

Jace tore a chunk off the roll and chewed, slow. “Saw them. We’ll need a head start.”

“Got the gear,” she said. She flashed the chime, then pocketed it again. “We can move as soon as Elara gets her kit.”

Jace nodded. “Meet at the city gate in ten.”

Mira lingered just long enough to savor the warm, yeasty air of the bakery, then took the alley back to the shrine. Elara was there, collecting a box of talismans and a roll of parchment from the scribe. She looked tired, but more focused than before.

“Rivals are moving,” Mira said by way of greeting. “We go now, or we lose the payday.”

Elara secured her bag and gave Mira a searching look. “You trust the tip?”

Mira shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Worst case, we’re early and get to set the field.”

“Best case?” Elara asked.

“We beat the brats and look like heroes. I like those odds.”

They rendezvoused at the edge of the market, Mira scanning the rooftops for movement while Jace triple-checked their packs.

“The Glade’s two hours if we hurry,” he said.

“We’ll hurry,” Mira answered, feeling the chime in her pocket. She liked the weight of it, the way it hummed against her palm.

They left the city by a side gate, the kind only used by people with something to hide or something to lose. As the stone towers shrank behind them, Mira stole a look back, just to see if anyone was following.

There was movement in the alley’s shadows, but it was hard to tell if it was pursuit or just the city’s usual appetite for drama.

Mira grinned. She could work with either.

[SYSTEM] Temporary Item: Silence Chime (E) — dampens sound traps.

The world outside the walls was gray with mist, the road to the Glade a ribbon of mud and promise. Mira walked in front, humming a tune she barely remembered, her mind already skipping ahead to the job. There’d be wards to break, traps to dodge, maybe a little diplomacy if Elara played her cards right.

But mostly, she thought, it would be a race.

She was good at those.


CHAPTER 17


THE FOREST BEGAN where the world lost its sound. Jace stood with his boots in the last patch of city mud, one hand raised to slow Mira and Elara behind him. Ahead, the Whispering Glade spread out in a quilt of mist and wet black roots, every limb braced against the weight of silence. There were no birds in the trees. Not a breath of wind.

He felt the prickle of it along his scalp, a warning older than language. The boundary here wasn’t a line on a map or a stretch of fancier foliage—it was a pressure against the chest, a reminder that nothing belonged unless the forest said so. He tapped twice on his sleeve, Mira’s cue to shift right, then a thumb-twist for Elara to stay close and alert.

They slipped from the path in a staggered file, boots finding purchase in the spongy mat of last year’s leaves. It was work not to make a sound. The quiet here magnified everything, and Jace became acutely aware of the grind in his left knee and the tremor in his own breathing. He gripped the haft of his shortstaff and let the feeling anchor him.

Every few meters, they paused. Mira scanned the canopy and hollows, eyes never resting in one place for more than a blink. Elara traced symbols in the air, fingers barely visible in the fog. When she finished, Jace felt the faintest tickle of magic against his skin—a low-simmering ward, strong enough to warn but not to blind.

It was a test, he knew, from the way the old growth leaned in and the moss thickened over possible tracks. He could almost feel the Glade waiting, patient and sure, for the moment they’d slip. This was no animal’s territory. It was a puzzle, set to cull the reckless.

Jace stopped at a fork where a line of saplings formed a kind of gate. The mist clung lower here, cold enough to wet his boots. He considered the options: left, a gentle downward grade into what looked like a dry creekbed; right, a narrow rise with suspiciously new undergrowth.

He gestured. Mira ghosted forward, barely bending the grass, her attention locked on a spray of silver filament stretched over the trail. Not wire—spider silk, but thicker, almost metallic. She flicked a small stick at it and watched as the thread sizzled and curled back, leaving a blackened gouge in the bark.

“Nice catch,” Jace mouthed. He waved Elara to the front, and she knelt at the edge of the trap, eyes closed. A breath, two, then she rose and led them around, hugging the creek’s edge. The forest let them through, but not easily.

Ten minutes in, the pressure changed. It started as a shimmer at the edge of hearing, then resolved into a faint hum—felt more in the ribs than the ears. Jace recognized it: an old formation trick, beginner’s band, basic but effective.

He called a halt. The others froze without question, trust running deep through the habit of shared risk. Jace brought his hands up and signed in sequence: [ADJACENT]. [BAND]. [UP].

Mira nodded, moving to stand within arm’s reach, and Elara stepped in beside her. The space tightened, three points of a triangle, just like the training drills. Jace let his mind settle into the shape of it, drew a slow breath, and exhaled with intent.

[SYSTEM] Formation Bonus active: +5% Damage Resist (adjacent).

The notification printed itself behind his eyes. Jace grinned, just a little, knowing it was ridiculous to take comfort in such a small boost—but the Glade was a place where the difference between a win and a story no one told was measured in fractions.

They moved in unison now, each step in time, nothing wasted. The mist dampened even the scrape of leather on bark. As they advanced, Jace saw the evidence of other attempts—boot prints abruptly ending, gouges in the trunks where something had flailed. The rivals’ passage wasn’t obvious, but it was there if you knew how to read a line of panic.

At the second clearing, Jace raised a fist to stop. He scanned the perimeter, then pointed to the marks in the loam: three sets, moving fast, one of them already limping. Ahead, a tangle of brush blocked the trail, but someone had carved a passage through, leaving snapped branches and a thin smear of red on the leaves.

“Lances,” Mira whispered, lips barely moving.

Jace nodded. “Not far. But they’re rushing.”

Elara’s fingers flickered: [PATTERN]. [WAIT].

He agreed. Rushing was bad. This was a place that rewarded patience, and the Lances were making themselves bait.

They waited, listening to the soundless pulse of the woods. When enough time passed that Jace’s calves began to ache, he led the group forward, off the obvious trail and into the uneven ground beside it. Mira took point again, weaving through the trees like she’d grown up in them.

The Glade resisted. Vines snagged at their boots, and the fog thickened until Jace could barely see his own hands. He kept the formation tight, always within reach, always ready to shift at a whisper or a sign. Elara’s magic warmed the air enough to keep the edge off the cold, but not enough to leave a trace.

At the next rest, Jace let himself exhale. His nerves buzzed, but the old, trained calm held. They were still together. The forest had not swallowed them yet.

He looked to the others. Mira grinned, dirt streaked on her cheek, adrenaline making her eyes bright. Elara just looked tired, but she straightened her shoulders and met his gaze.

Jace felt the knot in his chest loosen. They would make it to the center, or as close as anyone had in years. The Lances might be ahead, but they weren’t built for endurance.

He signed: [FORWARD]. [READY]. [STAY].

And they moved, three in a line, formation locked, into the heart of the silence.


CHAPTER 18


STONE GNAWED THE hush, arching like the gullet of some ancient, weather-pitted animal. The bronze bell hung from its throat, streaked with lichens and patina, winking dully in the slanting green. For the third time, Elara found herself circling the bell, searching for the catch—physical or metaphysical—that would unstopper the path. Roots curled around the arch, some no thicker than twine, others the width of a soldier’s thigh, sheening with a faint, resinous sweat. Each time the bell was approached, the roots twitched as if with sentience, then resettled, a warning in their slow, deliberate shift.

Jace loomed behind her, arms folded, lips pressed into the flat line he reserved for puzzles that lacked a brute solution. Mira stood even further back, peering at the frieze etched into the arch’s lintel. The runes there were spidery, most occluded by moss and the progress of centuries. Only the outermost glyph—something like an open palm, fingers feathered and splayed—was clearly legible.

“Do you see any seam or strike-plate?” Jace asked, low. His words seemed to wilt in the near-silence, as though the air itself was loath to transmit them.

Elara knelt, fingers hovering an inch from the bell. She saw no clapper within, but runic threads spiderwebbed the inner curve, pulsing with a light too faint to be called a glow. “There’s nothing to strike with,” she whispered. “It isn’t meant for brute force.”

Mira, absently, said: “Most sacred bells don’t want to be struck at all.” She did not look away from her inspection. “They want to be awoken.”

Jace grunted—skeptical, but not dismissive. He bent, searching the ground at the base of the arch, careful not to step on any exposed roots. “If it’s a test, it’s a dull one. Maybe a trick of the air. Try talking to it, El.”

Elara kept her hands poised, then reached for her pack, fingers searching by rote for the spell-cube. Its facets prickled as she activated Shine, and the world peeled back a layer: colors deepened, edges sharpened, the subtle energies of the place blooming like frost. The bell vibrated at a frequency that was less sound, more a subtle ache behind the eyes; the roots, too, carried a vibration—a counterpoint, not quite in harmony, like a duet of distant thunder.

She straightened, tracing the air between arch and bell. “They’re in tension with each other,” she said, gesturing. “Whatever’s sealed here, it needs both sides to be in tune.” She eyed Mira, who was now frowning at a sigil half-exposed by her fingernails. “Mira, can you see if there’s anything about the Silence Chime here?”

“Give me a minute,” Mira said. She spat on the moss, rubbing it away with the edge of her bracer. “Looks like—hm. Yes, there. Classic two-part ward. Bell for resonance, roots for damping. If you ring too loud, the roots choke you out. If you’re too soft, nothing changes.”

Jace flexed his hand, considering the bell. “So we ring it exactly enough to get past the roots, but not enough to ‘blaspheme’ the seal. Do you want me to try?”

“No,” Elara said. She could sense it, the way the roots pulsed with a wariness that mirrored her own. This was an old puzzle, not designed for violence. “Let me.” She lifted her hand, keeping her gestures small. “Watch the roots. I’m going to match the bell’s resonance as best I can.”

She breathed out, slow. The memory came back to her: the tuning forks in her father’s study, how even the gentlest tap could set a whole instrument humming. She focused on the spell-cube’s feedback, channeling a thin thread of Shine at the bell’s inner rim. The bell flickered with light—unsteady, then steady. The roots tightened. She modulated the spell, bleeding the energy in a slow pulse, trying to find the sweet spot where the bell’s frequency matched that of the roots.

A bead of sweat slid down her nose, stinging the cut on her lip. “Mira, hit the Silence Chime. On my count—three, two, now.”

The air swallowed sound; the woods pressed in, impossibly close. Elara seized the instant, amplifying the Shine until she felt the spell buck in her grip. The bell quivered, light rippling up its body. Jace, eyes locked on hers, brought the pommel of his blade gently—so gently—against the bell’s outer lip. Not a strike: more a caress, as if the weapon were a tuning fork, too.

The vibration that passed through them was barely a whisper, but the arch itself shimmered, then sang with the same ache as before. The roots recoiled from the resonance, shivering in unison, then peeled away from the stone, leaving the path clear for three long seconds before settling back—looser, as if the whole arch had exhaled.

[SYSTEM] Tactics Bonus: Silent Rite solved. +Party Affinity.

Mira’s mouth formed a perfect O, then she grinned, teeth flashing in the muted green. “You beautiful bastard,” she told Jace. “I would’ve wagered two silvers you’d smash it.”

Jace’s mouth twitched, but he glanced at Elara, waiting for her judgment. “Did we overdo it?”

“No,” Elara said, though her hands were still trembling from the spell. “It was just enough. See how the roots are still tense, but not angry?” She pointed. “We should go before they decide we got lucky.”

The arch’s aperture shimmered, just barely; beyond it, the deer-path pressed on, framed by sentinel trees whose crowns meshed into an almost solid roof. As they passed under the bell, Mira laid a palm on the bronze. “Thank you,” she whispered, then followed.

Jace waited, falling into step with Elara. "You did good," he said, and if the words were plain, his eyes were not. There was warmth there, an appreciation that went beyond her spellwork.

Elara felt heat rise to her cheeks. "We all did," she managed, hyperaware of how close he was walking, how Mira had moved up to flank her other side, creating a protective triangle around her.

"Stop being modest," Mira said, bumping Elara's shoulder playfully. "That was brilliant." Her fingers found Elara's briefly, a squeeze of acknowledgment that sent an unexpected flutter through Elara's chest.

Elara pressed her palm to her heart—once, twice, a gesture as old as the forest—trying to calm her racing pulse.

This was dangerous, she knew. Not the dungeon, not the monsters, but this feeling blooming in her chest. The way her skin tingled where Mira had touched her. The way Jace's praise made her feel seen in a way the temple never had. The way she wanted both of them to keep looking at her like that—like she was something precious, something worth protecting.

She kept walking, but she was acutely aware of both of them now, of the way they moved in sync with her, of the growing connection that had nothing to do with the system's Party Affinity scores. This was something deeper, more primal, more terrifying than any boss they might face.

The woods closed behind them, but the bell remained silent, and the roots did not follow.


CHAPTER 19


THE FOREST PINCHED to a single track, deer-thin and lined with hair-trigger violence. Mira should have recognized it—the bristling hush, the way the roots and moss left a runway for speed and not for scrutiny—but she was three steps ahead and two steps distracted, which was exactly how the bindweed liked it.

It came out of the duff: a streak of green flexing faster than she could blink, lashing her wrist to her thigh in a jerk that nearly spun her around. The next loop snagged the back of her knee, and then Mira was yanked face-down into the leafmold, breathing humus and old rain, vision blurred with grit.

“Mira!” Elara’s voice, frantic, but distant.

“Don’t move!” That was Jace, the boom of him already shouldering forward, snapping sticks and shoving saplings aside.

She couldn’t have moved if she’d wanted to. The bindweed worked with the smarts of a rat, every coil calibrated to exploit the smallest panicked thrash. Her left arm was useless, pinned against the inside of her leg, elbow locked. The rest of her was a study in rapidly escalating constriction. Mira took a long, careful breath, exhaled it through her nose. The thorns hadn’t broken skin yet—by design. If she struggled, if she cut, the plant would drive its spines deeper, inject venom. If she didn’t, it might just suffocate her. She considered her options. None were great.

Jace thundered into view, big enough to set the vine’s outer loops into a shiver. “Hold still,” he grunted, already reaching for his knife.

Mira managed to shake her head, teeth gritted against the strain. “No blade. Unless you want me dead before lunch.”

He hesitated, knife hovering, and Elara skidded up behind him, hair loose and shining in the filtered light. “I’ll distract it,” Elara said. She was already rolling her spell-cube, hands trembling but precise, the invocation for Soothing Light so familiar it barely registered as words. The spell flexed through the air, a shimmer Mira could feel as much as see, the bindweed’s tension easing fractionally at the touch.

Mira flexed her free fingers, fished for the vial in her belt pouch, cursing herself for not prepping it earlier. “Jace, get ready to take my weight,” she said, voice tight. “I’ll need you to hold the main stem steady when it tries to snap.”

He nodded, lips pressed tight, and braced his hands around the thickest part of the vine. “On your mark.”

Elara crouched, the spell’s glow now a steady wash across Mira’s vision. “Ready,” Elara whispered.

Mira popped the cork with her teeth and dabbed a bead of Sting Oil onto her fingertip. The smell hit her first—turpentine and old apples. She pressed her oiled finger to the knot where vine crossed vine, careful as threading a needle. The plant recoiled, a wave of motion traveling up its length, but the oil slicked the cambium, loosening the knot. With a practiced flick, Mira levered her wrist away from her thigh, biting back a yelp as the thorn grazed but did not pierce.

Jace bore down, pinning the main stem against his boot, and the entire web shuddered. Mira worked quickly, oiling two more knots, hands slippery now but sure. Each time the vine tried to double down, Elara’s spell eased it back toward lethargy, as though convincing the plant it was all a bad dream.

At last, the final loop gave, and Mira was free enough to roll onto her back, gasping, right hand dead from the pressure. She sawed off the last, limp segment with her thumbnail and tossed it into the undergrowth.

[SYSTEM] Bond Boon Progress: Careful Hands (1/3).

Jace offered a hand, but she ignored it, hauling herself upright and spitting a leaf from her mouth. “Well?” she said, flexing her tingling fingers. “You both get an A for effort.”

Elara’s relief was palpable, visible even in the too-bright flare of her spell’s afterimage. “Are you hurt?”

“Nothing fatal.” Mira wiped Sting Oil on the hem of her sleeve, then pinched the skin around the puncture for a bead of blood. “If I’d tried to cut it, the toxins would be in my marrow by now. Nice thinking on the Soothing Light, by the way. The old man would’ve said you have a real hand for flora.”

Jace, quiet for once, eyed the heap of writhing green. “It wanted to slow us down. Not kill you.”

Mira followed his gaze, noting how the bindweed now lay limp, not even trying to reattach. “You think it’s a warning?”

“I think the woods want us nervous, not dead,” Jace replied, voice level. “If it wanted to kill us, it would have sent the big ones.”

Elara nodded, her hair in disarray. “We’re being shepherded,” she said. “There’s intent behind it. It’s not the forest, exactly. It’s something using the forest.”

Mira rolled her neck, already feeling the bruises. “Then we stay sharp and don’t give it the satisfaction.” She forced a grin, slapping Jace’s arm with her good hand. “Next time, you take point.”

He scowled, but not with real venom. “You like trouble too much.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.” She made a show of stretching, then fixed her eyes on the next bend of the path. The deer-trail ran darker, but the air smelled less predatory now, as if the forest, having made its point, was willing to let them pass.

Elara touched Mira’s shoulder, briefly. “Thank you for not panicking.”

Mira snorted. “I only panic if I’m late for payment. Or if I see a spider.” She eyed the next tangle of underbrush. “Let’s go before it changes its mind.”

They moved, slower but smarter, each footfall measured and deliberate. The bindweed watched them go, but did not follow.


CHAPTER 20


THE HOLLOW LAY in a ragged amphitheater, the bowl of the ground ringed with what remained of the forest’s oldest trees. Most stood dead, their bark stripped and branches bare, but one remained—a colossus of oak, trunk blackened by centuries but alive, limbs spreading with the authority of an empress. The path led straight into its shadow, and Jace felt the temperature drop with each step. Underfoot, the soil pulsed with rootlife: a low, arrhythmic hum that made his scars itch and his shield arm want to raise of its own accord.

The closer he got, the more Jace hated the way the woods narrowed in, the air thick as a held breath. Elara and Mira trailed just behind, Mira’s stride uneven from the bindweed but still sharp-eyed, Elara’s attention flicking between the trees and the open earth, wary of what might choose to surface.

At the oak’s base, the ground cupped into a shallow dell, damp and impossibly dark. The entrance to the hollow was a wound in the tree, wide enough for all three to walk through abreast, but no wider. Moss coated the rim, slick and giving under Jace’s boots. He ducked his head to enter.

Within, it was not empty. The inside of the oak held more space than the girth should allow, a dry, echoless vault lined with resin-lacquered shelves. Strange objects filled them: nests of thorns, bird skulls painted with pollen, drifted beds of what looked like shed snake-skin but shimmered as if metallic. At the far side, almost lost in the gloom, a figure hunched at a table made from a cross-section of the oak’s own heartwood.

She did not look up when they entered. Her hands were busy, fingers long and knuckled like twigs, weaving a cord from strips of pale root. The rest of her was—difficult to pin down. She was thin, so thin it hurt to look at, but not frail. Her bark-brown hair fell to her waist, rippling with the suggestion of leaves at its tips. Her eyes were the only color in her: green, and deep, and fixed on her task.

Jace waited for the dryad—this had to be the dryad—to make the first move. He felt the pressure of every weapon on his person; the steel at his hip, the daggers Mira insisted he keep at his back, the links of his chain shirt. He had never felt more “iron” in his life.

The dryad finally lifted her head. Her gaze was a weight, dissecting and unimpressed. She did not bother with greetings.

“You bring the scent of blood and oil,” she said, voice like wind in dead leaves. “You bear the old enemy’s face. What do you want, iron-voice?”

Jace tried not to flinch. He had heard stories about dryads, but none had prepared him for the particularity of her regard, the way her words seemed to strip away all pretense. He wondered what she saw when she looked at him—killer, weapon, or merely obstacle.

“We came to parley,” he said. “No harm meant.” He made a show of sheathing his sword, then took off his shield and set it upright, edge-down, before him. Not a wall, but an offering; a pledge to speak before fighting.

The dryad’s eyes flickered to the shield, then back. “Words,” she said, with the contempt of one who had seen too many broken promises. “You move fast, speak louder. What brings you into my hurt?”

Elara stepped forward, hands open and empty. “We’re looking for the source of the rot,” she said. “The Veil is thin here, and the land is...revolting. We hoped you might explain.”

The dryad watched her a long moment, then turned her focus to Mira, who—against all expectation—bowed, low and formal. “Lady Syl,” Mira said. “Your borders still keep out the worst. If you would allow us to help, we would do so. For trade, or for trust.”

Syl’s—yes, she had to be Syl—expression shifted. She gestured Mira closer, and when Mira obliged, Syl reached out and, with startling speed, took her chin in hand. Mira did not resist, even when a splinter of bark drew blood from her cheek. Syl’s thumb smeared the drop, tasted it.

“You are not afraid,” Syl said, and there was something hungry in her voice.

“I’m afraid of many things,” Mira replied, “but not you.”

That earned the barest flicker of amusement.

Syl released her, eyes narrowing at Jace. “You, iron-voice, are honest. It will save you once. Never twice.” She stood, unfolding to full height. Her limbs creaked, dry as kindling, but she moved with grace. “Show respect, and you may yet leave alive.”

Jace nodded, measured, and sat on the shield as if it were a stool. His knees popped. “We’re here to help. If you want us gone, just say.”

The dryad was silent. Then, softer: “You think you can heal what the black-wind has wrought? Fool’s hope. But hope, still.” She paced, every step more fluid. “A sickness gnaws my roots. It comes from the human side, from the Cut. You know this?”

Elara nodded. “It’s called Blight. The farmers think it’s in the groundwater. But it’s too fast, too directed.”

Mira, rubbing her chin, said: “It’s a node. A curse spiked into the Veil. They’re using it to herd you out.”

Syl’s eyes flashed, and the hollows of the room seemed to deepen. “Then cleanse it. Prove your intent.” She beckoned, and from the wall, a length of twisted root uncoiled, laying itself at their feet. “Bring me the heart of the sickness. Or the sickness will bring me your bones.”

Before Jace could answer, Elara knelt, her tone reverent. “We swear it, Lady Syl. If you will give us passage, we’ll not leave until it’s done.”

The dryad considered, then, with a motion that was almost gentle, touched Elara’s hair. “Yours is true,” she said, voice a sigh. “But the others—watch them.” Her gaze lingered on Jace, then Mira.

Mira produced something from her pocket: a seed-pendant, dry and cracked, its surface etched with old runes. She rolled it across the table to Syl, who caught it without looking. “From the old ward,” Mira said. “Yours, if you want it.”

Syl cradled the pendant, and for the first time, her expression softened. “Perhaps you are not all enemy,” she allowed.

[SYSTEM] Social Check succeeded via Honesty. +Affinity. +Quest Clarity.

The exchange finished, Syl slumped back into her seat, as if the act of trust had cost her a year’s energy. “Follow the root,” she said. “It will lead you to the node. Be swift, be silent, be true.”

Jace stood, retrieving his shield. “Thank you,” he said, and meant it.

Syl closed her eyes. “If you fail, there will be nothing left to thank.”

As the party left the hollow, the root twisted behind them, sealing the entrance in a silent command.

Outside, the three of them paused to catch their breath. Mira's hand found Jace's, squeezing briefly. Elara's fingers brushed against Mira's other hand. They stood there for a moment, connected by touch and purpose, feeling the weight of what they'd promised.

"Whatever happens," Jace said quietly, "we do this together."

"Always," Mira agreed, her usual sarcasm replaced by genuine warmth.

Elara nodded, feeling the bond between them strengthen with each shared danger. The system might call it Party Affinity, but she knew it was becoming something deeper.

[SYSTEM] Quest Updated: Cleanse the Blight Node

[SYSTEM] Party Affinity: 4/5

[SYSTEM] Harem Flag: Bonds Strengthening Through Adversity


CHAPTER 21


IF THERE WAS ever a way to shatter a rare, delicate silence, it was with the arrival of the Bright Lances. Mira heard them first—a churn of plated feet, voices pitched high for maximum carry. She was halfway through triple-checking the root Syl had gifted them (humming with something like a directional pulse) when the new arrivals tromped into the clearing, banners and all.

The lead was a woman, all shoulders and smirk, her chain gleaming even in the half-dark. Mira recognized her instantly: Torvy, the Lances’ self-appointed paragon, a career ladder-kicker with the backing of half the city’s legal bureaucracy. Behind her, the rest of the Lances fanned out: two crossbowmen in matching jerkins, a shieldbearer who looked bored, and a scribe, already flipping through a waterproofed ledger.

Torvy’s eyes swept the party, dismissing Jace with a blink, lingering on Elara with a slow, predatory smile, and then landing on Mira. “Well, well,” she said, “never thought I’d see you this deep. Or this alive, for that matter.”

Mira smiled, every tooth a dare. “Some of us don’t need a parade to get work done.”

Torvy ignored the barb. She produced a sealed document with a flourish and held it aloft. “By order of the Guild and the Bureau of Resource Reclamation, we’re here to subdue and seize the errant sylvan entity. Stand aside and nobody gets hurt, or fined.” She grinned, big as a bear trap. “Not that it would matter to you. Last I checked, you owed more than your boots.”

Jace shifted, silent, but Mira shot him a look: not yet. “You brought paperwork to a dryad hunt?”

“It’s the only thing that sticks,” Torvy replied. “We’re not here for the moss. We’re here for the core. Sylvan rights don’t apply, per the fine print.” She glanced at her scribe, who nodded, lips pursed. “So if you’re here on personal business, take it up with the ombudsman. Otherwise, stay out of the way.”

Elara’s hands balled at her sides. “She’s not a resource. She’s a person. She asked for our help.”

“That’s the story,” Torvy said, not unkindly, but with the implacable logic of someone who’d already signed the commission. “But orders are orders. Move along.”

The shieldbearer yawned, muttered, “Or don’t,” and made a show of cracking his knuckles.

Mira licked her lips. She could see how this would play, and she didn’t like the odds: the Lances had more numbers, more muscle, and the legal right to escalate. Still, she’d seen Torvy lose face before, and knew how to needle her pride.

“We’re already working the node,” Mira said, keeping her voice loud enough for the scribe to record. “Syl contracted us for private hire. If you interfere, we bill you for the time lost.”

Torvy barked a laugh. “That’s not how it works, city rat. Unless—” and here her eyes narrowed, sharp with opportunity, “—unless you want to make it a race. You think you’re faster, finer, better? First crew to cleanse the node keeps the fee, and the right to claim the bounty.”

Jace bristled, but Mira gave him a tiny shake of the head. “You’re on,” she said. “Winner gets the credit. Loser does the paperwork.”

The scribe scribbled, voice flat: “Amended. Both parties consent to contest. Node cleansing and entity retrieval per Guild standards. Witnessed.”

[SYSTEM] Timed Objective created: Cleanse Node before rivals.

Torvy spat in her palm and held it out. Mira met her with her own, the slap loud as a struck drum.

“May the best crew win,” Torvy said, and winked. “Or at least the prettiest.”

The Lances turned as one and headed for the east side of the glade, already bickering over the shortest route. As soon as they vanished between the trees, Jace let out a low growl. “That could have gone worse.”

Mira shook the tingling out of her hand. “Oh, it’s going to. But if they’re busy showboating, we can work the root Syl gave us. Quiet and quick.”

Elara, jaw tight, stared after the Lances. “If they get to the dryad first—”

“They won’t.” Mira tucked the root under her arm, feeling its pull, a compass more alive than any pointer. “They have the muscle. We have the mind.”

Jace’s mouth twisted, but not with disagreement. “We’re not above using tricks, then?”

Mira started down the path, letting the root guide her. “We’re not above anything. And neither are they. So stay close, and don’t leave me to the bindweed.”

Elara smiled, thin but true. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

They slipped away, silent as possible, letting the Lances’ noise serve as both cover and decoy. The air, for once, was on their side.

Descent into Darkness


CHAPTER 22


THE DESCENT HAD the tactility of a bad dream, everything sodden, tight, and wrong. Jace blinked grit from his eyes, clenching the lantern’s handle in his gloved palm and squinting into the strangled dark ahead. The roots weren’t roots anymore—what passed for living wood here was softened to pulp by the rot, the tunnel a viscous throat flecked with pale, quivering nodules that pulsed when brushed. Underfoot, the floor seeped in slow currents, the pressure of it squishing up through the worn soles of their boots. The air was close, thick with the humid tang of compost and the drifting cloud of spores that filtered even the sound of their breathing into wet hushes.

Behind him, Mira slipped and caught herself on a knob of wood. “If there’s a bottom to this, I’ll eat my own scarf,” she whispered. The wool of it was soaked to a limp gray ribbon, trailing along her shoulder. Elara, always close to the rear, didn’t dignify it with a reply; her mouth pressed tight, eyes fixed on the shifting edge of Jace’s lantern light.

They were six hours into the descent, by Jace’s best guess, though nothing here marked time except the slow, sucking collapse of each chamber into the next. They’d navigated four vertical drops and two crawl-spaces so narrow Mira had to breathe out just to squeeze through, all the while listening for the muffled scrape of pursuit from above.

And now the tunnel ran, for a brief blessed stretch, nearly flat—but the trade was that it widened, and the floor became a muck channel that forced them single file along the walls.

The pulpy wood groaned under Jace’s weight, then sloughed loose with a noise like tearing meat. He jerked his arm free and pressed his palm to a swelling on the wall. It quivered—reflex, maybe, or instinct. Jace grimaced and took a step forward, careful not to let his boots drag. He exhaled a shallow breath, then looked back at the others.

Mira’s face was already flecked with black pollen, her nose wrinkled. “We’re losing headway. I can feel it,” she said, voice just above a whisper.

“It’s the air,” said Elara. She reached up and wiped her cheek, smearing a black arc across her skin. “You get slow if you breathe too deep.”

“We could try—” Mira began, then the tunnel’s silence was breached by a rhythmic, distant knocking. Not the echo of their own feet, but something heavier, further up the slope, moving with grim intention.

Jace tightened his grip on the lantern. “We’re not alone,” he said. It was unnecessary; the others heard it too, stood still as staked dogs.

A flare of anxiety worked under Jace’s ribs. If the rival party caught up in these conditions, it’d be a slaughter—half the tricks they’d planned relied on space, maneuverability, dry footing. Here, every move was dictated by rot and mud, by the sullen pulse of the living decay in every surface.

He tried to focus on the next thirty seconds. “We go fast, but steady,” he whispered, and the others nodded. He led the way along the narrowest margin of the channel, planting each boot with care. There was no light but the lantern, no sound but the sucking slop and the creak of straps. The knocking behind them faded and returned in slow waves. Their pursuers had found the same stretch of channel, and were making up ground.

Jace’s mind began to loop: don’t slip, don’t fall, don’t breathe too deep. Elara kept her eyes down, hands poised to catch herself at any sign of slippage. Mira, less disciplined, kept glancing back at the darkness behind. Once, she caught Jace’s eye and tried to muster a smile. It lasted a heartbeat.

Ten more paces and the tunnel dipped again, the channel bottomed out, and the passage narrowed into an orifice just wide enough to squeeze through single file. A thin curtain of moss hung over it, beads of moisture rolling down in a steady weep.

Jace pressed through first. The moss left a sticky slime along his neck and jaw. The lantern light caught in the droplets, scattering faint rainbows. He braced himself in the new chamber, a spherical pocket just big enough for all three of them to stand in hunched. The walls here were less roots, more a mesh of swollen, bone-colored filaments. Each time someone exhaled, the filaments shivered, releasing a faint, powdery plume.

Jace waited for the others to join, eyes closed against the sting. Behind the moss veil, the knocking noise had grown louder.

Elara was last to enter. As she pulled herself through, the moss tore loose, and a draft of cold, spore-laden air rushed in. She coughed, hard, and Mira clapped a hand over her mouth.

“Quiet,” Mira hissed. “They’re right behind.” Her own voice quavered with the effort of keeping it low.

Jace held up a hand: stop, listen. The noise behind was very close now, the measured, methodical pace of people who weren’t afraid to make themselves known. He could hear, too, the scrape of metal—caltrop spikes, or something meant to anchor shoes in the slime.

He reached into his jacket, past the sealed pouch of provisions, to the charm woven from wire and shell. He touched it, barely, feeling the warmth of it pulse through his glove. Time to use it.

“Trust the Call,” he said, voice low but clear.

Both Mira and Elara went still, then nodded as one. It was a standing order, a bond sealed before they’d even left the upper city. Trust the Call meant Jace led, no second-guessing, no lag. All movements would synchronize on his voice and his gestures. No panicking, no splintering, not even if the tunnel started to collapse.

He’d never had to use it for real before.

They listened. Jace pointed to the left: an arched root-tube just wide enough for a crouched run. He mouthed: Three, two, one.

They moved. Mira shot ahead, quick as a shadow; Jace just behind, Elara anchoring the rear. The sound of pursuit followed, but now their own rhythm took over: three sets of feet, then a half-beat, then three more. Jace kept the lantern high and steady, taking the turns at angles that would slow any followers who hadn’t synchronized their steps.

The tunnel veered sharply, then steepened. Jace barked a warning, “Drop!” and all three slid feet-first down a chute slicked with algae and the rotted remains of something animal. It spat them out onto a shelf of soft matter, which gave under their weight and threatened to drop them further. They scrambled to the edge, grabbing at fistfuls of dense root.

Ahead: the tunnel opened into a cavity, ringed with phosphorescent caps. In the center, a flat expanse of blackened, glassy wood. The Blight Node. They’d made it first.

Mira exhaled in disbelief. “No way. No fucking way.”

Jace let the lantern swing. The chamber was dead quiet. The knocking was gone, at least for the moment. He looked back at the slope they’d just come down—no sign of movement. Yet.

Elara crept forward, peering at the Node. “You think they’ll risk a straight run down?” she murmured.

Jace nodded. “They have to. If they’re behind, they’ll push.”

He scanned the chamber, the array of nodules and the wet glisten of new spores already forming in the Node’s cracks. All the challenge of the next phase, waiting. But for now, a heartbeat’s lead.

He felt the residual tingle of the charm, the aftershock of the Call. The others were with him, movements calibrated to his; he could feel their tension vibrating in the air.

Mira drew a line with her finger along the base of the Node. “If we clear this before they get here, we can bottleneck them at the exit.”

Elara was already checking their satchel, inventorying the tools needed for the job. Jace let himself breathe, for one moment, the rank air of temporary victory.

He grinned, and said, “Let’s give them something to choke on.”

Behind them, somewhere up the tunnel, the knocking started again.

But for now, they had the Node to themselves.

[SYSTEM] Bond Boon Used: Trust the Call. Movement mishaps reduced.


CHAPTER 23


ELARA’S FIRST MEMORY of a blight node was of a feverish, pulsing wound in the base of a mother-vine, the kind Syl had whispered to at the edge of the old district garden. She’d been five, maybe six, trailing after her sister with a borrowed kitchen knife and a head full of impossible plans. The rot had been softer then—anemic, slow, a pale scab on a robust world. She hadn’t understood, then, what it meant to fight a wound that was smarter than you.

She understood now.

The Node was suspended in a ribcage of root, every filament so saturated with ink-black fungus that they seemed to hum when she moved. Beneath the mycelium, Elara saw flashes of the old cambium: living tissue, a throbbing circuit, straining not to die. The Node itself was fist-sized, trembling on a stalk, with four oval plates embedded at the cardinal points. The runes on each were wrong, or at least unfamiliar—more a language of fungal intent than human craft.

She hovered her hand just above the Node. It recoiled, a spasm like the flinch of an abused animal. Mira peered over her shoulder, breath quick and visible in the steamy air.

“It’s keyed,” Mira said, voice strained. “Four plates, four triggers. Guess wrong and we’ll get a faceful.”

Jace had stationed himself at the perimeter, wedged between the massive, groaning root that formed a partial barricade and the muck below. He eyed the Node with wariness but kept his hands free, ready.

Elara tuned out the others for a moment. She let her sense dip into the hum of the Node, tuning her attention to the different wavelengths of rot: the slow, deliberate churning of the fungal heart; the jittery off-beats of the blight’s adaptive layer; the subtle, pleading whine of the living root fighting for self-preservation.

Every instinct screamed at her to burn it. To sweep the whole tangle in a pulse of Shine, cauterize the wound, and walk away.

But Syl’s voice, real as the memory, shivered up through the old guilt. “Life matters, even when it’s sick.”

She could not fail this time.

Mira snapped her fingers in front of Elara’s face. “Hey. You still with us?”

“I’m reading it,” Elara replied, voice thin.

Jace interjected: “You’ve got two minutes, tops. The pursuers are climbing the last chute.”

Mira snorted. “Not if they break their necks, but fine. I’ll get ready on the plates.”

Elara drew a slow breath, pressing her thumb and forefinger together. The lines of Shine at her fingertips came alive, glowing in nested sigils. She moved her hand over the first rune-plate, feeling for resonance. The Node flinched but did not resist.

“I need you to counter-twist the second plate,” Elara murmured to Mira.

Mira positioned herself at the next plate, twisting the little gear until it made a soft, almost apologetic click.

Elara modulated the Shine. A wash of warmth, then a sharp dip as the Node attempted to siphon the energy. The pulse rebounded—if she pushed too hard, it would rupture the cambium, killing the web; too soft, and the blight would adapt and regrow within days.

Jace grunted as the big root he was bracing began to strain against him. Black sap dripped from his grip, but he held.

“Plate three, on my mark,” Elara said.

Mira’s hand trembled, but she steadied it with her other wrist.

“Now.”

The Node shuddered, then erupted in a spray of oily spores. Jace angled himself as a shield, catching the brunt on his coat. Mira ducked, coughed, but kept the plate twisted.

Elara seized the narrow window. She tuned the Shine into a sawtooth—less a continuous burn than a series of pulsed incisions, each calibrated for the Node’s own frequency. She watched the cambium for feedback: if it quivered and relaxed, she had it right. If it tensed or split, she was on the edge of disaster.

“Final plate!” Mira barked.

Jace, voice hoarse, called out: “It’s gonna snap!”

Elara let the Shine spike, then cut. Mira jammed the plate all the way through its range. The Node screamed—at least, it felt like a scream, a pulse of pure hostility radiating out through the network.

But the cambium held. The blight core withered, drew back from the stalk, and the outer plates clicked into a perfect, synchronized hush.

For a moment, the only sound was their own heavy breathing.

Mira straightened, hands on knees, panting. “Did it work?”

Elara wiped her brow, leaving a luminous streak. “I think so.” She watched as the Node’s surface puckered, then dulled to a matte black. No new spores. The adaptive layer had retreated.

Jace let go of the big root, shaking his hand to dispel the sap. “You just bought us time. It’ll adapt, but we’re clear for now.”

Elara exhaled, legs trembling. For a second, she was on the verge of tears, but Mira was there, squeezing her arm.

“That’s how it’s done,” Mira whispered. “Syl would be proud.”

Elara tried to smile, but it felt like breaking open. “Let’s hope so.”

[SYSTEM] New Combo: Shine (modulated) → Plate Shift → Shield Bracing = Purge Without Burn.

They turned to ready for the next phase, the Node still dormant but the threat not yet gone.


CHAPTER 24


THERE WAS ALWAYS a penalty for partial victories in Mira’s world; she’d grown up on half-won arguments and rigged games of chance, and the Node’s retaliation struck her as deeply, almost comfortingly, familiar.

It started as a low whine—barely audible, like the rise of tinnitus after a concussion. Then the first vent popped open, a sphincter of fibrous tissue peeling wide, and rot-grubs tumbled out in fat, glistening clumps. Each grub was thumb-sized, albino, and equipped with barbed mandibles that snapped with grotesque determination. They hit the ground, wriggled a moment, and then launched themselves toward anything that moved.

Jace stamped two under his heel before Mira even registered their emergence. “Spawn!” he barked, but the chamber didn’t need his warning; the vent holes were opening in a pattern, a spiral around the Node, each one spewing out more grubs and a fine mist of enzyme.

Elara, still unsteady from the last burn, yanked the lantern higher and swatted at the first batch climbing her boot.

Mira’s thoughts snapped into a different gear. “It’s a sound trap,” she said, almost admiringly. “The louder we get, the faster they come.”

“Chime?” Jace asked, voice tight.

Mira shook her head, already scanning the satchel. “Cooldown. Twenty seconds left, at best.”

They’d prepared for noise-borne blight before, but never in a chamber this slick, this tightly wound for feedback. Any stomp, shout, or impact was an invitation for more spawn. She could see, already, the rate of emergence doubling every few seconds. A dumb, greedy escalation.

“Fine, we go soft,” Mira whispered. She yanked the scarf from her neck and began tearing it into strips, shoving wads into the largest vent mouths she could reach.

Jace caught on immediately, moving with uncanny silence, his every step measured to avoid squelch or slap. He gritted his teeth, clearly fighting the urge to crush every grub on sight. Elara followed Mira’s lead, wrapping moss around her boots, muffling her movements.

The Node pulsed, sensing their countermeasures. Vents opened higher on the chamber wall, spitting grubs downward in fat ropes.

Mira cursed, low and wet. She fished in her pack, found the bottle of lamp oil, and splashed a thread around the rim of each vent. The grubs slowed as they hit the slick, some failing to launch at all.

“Nice,” Elara breathed, voice barely a ghost. “They’re clogging up.”

Mira forced herself not to grin. “Always oil your holes,” she said, and Jace snorted, then immediately clapped a hand over his mouth in shame.

The spawn rate dropped—not stopped, but now a steady, predictable drip. The silence was so tense it buzzed in Mira’s teeth.

Jace gestured at the Node. “We have to finish it before it shifts again.”

“Two minutes, tops,” Mira whispered. “Or we’re up to our armpits in these things.”

They moved as a team, each step choreographed for quiet efficiency. Mira led the way, laying down a patchwork of cloth and moss wherever a hard surface threatened to betray them. She saw every little success—each muffled step, each vent that sealed over under the pressure—and let it build her confidence like a stack of poker chips.

They had a window, and Mira intended to shove them all through it.

[SYSTEM] Improvised Terrain: Sound Dampened. Add rate −20%.


CHAPTER 25


THE CHANGE IN the Node was immediate and ugly. As the spawn vented their last futile volley, the core shuddered, then tore itself loose from its nest of roots. It dropped to the chamber floor like a wet stone, then righted itself—growing, convulsing, thickening until it was the height of a man and twice as broad. The blight-twisted treant, the final defense. Jace felt a visceral pang of envy for any monster that could put all its trauma into one body and just swing at things until it stopped hurting.

It opened with a lash—a whip of splintered wood, arcing at chest height. Jace threw himself in the way, arms up, letting the sleeve of his coat take the brunt. The impact numbed his forearm but he stayed on his feet.

“Roots!” he shouted, and Mira was already scrambling for elevation, vaulting off a slanted rib to land above the treant’s reach. Elara, for her part, dropped flat and rolled, using the cover of the big root to shield herself from the follow-up smash.

The treant reared back, swelling with fungal mass. It exhaled a gout of rot gas, the stink of it instantly making Jace’s eyes water.

“Keep it mad!” Jace barked, circling wide to draw the creature’s focus.

He could feel the rhythm, the old dance of violence. Let the monster waste its energy, make it chase you, look for the twitch that meant it would overcommit. For a second, it reminded him of home, the way his uncle would spar with him—go on, boy, hit me where it counts.

Mira ran the perimeter, using cloth patches and moss pads as stepping stones to keep her movements silent and unpredictable. “I need a setup!” she called, voice clipped but certain.

Elara, tucked behind the largest root, began etching a ring in the muck with the tip of her blade. The symbol glowed, faint at first, then with a mounting intensity.

“Sanctuary, ten seconds!” Elara hissed.

The treant lunged at Jace, who dug in his heels and accepted the hit. Pain flowered in his side, but he kept his feet, shoving back with both hands. He braced himself between two fibrous knots, letting the impact rattle up his bones.

He remembered the last time he’d trusted a bond this much. It had cost him a brother.

No time for that now.

Jace baited the next swing, ducked low, and kicked at the treant’s exposed knee-joint. The outer layer cracked, releasing a wash of black fluid.

“Now!” Elara called.

The Sanctuary ring erupted, a dome of blue-white light that turned the treant’s next attack into a puff of harmless spores. Mira took her cue, running the arc of the dome, then launching herself straight at the treant’s face. She drove her blade—Sting—into the fissure Jace had opened, twisting with both hands.

The treant howled, a sound so raw it threatened to shake the chamber apart. It spun, trying to claw Mira off, but the Sanctuary dome blunted its swings.

Jace closed, every step a new agony in his battered side. He reached into his coat, drew out the weighted sap spike, and aimed for the Node’s exposed underside.

“Hold it!” he shouted. Mira, risking everything, clung to the fissure with one arm and stabbed again with the other, anchoring herself in the wound.

Jace planted his feet, channeled every bit of anger and regret into a single, perfect strike. The spike met the Node’s center, splintering the outer layer and driving deep into the pulsing heart.

The treant convulsed, then sagged, leaking rot from every seam. Mira dropped free, rolling to a safe distance. The monster’s limbs spasmed, then collapsed in a heap of shattered root and spongy mycelium.

Elara scrambled from cover, breathless. “Is it dead?”

Jace leaned over, panting, and watched as the Node’s core slowed its pulse, then faded to a static blue. “It’s dead,” he said, and allowed himself a smile, thin and uncertain.

Mira limped over, clutching her shoulder. “You almost got me splattered,” she complained, but her eyes were bright. “Next time, try not to bait the thing with your face.”

Jace grinned, blood on his teeth. “It worked, didn’t it?”

Elara approached, cautious, and prodded the Node’s corpse with the tip of her blade. The adaptive layer was gone. Only the raw, vulnerable heart remained.

[SYSTEM] Party Combo Discovered: Sanctuary → Sting → Strike (+10% crit, +resist).

Jace braced his hand against the ruined treant and turned to Elara. “It’s open. Finish it.”

She nodded, knelt, and began the last phase of the cleansing. The ritual was slower now, less a battle than a gentle persuasion. Mira and Jace stood guard, but the Node offered no more resistance. At the end, Elara closed her eyes, whispered a name, and the last blight faded from the chamber.

They stood in silence, the only sound their ragged breathing.

Jace surveyed his team, battered but together. “Good work,” he said, and meant it.

Mira managed a thumbs-up. Elara just smiled, the first real one he’d seen in months.

For the moment, the world felt lighter. Until the next Node, at least.

But as they turned to leave, Elara froze. Her eyes had gone wide, staring at something only she could see—a SYSTEM notification that shouldn't be possible.

"Jace," she said, her voice barely a whisper. "The Node... it wasn't the source. It was protecting us from something."

Behind them, in the space where the Node had died, something began to move in the shadows. Something that had been waiting.

Aftermath of Chaos


CHAPTER 26


THE SHADOW MOVED.

For a heartbeat, Elara thought it was just her imagination—the afterimage of staring too long at the dying Node. But then Jace's shield rang out, a clear metallic note as something struck it from the darkness.

"Form up!" he barked, and they moved on instinct, backs together in a defensive triangle.

The thing that emerged from where the Node had been wasn't quite solid—more like a wound in reality itself, edges flickering between states. It had been trapped beneath the Node, or perhaps the Node had been its prison. Either way, it was free now.

Then, as suddenly as it appeared, it fled—dissolving into the forest shadows with a sound like tearing silk.

Stillness followed. All around Elara, dust motes hung in the canted morning light like pearlized gnats, caught in the brief, silent aftermath of this new chaos. She'd crashed down to one knee in the spongy mulch, the sleeves of her tunic scorched to the elbows, hands tingling with the memory of too much raw essence drawn too fast.

A pungent ozone laced the under-canopy, sharper than blood. Nothing moved. Even the birds—ordinary and otherwise—held their breath, gauging whether this was a momentary disturbance or the end of all things.

Elara flexed her fingers and felt splinters of waking pain through each knuckle. The air vibrated faintly around her, tuned to some frequency only the desperate and the attuned could hear. She raised her head and exhaled slow, a white-gold plume of mist slipping from her lips, dissipating in the cool.

The heart-root of the node stood bared before her, still pulsing with a sick, erratic rhythm. The parasite, a tangle of invasive cilia, oozed black rot where her last burst had shattered its outer sheath. But even dying, it clung tenaciously to the host, feeding, feeding, until the last drop.

“You’re not done,” Elara muttered. Her own voice sounded foreign, scoured raw. She considered the brush of energy licking along her collarbone, the faint echo of the node’s distress that wasn’t quite physical, wasn’t quite anything, but impossible to ignore.

She planted her palm to the loam and reached with intention, envisioning the map of the glade as she’d first entered: the twisted circuit of roots, the muscular tension of branches holding up a hundred tons of damp canopy, the memory of the original spirit still lurking, suspicious, at the edges of the wound. She’d have to finish it right, or risk being blacklisted by every grove in the region.

Elara reached for her pouch and found the last fragment of refined salt. She thumbed it into a crescent on her palm, then pressed her hand to the bleeding node. The contact sizzled; beneath the skin, new runes wriggled, hungry for meaning.

“Okay,” she said softly. “Let’s make this clean.”

She pulled from the air—not just the raw stuff, but the filtered, blue-white intent that differentiated cleansing from destruction. Soothing Light, the masters called it, though she always thought of it more as patient untangling. She channeled, and the world snapped back into motion: sap seeping, spores erupting, the subtle shudder of a desperate parasite realizing its last gamble was over.

But even then, Elara held back. It was so easy to overdo it, to cauterize the entire area and leave nothing but sterile soil. She kept the current tight and narrow, a scalpel, not a scythe.

“Don’t panic,” she murmured, as much for herself as for the root. She could feel the memory of the spirit now, bright and skeptical, flitting along the lattice of roots, testing her intent. She let the cleansing light pulse softer, inviting rather than forcing. If the spirit wanted to survive, it needed to meet her halfway.

A shape manifested at the edge of her perception, all moss and eyes and coiled potential. The nascent Syl. Elara didn’t turn or flinch, but offered a thin smile. “You can come closer. I’m not here to erase you.”

The syl’s attention spiked, wary and hungry. Elara kept the cleansing current steady, notching it down a fraction. She pictured her intent: to excise only the infection, to let the node’s own memory regrow. A dangerous move, but the only way to earn trust.

The syl rippled, an almost-humanoid figure with too many joints, flickering between the forms it could have become. Elara felt the question it projected: *Why trust you?* The words weren’t words, but she caught the gist, the shade of challenge beneath the fear.

“Because if I leave a scar, you’ll remember it. And that’ll be my problem, too,” she said. “Let’s keep this clean.”

She released the last of the salt, focusing the light through the prism of her intent, and felt the parasite die in a single, silent snap. The rot withdrew, curling inward. The node’s pulse stuttered—then resumed, sluggish but unmistakably cleaner.

Elara sat back, letting the dregs of power fizzle out through her hands. Her vision sparkled, rimmed in blue. The syl hovered close now, inspecting her with sharp, sidelong looks.

“So what now?” Elara asked the air. “You want payment?”

The syl’s response was less a word than a pressure, a pricking insistence: *Terms.* It wanted an offering, but not the old ways. It wanted something *new.*

Elara smirked, exhaustion and relief braided together. “You want a pact. That’s very modern of you.”

She waited, half-expecting the spirit to vanish, to sulk off and nurse its wounds. But the syl instead settled in, compacting itself to a manageable, childlike shape, bright with uncanny sapience. A negotiation, then.

“Alright,” Elara said. “I can offer you memory. Mutual benefit. I’ll leave a channel open—you help keep this node clean, and I won’t let anyone scorch the glade unless we both agree.”

The syl considered. At length, it drew a line in the dust, a child’s approximation of a handshake.

Elara pressed her thumb to the line. The pact snapped shut, less formal than in the old stories but somehow more real. Immediately, she felt a trickle of stamina seep back into her limbs, a reciprocal flow—brief but sharp.

[SYSTEM] Bond Boon Unlocked: Shared Breath — brief stamina restore after synchronized action.

She barked a laugh, half in surprise. “Well, I’ll be damned. That’s actually useful.”

Around them, the glade exhaled. The birds resumed their chatter, the air warming as the last vestiges of infection faded. Even the pulse at the heart-root stabilized, the beat steady, almost content.

Elara stretched, feeling the joint stiffness recede. She dusted off her palms, then gave the syl a respectful nod.

“Good working with you,” she said.

The syl said nothing, but lingered, a pale echo at her shoulder. Maybe, she thought, that was its own kind of approval.

Elara gathered her kit and stood. The ache in her bones felt lighter, less punitive than before. She glanced once at the node—a rough but serviceable patch job—and then at the new spirit-shadow at her side.

They stepped into the green-lit morning, side by side, and the path ahead no longer seemed quite so sharp-edged or lonely.


CHAPTER 27


MIRA CAUGHT THE distant crunch of boot-steps before she saw them—three pairs, each determined to outpace the others, each a study in aggressive confidence. The Bright Lances had a knack for grand entrances, but this one, Mira thought, verged on self-parody. Even the birds seemed to have resumed their jeering commentary overhead, as if the whole forest was in on the joke.

She leaned against the broad trunk of a yew, hands in the pockets of her patched jacket, and waited. Jace stood a little behind her, eyes on the sky, as if expecting trouble to descend from above rather than stride in on two legs. Elara, somehow already looking less ragged than moments before, watched the new spirit—Syl, Mira now understood—nudge inquisitively at the old parasite’s corpse.

The Lances broke from the underbrush in a fan formation, leader in the center, as always. Mira let her gaze drift over them, taking in the details: fresh tears on their uniforms, half-healed scratches, one member’s left hand bound in an improvised sling. They looked battered, but not nearly battered enough for what they’d attempted.

“Look who’s back from their scenic tour,” Mira called, pitching her voice for maximum carry. “Did you get lost, or just distracted by all the pretty mushrooms?”

The leader, Voss, shot her a glare that could have wilted undergrowth. “We were tracking the infection at the source,” he said, shaking bracken from his sleeves. “Real Seekers go to the root.”

Mira glanced at the half-excavated tangle of the node, still damp with the aftermath of Elara’s cleansing. “Then you should have arrived sooner,” she said. “It’s handled.”

Voss’s jaw ticked. He glanced past Mira to where Syl crouched, licking the wounds on the heart-root, and something sour flickered in his expression. “I don’t see a spirit sigil on that node,” he said. “Protocol is for the registering team to mark their work. Otherwise, it’s up for contest.”

Jace snorted. “We just finished scrubbing out a blight you couldn’t handle. The whole system nearly went critical.”

A smaller Lance—a boy with a face like a knife—snickered. “And left it half-baked? That’s dangerous, Seeker. Might be cause for demerit.”

Mira stepped forward, putting herself between the Lances and the node. “What’s dangerous is throwing yourselves at a sealed infection with a team that can’t even keep its own personnel patched up,” she said, gesturing at the sling. “We followed guild safety regs. If you want to contest, go ahead. But you’ll need to file it with the ranger on duty.”

This was a calculated risk. Mira had seen no sign of a ranger nearby—unless Syl counted, which was not exactly standard procedure. But the Lances didn’t know that.

“We’ll do that,” said Voss, stiff. “And in the meantime, we’ll run our own diagnostics. Standard contest interval.”

“Knock yourself out,” Mira said. She watched as the Lances fanned out, circling the node, running their scanners and muttering. The knife-faced one crouched to examine the salt line Elara had drawn, sneering at the lack of formal documentation.

Behind them, Syl hovered, flickering between visible and not, as if it couldn’t decide which reality it preferred. Elara stood with it, arms crossed, but Mira caught the glance she cast at Mira—an implicit question. *Should we push? Or let them hang themselves?*

Mira gave a fractional shake of her head. She had another play.

After a few minutes of performative hand-waving, the Lances regrouped. “We’re logging a challenge,” Voss said, loud enough for the trees. “Guild precedent favors the first team to register effective node stabilization, not half-measures.”

Jace snorted again, and this time it was almost a laugh. “You can’t even say ‘thank you’ for saving your collective ass, can you?”

“That would imply gratitude,” said Mira. “And Voss doesn’t do gratitude.”

She waited for the beat, then reached into her jacket and produced the pair of gloves she’d used to pull the parasite free. They were still blackened at the fingertips, singed and slightly smoking.

“Here’s your forensic evidence,” Mira said. She flipped the gloves onto the ground in front of Voss. “Check the residue. There’s node-rot DNA, plus traces of your own team’s blood. I made sure to collect a sample when you all left that nice little trail.”

Voss blinked, off balance for the first time. “You...you followed us?”

Mira grinned, sharp as a blade. “Someone has to do quality assurance in this district.”

It was then that the forest seemed to ripple. From the gloom to the right, a figure emerged: the local guild ranger, dressed in half-camouflage and bristling with sensors. He’d watched the whole exchange, Mira realized, waiting for the right moment to intervene.

“Is there a contest?” he asked, voice gravelly and bored.

Voss hesitated, then nodded. “The site isn’t properly marked. We’re requesting an official scan and evaluation.”

The ranger shrugged. “Fine. Let’s run the tape.”

He knelt by the node, ran a scanner over the fresh-cut heart-root, then flipped down a visor to analyze the auras. After a moment, he whistled. “That’s a near textbook clean. Residuals are within guild tolerances. And there’s a new spirit signature registered—unbonded, but not hostile. Looks like a favor was done here.”

Voss sputtered. “But the protocol—”

“Is not a suicide pact,” the ranger said, deadpan. “If you want to try your luck on a critical node, by all means. But if another team clears the threat without scorching the whole glade, that’s called ‘professional courtesy.’” He jerked his chin at Mira. “You got the gloves?”

Mira nodded, handed them over. The ranger scanned them, frowned, then gave Mira a sidelong look.

“Verified,” he said. “Incident logged. First team gets priority on claim. Sorry, Lances.”

The look on Voss’s face was priceless, Mira thought. Not pure fury, but something brittle, as if his whole schema for winning had just been forcibly rewritten.

“Fine,” he spat. “But next time, at least use the right registration dye. This is supposed to be a professional organization.”

“Noted,” said Mira, unbothered. She watched the Lances slink away, a little less upright than when they’d arrived. The knife-faced boy glared at Mira as he passed, promising payback with a look.

The ranger lingered, pocketing the gloves. “Nice work,” he said. “You handle the spirit, too?”

Elara nodded. “We reached an understanding.”

“That’s better than most,” said the ranger. He gave the syl a wary nod, then tramped off, disappearing into the tangle as abruptly as he’d come.

[SYSTEM] Rival Checkmate achieved. Reputation +minor.

Mira let herself breathe, tension draining from her chest. The air felt lighter now, the whole grove humming with a strange, post-battle peace.

She turned to Elara, who was still watching the retreating Lances. “Think they’ll come back?” Mira asked.

Elara smiled, small and private. “Only if they want to get embarrassed again.”

Mira laughed, real and full this time. She caught Jace’s eye, saw the relief there, and felt her own mood spark higher.

For now, at least, the score was settled.


CHAPTER 28


ON THE WALK back, the forest seemed to lean in, listening. Jace felt it most in the pattern of dappled sunlight, the way it mapped and remapped itself across the dirt path, and in the subtle chorus of life that had resumed now the glade was clean. Every few steps, a warbler or squirrel or iridescent beetle would appear, take the measure of them, and scuttle or flutter off, unafraid.

He tried to match that easy confidence, but his mind kept cycling: scan for threats, evaluate angles, imagine the next attack. Jace was taller than Mira or Elara, but today he felt a half-step behind, watching their backs while they soaked in the afterglow.

Mira walked in the middle, whistling a disjointed tune, hands still streaked with what looked like spirit sap and pride. Elara—who, by rights, should’ve been exhausted—glided along at the front, hair a damp gold halo in the sun. Every so often, she’d shoot a look back at the new companion trailing at her side. Syl, now more corporeal, moved with a child’s fascination, pausing to inspect every gnarl and hollow, to peer at the world through fresh, green eyes.

“Does it always feel this good?” Mira asked, sidestepping a root. “Finishing a job, I mean, and not screwing up the landing?”

Elara half-turned. “It helps when no one dies. Or catches spirit-rabies. That’s my favorite part.”

Jace grinned, despite himself. He let the others’ banter fill the gaps in his thinking as he counted the distance to the main trail. There was a heaviness in his chest—a satisfaction, sure, but also the nagging certainty that their rivals wouldn’t let this go quietly.

He voiced it. “The Lances will be looking for payback,” he said. “Next time, we should set watch in pairs. Cover for each other.”

Mira flashed a sideways glance. “Worried they’ll jump us with paperwork, or with actual knives?”

“With them,” said Jace, “probably both.”

They lapsed into comfortable silence. The moss underfoot muffled every footfall. After a while, Elara slowed, reaching up to pluck a single strand of spiderweb from the air. She held it out to Syl, who plucked it delicately, rolling it between its fingers.

“Seems like someone wants to say goodbye,” Elara said softly.

Syl regarded Jace, then Mira, then back to Elara. It hesitated, searching for the right gesture. Eventually, it reached into its own chest—an impossibly graceful movement—and produced a ribbon of something green and alive, shot through with veins of glowing blue. It offered the thread to Jace, who accepted it with both hands, reverent.

“It’s a reagent,” Elara whispered, awed. “Verdant Thread. Used in...a hundred different crafts, most of them restricted. That’s a serious favor.”

Syl nodded, once. Then, in a movement almost shy, it brushed its palm across Jace’s sleeve—leaving a tracery of warmth that lingered even after it pulled away.

A new message pinged in Jace’s peripheral:

[SYSTEM] Loot: Verdant Thread (Uncommon). Party Affinity: 4/5.

He tucked the thread into his inner pocket, feeling its faint pulse against his ribs. “Thank you,” he said. “We won’t waste it.”

Syl made a sound, neither word nor music but closer to laughter than anything else it had done. Then it stepped off the path, melting into a riot of ferns and new-grown shoots. It lingered there, visible in flashes, until they were almost out of sight.

Mira nudged Jace’s shoulder as they walked. “You know, for a guy who hates trees, you did alright in there.”

Jace smirked. “The trick is to hate the right trees. And bring gloves.”

“Next time, I’m bringing a can of spray paint,” Mira said. “Mark every damn node ourselves.”

Elara slowed until the three of them walked abreast. “You both did well,” she said, tone softer than Jace expected. “It wasn’t just me or the spirit—it was all of us. That’s why it worked.”

For a moment, the air between them seemed to thrum, charged with something new. Not just relief, but a sense of possibility.

Jace looked at his friends, their faces bright in the tangled light, and let himself believe it.

Before they left the glade entirely, Syl appeared one last time at the forest's edge. The spirit had grown more substantial, its form now clearly that of a young woman made of living wood and flowering vines.

"You have proven yourselves," Syl said, her voice like wind through leaves. "The forest remembers kindness. And it remembers love."

She looked at each of them in turn, her gaze lingering on the way they stood together—not just as a party, but as something more intimate.

"Your bond is unusual," Syl continued, "but it is strong. The forest blesses such connections." She raised a hand, and threads of green light wound around their wrists, connecting them briefly before fading. "Call upon me if the need is great. I will hear."

[SYSTEM] Spirit Pact Sealed: Syl, Guardian of the Glade

[SYSTEM] Harem Flag Bonus: Nature's Blessing on Polyamorous Bond

[SYSTEM] New Ability Unlocked: Call of the Wild (Once per major quest)

With that, Syl stepped backward into the trees and vanished, though they could still feel her presence, warm and protective, watching over them.

Maybe they really could handle whatever came next—especially with the forest itself as their ally.


CHAPTER 29


THE ROOM HAD always been small—barely more than a converted storage cell—but tonight, it felt almost opulent. The new kitchenette gleamed against the far wall, its hotplate pristine and the two wooden shelves above lined with glass jars of lentils, rice, and the rare luxury of freeze-dried fruit. Elara stood in the doorway for a moment, absorbing the transformation.

“Looks like a real home now,” she said, setting her kit down by the cot.

Jace was already assembling a makeshift table from two crates and an upturned toolbox. He grunted as he shifted the weight, careful not to spill the condiments Mira had filched from the guild cafeteria.

Mira herself was at the hotplate, arms folded, watching a saucepan with a seriousness she reserved for life-or-death situations. “If this burns, it’s your turn to clean the carbon off,” she warned, waving a spoon at Jace.

Jace put up both hands. “I’m just here for moral support.”

Elara grinned and joined them, scooting in beside Mira. The kitchenette was meant for one, but all three squeezed in, hips and elbows bumping as they measured, stirred, and tasted. The rhythm of domestic chaos felt worlds away from their earlier brush with disaster.

At one point, Elara reached for a salt shaker at the same moment as Mira, their hands colliding and sending a dusting of grains across the counter.

“Truce,” Mira said, laughing, “I yield.”

“No mercy in this kitchen,” Elara replied, but her tone was warm. She could feel the old tension draining away, replaced by something soft and buoyant.

Jace hung back, but Elara caught him smiling at the sight of them, his posture loose, the usual wariness gone.

They set the table, such as it was, and portioned out the steaming bowls of makeshift stew. Mira pounced on the first bite, yelping as she burned her tongue but refusing to surrender her prize.

“I warned you,” Jace said.

“Worth it,” Mira mumbled around the mouthful.

Elara savored her own spoonful. It was nothing special—mostly protein cubes and noodles—but it tasted like victory. She let the heat settle her nerves, the laughter and gentle bickering filling the cramped space with something she hadn’t realized she’d missed: the feeling of belonging.

Syl appeared then, hovering by the doorway, uncertain. Its form flickered between solidity and mist, never quite settling. It watched them eat with obvious longing, edging closer each time one of them looked away.

“Are spirits allowed in the kitchen?” Mira asked, mock-stern.

“Only if they help with the washing up,” Elara replied, sliding her bowl a fraction closer to the spirit.

Syl reached out, ghostly fingers brushing the rim. It mimed eating, absorbing the steam and scent, then sat back with a satisfied hum.

Jace set down his spoon. “I still don’t get how it...communicates. Does it just...know what we’re thinking?”

Elara considered. “I think it’s more like—feelings. Shapes. It’s learning from us, and we’re learning from it.”

Syl nodded, eager, then nudged a jar of pepper flakes toward Jace, urging him to try. He did, and promptly sneezed three times in rapid succession.

The meal devolved into a contest of who could invent the most outlandish condiment combinations. Mira’s “hot honey on everything” nearly broke Jace, and Elara discovered an improbable liking for pickled ginger on rice. Syl watched, then began swapping jars when no one was looking, escalating the chaos until the countertop looked like a spice tornado had touched down.

By the time the food was gone, the room was humid with steam and laughter. Mira flopped back on the cot, arms thrown wide, and declared, “Best first dinner in history.”

Elara curled up at the head, knees tucked under her chin, content. Jace perched at the foot, feet on the floor, head tilted back as he exhaled pure satisfaction.

There was a pause, the kind that stretches warm and safe. Elara let her gaze linger on Mira’s hand, splayed open on the mattress, and reached over to tangle their fingers. Mira squeezed back, gentle, a silent thank you.

Jace leaned in, resting his shoulder against Elara’s. He didn’t speak, but the press of his arm said everything.

Syl hovered at the ceiling, watching with a sharp, possessive glint. It bobbed once, then drifted lower, settling at the edge of the cot, like a housecat staking its claim.

[SYSTEM] Base Upgrade: Kitchenette — Rest effectiveness +10%.

Elara laughed aloud at the pop-up, then let herself sink into the cot, head pillowed on Mira’s shoulder. The tension of the day faded, replaced by a warmth that wasn’t just the stew or the blankets.

She felt Jace’s hand come to rest at her waist. Mira, eyes already closing, murmured, “We should do this every night.”

“Maybe we will,” Elara said, eyes drifting shut.

Outside, the city hummed and blared, oblivious. In here, the world was small, and safe, and fiercely theirs.

Mira stirred, pressing closer against Elara's side. "Can't sleep?" she murmured.

"Just thinking," Elara whispered back.

"About?"

"About how lucky we are. How this feels... right."

Jace's arm tightened around them both. "It does," he said, voice rough with sleep. "The three of us. It works."

Mira traced lazy patterns on Elara's stomach. "The system calls it a Harem Flag, but it's more than that, isn't it? We're not just party members anymore."

"We're family," Elara said softly. "Lovers. Partners. Everything."

[SYSTEM] Harem Flag Evolution: Domestic Bliss Achieved

[SYSTEM] Relationship Milestone: Polyamorous Triad Established

[SYSTEM] Bonus: Rest effectiveness +15% when all party members share quarters

When Elara finally dreamed, it was of green shadows and laughter, of tangled limbs and whispered promises, and the certainty that whatever came next, they would face it together—not just as a party, but as something deeper, something the system could only approximate with its crude flags and notifications.

Home in Disarray


CHAPTER 30


JACE NEVER EXPECTED the suite to smell like home, but even less did he expect the half-peeled wallpaper, brown water stains, and battered footlockers to grow on him. The new map—forest-green, crisp, and apparently acquired in a fit of midnight inspiration—sprawled across the east wall, shingled with colored twine and brass tacks. He'd given it five days before the rest of the party started defacing it with in-jokes and profanity; Mira had lasted two.

He slumped against the arm of the couch and nursed his tea, studying the dense snarl of pins and string. The Cistern of Echoes sat at the northeast, a blue-inked question mark looming over it like a migraine aura. To the west, someone—Elara, probably—had drawn a halo around the Temple Ruin with an orange highlighter, the color clashing so hard with the map's palette that it almost pained him to look at it.

“Which looks dumber,” Mira asked from the kitchenette, “the blue or the orange?”

“Blue,” Jace said, not because it was true, but because he owed her. “Orange at least matches the kitchen towels.”

Mira squinted at him from over her mug, then spat a sugar packet into the trash with surgical precision. “You’re stalling.”

“I'm considering,” he said. “Whole point of making a plan.”

Mira hoisted herself onto the counter, cross-legged, her boots leaving gritty mud across the cabinet doors. “Whole point of making a plan is to ignore it first chance we get. Are you going to fixate on the Cistern all morning or actually pick something?”

Jace set down the mug. “You want to risk the Temple again, after what happened with the last group?”

“That was operator error,” Mira said. “Also, what else is left? You want to drag Elara through another week of ‘map scouting’? She’ll go insane. Possibly murder one of us and bury the body under that shitty rosebush outside.”

Elara, as if summoned by name, shouldered through the suite door. She carried a sheaf of ruled paper and the specific look of someone who had slept in full armor, possibly upright. “Status?”

Jace gestured at the map, which by now had acquired several new sticky notes—one of which read “YOU ARE HERE, UNFORTUNATELY” and pointed at the suite itself.

“Elara,” Mira said, “did you know you snore with a weird vibrato?”

Elara gave her a look. “I was meditating. Not sleeping.”

“Sure,” Mira said. “I could hear it from the shower.”

Jace chewed the inside of his cheek, surveying the two options. “Cistern of Echoes is up,” he said. “Or we try the Temple again. Vote?”

Elara slid the paper onto the coffee table. “Cistern. Less risk of high-level wards. Also less chance of a Minotaur.”

“Aw,” Mira said, “but I trained so hard for that rematch.”

Jace ignored them both and pressed his fingers to the blue-tack. “Cistern’s a sound hazard. Means we’ll need rope, wax, and at least three ways to break resonance before we’re inside the second ring. I want gear checks before we leave.”

Mira whistled through her teeth. “Intense. Wax for our ears, or just so you can finally finish that sculpture in the sink?”

“The sculpture is self-sustaining at this point,” Jace said. “It’s a metaphor.”

“Sure it is.”

Elara had already started copying a checklist in her quick, angular print: Rope. Wax. Chimes. Mira’s handsy optimism. Jace’s perpetual anxiety.

He knelt to the battered crate that served as their shared footlocker. The gear within was less an arsenal and more an archaeological dig: resinous ropes fused with sand, handfuls of mismatched candles, two field flasks of astringent tapers, and a haphazard collection of handbells wrapped in old dish towels. Jace separated out three of the heavier ropes, tugging to test for fray, then measured a coil with the critical eye of someone who had previously fallen through three stories of collapsing floor because his “mil-spec” rope was actually decorative.

He set the supplies on the table, arranging them into neat, almost military rows. Mira sidled up beside him, watching with mild amusement.

“So, is this the part where you give the rousing speech?” she asked, flicking a bit of wax from a tealight into her mouth and pretending to chew it like gum.

“I was thinking more of a cautionary tale,” Jace said.

“About not trusting antique rope?”

He cracked a smile. “About not trusting anything.”

From the couch, Elara intoned, “We have three hours before the tunnel shift. If we’re going to run the Cistern, we have to start at the southern ingress. Otherwise the resonance collapses and we get a feedback spike.”

“Translation?” Mira asked.

“We move or we get stuck in a sound trap. The kind that fries your bones from the inside.”

Mira raised her hand. “I vote move.”

Jace thumbed the corner of a fresh notebook, already half-filled with diagrams and tiny, obsessive notes. “I want to try a dampening mesh over the hatch this time. Cut the initial wave.”

Mira shrugged. “Your funeral.”

“Group funeral,” Elara corrected, not looking up.

They moved as a practiced unit, cycling through lockers and ratty duffels, distributing gear. Mira snatched up the handbells and nested them in the crook of her elbow like a bouquet. Elara tested the candles for burn rate, then bundled the good ones in a twist of cloth and secured them to her hip. Jace selected a length of white twine and looped it around his wrist, the comfort of it more tactile than functional.

As they assembled at the door, Mira said, “Should I leave a note for management, or just assume they’ll use our deposit for bail money?”

“Leave the note,” Jace said. “But lie. Tell them we’re heading west.”

Mira scribbled on a napkin: Off to the Temple. If we die, it’s Jace’s fault. xxoo, M.

Jace rolled his eyes. “You’re an artist.”

“Thank you.”

[SYSTEM] Quest Accepted: Cistern of Echoes (E). Party Objective set.

The notification rolled across his vision with a cool, almost indifferent detachment, the way a weather alert might warn of a tornado three towns over. He dismissed it with a flick.

He was halfway down the hall before he heard the thud of Mira’s boots behind him, the jingle of handbells ghosting down the corridor, and Elara’s measured, almost predatory stride bringing up the rear. The suite door closed on the domestic debris, leaving the world in its proper state: messy, unpredictable, and just this side of dangerous.


CHAPTER 31


MIRA NEVER LIKED shopping, but she liked being under-geared even less. The market lane jittered with the usual morning madness: scent of fried bread, barking vendors, the ever-present staccato of haggling and cursing. The real trick was learning to move fast enough that no one ever got a good look at your purse, but slow enough that you could clock the angle of every thief and loan shark as you passed.

She found Tamsin hunched behind the bench, surrounded by a glory of gleaming junk. The dwarf’s apron was so dense with scorch marks and polish stains it had achieved a kind of ceremonial camouflage. The workbench itself looked like it had been excavated from a particularly ambitious trash heap and then laced together with veins of copper and bronze. Little bottles rattled in their racks, and several spools of filament hung from the overhang, bobbing like the world’s most hazardous wind chimes.

“You’re late,” Tamsin grunted, not looking up from her work. “Supposed to be here at dawn, remember?”

Mira smiled. “Sure, but you know how long it takes to look this cheap. Besides, you don’t want to be seen doing business with me in the daylight.”

“Not a problem,” Tamsin said, finally glancing up. “Most of my clientele are vermin. Or at least half as clever.”

Mira picked up a tiny brass spider from the counter and let it skitter across her knuckles. “I need something for a sound trap,” she said. “Actually, two somethings. Good dampers, quick-release. Preferably not pre-owned.”

Tamsin plucked the spider from Mira’s hand, toggled a joint on its underside, and set it back in its row. “You want the ‘Eclipse’ line. I’ll need collateral.”

Mira snorted. “You’re calling them Eclipses now?”

“Branded them myself,” Tamsin said, lips barely twitching. “No copycats. Collateral?”

Mira fished the money pouch from inside her coat and turned it out on the counter. A truly pitiful handful of coins clattered onto the metal.

Tamsin didn’t bother counting. “That’s not even a deposit, Mir. Come on, I like you, but I can’t have you stiffing me again.”

“Relax,” Mira said. “I brought a sweetener.” She thumbed a twist of Verdant Thread from a glassine envelope and placed it dead center on the table. “Fresh. Picked it myself. Just like you asked.”

Tamsin eyed the thread, then looked up at Mira with something like respect. “Fine. That’ll hold the bracers until you bring back coin. But the throwables cost extra.”

Mira leaned over, close enough that she could smell the grease in Tamsin’s beard. “Loan me two. One shift only. I’ll pay double on the return.”

“Double’s a scam. I’ve seen your shifts. Half the time you come back with holes in you, or not at all.”

“Exactly,” Mira said. “So what’s the risk?”

Tamsin grunted, then rooted around under the bench. She came up with two stubby cylinders, wrapped in black rubber and stamped with a runic spiral. “Resonance Bolts. You set the timer, throw, and get out of the way.”

“What’s the timer on these?”

“Three seconds. Maybe four if you’re gentle. And for the love of hell, don’t prime it and then change your mind.”

Mira pocketed the bracers and the Bolts, then extended her hand. Tamsin shook with a grip like rebar.

“You break, you pay,” Tamsin said. “Or you bring me the siren’s head you find in there. I’ll take that as payment.”

“Noted,” Mira said.

[SYSTEM] Temporary Items: Sound-Damp Bracers (E), Resonance Bolt x2 (loan).

Tamsin scribbled a receipt, tore it off, and slapped it onto the counter. Mira didn’t bother reading the fine print; she just signed it, first name only, in a broad and barely-legible scrawl.

“You ever get tired of this?” Tamsin asked, voice low. “Running errands for city trash, ducking fines and bailiffs, never more than a meal ahead of empty?”

Mira thought about it. “I get tired of walking,” she said, “but I like breathing. And I like you.”

Tamsin snorted, but the tips of her ears went pink.

Outside, the lane had already shifted from morning wildness to noon fatigue. Mira slid the bracers on under her sleeves, feeling the chill of the new metal against her skin. She ran a finger along the seam, wondering if the resonance in the Cistern would care about her upgrade, or if it would just strip the gear—and her—down to basics, as always.

She walked back toward the rendezvous, aware of the extra weight in her pockets, and the new ledger waiting to be settled.


CHAPTER 32


THE SHRINE OF the Warm Hand was not the biggest in the quarter, but it was the most persistent: every time Elara passed the corner of Eighth and Faraday, there it was, humming gently in her chest. Maybe it was the incense, burned daily until the walls themselves were soft with resin and history. Or maybe it was the rumor that every candle was relit from the coals of the last, a continuity stretching backward years, or decades, depending on who you believed.

Elara took the back entrance—old habit, from when she was a runner for the couriers and had to avoid the main lobby, where the strict-eyed Adherent with the gray streaks in her hair would nail her for bringing in street dirt. She left her boots on the tiled threshold, stepping into the nave in thick socks. A ripple of warmth, not just heat but a density of presence, met her as she approached the altar.

Elder Riin was alone, as expected, hunched over a ledger and muttering with her lips barely moving. The woman had a face that looked hewn rather than born: sharp cheeks, dark eyes, and a jaw that could have split fruit. She looked up at Elara, squinted as if she’d already guessed the favor she was about to ask, then uncapped her pen with a deliberate slowness.

“Well?”

“I need a blessing,” Elara said. “Not the full Benediction. Just enough to cover a—” She hesitated, unwilling to say ‘job’ in this space, even if Riin would’ve gotten the joke.

“Is it for the Cistern?” Riin’s mouth twitched. “Or for the idiots you run with?”

Elara smiled, but it didn’t quite make it past her lips. “Both.”

Riin stood, the pen still in her hand. “You’re not the first to come here before a run. What’s in the Cistern this time?”

“Relic retrieval,” Elara said. “Siren shard, by rumor. Might be more than one.”

Riin stopped, the pen hovering over the inkwell. “You know what those do to people, El?”

“Not first-hand,” Elara said, “but I know enough.”

The elder moved to the shelf and pulled down a small silver dish, which she filled with black, almost tarry resin. “What you’re looking for isn’t just dangerous,” she said, voice low and steady. “If you’re not careful, it can make you dangerous to other people. That’s why the Council quarantined the first two.”

“I’m not going to get infected.”

“No,” Riin said, “but you could be compelled.”

Elara tried to shrug it off, but her hands came up automatically, defensive. “It’s not like I’d do it on purpose. Besides, we need the shard. It’s the only way to get past the next threshold.”

Riin scraped a match and let it gutter, then touched it to the resin. The smoke rose, bitter and perfect, and Riin waved her hand through it in a practiced pattern. “You know what the real danger is with old magic?” she said. “It’s not that it kills you. It’s that it offers you what you want.”

Elara let herself breathe it in, letting the bitterness anchor her to the moment. “Can you bless me or not?”

Riin considered, then nodded. “Yes. But there’s a condition.”

“Always is.”

“This time, you bring it back to me before you do anything else,” Riin said. “I’ll do the ritual myself. Otherwise, it’s a waste of both our time.”

Elara hesitated, weighing the usual cocktail of pride and guilt. “What if I need it—”

“Then you ask,” Riin said, voice harder now. “You ask for its consent before you take it. That’s the rite.”

Elara tried to laugh, but it snagged in her throat. “It’s a rock, Riin. A fancy one, but—”

Riin shook her head, not unkindly. “Shards hold memory. That’s what makes them valuable. And that’s what lets them slip inside your mind if you’re not careful.”

“Fine,” Elara said. “I’ll do it by the book.”

Riin knelt at the altar, motioning Elara forward. She traced a sign on Elara’s forehead with a thumb slick with incense oil, then murmured the words of the minor blessing: old syllables, neither Latin nor Old Norse nor anything that would translate cleanly in a technical manual. Elara felt the warmth as a band around her head, a settling of pressure that was both placebo and, in her experience, sometimes not.

“Go,” Riin said. “And remember. Ask first.”

[SYSTEM] Side Objective: Ethical Relic Handling (+Affinity on success).

Elara left by the same door she entered, pausing only to tie her boots with hands that still trembled. Outside, the wind cut sharp and raw through the alley, but she felt steadier than she had in weeks. The blessing wasn’t armor—she was too old to believe in that. But it was ballast, a way to remind herself of the line she had promised not to cross.

She checked her messages; Jace’s update pinged first, then Mira’s. They were ready. All that was left was to do the thing, and then do it the right way.

She set off down the street, boots hitting the cracked pavement in a steady drumbeat. The city moved around her, oblivious, unblessed, but not entirely without hope.

Whispers in the Wet Shadows


CHAPTER 33


JACE PRESSED HIS back to the stone, the water seeping through his shirt in a slow, predatory caress. The archway before him gaped with the slack-lipped hunger of a drain, ivy teeth trailing down in sodden curtains. Beneath the leaves, a thin runnel traced the ancient bricks, its current purposeful as a snake’s. The dawn above was a gray, diseased color—already drowned by the mist that slid along the ruined promenade and blurred the world down to the three of them and the task.

He breathed through his mouth. Not from fear—never that—but to limit the sound. Elara had caught his eye before they left the bivouac and mimed, very deliberately, a finger slicing across her lips: no talking. Mira, ahead, had already packed her own ears with something pale and lumpy, a homebrew of rendered wax and lint, then passed the rest to Jace with a grimace like she’d rather eat it. He remembered shoving the plugs into his own ears, the way it left his skull thick and underwater, the beating of his pulse louder than the stream.

They’d spent days drawing lines in ash on battered maps, learning the hydrology of the city’s lower bones by rote. “The only way to get under without tripping the surface wards,” Elara had insisted. “Everything up top is sight-lines and glyphs, but nobody listens for the old ways.” Jace knew better, even if he said nothing. Everything that could hunt, listened. The city’s bones weren’t dead. He’d grown up on stories about the water—how it multiplied what you didn’t want to hear.

The plan was simple: wedge into the archway before sunrise, duck every sensor, and slip to the cistern without setting off the guardians. The reality was that every footstep made the whole world twitch. Mira led, with a tiny knife in one hand and a velvet-padded rod in the other for pushing aside detritus. Elara followed, her hands splayed to brush the brick and feel for the whispering warmth of spells. Jace brought up the rear, slower, heavier, his bootsteps too honest.

The System overlay glimmered faintly in his peripheral: [FORMATION BONUS ACTIVE: +5 Stealth, +3 Perception]. Below that, a pulse of amber—[ECHO HAZARD: All sounds doubled]. He tried to focus on the bonus, but the warning was sticky.

He counted his heartbeats. There were too many; they were thick as flies. Mira’s fingers flickered back: stop. Jace halted and watched Elara’s right hand draw a quick sigil in the air—a bent line, then a dot, then a circle. Jace remembered the code: curse detected. Or maybe it was trap; the signals were always close cousins.

Mira inched forward on her haunches, pressed the rod under a twist of ivy, and levered up a flake of stone. A faint hiss, like steam in a kettle, swelled and then died. Mira, ever casual, plucked a second wax plug from her vest, mashed it into her nose, and mouthed “clear” with her teeth bared in a snarl. The gesture was so grossly expressive it made Jace’s throat itch with suppressed laughter.

They slithered into the mouth together. Inside, the world changed: the air was instantly colder, the walls furred with ancient damp, but worst of all was the sound. Every drip became a detonation. Every move, magnified. Their footsteps became a stuttered duet, the slap of skin and cloth and metal echoing back in a syncopated lag.

Jace tried to think of nothing, but his mind filled with what-ifs. If they were heard, what would come? Would it be a creature of the old regime, or just a curtain of gas and a very quiet end? He reached out and touched Elara’s shoulder, the gesture more for his own steadiness than hers.

She turned, her eyes bright in the gloom, and flashed a new sign: ahead, wait, then you. They leapfrogged like this—Mira ahead, then Elara, then Jace—always leaving space for an ambush to pass through and miss them. The logic was solid, but it felt like a child’s game. The System had never saved him before; it only named his mistakes.

The corridor narrowed, pinching their progress to a shuffle. The stream deepened, now lapping at his ankles with surprising force. Mira signaled: obstacle. The three of them pressed to the left wall as a shape moved through the murk ahead. Jace tried to make sense of it—hunched, with a cowl, but too fast, too fluid for a person. It slid past without breaking stride, trailing a wake of foggy breath.

He waited for the System to flag a new hazard, but it only showed a timer: [0:01:34 To Next Watch Cycle]. They were ahead of schedule. Jace allowed himself a private, internal grin.

At the junction, the channel split—left sloping up, right down. Elara pointed to the right, then to her own eyes, and made a rolling gesture: look sharp. Jace nodded, remembering the map. The right-hand drop meant five hundred meters of sludge, but it put them below the sensor grid.

The descent was a violence to his knees. The footing was slick and uneven, and twice he nearly went down, but Mira’s hand shot out and steadied him each time. She didn’t bother to check if he was grateful; she’d never admit to caring, even if she broke her own arm to save you.

They moved faster now, the old muscle memory of soldiers on a clock. The System’s countdown ticked: [0:00:47]. At this depth, the echoes faded, replaced by a slow, constant rumble. Jace thought for a moment it was his own blood, but then realized: the city, alive above them, was already stirring. He felt each vibration like the breath of a sleeping beast.

The three of them compressed into a final, cramped tunnel. At the end, light—blue, cold, inhuman—bled through a fissure in the stone. Mira led, pulling herself up and through with a sinuous wriggle. Elara, less elegant, hauled herself with a grunt and rolled clear. Jace pulled up last, boots scraping, and the moment he cleared the threshold, he felt the old terror drop away. He was through. They all were.

He blinked. Above them, the cistern unfolded: a domed space, ribs of old concrete slicked with ancient stains, water pooled in silvery black at the bottom. No movement—yet.

Elara and Mira crouched side by side, backs to the wall. Jace joined them, letting the pulse in his ears slow. Elara pulled the plugs from her ears and shook out her hair.

“We’re in,” she whispered, and though her voice was barely a ghost, it still made Jace jump. Mira stuck out her tongue, which was blue from the wax, and gave a silent laugh.

On the System readout, the hazard icon pulsed but did not change: [ECHO HAZARD: Active]. Below that, a fresh alert: [FORMATION STABLE; SENSES KEYED].

Jace grinned. For once, they had made it without a single alarm. The hard part, of course, was yet to come. But he let himself have the smallest victory, as the echo of his own smile bounced and rebounded in the darkness, growing softer each time.


CHAPTER 34


ELARA KEPT HER fingers curled in her lap, knuckles almost white. Now that they were inside, the ache behind her eyes had grown—an insistent throb that told her the wards were close. She blinked until the shimmer resolved, until she could make out the seam where the floor met the far wall. In the new hush, Jace’s breath sounded huge and wet.

Mira was the first to move. She scouted the room in a low, sidewinding path, head cocked for the sound of traps, the slick of her boots making a syncopated patter on the stone. Elara watched her movements and mapped them in her head, tracing every stride like a line on parchment. When Mira reached the far end, she squatted and pointed up—a silent order for Elara to join her.

The space between was a short bridge: just a shelf of dry brick over a stagnant pool. Elara moved slow, keeping her weight centered, feeling the flex and give of every ancient tile underfoot. At the far wall, Mira was already uncoiling a length of cord, tying off at an iron ring set just above a knee-high alcove.

Jace waited until Elara waved him over. Even through the fog of adrenaline and wax, he was careful, deliberate. When he reached them, Mira flicked two fingers at the alcove. Elara bent down and peered inside.

The gate was set deep—a thick slab of ancient mesh, locked by four iron plates in a square. Each plate was etched with a spiral, so worn by use that the glyphs looked less like runes and more like the record grooves of some lost music. Elara understood at once: tone lock. The gate would open for the correct sequence, punish every other attempt with a curse.

Mira scowled and gestured: how many tries? Elara shrugged, then put up one finger: ideally, just one.

She pressed her palm to the first plate. The metal hummed under her skin, not a pitch she could place but something close to the bottom of a cello. She pushed on the second: higher, thinner. Third: tinny, like a penny dropped in a glass. The fourth buzzed cold, a tone that scraped the back of her teeth.

The plates had to be played, but not by force. You could slam on the notes all day and only fill the chamber with angry noise. The plates, she guessed, wanted harmony.

Elara glanced up at the System prompt flickering in her periphery: [HARMONIC GATE: Press in sequence. Disarm with correct overtone.] And beneath it, a hint that was no help at all: [FAILURE RATE: 67%. CONSEQUENCE: Bleed, Choke, Lockout.]

Jace was watching her with the patient fear of a man about to be made redundant by a machine. She almost smiled.

She closed her eyes and set both hands flat against the wall, feeling for the drag of energy along the seams. It was all math, in the end: ratios, divisions, the way a perfect third gave structure to a chord. If she could see it—

She drew a slow breath and whispered, “Shine.” The word was barely audible, but the glyph she traced on her palm flared, and the world grew a notch brighter. For a moment, the plates bloomed with color: blue, then gold, then green, then a hungry red that hurt to look at. The colors twisted as she moved her head, fusing and splitting along invisible axes.

Behind her, Jace grunted. “You okay?” The words were thick, made blunt by the wax, but he was close enough for her to catch them.

Elara nodded. “Just—hold a sec.”

She traced the air in front of the plates, drawing out the lines where the colors bled into one another. There was a harmony hidden here, but not the obvious sort. She focused, narrowing her field of view to just the interference patterns, just the way the blue and gold would pulse together and cancel out, leaving a filament of green. If she matched that filament, maybe—

She turned to Mira and gestured: soft strikes, but timed exactly. Mira, unflappable, nodded and took up position by the first plate, rod held lightly like a conductor’s baton.

Elara set the count in her head. “Now,” she whispered, and Mira tapped the first plate. A hollow, bell-like note thrummed through the gate.

Second plate: higher, sharper, just out of sync with the first.

Third: Elara could feel the overtone in her teeth, a metallic whine that vibrated in her molars.

Fourth: the color went from red to white in her vision, a flash so sharp she nearly bit her tongue.

The plates quivered. For a heartbeat, nothing. Then, the leftmost spiral rotated a fraction, and a needle flicked out of a tiny port above it, stabbing the empty air where a careless hand might have hovered.

Mira’s eyes widened in what might have been admiration, but she kept going. The sequence, Elara realized, wasn’t just about the four notes—they had to blend, overlap, become one sustained resonance. She steadied her breath, hummed softly to herself, searching for the pitch that would thread through them all.

Jace was whispering now, counting under his breath: “Three, two, one...” On the final count, Elara hummed, not the first note but the overtone she’d glimpsed in the Shine. Mira matched her, pressing the plates in a rolling, up-and-down pattern. The sound thickened, the chamber trembling with sympathetic vibration.

A second needle zipped out, nicking the sleeve of Elara’s tunic but leaving her skin intact. She didn’t flinch. Instead, she modulated her hum, nudging the resonance just a shade higher.

And the plates began to glow—not with magic, but with heat, the spirals running molten gold. The mesh behind them receded, bars sliding with a muted groan. A final click, and the entire gate dropped into the floor, the echo bouncing off the cistern’s dome and rolling back to them like distant thunder.

Elara exhaled, her vision swimming for a moment. The System flashed: [PUZZLE SOLVED: HARMONIC GRATE. +PARTY AFFINITY]. She felt the glow in her chest, the familiar mix of relief and a small, private pride. She’d done it.

Mira gave her a solid, approving clap on the shoulder—forceful, but not without warmth. Jace, always the skeptic, grunted, “Nice work,” and gestured to the yawning passage beyond.

Elara pulled the wax from her ears. The world poured in, bright and metallic. Even Jace’s grunt seemed celebratory, in its way.

They advanced into the darkness, leaving the needles twitching in the gate behind them. Above, the blue light faded, replaced by the steady, solemn black of old stone and the promise of deeper puzzles ahead.


CHAPTER 35


THE CORRIDOR NARROWED so much they had to turn sideways. Mist here wasn’t just damp; it was tactile, as if it had muscle, fingers, and a mind. Mira took point and bared her teeth, half-hoping the cold would numb the exposed nerves. She didn’t trust the ground, or the stone, or the tickle of air at the back of her neck. What she trusted, maybe, was her own stubborn refusal to die the same way as the last crew.

She had a ball of cord tucked in her vest—a fisherman’s trick, orange against everything else. It wasn’t elegant, but it was honest. Every five steps, she knotted the line around a pipe or outcropping. It gave her a sense of rhythm, a thing to count, when all else in the world was float and echo and dread.

The first time it happened, it was Elara’s voice: “Here.” Barely a whisper, but Mira’s pulse snapped to it. She squinted ahead. Elara was to her left, three paces back, but the sound had come from ahead, and lower, as if from under the floor. Mira let the voice hang in the mist, then glanced back. Elara, real Elara, met her eyes and flicked two fingers: stay close.

Jace’s voice came next, urgent and cracked. “I see light—this way.” But Mira could see him, shadowed but present, a hand on the guide-thread just behind her. She didn’t answer. She kept moving, knotting, eyes locked on the line ahead. She’d heard too many stories about the voice-thief shades, the way they borrowed your tone, your worst secrets, your mother’s endearments if they could claw them from your brain.

The System overlay told her what she already knew: [HAZARD: Auditory Lure]. [EFFECTIVE RANGE: 12m]. [PARTY SPLIT RISK: SEVERE]. The guide-thread, in its own way, was a cheat code.

The air grew thick with flavorless cold. Sometimes the mist pressed so tight that Mira had to scrape it off her lips. At every knot, she pinched the thread so hard it bit her skin. She glanced back. Jace’s outline was steady; Elara, hunched and shrinking, but still there.

Halfway down the corridor, a shadow darted left to right and paused. It looked like Elara, only wrong—too fast, too smooth, too bright-eyed. It whispered, “We have to hurry.” For a moment, Mira’s brain told her to go, to run. But her hands didn’t listen.

She gave Jace the agreed-upon signal: sharp yank, pause, repeat. He grunted. That was real enough.

The corridor doubled back on itself, looping in a way that felt impossible. The stone was damp and close, and the only thing real was the pull of the thread and the sting in her palm.

At step sixty, the voice changed. It was her own voice, filtered through the mist: “Jace, stay with me. Don’t lose sight.” The effect was almost perfect, but Mira knew her own tone: this one was too gentle, a shade too sweet. She snarled at the thing in the fog, “Try harder.”

The System pulsed: [ECHO SHADE: DECOY LEVEL 4. IMMUNITY: NONE.] It meant the shades were learning. It meant she’d have to out-stubborn them.

Elara stumbled once, grazing her knee on exposed brick. The fake Elara, undamaged, flickered ahead and tried to draw Mira off the thread. Mira ignored it, but the effort left her with a headache, a ringing in her skull. She spat to clear her mouth, then kept the count going, step after step.

It wasn’t enough. The shades began to get clever, mimicking the way Jace huffed when tired, or how Elara whispered math to herself when nervous. They’d sampled and looped everything about the trio, and now they flooded the corridor with perfect, overlapping imitations.

Mira fought back with her own brute logic. She dug out a stub of chalk and, without stopping, marked Jace’s vambrace with a bright x every time she checked back. The marks would be hers, unique, uncopyable by the shades. She made a habit of eye contact with him at every knot, memorizing the small chips in his irises, the way he blinked twice when scared.

She wasn’t subtle about it. The shades caught on. Soon, every shadow in the mist had an X on its arm, or blinked just so, or even called out, “Mira, it’s okay,” in a voice that made her teeth itch.

It almost worked. The corridor grew so tight, so full of voices, that she nearly lost the line at step eighty. For a second, Jace’s hand went slack behind her. She yanked hard, and the orange thread snapped taut, nearly pulling him off his feet.

“Still here,” he growled, and that was the real Jace, because he’d never thank her out loud.

Mira pressed on, knuckles raw. The last ten meters, the mist was so dense it could have been velvet. Every sense in her body told her to stop, to look, to listen. She didn’t. She kept the count, kept the knots, kept the thread.

At the end, the mist thinned, and the corridor widened into a basin of dry stone. The voices cut off so sudden that the silence rang. Behind them, a shriek from the shades—a layered howl of all three voices, writhing together, furious.

Elara dropped to her knees and gasped for air, hands braced on the stone. Jace slumped down, clutching his forearm, chalk-stained and bleeding from a shallow scrape. Mira reeled in the orange thread, wound it around her fist, and let herself smile.

The System chimed, a rare pleasant sound: [TERRAIN TAGGED: GUIDE-THREAD ACTIVE. LURE SUCCESS -30%.] Below, a new prompt: [PARTY STATUS: INTACT.]

They’d made it. Together.

Mira flicked the last of the thread into the basin, watched it unspool and disappear. Behind them, the corridor filled with cold and noise, but it couldn’t reach them now. For a moment, she almost pitied the things in the fog, forced to mimic the same three losers forever.

Jace wiped the chalk from his sleeve. “You were right. Next time, more thread.”

Mira grinned, teeth sharp. “Next time, less mist.”

Elara, still catching her breath, muttered, “Next time, let’s be the voices.”

They all laughed—harsh, brittle, but real—and the echo, this time, was theirs alone.

Mira felt Jace's arm come around her shoulders, solid and warm. Elara pressed against her other side, trembling but alive. For a moment, they just held each other, hearts racing, breaths mingling in the close air.

"I thought I'd lost you both," Elara whispered.

"Never," Jace said fiercely. "We don't leave anyone behind."

Mira turned her face into Jace's shoulder, allowing herself this moment of vulnerability. "The voices... they knew things. Personal things."

"They knew how to hurt us," Elara agreed, her hand finding Mira's. "But they didn't know this—how strong we are together."

[SYSTEM] Harem Flag: Trust Absolute

[SYSTEM] Mental Resistance Shared: Party Members Immune to Separation Effects

Into the Abyss


CHAPTER 36


THE PASSAGE BEGAN as a stone lip, no wider than a dinner plate, suspended above a pool so black the mind rebelled at its depth. Jace watched the stillness from the lead position, hand hovering over the left hilt, eyes squinting for movement in the water. Nothing revealed itself but a flicker of greenish foam from the outflow on the far side—just the threat of things waiting in the drink, all teeth and patience.

“Looks stable,” Jace called back, pitching the voice to sound certain. That was for Mira, second in line, whose knuckles were already pale on her walking staff. Behind her, Elara balanced two riot shields strapped together with bright orange cord. Their impromptu “guardrails,” a luxury the bridge’s builders had not bothered with.

Mira peered over Jace’s shoulder. “I don’t love it,” she said. “This is—what? Two meters above the water? Maybe less?”

“Closer to one by the end,” Elara said. “It slopes.”

Jace grunted, heel testing the first slab. Moss oozed underfoot, slick as rain on slate. “We go slow. Three steps, then reset. Mira, keep the staff planted on the left. Elara, shields out, wide. I’ll call the cadence.”

They moved. One, two, three. Pause. Jace waited for the others to stabilize, then set the next rhythm. The surface was worse than it looked; green slime hid a brittle crust that shattered under the slightest shift in balance. He imagined the ancient masons, slapping stones in place, never caring what would use them later. Somewhere deep in the walls, a current of air whined—lonesome, directionless.

At the halfway point, the wind arrived. Not a gust, but a constant, seeping sideways pressure, as if the entire chamber exhaled through a single clenched tooth. The force pushed at their right flanks, picking at elbows and ankles. Jace dug in, using the side of the foot for leverage.

Elara’s shields caught the draft and wobbled. “I can’t hold them both out,” she hissed, teeth clenched. “Too much drag.”

“Go vertical,” Jace said. “Plant the bottom edge, brace with your thigh.”

The clatter of shield against stone was loud. Mira flinched, but the shields held. The wind, denied its toy, found Mira’s coat and lifted it off her back like a hand in a puppet.

“Jace,” Mira said, “we have company.”

He turned fractionally, eyes trained on the black. Below them, little spots had started to gather at the surface. Not bubbles—discs, with ripples spinning out. Five, then a dozen, then too many to count. The leech pool was waking up.

Jace’s voice did not shake, but his stomach did. “No sudden movements. If you fall, keep your head above water. There’s a rung ladder at the other end.” He said it as if reading from a guidebook, dry and authoritative.

Mira risked a look down. “Noted,” she whispered.

Jace studied the rest of the span. The far landing was lit by a single sodium bulb, casting the stone in hard shadow. Nothing between them and safety but twenty meters of questionable rock. He could not trust the wind, or the stone, or the slime. But he could trust the rhythm—the invisible thread that joined him to the other two.

Time to invoke it.

He drew in a breath through his nose, feeling the sensation trickle all the way down the spine. The Bond Boon was not a prayer, but a function: Trust the Call. It felt like listening for a dropped pin in a room full of static. If you listened hard enough, the other two would pick it up, too, and the world would narrow to just the next step.

He spoke the sequence, low and clipped. “Ready. Right. Left. Center.” Each word snapped a pulse through his own limbs. He felt Mira pick it up, even before she said “Ready.” Elara followed a half-beat later. They inched forward, synchronizing, each footfall landing in the ghostly echo of Jace’s own.

Below, the discs floated in a shifting archipelago. The leeches were big enough to paddle, and now they were aligning themselves under the party’s shadow. They quivered with anticipation.

Jace set the pace tighter. “Right. Left. Center.” The muscle memory took over. He stopped noticing the fear and started noticing only the path. It was a kind of tunnel vision—every impulse to look down, to think about the thing waiting in the drink, just washed away in the monotone of “Right. Left. Center.”

The wind gusted again, harder. Mira’s staff wobbled, the end skipping off the stone lip. She yelped, swinging her weight back, and for a second she hung over the edge, arms splayed. The staff tumbled into the water and vanished.

Jace did not think. He pivoted, grabbed Mira by the forearm, and yanked her in. They staggered, almost falling into Elara’s shields, but Mira’s boots found purchase.

The staff was gone. The leeches below jostled at the site of the splash, little black saucers folding over the spot.

“Don’t stop,” Jace said. “No more pauses. Shields tight, Mira: hands on my shoulder.”

“I can’t—” she started, but he cut her off.

“You can. Trust me.”

They went, fast as possible. Mira’s grip was a vice. Elara followed, shields up, using the drag as a brake rather than a sail. Each step triggered a little spasm in the calf, a soft warning that the balance could tip at any second.

Ten meters left. The wind’s howl now a keening, animal thing. Jace’s eyes watered from the spray and effort.

At five meters, the stone dipped sharply and the slime grew thicker. Jace’s boots slipped, both feet skating at once, but Mira’s deathgrip and Elara’s shoulder check kept them upright.

They hit the far platform in a tangle. Mira collapsed to her knees and sobbed, once—no tears, just a sound. Elara set the shields down with a trembling grunt.

Jace exhaled. The Bond Boon faded like a receding heartbeat, but its afterimage lingered. The three of them were still alive, unbitten, unslipped.

He scanned the black water. The discs were dissolving, scattering into the depths, the threat as silent and eternal as before.

SYSTEM: [Bond Boon Used: Trust the Call. Mishap chance reduced. All safe.]

Jace looked at the others. Mira was still on her knees, hugging herself, but she met his gaze and nodded. “Thanks,” she said. “For the save.”

Elara unslung the shields, rolling her shoulders. “Next time,” she muttered, “I’m taking the leeches.”

Jace smiled, thin and grim. “You wouldn’t like the taste.”

He pointed at the dim corridor ahead. “Let’s keep moving. They’ll notice the splash.”

Mira, breath ragged but steadying, picked herself up. She eyed the water one last time. “Right. Left. Center.”

Jace suppressed a laugh and motioned them on. The path ahead was narrow and uncertain, but the rhythm was in their bones now. Each step, no matter how slick, landed steady.


CHAPTER 37


THE PASSAGE BLED into a cold, sweating tunnel. Jace’s cadence still rang in Mira’s knees, even after the leech crossing. The air here was sour with the memory of cheap explosives, and the brickwork flaked like the scalp of an old god. Mira lagged a meter behind the others, letting her pulse slow and her eyes adapt to the gloom.

The T-junction announced itself with a tangle of scratched runes on the right-hand wall. Fresh, too: the char and scoring still crusted the lines. Mira angled her headlamp low, so it wouldn’t silhouette her against the opposite wall, and squatted to examine the first glyph.

“Hold up,” she said, palm out. “We’ve got tagging.”

Elara, ever literal, stopped on a dime. Jace’s silhouette hovered just past the split. Neither said a word; this was Mira’s territory.

She traced the curve of the rune with her finger, eyes narrowing at the little hitch at the tip—like a stutter in someone’s handwriting. “Bright Lances,” she said. “Recent. They sent the A-shift.”

Jace muttered, “Thought they got booted last quarter.”

“Backfill. Their new crew is hungry.”

The runes mapped a binary: left passage, right passage. The left had been overmarked three times with an angular “safe” symbol, but the right bore only a single, hesitant slash. Decoys were a Bright Lances signature. If they wanted you to take a path, they’d telegraph it with triple redundancies; the trap was always in the obvious option, never the subtle.

Mira thumbed the inside of her wrist, feeling for the old scar that mapped her own rookie mistake. “Don’t step forward. There’s a false tile in the left lane, about half a meter in.”

Elara squinted. “You sure?”

“Watch.”

She plucked a jag of broken brick from the tunnel floor and underarmed it at the seam of the left passage. The tile took the weight, then sagged, then snapped like a brittle tooth. A hiss, a click—then the floor dropped out, revealing a one-meter pit bristling with glass needles. A sickly yellow powder dusted the points.

Elara let out a low whistle. “Classic Lances.”

Jace only nodded, once, and Mira could tell he’d never doubted her for a second. That was how they operated: she read the room, they trusted the reading.

But this was just the outer layer. The Lances were never satisfied with one kill-box.

Mira lowered herself to the tile, scanning the perimeter of the pit. No tripwires, but something in the air stank of capsaicin. They’d used a chemical mist, probably as a secondary deterrent if the pit didn’t get you. Her eyes watered, but the logic was straightforward.

She fished a handkerchief from her back pocket, wound it twice around her nose and mouth, and motioned for the others to do the same. “Go slow, keep low. There’s another at head height.” She pointed to a hairline groove just above the arch of the tunnel—barely visible, but unmistakable to someone who knew the craft.

Elara said, “They don’t want visitors.”

Mira grinned under the makeshift mask. “They just don’t want dumb ones.”

She palmed a microspanner and inched down the right passage, feeling for pressure plates with her toes. The Bright Lances weren’t imaginative, but they were methodical: always a counterweight, always a backup. There it was—the faintest notch in the mortar, where the next tile waited to betray.

She whispered, “Step for step, exactly as I do,” then set her right heel on the edge, testing the pressure. The tile flexed, but did not click. She slid her weight off it, then looped her left foot to bypass the trap entirely.

The others mirrored her exactly. Jace, compact and springy, had no trouble; Elara, with her bulk and the shields, required two stutter steps, but she cleared it.

At the end of the corridor, the runes began again—this time in the sharp, ugly hand of the Lances’ second-string scribe. Mira recognized the signature: extra-long crosshatches, deliberate over-etching to make them harder to interpret at speed.

She paused, mind running the permutations. The message was a warning, but not for outsiders—for someone inside the system, someone who might be following.

“Boobytrapped,” she said. “But not for us. They’re warning off anyone chasing them.”

Elara cocked her head. “So we’re clear?”

Mira eyed the ceiling. “Only if we can prove we’re not rivals.”

She scanned the walls for an override—a mercy line, or a grace rune. There, low on the right, almost erased by dust: a cat-scratch. It was the symbol of Rogues’ Alley, her own former crew, a subtle sign of truce. Mira’s mouth curled up in a private, involuntary smile. Someone on Lances’ team respected the old etiquette.

She dug in her front pocket for a nub of black wax, scratched her own mark beside the cat-scratch: a single dot over a double dash. Anyone from her guild would know the route was clear, provided the signs were in sequence.

“Jace,” she called softly. “Passage is good. But go single file. There’s a mist-release in the arch—don’t break the plane.”

He nodded, and for the first time since the crossing, his posture loosened, shoulders sloping back to their usual confidence. “Well done,” he murmured. Not praise, exactly, but Mira accepted it as such.

They slipped through, Mira first, senses electric. She caught a faint click as the air shifted behind them, but nothing triggered—the Lances’ courtesy held. Once in the clear, she let herself breathe.

SYSTEM: [Rival Trap Disarmed. Reputation (Rogues’ Alley) +minor.]

She dusted her hands, tucking the wax nub away.

Elara looked back at the pit, now shadowed and silent. “Ever miss it?” she asked, not quite teasing.

Mira shrugged. “Sometimes. But this is better.” She pointed down the open tunnel. “Outsmarting them. That’s the game.”

Jace smiled, a rare flash of teeth. “Let’s see what they left us at the end.”

Mira followed, feeling the reputation boost like a warm coin in the pocket. In the guilds, you survived on skill, luck, and respect. Today, she’d earned a sliver more of all three.


CHAPTER 38


THE CORRIDOR SPAT them out into a vault as loud as a nightmare. Elara nearly recoiled at the first note—a long, metallic howl that drilled straight through the skull and pinched the nerves along her teeth. She squared her stance, widened her breath, and let the rest of the noise resolve: seven more pipes, each tuned to a slightly wrong note, all shrieking together in a ceaseless loop. The air was wet with vapor and raw with echoes.

Jace sneered. “Can’t believe anyone survived more than two seconds in here.”

Mira put her hands over her ears and grimaced. “It’s a defense system. Auditory overload. You can’t think straight.”

Elara listened, cataloging the sound. She’d trained herself on monastery bells as a child, counting the overtones and tracking the sequence of hours. The pipes in this place wanted to play a pattern, but something in their logic was mangled. A brute-force solution would be to shut them all up at once, but that risked a pressure collapse and, by the look of the slime on the floor, a fast drowning.

Jace gestured at the far side. “Bridge is up. Controls?”

Elara pointed at the wall-mounted wheel, half-rusted and soaked from decades of mist. “Manual only. There’s no backup.”

She let the sound wash over her, watching the vapor pulses above each pipe. Some were in sync; others were out-of-phase, skipping like broken clockwork. She walked the rim of the room, counting the pipes with her finger. Eight. Each marked with a faded glyph. She read the order: sun, moon, ash, wind, river, salt, coal, leaf.

Mira, still holding her head, said, “Isn’t that the shrine sequence?”

Elara paused. “Yes. But it’s not the full litany. There’s no root or crown.”

“Shortcut,” Jace said. “Probably for emergencies. Or to mess with people.”

Elara bit her tongue and listened for the pattern again. There—a subtle drop in pitch every fifth rotation. Someone had rigged the fifth pipe (river) to misfire every cycle, probably as a failsafe. The real code was in the intervals, not the notes.

She clapped once. The echo took an extra beat to die. “Every fifth. That’s the trigger.”

Jace rolled his eyes. “Just say it straight.”

She pointed at the pipes. “We need to mute the fifth and seventh pipes, then run the wheel while the rest keep singing. If we get it wrong, the overflow dump will trigger.”

Mira fished in her bag, pulled out two canisters of sticky resin, and weighed them in her palm. “I can block them, but the resin sets in twenty seconds. You’ll have to time the wheel.”

Elara nodded. “Jace, you’re on the valve. Mira, get ready. On my count—now.”

The next minute was a strobe of shouting and clatter. Mira dashed to the pipes, scaling the slick wall with a practiced scramble, and jammed the resin canisters over the river and coal pipes. The sound changed immediately, dropping by two notes, the harmonics turning from shriek to something almost pleasant.

Elara braced at the wheel, palms slick with condensation. Jace took the other side and counted down. “Three, two, one—go.”

They cranked together. The first turn was hell, ancient gears grinding like bones in a pestle. The pipes screamed louder, then choked as the resin set. The pressure in the chamber spiked. Water began to sluice from the ceiling, first a trickle, then a curtain.

“Faster!” Mira shouted, resin flecks splattering across her cheek.

Elara leaned in, putting her full weight behind the wheel. The muscles in her back shivered from the effort, but the bridge started to move—slow, then steady, then a clean, sure descent. The water rose to their ankles. Jace swore and kept cranking.

With a final, spastic cough, the pipes harmonized. The eighth note, silent until now, sounded—a pure bell tone that cut through all the rest. Elara felt it as a vibration in her ribs.

The bridge clunked into place with a metal sigh. The water receded, sucked into hidden drains. The pipes, now properly tuned, played a gentle chord, almost soothing.

SYSTEM: [Combo: Hymn Map → Resin Block → Wheel Brace. Chamber Solution Achieved.]

Mira slumped, soaked and smiling. “Best system I’ve seen,” she said. “Elegant, in a mean way.”

Elara flexed her hands, staring at the wheel. “Old code, new trap. They never want you to forget where you came from.”

Jace splashed over to the bridge, testing its hold with a stomp. “We’re good. Onward?”

Elara nodded. The strain in her arms had already faded, replaced by the quiet pleasure of a job well done. Mira was collecting her tools, careful as a ritual. Jace took point, scanning the next passage for more mechanical tricks.

Before they crossed, Elara reached out and tapped the resonance of the last, perfect note. She felt it travel up her bones and into her jaw—a connection to every engineer, every bellmaker, every stubborn hand that had ever tried to turn chaos into order.

“Let’s go,” she said, and her voice sounded right—clear, bright, the way a bell should.

They filed across the bridge, into the next uncertainty, the harmonics still humming in their wake.

Descent into Darkness


CHAPTER 39


THE DESCENT FUNNELED them downward, down into the cistern’s throat—a spiral of bone-smooth limestone and fungus-patched brickwork, the way illuminated by no torch or lantern but rather a dull, underwater pall cast from some source below. Jace paused every ten or twelve steps, running a gloved hand along the wall to steady himself. Each touch, each brush of skin, seemed to draw away a layer of thought, like water leaching color from a dye.

Behind him, Elara scuffed her heel every second or third step, not intentionally—her nervous tick, her way of reminding the world of her weight. Mira walked light and precise, but she’d started humming at the landing, tuneless and low, and hadn’t stopped since.

Jace clenched his jaw, and for the first time he wished the game let him turn off ambient effects. Instead, every breath in this place had a taste: salt and copper, the hint of old smoke, the kind of tang that filled the mouth before a thunderstorm. If he listened, really listened, a thread of music braided through it all. Something soft, recursive. A lullaby with no beginning and no end.

Ahead, the corridor opened onto the basin chamber. The ceiling arched so high he couldn't see the top, and the walls sweated with slow-moving beads of condensation. At the center, surrounded by a nest of tumbled coral and slick glass, hovered the Shard: a sliver of light embedded in the grinning mouth of a white, fish-skull pedestal.

Jace swallowed. "Status check," he said, voice kept to a murmur. It was always best to pretend the monsters were listening.

Elara’s reply was delayed by a half-beat. "Cognition’s fuzzy. And the HUD’s all wavy. Is that normal?"

"Not normal," Mira said, but her tone was dreamy, distracted. She didn’t look at Jace—her gaze was locked on the basin. "I think it’s the Shard."

Jace nodded, mostly for himself. He could feel it too: a slow suction in the chest, the urge to step forward and lower himself to the water’s edge. To kneel, maybe to sleep. He set his teeth and glanced at his own HUD. The stats bar pulsed in and out of focus, but the debuff was clear: Siren’s Call [Charm 22%]. Timer: 00:32. The number ticked up with each heartbeat.

"Stay close," Jace said. He moved his feet deliberately, one at a time, and made sure to keep the others in his periphery. He heard the slap of Elara’s boots and the too-quiet pat of Mira’s, and that was almost enough to focus him. He wanted to speak, to keep the rhythm of conversation going as a shield, but every word seemed to cost more.

The three of them edged into the open chamber. There was water here, but it was motionless, not even a ripple. The far side of the basin was lost in gloom, but somewhere out there, just past visible range, the song swelled. Jace caught himself swaying, and pinched the skin of his forearm until the dull pain brought things into sharper relief.

"Formation," he hissed. "Shoulder to shoulder. Band aura only works in a line."

Elara moved right, Mira left, each drifting into place with the slack precision of sleepwalkers. The beginner’s band was an artifact of their party composition, a safety net meant to halve charm effects in early encounters—Jace had read the wiki, he knew how it worked, but nothing in the patch notes had mentioned how badly you’d want to just sit down and drown.

The air grew heavier with each step toward the coral nest. The music, or whatever it was, bent the world: the angles of the stones, the color of the light, even the time between blinks. Jace’s mind kept playing tricks, skipping back a step, making him uncertain whether he’d actually moved at all.

"Siren’s still increasing," Elara whispered. Her head lolled to the side. "Seventy-eight percent now."

"Keep counting," Jace said. He wasn’t sure if he meant it for her or for himself. "Count the steps. Out loud."

Mira started first. "One. Two. Three." Her voice was monotone, but it made the air vibrate in a way that seemed to disrupt the melody. Elara joined in at five, her voice sharper.

Jace felt the effect immediately, like a hand unclenching from around his windpipe. He started counting too, matching the others. "Seven. Eight. Nine." Each number landed like a footfall. The urge to go silent returned with every breath, but the discipline of noise, the counting, built a buffer against the song’s tide.

They reached the basin’s lip. The coral was bone-white, sharp as a mouthful of teeth, but the spaces between were filled with algae the color of bruises. Jace looked down at the water: pitch-black and depthless. It did not reflect them.

"Shard’s in the center," Mira said. She leaned forward, hands on her knees. "But the stats say if we get closer, we’ll—"

Jace gripped her elbow, steadying her before she could finish the thought. "We don’t get closer. We throw something. Elara, you have line-of-sight?"

Elara blinked, the motion slow and glassy. "Not with the HUD like this."

Jace exhaled, slow. The numbers on his debuff had plateaued—hovering at ninety, but not climbing. The band aura was doing its job, but only just. He leaned in, careful not to break the line. "Try blink-mode. See if it resets the overlay."

Elara squeezed her eyes shut, then open. The numbers drifted for a second, then snapped into focus. "Got it," she said, a little more herself. "Shard is thirty meters. There’s a...thing underneath it."

Jace risked a glance at the water. Sure enough, there was a shadow there: long, sinuous, coiled around the plinth. He tried not to imagine teeth or eyes, but they forced themselves in, blue-white and rimmed with gold.

"We get one shot," Jace said. He fished in his pack, found the resin grenade, and handed it to Mira. She took it without blinking. "On my mark."

The song changed, modulating into a higher register. It pressed against the inside of Jace’s skull, flattening thought into two dimensions. He kept counting, louder. The others matched him. The sound of their voices, in harmony and then unison, was ugly but effective.

At thirty, Jace said, "Now." Mira pulled the pin and threw.

The grenade arced over the basin, trailing a thin stream of pale light. It hit the coral, bounced, and rolled to the foot of the plinth before popping open in a shroud of sticky, glowing web. The music stuttered; the shadow in the water lashed once, then went still.

Elara whooped. "That did it! Shard’s clear—no movement below."

Jace’s own voice sounded hollow. "Don’t let go," he said, gripping both teammates by the sleeve. "If we break formation, the charm resets."

"Understood," Mira said. She seemed more awake now. "We move as one?"

Jace nodded. "On three. One. Two. Three—"

They advanced, careful to keep their arms linked. The closer they got to the plinth, the sharper the sensation: not just the song, but a steady throbbing in the soles of their feet, as if the stone itself had a pulse. The Shard glimmered just above eye level, humming with potential.

At the base, Jace could see the curve of the glass beneath the resin: the coiled shadow, now immobilized, and the white skull with its idiot grin. The song was quieter here, but not gone. It had just gone to ground, waiting.

He counted to ten in silence, then looked at the others. "We can think. That’s the main thing. We’re not gone."

Elara smiled, thin but genuine. "Yeah. I’m here."

Mira flicked her gaze between them, then to the Shard. "We can work. Let’s not waste it."

Jace reached out, and his hand didn’t shake.


CHAPTER 40


JACE BRACED AGAINST the plinth, still holding Elara and Mira by the sleeve, when the water in the basin flexed, recoiled, and rose in a single convulsion. The force of it knocked all three back against the coral, Mira’s heel skidding on slick stone. The black surface of the pool domed upward and then fractured—not with a sound, but with a vibration you could feel in your molars, like the hum of a struck tuning fork.

The immobilized shadow in the resin shell jerked once, then peeled upward, uncoiling into a translucent, serpentine form. The body was water, glassy and shifting, threaded with current. At its core, near the head, glowed the faint shape of a human heart, luminous as a wound. Jace’s first thought: they had seconds, not minutes.

"Eyes up!" he shouted, shaking Mira’s arm to break her stare. She blinked, once, then again, and her posture reset to combat-ready. Elara was already moving, yanking a sigil from her belt with the kind of desperation that bordered on panic.

The serpent lashed its tail, and the air filled with wet pressure—a concussion blast that rattled the teeth and pressed the eyeballs in their sockets. Jace dropped low, dragging the others with him, and the blast hit the wall behind where their heads had been a moment before. Plaster and lichen erupted into a gritty, stinging rain.

"Don’t let it touch the basin!" Elara gasped. She scuttled to the side, working the sigil in her hands. "If it breaks the outer ring—"

"We drown," Mira finished, voice tight. "Or worse."

Jace’s eyes tracked the serpent’s head. It hovered meters above, watching them with no visible eyes, just the rippling suggestion of a face. The human heart at its core pulsed in time with the music that still seeped through the air—faster, now, agitated.

He ran the possible moves in his mind: nothing blunt, nothing that would crack stone. He needed a disjunction, something that would disrupt the shape without destroying the container. "Elara, can you disrupt its charge?"

Elara’s hands moved in a blur. "Sigil’s tuned, but it only buys a second."

"Stack it with Mira’s resonance. Double hit, then I go for the core," Jace said. He could feel his own heart sync to the rhythm of the serpent’s, the tempo accelerating with each passing second.

The serpent descended, tail sweeping in a low arc. Mira called, "Cover!" and Jace dove forward, shoving Elara ahead of him. The impact of water on coral was a cannonshot—shards of calcified skeletons flew in every direction. Mira dodged left, rolling behind a cluster of outcroppings.

Jace rolled to his feet, still counting under his breath. He saw Elara plant her feet and raise the sigil, arms shaking with effort.

"Ready," Elara called.

"Ready," Mira echoed, left hand glowing with the first flicker of blue-white power.

Jace drew the bat—a scavenged aluminum length, lacquered and studded with soft spikes for nonlethal hits. He felt the weight of it and tried to imagine it passing through water instead of shattering glass. "On your ping," he said.

The serpent surged, mouth yawning wide. Inside, teeth of liquid glass churned and re-formed with each blink. Elara waited until the head was almost on them, then flung the sigil like a discus. It arced, struck the serpent just below the jaw, and detonated with a burst of raw, colorless light.

The monster flinched. Its form stuttered, lines flickering in and out of resolution. Mira fired her Resonance Bolt into the heart of the distortion, the bolt humming like a plucked string in the moment before it landed. The blue-white energy drilled in, sending ripples down the serpent’s body, destabilizing its outline.

Jace didn’t think. He sprinted up the side of the coral mound, the spikes of the bat biting into the soft, gritty ridges for traction. The music was a roar now, the sound of the serpent’s pulse filling his head to the exclusion of all else.

The bat connected with the core, the heart, just as the resonance and the afterimage of the sigil converged on the same point. There was a sound like a glass harmonica being shattered by a hammer, and the serpent imploded, sucking in all the surrounding water and then releasing it in a single, explosive breath.

Jace landed hard, the shock of the fall rolling up through his ankles into his knees. The water level in the basin dropped by almost a third; what remained was clear, still, and tasted of nothing.

Elara staggered to his side, laughing in short, incredulous bursts. "Did you see that system flash?" she said. "Party combo—‘Beat the Pulse.’"

Mira wiped a bleeding cut from her cheek. "Very literal," she said, grinning despite the blood.

Jace checked his HUD. The Siren’s Call debuff was gone, replaced by a faint afterimage: [SYSTEM] Party Combo Discovered: Beat the Pulse (Shine → Resonance → Strike). Reward: Adaptive Tuning, Rank I.

He looked at the others, then at the basin. The Shard hovered, untouchable but now free from the grasp of the serpent. The music, once all-consuming, was gone, replaced by the softest echo, more memory than sound.

Jace let his bat drop and exhaled, a long, shuddering breath. For the first time since entering the cistern, it felt like there was enough oxygen in the air.

Elara tilted her head, listening to the silence. "What now?"

"We finish it," Jace said. "But carefully."

Mira nodded, eyes already scanning the perimeter for whatever trap might come next.

They approached the plinth together, steps measured. There was no pressure this time, no suggestion of movement beneath the water. The Shard itself pulsed at a steady rate, slow and calming.

Jace touched it with two fingers. It was warm—unexpected, after all the cold—and it hummed with a residual energy. He withdrew, half-afraid of triggering a secondary boss.

But nothing happened. The water remained still.

Elara picked up the sigil from where it had landed, dusted it off, and holstered it at her belt. "That’s a first," she said. "Usually there’s a second phase."

Jace looked around the chamber. The coral was shattered in places, but the basin held. The walls, once streaked with algae, now gleamed with clean moisture. It was as if the room had been purged.

He turned to Mira. "How’s your arm?"

She flexed her wrist, winced, but nodded. "Nothing broken."

"Good," Jace said. "Because I don’t think we’re done yet."

Elara squinted at the Shard. "What do you mean?"

He pointed to the heart-shaped core, still faintly visible within the Shard itself. "It’s not just loot. It’s a seed. We have to plant it."

Elara and Mira looked at each other, then at him.

"It’s in the update notes," Jace said, feeling a strange certainty settle over him. "You break the cycle by making something new, not by taking the prize."

He placed his hand over the Shard, steady and calm.

"Sow the heart," he said. "That’s the prompt."

He pushed.

There was resistance—a sensation like pushing through taut rubber, then a gentle yielding. The Shard dissolved into light, which pooled at the base of the plinth, then trickled into the cracks of the coral. The basin’s water absorbed it, gleaming for a heartbeat before subsiding.

A new prompt appeared on his HUD: [SYSTEM] Cistern Stabilized. All party members gain +1 to Memory, +1 to Sync.

But then, for just a moment, another message flickered beneath it—text that wasn't meant for their eyes:

[SYSTEM_ADMIN] Containment breach in Sector 7. Dimensional barriers weakening. Initiating Protocol Epsilon.

The message vanished before Jace could fully process it, replaced by the standard completion notification. He blinked, wondering if he'd imagined it.

"We did it," he said, pushing down his unease. "And we didn't even drown."

Elara rolled her eyes, but the relief on her face was unmistakable. Though she too had a distant look, as if she'd seen something that didn't quite fit.

Mira, for once, was silent. Her fingers traced the air where her own SYSTEM interface would be, a frown creasing her brow.

But that, too, felt like victory. Even if none of them could shake the feeling that they'd glimpsed something they weren't supposed to see—something that suggested the SYSTEM itself wasn't what they thought it was.


CHAPTER 41


THE AFTERMATH WAS always the hardest part for Elara: when the threat faded, the world would stretch back to its old proportions, and the air hung heavy with everything not quite said. The basin was still—no shimmer, no song, no pulse except the echo inside her chest.

Jace let go of her sleeve as soon as the job was done, the way he always did. She missed the contact immediately, then told herself she didn’t. Mira was already at the perimeter, studying the way the wall wept its slow tears onto the clean stone. The Shard hovered in the shallow bowl of the plinth, not quite touching, casting a gentle blush across the water’s surface.

"How do you want to do this?" Jace asked, voice softer now, the edge of urgency filed down to a finer grain.

Elara stepped forward, and for a moment she let herself feel the ritual weight of the moment. This wasn’t just about loot or progress bars. She knew that, even if the others pretended otherwise. In the old stories, you never stole from the spirits—you traded, or you left something behind.

She knelt at the edge of the water. It was cold, not hostile, and it lapped at her gloves with a kittenish persistence. The Shard’s light pulsed slow and steady, a lullaby for something long dead and dreaming.

She looked up at Jace and Mira. "Give me a sec. I’m going to try something."

Jace gave a little, uncertain nod. Mira stayed where she was, arms folded tight, but her gaze flicked to Elara and back to the Shard with something like trust.

Elara took a breath, then spoke—first in her own voice, then in the strange, formal syntax the game sometimes demanded.

"We ask permission," she said, "to lift the burden and carry the heart to its next vessel."

The air didn’t shift, but the water in the basin responded: a ripple, circular and perfect, radiated outward from the plinth. The Shard’s light flared, then settled.

Elara took that as a yes. She reached for the Shard, but paused a finger-width above it. She unhooked a square of woven cloth from her belt—plain linen, nothing enchanted—and wrapped it around her hand. Only then did she cradle the Shard, gentle as a cat with a fledgling in its mouth.

For an instant, the whole chamber seemed to thrum with approval. The HUD chimed: [SYSTEM] Loot Acquired: Siren Shard (Uncommon). Ethical Handling bonus applied.

She smiled, the feeling half pride and half relief.

Elara stood, still holding the Shard in both hands, and glanced back at the others. "It’s done," she said. "No backlash. I think we made it happy."

Jace gave a thumbs-up. "Nice touch with the ask."

Mira relaxed her posture, the tension draining from her shoulders. "Do you think it matters, in the long run?"

Elara considered the question. She looked at the chamber, no longer hostile, no longer hungry. She watched the water, which now shimmered with the tiniest hint of gold, like it remembered the light.

"It matters to me," she said.

Jace slung his bat over his shoulder. "Then it matters."

They retraced their steps up the spiral, slower this time, less driven by urgency. Elara glanced back only once. The basin’s water was already rising, filling in the space left behind.

When they reached the surface, Mira tilted her head to listen, as if expecting an echo of the old song. There was nothing but the wind, moving light through the trees.

Elara unwrapped the Shard, just to look at it. It pulsed, gentle and alive, in the cradle of her hand.

She smiled, and this time, she didn’t try to stop herself.

Tremors of Change


CHAPTER 42


IT BEGAN AS a soft nudge, a trembling in the flagstones that Mira felt first in her feet and then, with a sickening lag, in her chest. The world hiccupped. The corridor's old brick skin, dry and yellowed as old honeycomb, shuddered overhead, dropping a peppery mist of dust that coated her tongue. She cursed and pressed forward, tugging the guide-thread taut in her glove until it bit flesh, running the filament along her palm like prayer beads.

"Move," she hissed back, and the rest of the party bunched tighter, boots stutter-stepping on loose aggregate. Jace's breathing went hoarse in the narrowness; Elara kept close behind him, one hand on his shoulder for guidance in the dust-thick air.

Above them: another pulse, this time sharp enough to dislodge a heel-sized brick. It bounced off Mira’s shoulder, skittered down the front of her vest, and vanished between her boots.

“It’s a breaker charge,” Jace managed. “Set on a delay—”

“I know what it is,” Mira said. She did. That was the problem.

A second thread tugged at her thoughts: the possibility that it wasn’t a simple breaker, but one of the Lances’ sabotage jobs, tripped in revenge. But Mira didn’t have room for doubt. They needed every spare lumen of attention to get out, and a full collapse would mean finding their own teeth in the rubble, if anyone ever dug them up at all.

The guide-thread caught in a jag of brick. Mira yanked it free, then caught a glimpse of the glowing tracer bobbing in the air, its false-sun yellow slicing through the dust. “Keep to the right!” she shouted, but her voice came back to her in the airless way of tunnels, flat and tinny. She could taste panic now, tangy as battery acid. Elara’s pack brushed Mira’s hip as she surged forward, nearly clipping the torch from Tamsin’s hand.

The passage narrowed, and for ten paces it was all elbows and hard breath. Jace heaved against the pressure, pushing Mira and Elara ahead. Their boots squelched in a slurry of last week's rain, this week's detritus. Above, a hairline crack traced itself along the tunnel’s length, slender as a suture but deep enough to drink the lamp glow.

Then: a shadow tumbled out of the ceiling. For an instant it was all weight and sinew, and then it was Elara pinned beneath a slack net of steel cord, her cheek pressed to the wet flagstone. Mira spun on her heel, planting her boot next to Elara’s face.

“Hold still,” she said, a command more than a comfort.

Jace dropped beside her, drawing a knife from his belt with a flick that made the blade catch what little light remained. "Clever," he spat, cutting at the mesh. "Doubled up the failsafe—this isn't just a cave-in. They want us to sit here and bake."

"No time." Elara's voice was tight as she looked back up the corridor. "I hear more charges. Or—" She stopped.

Or footsteps. Mira heard them now, closing from the darkness beyond, measured and deliberate. The Lances, or whatever was left of them after the last scrap. Maybe they just wanted confirmation of a job well done.

Elara exhaled, voice reedy through the mesh. “If you’re going to get sentimental, hurry up.”

The knife bit through the last wire. Mira grabbed Elara’s collar and dragged her free, heedless of the skin it must have scraped raw. “Go. Don’t argue.”

The corridor sloped up from here, a steady incline, which meant the main charge would be set just before the turn at the top. Mira rolled the filament in her palm, checking the pulse at its end—a weak glow, flickering as the exit’s beacon tried to cut through interference. At 30 meters, the brickwork had already begun to fragment. Each step sloughed more mortar into the air, making the dark greasy and dense. Mira led with her forearm, batting away chunks, and tried not to register the way her breath grew hotter in her mask.

Halfway up, the walls began to squeeze them, shifting under unseen hands. At Jace’s back, the stones pressed inward with a series of loud, wet pops. Mira felt a phantom pressure at her own ribs. She cursed again, then pressed the party into a short run.

Ten meters to the exit. The crack above widened, a gash now, and on the far side of the tunnel a square of light flickered through with sickly gray. At the threshold, Mira’s heart stuttered: the lintel had slumped, sagging under the load of a thousand bricks, and the door itself was pinched into a slot so narrow they’d have to crawl.

A deeper, more organic sound rumbled up the corridor—a timbre that said “collapse” even before the first brick tumbled free. Mira spun on her heel and saw Jace gesturing frantically at the wall. “It’s bowing, it’s going to—”

She didn’t wait for permission. “Last charge,” she said, and tore the final Resonance Bolt from her vest.

Jace’s mouth was a tight white line. “It’s not rated for—”

"It'll have to be." Mira thumbed the activation glyph. The bolt's core whined to life, a microsecond of impossible blue light, and then she lobbed it at the sagging lintel. The charge hit, stuck, and began to vibrate so quickly that the air hummed and bled color.

There was no time for a countdown. The ceiling gave up all at once, the crack vomiting bricks and dust into the passage. The bolt detonated at the same moment, vaporizing the lintel and a meter of wall on either side. The air sucked back and Mira dove forward, shoving Elara and Jace through the shrieking gap, scraping knuckles and knees raw as they tumbled into daylight.

Outside, they lay in a slurry of wet clay and shattered brick. Daylight, blue-white and obscene, made Mira’s eyes ache. She coughed until her lungs protested, then rolled over to check the others.

Elara was up first, propping herself on her elbows and spitting out dust. She coughed hard, hands over her ears from the ringing echo of the blast. Jace just lay on his back, looking at the ruined tunnel with something like awe.

The guide-thread, snapped at the midpoint, hung from Mira’s fist, buzzing with residual charge. She let it drop.

The sound of the collapse faded into a dull thump, then nothing.

SYSTEM: Timed Escape — Pathfinding +20% (Guide-Thread). Outcome: SURVIVED.

Mira wiped the grit from her mouth and grinned at the others, teeth bloody but intact. “Next time,” she said, “we take the main stairs.”

Nobody argued.


CHAPTER 43


JACE SQUINTED AT the daylight, which peeled open the aqueduct mouth like the lid of a wound. The world outside had no patience for the drama that had just nearly killed him. The Bright Lances stood in the sun, immaculate in spite of the mud that caked the hem of their uniforms. Their captain, Faran, wore the sort of polished smile that Jace hated on principle. It was the smile of someone about to claim salvage rights on your still-warm corpse.

Behind Faran stood a scribe in the taupe robes of the city Arbitration Office, holding a slatboard already marked with two columns: LANCES and—Jace grimaced—VAGRANTS. Someone, somewhere, had a sense of humor. Witnesses clustered to either side, a greasy crowd of runners, coin-chasers, and bet-settlers. They were all waiting to see who would blink.

Elara half-collapsed next to him, her face streaked with dust and sweat. She wheezed, then hacked up a glob of brick dust, shooting a side-eye at the growing knot of spectators. Mira just let her own blood dry, arms folded, eyes locked on the Lances’ scribe with a butcher’s attention to anatomy.

Jace took stock of the field. He knew this kind of standoff: the careful arrangement of allies, the casual display of the party’s battered state, the calculation that the more obviously you suffered, the more honest your claim would look. He wiped his palms on his pants, then stepped forward, planting his boots square in the moss-rutted stones.

Faran got the first volley in. “We noted the time of breach at 11:19, scribe. That’s four minutes prior to any sign of the...other team. As per guild protocol, first-in is first-credited.” His voice carried, oily-smooth, as if hoping to drown Jace’s retort in paperwork.

The scribe nodded, stylus hovering over the slatboard. “And you were in possession of the original access writ?”

Faran produced a folder. “Signed, stamped, and triple-countersigned.”

Jace forced his smile wider than it wanted to go. "Did your writ cover the Siren sector, Faran? Or were you just rubbernecking the main aqueduct?" He fished in his vest and produced his own paperwork, some of it more stained than readable. "We have the secondary, plus the disaster addendum for hostile resonance. Also, a sign-off from the guild quartermaster on the loaned equipment." He flashed the soggy slip at the scribe.

Faran pursed his lips. “That addendum was filed after our writ—”

Mira’s voice, flat and precise: “Which is why you were behind us at every checkpoint.”

The crowd rippled with a soft current of amusement.

The scribe flipped through Jace’s documentation, brow furrowing. “And the use of a resonance bolt within city limits?”

Jace pointed to the growing cloud of dust and the section of aqueduct now missing its lintel. “Necessary for team survival. We’re happy to file an incident report.”

Elara muttered, “We can even diagram it, if you want.” She produced the waterlogged rune sketch, lines smudged but legible. Jace saw the scribe’s eyebrow flicker upward.

Mira, still catching her breath, added, "They tried to seal us in. Set a breaker on a delay. Not that it matters, because the job's finished. Siren Shard is gone."

That landed. The crowd’s shuffle stilled. Even the scribe seemed to register the shift in stakes.

Faran, undeterred, gestured grandly at the tunnel. “You used our bolt to detonate your little escape, by the way. I’d like that on record.”

Jace shrugged. “It’s on record. Also on record: the Lances posted a guard at the wrong end and ran when the charges went. Next time, try closer coordination.”

Mira added, “And don’t sabotage other teams unless you’re ready to eat the consequences.”

The scribe frowned, tallying the points on his slatboard. “I’m inclined to credit the recovery to...” he paused, clearly savoring the moment, “...the Vagrants, per the guidelines for technical completion. Lances, you may contest in writing. On your own time.”

A few in the crowd snickered, but Jace caught Faran’s glare—cold, laser-focused, promising future problems.

“That’s an ugly precedent,” Faran said, low and sharp.

The scribe shrugged, bored. “Guild precedent is always ugly.”

Faran turned on his heel and stalked away, boots kicking up chips of limestone. The rest of the Lances retreated with him, but the last one—always a hanger-on, Jace thought—paused to level a finger at Mira. “We remember,” he said.

Mira smiled, teeth still streaked with red. “Same.”

The scribe closed his book. “Payment will be processed after incident review. Wait two days. Don’t leave the city.”

Jace nodded. "Not planning on it."

The crowd melted, some muttering approval. Jace could feel the weight lifting from his shoulders as they'd finally proven themselves.

He risked a glance at Elara, who nodded, a shaky version of pride in her eyes, still holding the ruined rune sketch like a badge of honor.

SYSTEM: Dispute Resolved — Credit assigned to Jace’s party. Rivalry escalated.

Jace felt the heat drain from his shoulders, leaving behind only exhaustion and a faint, bitter aftertaste. But when he met the eyes of the city's runners, he saw something else: a grudging respect, and a line of opportunity for the next contract.

He could live with that.

[SYSTEM] Harem Flag Progress: Bonds Tested Under Fire (Mira +1, Elara +1)


CHAPTER 44


ELARA WOKE WITH her cheek against the cool stone floor of their flat, salt and brick dust etched into her jawline. Her body vibrated with the aftershocks of adrenaline, every muscle holding the memory of collapsed walls and near-death escapes. Outside, dawn clawed at the city’s eaves, smearing light into their windows with the reticent gray of overwashed linen. For a moment she stayed put, appreciating the hush—a rare species of silence, unmarred by shouting or alarms, the kind she remembered from childhood before the jobs started eating her weeks.

The Siren Shard sat on the table, wrapped in a sacrificial kitchen towel. It radiated a pearly chill, the charm field pulsing with a frequency that Elara alone seemed to register, a nervous itch behind the eye. She rose stiffly, knees making old-lady complaints, and padded to the basin to splash her face. In the streaked mirror, she saw herself ghost-pale, hair tufted every which way, eyes bruised but not empty. She could live with that.

She began the shrine alcove by clearing the narrow shelf under the east window. Jace’s field manuals, Mira’s glue-bomb stash, and Tamsin’s mineral samples went into haphazard piles on the floor. Elara knelt and, with a butter knife, chipped away the candle stubs left by the last tenant. “Probably necromancer,” she muttered, and set to work.

The first order of business: containment. She swept a ring of rock salt in a perfect oval, then double-checked for breaks. The granules had to be contiguous, or the charm field would leak in the night and give everyone in the flat the same fever dream. She tacked up the soft wards—strips of copper mesh, wired with quicksilver at the tips—making a slow circuit around the alcove until her hands found their rhythm. She hummed a nonsense tune as she went, something her mother used to sing when sealing off cupboards from mold.

The Siren Shard itself was the size of a good hen’s egg, refracting the rising sun into pink and blue slices that danced along the wall. Elara unwrapped it with the care of a midwife, feeling the vibration in her palms and letting it settle into the center of the salt ring. The air shifted, not so much a wind as a gentle persuasion, the way a lover might guide a hand. The charm field rolled out, bounced against the soft wards, then curled up and purred.

There was a knock at the threshold. Jace, cradling two mugs of tea, balanced them on the edge of the salt ring and crouched beside her. “Don’t touch it yet,” Elara warned.

“Not planning on it.” Jace eyed the Shard with the respect due to a live snake. “You think it’ll stay put?”

Elara flexed her fingers, working the feeling back in. “It’ll have to. If the field bleeds, we’ll know in an hour—either nobody sleeps, or we all get a sudden taste for saltwater.”

Jace sipped his tea and smiled. “You always make it sound easy.”

“It’s not. But I like that you pretend.”

Mira arrived next, bandaged and still unwashed, carrying a tin of salvaged coffee beans and a rough-drawn schematic of their next probable disaster. She paused at the sight of the Shard, nostrils flaring. “Not bad,” Mira said. “Did you stabilize it with the copper mesh, or just pray?”

“Both.” Elara grinned, then scooted aside to make room on the windowsill.

Tamsin joined last, trailing a blanket and a look of skeptical awe. She poked at the salt ring with a boot toe. “You think this’ll help us sleep?”

“If it doesn’t, I’ll eat my own wards,” Elara said, with conviction.

The four of them sat around the tiny shrine, sipping hot drinks, exhaling the last of the bad air from the night before. Elara felt the pressure of the city recede, replaced by a low, persistent hum—comforting, almost familial.

SYSTEM: Base Upgrade—Shrine Alcove. Rest +10%, Charm Resist +5% on next delve.

They ate together at the battered kitchen table, Jace flipping cards from a deck with the lazy confidence of a man who finally had a morning off, Mira outlining the details of their next commission, Tamsin half-listening as she catalogued the patterns blooming in the Shard’s containment ring.

Afterward, when the table was cleared and the morning’s warmth had settled into the stone of the flat, Elara lingered at the shrine. She ran her finger around the salt, content with the tightness of the circuit. The Siren Shard thrummed at the edge of perception, but she could handle it. She could handle anything, so long as she had a perimeter and three bodies willing to defend it.

Jace touched her shoulder, gentle. “You coming back to bed?”

Elara looked around at her patchwork home, at the makeshift shrine and the team busy being alive in the next room. She nodded. “In a minute. I just like watching it work.”

Jace grinned, then left her to her vigil.

Elara leaned her forehead against the window, let the morning light run through the Siren Shard, and felt the resonance settle into the walls and, by slow degrees, into herself.

She could live with that.

Anticipation in the Warm Hand Temple


CHAPTER 45


THE NAVE OF the Warm Hand temple always smelled of old honey and the damp, sweet wool of kneelers; today it offered neither solace nor oblivion, just the whiff of fresh ink and the metallic edge of anticipation. Elara entered early, boots muffled against the battered runner, and made straight for the new notice on the petition wall. The parchment was uncrumpled, but even from across the transept she recognized the stroke of Sir Halwen’s ring-seal pressed into the wax. The last three notices had been pure formality—decrees about curfew, a poster for the choral games, a one-line warning about water rationing in the West Quart. This was different. No flourished border, no Temple sigil. Instead: a narrow scroll with three signatures and a box for candidates’ names.

Someone had drawn a finger through the dust, underlining the header twice: FIELD CERTIFICATION TRIALS. The ink still glistened.

Elara’s chest tightened. It was early for the trial, far too early—only the most advanced third-years sat before the next quarter, and she knew the schedule because she’d copied it herself for Mira, who’d promptly lost it to a breakfast spill. She scanned down the column of regulations, lips moving unconsciously.

“All candidates must submit prior proof of basic warding, three personal references, and acceptance of spot-audit by the presiding examiner.” The next line was a pure cudgel: “Presiding examiner: Sir Halwen (pro tem).”

That name always brought a faint ache to Elara’s left hand, where the skin never quite lost its memory of old splinters. She’d met the examiner twice—once at the induction, when Halwen praised her composite ward design and, less than a year later, during the Weeping Day, when he’d set her group an impossible filtration problem and then failed every candidate who solved it. She could still see the way his mouth twitched sideways when he signed the rejections, the kind of smile that telegraphed both approval and glee.

Now Halwen held her future again, with the sort of administrative stranglehold only the devout or the small-hearted seemed to enjoy. The rest of the requirements were standard, but then, at the bottom, another twist of the knife: “Certification failure will result in immediate suspension of all Temple duties until next full cycle.”

A hand—skinny, sallow, with nails bitten raw—appeared over her shoulder and pointed to the registration box. “They’re running it early so they can get the headcount for the quarter,” whispered the shade behind her. It was Jace, of course, whose knack for appearing when not wanted bordered on the miraculous.

“They could have posted it last week,” Elara murmured, though it sounded small even to her.

“They wanted to see who would panic.” Jace peeled off, sliding down the aisle, voice trailing. “Halwen likes a first-mover.”

Elara stared at the wax seal. Her mind flicked, as it always did in moments like this, to the impossible edge between failure and proof: fail and you might as well start packing; succeed and you have a permanent scar but at least your name gets engraved in the ledgers. The only way forward was through.

She took the stub of a graphite stick from her coat and scratched her name with a surgeon’s steadiness. The roll was empty—no one else had signed. The sight both thrilled and sickened her. She started to move away, then, almost on impulse, reached for the margin and wrote a line of her own: “Requesting witness presence—public observation per statute 4.7.1.”

It was a gamble, but she’d read the charter and knew the right to a public audit, if claimed in advance, could force the examiner to allow a neutral observer. Halwen would hate the loophole. Elara pressed her initials hard, denting the page.

A beat later, a door banged open at the far end, and a junior adept shuffled in, lugging a stack of blue-bound hymnals. He looked at her, then the notice, and with a clerk’s practiced indifference, set about alphabetizing the books.

The moment hung, uncertain. Elara’s hand trembled but her jaw set.

A bell chimed, somewhere above the nave. She wondered who would see her name first: Halwen, or the rest of the candidates. With luck, she’d have the advantage. More likely, Halwen would have a counter ready by midafternoon.

As she turned to go, a shimmer ran over the top of the parchment. She watched it, squinting, and saw the faint trace of the Temple’s mnemonic glyph: an open hand, palm out, ringed in blue. The system had registered her petition. If she closed her eyes she could almost hear the [SYSTEM] message: Quest Added: Temple Trial (E). Condition: Public Ledger.

The world outside the nave looked no different—lanterns guttered in the gray morning, the flagstones slick with thaw—but Elara moved through it with a new clarity, as if the air had been sorted and re-catalogued. The first step, always the hardest, was already done.

And somewhere, she was sure, Sir Halwen was reading her name, calculating the odds.


CHAPTER 46


JACE ALWAYS LIKED the yard before dawn. The frost gave the cobbles a bite, and the street lanterns cast pools of yellow that kept the city’s ugliness at bay for a precious hour or two. Today the yard was almost beautiful, if you ignored the black scuff marks and the faint outline of last night’s rain. Elara was already there, hood up, knuckles red from the cold, leaning against the decommissioned fountain that served as their finish line. She’d made a game of bouncing a coin off her thumb, catching it twice out of three, the metal flashing as it spun. Nervous energy, or just ritual. With her, the difference was always a question.

He set down the battered gear bag at her feet. “You know the rule for the trial,” he said, not bothering with a greeting. “Three pieces of kit, nothing more.”

She straightened. “It’s more like two and a half, if you count the chalk stub.”

“I count the chalk,” he said. “If Halwen’s running oversight, he’ll weigh it, too.”

The practice obstacles were already set up from the night crew: a fence panel warped into an S, a row of barrel ends, and the splintered target boards Jace had dragged from the refuse behind the brewery. Most candidates would have laughed at the makeshift lineup, but that was the point—Halwen liked to improvise, so they had to be better at it.

Elara took the staff from him, one-handed, and rolled it over her shoulders. “What’s the opener?”

Jace looked at the narrow slip of sky, streaked lavender, and counted off on his fingers. “Start with the projection. Fast as you can, and keep the left elbow locked.”

She scowled. “That’s what got me clipped last time.”

“You clipped yourself,” he said, grinning. “Try not to do it again.”

He triggered the pocket timer and stepped back. Elara moved. The staff snapped out in a clean arc, tip glowing faint blue as it passed the first sensor. She ducked under the fence, hit the mark on the barrel with a touch from her water skin, then spun and chalked the sigil on the nearest board. Her line work had always been strong, but today it was surgical—no wasted motion, just crisp, geometric certainty.

Jace watched her legs, noting the angle of each pivot, the way she used her heel as an anchor. He barked out the elapsed time as she hit the final mark.

“Again,” he said, and she reset without complaint. On the third run her right hand slipped, but she caught the staff before it fell, laughing once—a thin, surprised sound that vanished in the cold.

He let her rest for a count of twenty, then reset the obstacles. “Try it with the pack on this time,” he said, and dropped the weighted rucksack at her feet.

She glared at him, but shouldered it anyway. “You want a bet?”

“Always.”

“If I beat your time from last year, you buy breakfast. Real breakfast, not the temple ration.”

“Done.”

This time she missed the chalk mark by half a finger-width, but recovered and finished only a second behind his old time. He grinned, teeth flashing. “Good. You’ll beat me tomorrow.”

She sat on the edge of the fountain, breathing hard. “You don’t have to play the coach, you know,” she said, voice gentler. “I could just as easily run it solo.”

“I know,” he said. “But I like the odds better with both of us.” He glanced at her, then looked away. “I heard about the addendum. Clever.”

Elara shrugged, though her face pinked a little. “If Halwen’s going to cheat, I want an audience.”

“You’ll get one,” Jace said. “Word is he hates surprises.”

“Maybe he’ll fail me for handwriting,” she said, lips quirking. “Could you even read my clause?”

He laughed. “Barely. Next time, print.”

She wiped her hands on her trousers. “What’s the real plan? You know Halwen’s going to stack the deck.”

He pulled a battered notebook from his coat and flipped it open. “We can only prep what we can carry. So we make the routine perfect. Every second you can steal is a second he can’t use against you.” He tapped the page. “Also, I’ve noticed he always stages the last trial in the upper corridors. The ones with the iron supports.”

She frowned, then grinned. “Which means the chalk won’t hold unless you score the line first.”

He pointed at her with the notebook. “You see? This is why you’ll pass.”

He logged the split times in the margin, then made a note: [SYSTEM] Practice Routine Logged: +5% to next “precision” check (non-stacking).

For a long moment, they just sat, the quiet settling in around them like old blankets. The rest of the city would be waking soon. Jace packed the gear away, then pulled out a wrapped packet and tossed it to Elara. She caught it one-handed.

“Ration?” she asked.

He shook his head. “Bakery. Mira brought it last night. First good thing to happen all week.”

She smiled, the coin trick forgotten, and took a careful bite. “Tomorrow, you run the course,” she said, mouth full. “You need to keep up.”

He laughed. “I’ll try not to embarrass myself.”

When they left, side by side, the yard felt less like a trial ground and more like a promise. For the first time, Jace thought they might actually have a shot.


CHAPTER 47


MIRA TOOK THE north fork off Market Street, veered left at the shuttered bakery, and slipped into the mouth of Rogue’s Alley without a pause. In this neighborhood, hesitation marked you as prey. She moved fast, eyes low, hood tight, coat buttoned to the chin. The fog clung in oily patches, and the stones underfoot were slimed with the runoff from a dozen illegal drains. But Mira liked the place. The smell reminded her of something alive and hungry, not yet bled out by Temple order.

She ducked through the bent gate behind Fane’s pawnshop and down the stair, the steps narrowing as they descended. At the bottom: a backroom the size of a coffin, lit by a guttering sconce and half-screened by a curtain made of linked key rings. The informant—nobody called him by name—was already seated, surrounded by stacks of yellowed broadsheets and a set of chipped tea cups that had not seen tea in years.

He jerked his chin at the empty stool. “On time,” he said. “Means you want it bad.”

She sat. The chill in the room sank straight into her knees. “I want it accurate,” Mira said. “The last time, you gave me a name that didn’t even belong to the city.”

He grinned. His teeth were small and even, but the gums above them were a pale, sickly blue. “You got your value, or you wouldn’t be here again.”

She placed the coin—real silver, the kind that made people nervous when it hit a tabletop—directly between them. “You said you had news on the Temple test. Let’s have it.”

The man’s fingers were so long they could have played piano in a better life. He tapped the coin, considering. “You want to know about Halwen’s rig?” he said, voice dropping. “He’s got two failsafes and a canary. First, the whole thing’s being run on a shadow schedule. You won’t see the real challenge until the second rotation. Means anyone with a head start gets sandbagged.”

Mira rolled her eyes. “That’s not worth half a coin. I need specifics.”

“Second, there’s a new filter on the upper corridor,” he said. “Not a physical trap. More like a—what do you call it—chemical bias. They’ll vent a silent smog just before the run, so the marks will be working at a deficit. No visible marker. Not even a scent.”

She frowned. “What kind of agent?”

“Can’t say,” he said, but his face ticked sideways and she could tell he almost smiled. “But I know the engineer who built the canister. Saw him last week, hair singed off, hands stained black. Temple’s running him double shifts, so you know it’s not a test run.”

She leaned in, voice thin as a razor. “And the canary?”

“Third fail-safe,” he said. “They’re planting a ringer in the trial. Not just a plant, but a liability—a drain-leech. Once the test is live, the candidate is expected to triage, treat, and transport. But this plant? They’re pre-dosed. If the candidate doesn’t spot the symptoms early, the leech hits stage two, and it’s all over.”

A bitter smile crawled up his mouth. “Temple keeps it humane. The victim gets the antidote after, but your friend’s career? Toast.”

Mira drummed her fingers on the coin, thinking. “And you know who the plant is?”

He shook his head. “Not yet. But I know where the leech is being kept. There’s a box in the North Archive, locked with a triple cipher. No one gets in without the archivist’s thumb.”

She nodded, weighing the words. “What do you want?”

He grinned wider, then slipped a folded page under the cup nearest her. “Your friend owes me a favor. You deliver a message, we’re even.”

Mira read the page upside down. “You want a job.”

“Not for me. For a cousin. He needs Temple papers—cleared and stamped. Basic apprenticeship. You’re close with the tall one, the rule-follower. He can make it happen.”

Mira flicked the coin at him, hard enough to sting. “If the intel’s good, he’s in. If you’re bluffing, I’ll come back and collect, and it won’t be a coin next time.”

The man laughed, a low, metallic sound. “That’s why I like you.”

She rose, pocketed the paper, and left without looking back.

The alley felt colder as she emerged. Mira ducked into a side passage, made a brief scan for tails, then let herself relax against the bricks. In her head, the [SYSTEM] message ticked up, like a heartbeat: Countermeasure Objective: Locate smog canister & leech carrier.

She repeated the phrase, then started counting off the steps to get it done. First, warn Elara. Second, break into the Archive, or at least fake a thumbprint. Third, find the engineer and swap the canister, or sabotage it outright. Fourth—she smiled, because this was always her favorite part—figure out what Halwen’s backup plan was, and bleed it dry.

She pulled out a stub of pencil and wrote the steps in her own shorthand, right on the inside of her sleeve. Then she was moving again, out of the shadows, across the open, back into the city that had never really accepted her. That was fine; she didn’t need the city. She just needed the truth, and maybe one more trick up her own battered sleeve.

She headed south, already drafting the words she’d use when she found Elara. No panic. No drama. Just the facts, laid out like a set of clean scalpels. The thought made her smile again, the kind that only sharpened at the edges.

Tomorrow, she thought, the Temple would have to work twice as hard to stay ahead of her.

The Tinkershop Trial


CHAPTER 48


THE NIGHT BEFORE the trial, the old tinkershop pulsed with a metronome's patience, soft and insistent. It was a space Mira had discovered months ago, and tonight she'd brought Tamsin—an artificer from the merchant quarter who'd become her closest friend outside the party. The half-subterranean warren beneath the monastery's outbuildings had stone walls quilted with generations of scorch marks, its tables strewn with the castoff gears and bone fragments of a thousand failed ideas. It was not, strictly, forbidden to be here at this hour, but it was understood that no one who cared for their nerves ventured below after the tenth bell. The echo of metal on metal, the stuttered chisel, the burring whisper of the old wire-wheel: these were not sounds for the nervous or the pious.

The air in the workshop was always heavier at night. Mira liked to think the stone remembered every vibration, every clang and curse, and released them only when the building was empty enough to listen. It was, she had always thought, a place best suited to unfinished thoughts.

Tamsin was already at the central bench, her posture a geometry of intention, sleeves rolled to elbows, goggles slung uselessly around her neck. Her hair, which by daylight was a demure ash, had acquired a spectral luster in the lamplight, as though it were actively repelling color. She hunched over a spread of wire, glass vials, and spools of black thread so fine it vanished in one’s fingers. The work had the feverish neatness of anxiety. There was a rhythm to Tamsin’s hands: pinch, twist, thread; measure, knot, fuse; all underwritten by the faintest tremor, like the tail of a tuning fork.

“You’re late,” she said, not looking up.

“I had to bribe Sister Eliora for a second ration,” Mira replied, swinging into the bench opposite. “The usual currency.”

“Mockery and ill intent.”

“And a small favor involving a locked desk.”

At this, Tamsin permitted herself a smile, more in the arch of her eyebrow than the mouth. “Did you bring it?”

Mira reached into her tunic and produced a slender vial, stoppered with black wax. It clicked against the wood, and both of them watched it roll in a perfect line before coming to rest at Tamsin’s wrist. The contents caught the lamplight: a pinch of powder, blue-gray and opalescent, like the dust from the inside of a music box.

“Genuine Siren Shard,” Mira said, unable to keep the gloat from her voice.

“If we get caught with this—”

“We won’t.” She leaned forward, keeping her voice low. “Tomorrow we’ll both be so saturated in official scrutiny, there’ll be no room for suspicion. Besides, we’re not using it as a weapon. We’re making a personal adornment.”

Tamsin flexed her fingers, looking suddenly older than her years. “We’re not so much bending the rules as carving a door through them.”

Mira slid the spool of Verdant Thread from Tamsin’s supplies and let it run between her thumb and forefinger. It was slick, cold, and near weightless—the kind of artifact that only the most obsessive crafters could distinguish from mere shadow. She recalled, as a child, seeing a parade of Revered Matrons from the North pass through the monastery, their wrists and necks looped with the thread as if it were nothing but a flourish. It had taken years before she understood what else it could be.

“You never told me,” she said quietly. “What happens if you lose?”

Tamsin laughed, a sound so dry it seemed to consume moisture from the air. “Lose what? The trial? No one loses. They just get repurposed. Best case, reassignment to the kitchens or the scribal pool. Worst case, private audience with Mother Halwen. She’s got a gift for finding new employments for people who disappoint her.”

“And if you win?”

Tamsin’s eyes glittered in the low light. “If we win, you’ll find out.”

They worked in companionable silence, the only interruption the periodic snap of thread or the clatter of a tool clattering to the ground. Mira liked this part: the way intention could be summoned from raw matter, the way even her nervousness flattened out in the presence of so much possibility. The goal was to create something modest, decorative, and entirely within the letter of the trial’s rules—while also serving as a subtle anchor for the harmonics they’d need to manipulate. An accessory, nothing more, but if they succeeded, it would be the difference between surviving the trials and being devoured by them.

She took up the wire, wound three turns around a glass bead, then used a splinter of the Siren Shard to etch a nearly invisible sigil onto the surface. The powder dissolved in contact with the bead, leaving only a faint, rainbow shimmer. Tamsin followed with her own addition: a filament of Verdant Thread, braided through the setting and anchored with a drop of resin that smelled faintly of crushed mint and solder.

“Where’d you get the resin?” Mira asked.

“Don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to.”

“Is it stable?”

Tamsin blew on the droplet, watching it set. “It’s not meant to be stable. It’s meant to fail only when we need it.”

Mira considered this, then set to making a second pin, identical but for the twist of the wire and the direction of the etched spiral. They had agreed: one for Mira, to be worn in the hair, one for Tamsin’s cloak. Two nodes in a network no one would suspect.

“You trust me?” Tamsin asked, voice softer now, half-sunk into the work.

Mira finished the last wrap, clipped it, and set the pin beside its twin. “You’re the only one I’d do this with.”

Tamsin looked up, and for a moment, the frantic cleverness in her face was gone, replaced by something like relief, or maybe something more dangerous. “That’s a terrible idea,” she said.

“Probably,” Mira replied. “But it’s a bit late for better ones.”

For the first time all night, they both laughed, loud enough that the walls seemed to vibrate in sympathy.

Tamsin wiped her hands on the workcloth. “Let’s review.”

Mira lined up the pins. “Each is tuned to a specific harmonic—yours is keyed to the low register, mine to the mid. When we’re in the arena, the resonances should cancel local bleed. If anyone else tries to interfere, the Siren Shard will trigger a distortion. Enough to mask our traces, not enough to set off alarms.”

“And the Verdant Thread?”

“It’ll keep the resonance stable, even if the rest of the channel gets compromised.”

Tamsin nodded, visibly impressed. “You make it sound like we actually know what we’re doing.”

Mira snorted. “We’re improvising, as always.”

“Improvisation is a kind of knowledge.”

A silence, then: “Do you think they’ll notice?” Tamsin asked.

Mira hesitated. “If they do, we’re no worse off than if we’d done nothing.”

“That’s an optimistic view.”

She shrugged. “I’m not an optimist. I just prefer my disasters honest and of my own making.”

A bell tolled above, faint through the stone. They both looked up, as if expecting someone to come crashing through the door, demanding confessions or surrender. But the shop remained their own, secretive and safe for the moment.

Tamsin gathered the tools, wrapped the offcuts of wire in a rag, and pocketed the unused Siren Shard dust. She handed one pin to Mira, holding it in her palm like a coin. “Wear it under the crown of your hair,” she said. “No one will look there, not at first.”

Mira took it, feeling the slight prickle of charge between her fingers. The bead gleamed, nothing but ornament to the untrained eye. “Thank you,” she said.

Tamsin grinned, all edges again. “Don’t thank me yet. You might curse my name before this is over.”

“I’ll try to restrain myself.”

They stood then, awkward for a moment in the half-dark. It would be easier, Mira thought, if the next words were about circuits and stones, not feelings or futures.

Instead, Tamsin said, “If this works—if we make it—meet me here after. We’ll see what else we can make.”

“Deal,” Mira replied.

Above, the bells chimed again, closer now. Curfew, or warning, or just another measure of time that no longer mattered.

In the flickering light, they packed away their tools, sweeping every trace of forbidden ambition from the table, and slipped from the workshop into the silent corridors, two conspirators buoyed by the weightless, dangerous hope of the nearly impossible.

[SYSTEM] Crafted: Resonance Pin x2 (E) — stabilize nearby harmonics; trial-legal.


CHAPTER 49


JACE HIT THE threshold of the trial grounds with both hands empty and his jaw set. The temple’s outer courtyard had been repurposed for the occasion, all marble and gravel, floodlights roosting in the colonnade like glowering crows. In daylight, the space functioned as a pedestrian artery: acolytes in dun robes, pilgrims shuffling uncertainly toward whatever atonement the staff offered. Now, the crowd was a seethe, all sharp collars and sidelong glances, voices throttled to a minimum by the omnipresent threat of Bright Lances.

The Lances worked in teams of three, always one with an eye on the horizon. Their armor was glossy and white, but never stayed clean for long; Jace could pick out the resin-caked pauldrons and abrasions on the plating from across the flagstones. They wore no insignia. None was needed—everyone knew what happened if you caught a Lance’s attention for the wrong reason.

He counted four visible patrols on his first sweep, with two more likely lurking in the access corridor behind the dais. That meant only one blind spot, and it would be closed within the quarter hour. Noted.

Jace’s own attire was, by necessity, the lowest possible profile: navy work-shirt, nondescript trousers, boots with a non-slip heel. He wore his hair cropped close, the better to keep people from grabbing it, and had shaved twice that morning to avoid the telltale ruddiness of a day-old beard. To anyone watching, he was another junior functionary hoping to scrape through the process and vanish into the monastic bureaucracy. That was precisely the impression he wanted to give.

He let himself drift with the current, hands loose at his sides, face set in the measured boredom of an overfamiliar task. Even so, he could feel the buzz of aggression around the edges of the crowd—the way voices dropped whenever the Lances passed, the way people angled their bodies to obscure satchels or slip contraband between robes. To the untrained, this might have looked like chaos. To Jace, it was the pulse of potential violence, waiting for a cue.

He found his group at the far edge of the courtyard, where the stones gave way to compacted dirt and the smells of incense yielded to something saltier, more animal. They stood in a loose semi-circle, all three: Lino with his arms crossed and his eyes hooded against the lamps; Petrel fussing at the seam of his tunic, thumb twitching nervously; Sera perched on the lowest rung of the scaffolding, humming a thread of sound so soft it was more vibration than note.

“Status,” Jace said.

Lino replied without looking up. “The check-in is at the west gate. Bag searches only, no full patdowns unless you trigger the wand.”

“I’ll handle the bags,” Petrel said. He held up two knapsacks, one a battered leather relic, the other a synthetic number in the trial’s regulation gray. “Doubles as decoy if they get suspicious.”

Sera stopped humming and flicked a pebble at Lino. “Saw Halwen’s adjutant doing a circuit. She’s got a runner with her—probably timing the routes.”

Jace nodded. “Expect a randomizer on the event order. They don’t want anyone prepping for a specific round.”

“Means you have to be on, all the time,” said Lino, finally meeting his eyes.

Jace felt the old surge of respect: Lino, for all his cultivated sloppiness, missed nothing. “That’s the point. Once it starts, don’t let up until they say it’s over. If anyone gets separated—”

“We know the fallback,” Sera said, voice small but steady.

Jace smiled, faint and involuntary. “Good.”

The approach was standard: move as one, keep eyes open, don’t escalate. In the worst case, bail at the first sign of a trap. But today, the air crackled with a sharper anticipation, and Jace could sense even Sera’s nerves vibrating under her calm exterior. They’d all heard the rumors: that the trial was a cover for culling, that the “refinements” to this year’s format meant higher stakes, less mercy. Jace didn’t traffic in rumors, but he never ignored the machinery of rumor, either.

They joined the intake line. It shuffled forward in quick, nervous increments. Every few seconds, a cough or shuffle would ripple down the line, then vanish. Ahead, a pair of Bright Lances processed entrants with ritual efficiency, one manning the scanner, one rifling through bags, the third standing slightly back, hand on the pommel of her baton.

Jace made sure to exhale fully before stepping forward. Petrel handed off the bags as practiced. The Lance with the scanner gave Jace a cursory glance, then swept the wand along his arms and legs. It beeped once at his belt, but Jace had emptied the pouches beforehand, and a tap revealed only his personal effects: ID tag, a folded kerchief, a battered deck of cards.

“Name,” barked the Lance.

“Jace Mirren, unit four.”

The scanner-wielder grunted, scanned the badge, then nodded at the bag man. “Open both,” he said.

Petrel obliged, flipping both knapsacks onto the table and splaying the zippers. The Lance’s hands were broad and raw, the nails trimmed so close they shone pink. He pawed through the first, found nothing. In the second, he paused at a small pouch, pinched it, then tossed it back in.

“You nervous, son?” he asked Petrel.

Petrel bit his lip. “Just cold, sir.”

“You won’t be for long.”

They passed through. Jace turned once to watch the Lance trio re-engage with the next group, a knot of students from the southern circuit. It was the same script: perfunctory, bored, but always with that predator’s alertness just beneath.

Once inside the inner perimeter, the space shrank. Instead of open sky, the atrium was roofed in banners and strings of dim lamps, everything designed to funnel attention toward the dais at the north end. Jace scanned for surveillance: four domed eyes in the corners, plus two security drones suspended near the beams. The drones didn’t track people; they tracked movement. He filed that away.

They joined the pool of waiting entrants, which had sorted itself into informal factions—by school, by skillset, by the unspoken code of “don’t make a scene until you’re ready to win it.” Jace led the others to the eastern edge, half-shadowed by a planter and within sprinting distance of three different exits.

“Hand signals,” he murmured, once they’d bunched close.

Lino rolled his eyes but flashed the signs anyway: palm flat for “hold”; index and middle finger for “go”; fist for “scatter.” Sera repeated them, more careful, then did an improvised “okay” that made Petrel giggle. Jace felt his lips twitch.

He distributed the decks—marked in minute ways only the four of them could read. “One deck per round. Don’t mix them.”

Sera tugged at his sleeve. “What about the last round?”

“We’ll improvise,” Jace said. “If we make it that far.”

They lapsed into watchful silence, eyes on the crowd, ears tuned to the micro-events of the arena: a dropped cup, the snap of someone’s lanyard, a tiny shriek as a drone clipped a streamer. For Jace, the minutes stretched, each second recorded and filed, every anomaly noted for future use. He could almost feel the tension thrum through the floor. The Lances were still visible, still making their rounds, but now there was a new presence—runners in livery, presumably event staff, darting from station to station with sealed envelopes or wireless relays. The choreography was tight. Almost too tight.

Jace chewed on the corner of his card and looked up. Above the banners, the moon was a silver knife. He tried to imagine the rest of the city beyond these walls: the crowded dormitories, the silent dorm-mates, the abbot in his study, praying that at least one of his charges would bring the House some measure of glory—or at the very least, survive without scandal.

He looked at his team and saw in their faces the same thing: the resolve, the edge of fear, the mutual promise not to let each other go down alone.

He checked his watch. Less than five minutes now.

“Ready?” he asked.

Lino nodded. Sera smiled. Petrel swallowed, then grinned.

“Let’s give them something to remember,” Jace said, quietly.

Above the temple gates, a new set of chimes sounded: the trial’s official beginning.

[SYSTEM] Encounter Prep: Crowd Control awareness +minor.


CHAPTER 50


THE OPENING BELL for Phase I, as always, was two seconds ahead of the official time. Elara heard it, not as a sound, but as a pressure, a tonal shift in the air that made every hair on her arm stand at attention. She slipped her hand to her braid, fingers brushing the hidden resonance pin, and felt the world resolve into a sharper focus: the tang of old incense; the wet metallic undercurrent from the triage tent’s back row; the hurried, sotto-voce chant of a rival candidate stalling for composure.

Eight cots. Eight patients. Three had to be stabilized in under ten minutes, and if you failed two—well, the only exit was by stretcher.

The moment she entered, the candidates scattered to their preassigned zones, a blur of colored sashes and hurried shuffles. Elara moved with deliberate speed, refusing to hurry. The trick was to make it look like instinct, even when her head was splitting and her stomach tried to crawl into her throat.

Her first patient was a boy—no older than twelve, skin yellow with fever, lips cracked and ringed with dried foam. His chart, if one could call it that, was a strip of vellum affixed to the cot’s side, three symbols inked in red. Liver failure, probably, but the real risk was the writhing mass of noise in his aura. A classic test for Shine resilience: the sicker the mind, the harder it was to stabilize with even basic harmonic tuning.

She drew up a saline ampoule, snapped it clean at the neck, and administered the fluid with the gentlest possible touch. The boy’s eyes flickered; the groan subsided. She hummed a low note—not a melody, just a vowel, tuned to his dissonance. The resonance pin in her braid vibrated ever so slightly, dulling the ache behind her eyes.

As she withdrew, a commotion from two cots over: a girl, not much older than Elara herself, arms splayed as if crucified, her torso bandaged and leaking. Arterial, high risk, but the event director—Mother Halwen herself, jaw set like a vice—stood over the cot and scribbled a mark on her pad. Elara’s competitors were already crowding that case, so she slid instead to the elderly man gasping at the tent’s edge.

He was conscious, but barely. Rasping breaths, limbs limp, face flecked with yellowish pustules. Not trauma, then; infectious or toxic. She reached for his pulse, felt the unsteady flutter. Closer to end-stage than the boy, but his aura was smoother, the edges less jagged, as if he’d already accepted the proximity of the finish line.

“Stay with me,” she said, tone soft but absolute.

The man’s eyes opened. She pressed her palm to his temple, seeking the resonance point. This time, the background noise threatened to break her concentration—the rattle of stretchers, the shouted call for medics, a burst of laughter from the gallery as someone else’s Shine buckled and triggered a spray of sparks. Elara’s vision doubled, then sharpened. She forced her own Shine into a single, bladed pulse, and the resonance pin in her hair steadied the tremor.

A gentle hum. A tap at his wrist. A slow, deliberate intake of breath. After ten seconds, his spasms ceased. His breathing normalized, at least for now.

Two down.

Elara risked a glance at Halwen, who tracked her with the dead-black eyes of a crow. The other candidates swirled and collided, two already disqualified, another bent double and retching into a bucket. The air was a stew of psychic residue and panic.

Last patient: the girl with the bandaged torso. The crowd around her had thinned—one candidate had passed out cold, another withdrawn by medical staff. Elara stepped in, ignoring the sullen glare from a rival whose hands were already stained crimson.

The wound was deep, but not mortal—at least, not yet. The bandage was meant to challenge, not to solve. Elara took a heartbeat to clear her head, then placed her hands above the dressing, careful not to touch. The wound was singing, literally, a high-pitched keening that cut through her focus like a filament.

She closed her eyes, and for a moment she was nowhere: just a lattice of sound, a bright pin of pain, and the steady anchor of her own breath.

She remembered the lessons Tamsin had drilled into her—don’t force the Shine, feed it gently; don’t chase the signal, let it emerge. She whispered a counterpoint, a minor harmony just beneath the wound’s shriek. The resonance pin heated under her skin, not hot but urgent, a tactile nudge toward the right frequency.

Slowly, the keening dulled. The blood slowed. The girl’s eyes, which had been glassy, now found Elara’s and held on.

“Done,” Elara whispered.

She peeled away, hands shaking, and nearly collapsed into the aisle.

There was a beat—a moment where the only sound was the twin hush of blood and breath, both hers and not hers—then a ragged exhale from the patient. The wound’s song faded to nothing.

Elara blinked, the world rushing back: the slap of footsteps, the lingering stink of antiseptic and sweat, the burning stare of Mother Halwen.

Halwen stepped to her side, regarded the now-stable patient, then Elara.

“That was... efficient,” Halwen said. The approval was more insult than compliment.

Elara braced for the usual scorn, but Halwen only marked her chart and swept away.

[SYSTEM] Skill Check Success: Triage Complete. Field Credit +1.

From somewhere near the tent’s entrance, a splatter of applause, quickly stifled. Elara ducked her head, letting the resonance pin cool against her scalp. It wasn’t pride she felt, exactly, but a settling—a proof that she could, if not outshine, at least outlast.

She moved to the next station, knowing the pressure would only mount from here.


CHAPTER 51


FROM THE SIDELINES, the world looked like a series of overlapping performances. Mira pressed herself into the shadowed arch at the edge of the tent, eyes flicking between the action on the cots and the tide of bodies moving through the service corridor. This wasn’t her official station—she was “med tech on call,” a role whose duties consisted of waiting for disaster and then, if necessary, making it worse or better as circumstances demanded. She preferred it that way: nobody in authority watching, nobody expecting her to play nice.

On the trial floor, Elara was already making her mark. Three candidates down in as many minutes, one on the verge of collapse. The only wild card was the girl with the puncture wound, but if anyone could finesse a margin, it was Elara. Mira allowed herself a brief smile, then scanned the periphery for threats more insidious than infection or shock.

The leech was overdue.

It was an open secret that the first phase was always rigged—not enough to guarantee failure, just enough to inject a little Darwinian spice into the event. Mira knew the logic: if you couldn’t spot a backstab or a poisoned chalice under pressure, you didn’t belong in the upper ranks. Still, she hated the clumsy elegance of the move. So obvious, yet so devastating if you missed it.

She spotted the courier on her third pass: a junior acolyte, face new but movements trained, gliding through the crowd with the posture of someone determined to be overlooked. She watched him pause at the water station, fingers skimming the rims of each bowl, never looking directly at what he did. In the next instant, he palmed something dark and gelatinous and slipped it up his sleeve.

Mira didn’t wait for a second chance. She stepped into his path, affecting the purposeful shuffle of someone late for a consult. At the last moment, she tripped over the trailing edge of her own cloak—an old trick, but effective. Her elbow caught the acolyte’s ribcage, spinning him into the tent’s support post.

“Careful,” she said, voice pitched just for him.

He barely registered her, but his left hand shot to his sleeve, instinctively protecting the payload.

“Water?” Mira offered, grabbing a flask from the nearest rack and shoving it into his free hand. The moment his grip closed around it, she leaned in, voice low. “Don’t do it.”

The acolyte blinked, only then realizing the depth of his predicament.

“Walk away,” Mira murmured, “and no one needs to know.”

For a heartbeat, she thought he’d refuse, but the kid was smarter than that. He pivoted, shucked the flask, and melted into the flow of foot traffic, still shielding his sleeve.

Mira let him get three steps before intercepting. Her hand darted out, plucking the leech from his wrist with a practiced, surgical pinch. The thing writhed, sticky and iridescent, not quite alive but not wholly machine. She crushed it against the flagstones with her sandal, feeling the microfilaments snap and the casing rupture. A faint whiff of ozone, and it was gone—just a smear and the ghost of a whine.

The courier didn’t look back.

[SYSTEM] Sabotage Prevented: Evidence secured.

Mira crouched and scraped up the leech’s shell with a spatula, slipping it into her pouch for later. If nothing else, it would make for a hell of a keepsake.

She retreated to her vantage, blending once more into the background, and watched as Elara moved to the next patient. The field was narrowing, the crowd thick with expectation, and the scent of victory—raw and sharp—had begun to drift over the sweat and antiseptic.

“Nice catch,” whispered a voice at her shoulder. Tamsin, eyes narrowed in approval, arms folded tight.

“Standard fare,” Mira replied. “But they’re getting smarter.”

Tamsin grinned, exposing the edge of a canine. “So are we.”

They watched, together, as the next round of the trial began, already bracing for whatever ugly surprises the system had in store.

Clash in the Arena


CHAPTER 52


ON THE SECOND round, the crowd got wise. Jace had expected this; half the upperclassmen had bet their entire lunch credit on the drama of the afternoon, and the other half just wanted to see someone take a swing at the so-called “paladin” from the Restoration Pathways program. The field was a slow boil of noise and slouching movement—dozens ringed the fresh-marked chalk on the sand, hands inside sleeves, eyes wandering until the moment they needed to lunge. The real work was not in the contest of magic, but in the hundred tiny, low-stakes scrapes that led up to it.

His cue to begin came not from the judges’ flags, but from the sudden absence of noise behind him. Elara always did this—her voice was nothing, but the hush that followed her steps was like someone had drawn a curtain between worlds. Jace had spent enough late nights at the South Gate rehearsing the routine to know that his part came the instant the air thinned, when even the most tenacious heckler realized something was actually happening.

He paced out five steps from the outer ring, shield braced, his left hand loose on the grip. Never show force, that was the trick. Let them come, let them think it’s a joke, that it’ll never escalate past shoulder-checks and sudden trips.

First was the sharp pop of a thrown pebble. It hit the shield’s upper rim and ricocheted, no drama, but three heads in the front row ducked and one of them tried to slip the perimeter in the commotion. Jace pivoted, the heel of his boot grinding a furrow in the sand, and he boxed out the would-be interloper with a polite half-smile and a raised brow.

“No physical contact until the mark is drawn,” he said, as if he were reading from a children’s rules pamphlet.

The girl glared at him, all gums and nervous bravado, then darted back as though she had business elsewhere.

The next was subtler—a manufactured panic on the east side, a body flung “accidentally” into the boundary line. Jace clocked the ringleader immediately: tight jaw, shirt sleeves rolled to the elbow, gaze never actually on the disturbance but on the volunteers posted at the four corners. It was a multi-step play, meant to pull him away from his post and leave the circle vulnerable. He indulged the ruse for a split second, then stepped into the gap and swept his shield low, using its breadth as a herding paddle. The force sent the encroachers stumbling, not quite a shove but not not a shove, and the crowd drew back with a murmur that was equal parts respect and disappointment.

He heard Mira laugh from somewhere behind the judge’s dais.

“Very chivalrous!” she called. “You planning to ask her to dance next?”

Jace flashed a look over his shoulder, not daring to give Mira the satisfaction of a full grin, and returned his focus to the ring. The crowd’s energy had shifted, from opportunistic to adversarial. He sensed it in the way the circle breathed—each time someone pressed inward, it tested the resolve of those next to them, a slow tide of courage that threatened to break all at once.

He grounded himself with the memory of last night’s rehearsal. In the blue-lit training gym, Elara had drawn the same circle in salt on the floor and had Jace repeat the drill a dozen times: keep the line unbroken, shield the sigilist, improvise as necessary. He’d gotten clever by round seven, using the shield’s reflective face to blind Mira when she tried a sneak-attack with confetti and cheap dye packs. “Showmanship matters,” Elara had told him, though she’d only half meant it.

Now, in the glare of the sun and the stinging grit, he understood what she meant. The audience wanted a spectacle, but not so much that it ruined the game. His job was to keep the ritual moving, never pausing, never allowing a break in tempo.

He heard the first drumbeat then, a low, amplified thump from the speakers perched above the field. It was supposed to help the crowd synchronize their chants, but it also served as a metronome for Jace’s movements.

He counted off the beat in his head: two for the sidestep, one for the shield dip, a half-count to reposition and close the lane. Each motion was deliberate, calculated to appear effortless while maximizing coverage. His shield was not a weapon, it was a portable wall—if you swung it like a bludgeon, you looked like a thug. If you wielded it like a set piece in a dance, you owned the whole performance.

A trio of juniors tested him next, linking arms and surging forward in a wedge. For a split second Jace considered letting them break through and seeing what the judges would do, but he decided against it. Instead, he planted his feet and met them head-on, absorbing the impact across his forearms and letting the recoil do the work of dispersing them. The smallest of the three pinwheeled into the sand, and the crowd cheered—nothing got people excited like the possibility of blood, even a nosebleed.

Someone from the admin side of the field blew a whistle. Jace ignored it; the rules said only direct interference with the sigilist merited a penalty, and so far, the crowd had been content to harass only him.

He risked a glance at Elara. She was halfway through the initial glyph, her arm making slow, precise arcs above the ground. The chalk left a trail that shimmered in the harsh light, the line so fine you almost had to squint to see it. He could tell by her posture that she was ahead of schedule—her back perfectly straight, her left leg forward in the duelist’s stance. He wondered, briefly, if she’d found a way to game the timing, to shave milliseconds off each motion.

The next assault was verbal. A voice rang out, amplified by what sounded like a cheap megaphone: “HEY, RESTO BOY, IS THAT ARMOR OR JUST OVERSIZED PLASTIC?” A ripple of laughter, then a second heckle, “IF YOU’RE SO HOLY, PRAY YOU DON’T GET SUED FOR ASSAULT!”

Jace didn’t answer. Instead, he let the next drumbeat dictate his pace. He advanced a step, just enough to force the hecklers to retreat or else risk a penalty for crossing the ring. They retreated, grumbling, but didn’t try again.

The real threat was a subtle one. He saw it out of the corner of his eye: someone kneeling at the boundary, fingers busy in the sand. If they erased or smudged the mark before Elara completed the circuit, the spell would destabilize, the whole attempt forfeit. Jace made a quick calculation: two strides to intercept, three seconds tops, but it would leave his left flank open.

He went for it anyway. A quick lunge, shield edge just grazing the culprit’s wrist, enough force to sting but not break bone. The fingers jerked back, the sand untouched. He pivoted, caught the second threat closing from the left, and angled the shield like a door, blocking them with a snap of his wrist.

The judges watched all this, impassive. They would only intervene if actual harm occurred. The rest was down to Jace’s discretion.

He found himself sweating, the armor trapping heat against his skin. He wondered if that was the point—to make the job so unpleasant that only the stubborn survived. He tasted salt at the corner of his mouth, and for an instant wished he was anywhere else.

But then the drumbeat changed. It doubled, signaling the final phase. He scanned for Elara: she was finishing the sigil, chalk dust swirling around her hand, the line gleaming with the first hint of Shine. The crowd sensed the climax, pressing in with renewed vigor.

Jace braced for a final rush.

It came, as all things did, in waves. First the eager, then the angry, and finally, the desperate. They hit the perimeter in a chorus of shoves and flailing limbs, and Jace moved like he was underwater, each action slow and perfect. He absorbed the blows, let them slide off the shield, never yielding more than an inch. His arm burned, but he kept the cadence in his head: two, one, half. Never stop, never show fatigue.

A final body crashed against him—a full-grown underclassman with shoulders like a freezer chest—and Jace met the tackle with a sidestep, used the shield’s curve to redirect the force, and watched as the attacker stumbled past and landed face-first in the sand. The crowd roared.

Above it all, a system message pinged in his vision, luminous and undeniable:

[SYSTEM] Leader Check: Space Secured. Allies’ fumble chance −10% during rite.

He grinned despite himself. The circle remained. The line was unbroken.

Elara lifted her hand, the sigil complete. In the stillness that followed, even the hecklers fell silent. For a moment, Jace let himself believe they could win this.

And then the judge’s whistle blew, signaling phase two.


CHAPTER 53


ELARA ALWAYS FELT too big for her body during the critical moments. When the whistle sounded, her limbs seemed swollen with anticipation, every joint humming on the edge of cramp. The bell—if it could be called that—waited at the center of the ring, squat and unpolished, the metal still black with soot from the last attempt.

The absence of a clapper would have seemed like an obvious cheat to anyone not versed in ritual mechanics. But Elara understood the real challenge: in the Silent Bell rite, the resonance must come from within, or else risk contaminating the entire apparatus. There were ways to fake it—hidden hammers, magnetic tricks—but the judges would disqualify a team for even a hint of stagecraft.

She reached for the Silence Chime in her left sleeve. Her hand found only cloth and empty air.

Her mind blanked, then reeled. She had packed it herself—triple-checked, right pocket, secure in the felt wrap. A tiny, panicked scan of the crowd revealed nothing; no one held the Chime aloft as a trophy, no one smirked at her confusion.

She could feel the ritual space tightening, the collective breath of the crowd sucked in and weaponized against her.

Jace, from the boundary, called: “Three to cue, Elara! You’re live!”

She nodded, hoping the motion looked confident. She had three seconds to solve a problem that, by design, should have been unsolvable.

Elara assessed the bell. The rim was scored with a shallow groove, blackened by old soot, but if she looked closer, she saw the faintest silvery filigree—residual Shine from a previous successful rite. The judges had not thought to sand it clean. That would be her vector.

She thumbed through the contents of her pocket. Chalk, a half-twist of sealing wax, three pins for sigil arrays, and—at the bottom—a battered Resonance Pin. It was intended for tuning the university’s clunky old harps, but in theory it could serve as an improvised striker.

She risked a glance at the judges, then at Mira, who had materialized at the edge of the circle. Mira’s expression was not one of pity, but a sort of delighted horror, as if she were watching someone attempt a backflip off a collapsing bridge.

Elara drew the Resonance Pin and, in a single motion, stabbed it into the cord where the clapper would have dangled. The bell shuddered minutely, responding to the foreign object. She placed her other hand on the bell’s outer rim, positioning her thumb in the groove where the Shine ran silver against the blackened brass.

She swallowed. Hummed a low note, the frequency she’d practiced in solitude, never once needing to use it until now.

The bell vibrated, almost imperceptibly at first. The trick was not to force the resonance but to coax it—to let the air inside the bell catch and amplify the note until it became self-sustaining. Elara modulated her hum, adjusting pitch by quarter-tones, matching her memory to the memory of the bell itself.

A tingling spread through her thumb, then up her forearm. She felt the Shine ignite along the groove, the line going from dull to lunar-bright. Someone in the crowd gasped; another person hissed, “She’s actually doing it.”

She drew the chalk, palmed it so the judges couldn’t see, and traced a sigil on the bell’s base with two fingers. The vibration intensified, the whole bell vibrating now, but still no sound. That was the point. If she did this right, the silence would be complete and consuming.

She kept humming, letting the vibration build, and pressed the wax to the top of the Resonance Pin. The heat of the friction softened it instantly. She shaped it with a fingertip, locking the pin in place, then released her grip on the bell.

The resonance held.

Time dilated. The world was reduced to her, the humming, and the bell.

She watched as Shine pooled in the sigil she’d drawn, the line glowing first white, then an impossible blue.

The final step: she inhaled, as deeply as her lungs would permit, and exhaled a long, even note, pouring the last of her air into the cavity of the bell.

Nothing happened.

Then everything happened at once.

A sphere of total silence radiated outward from the bell, sweeping across the circle and slamming into the crowd like an invisible wall. Every voice, every whisper, every cough in the grandstand was snuffed out, replaced by a hush so profound it made Elara’s ears ring in protest.

The miasma, a dense fug of failed incantations from the previous rounds, boiled in the silence and then shattered, the haze peeling off the field and dissolving into clean, bright air.

She felt her knees lock. The judges exchanged startled looks, one of them mouthing, “Did she just—?”

From the system overlay, a message blazed to life:

[SYSTEM] Improvised Tool Success. Rite Completed.

Elara let herself breathe again. The silence lingered, even as the crowd surged to its feet in a standing ovation they couldn’t hear. Somewhere at the edge of the ring, Mira clapped her hands silently and mouthed “Holy shit” with the reverence of a true believer.

Elara felt the tiniest tickle of pride. She had done it, even stripped of her best weapon, even with the field tilted against her. The bell rang, but only in silence.

It took a full ten seconds before anyone realized they still couldn’t make a sound. The judges flapped their arms, gesturing for Elara to disengage the rite. She grinned, then reached into the silence and traced the sigil backward with her thumb.

Sound returned, abrupt and total. The crowd’s reaction hit all at once, an exhalation of shock and applause that nearly knocked Elara off her feet.

In the aftermath, as the field reset and the judges conferred, Elara looked to the ground where the Resonance Pin still jutted from the cord. Her Chime was gone, yes, but she had left something behind—a new resonance, a pattern of improvisation.

She wondered who would be the first to copy it.


CHAPTER 54


MIRA WAS NOT built for quiet victories. Her skillset was best suited to moments like this: judges fidgeting behind their lacquered dais, the opposing team gathered in a huddle of thinly veiled outrage, the audience hungry for scandal and ready to switch allegiances with the speed of a single viral moment.

She’d watched the entire performance from the field’s periphery, noting every infraction and grey-area call. When Elara pulled off the Resonance Pin gambit, Mira had nearly bitten through her own tongue to keep from shouting. Not because she doubted the plan—she’d helped invent half of Elara’s back pocket tricks—but because she knew exactly what would happen next.

The first protest came less than thirty seconds after sound returned to the field. The captain of the Bright Lances, a graduate student with the posture of an embittered librarian, stormed to the judges with a sheaf of printed rules and a finger already jabbing at clause seven.

“Violation of contest protocol,” he announced, voice pitched to cut through the lingering crowd noise. “Team Restoration engaged in illegal improvisation using unregistered implements and received outside assistance during a sanctioned rite. Automatic disqualification under point seven-point-three.”

A ripple ran through the grandstand. The Lances were favorites, but no one liked a technicality win.

Mira stepped forward, letting the sleeves of her robe billow for full dramatic effect. “Point of order,” she called, before the head judge could even lower his spectacles. “Team Restoration contests this assertion. Improvised implements are allowed, provided they are not enhanced by off-field magical effects, and all procedural assistance was registered at check-in.”

The head judge looked from Mira to the captain and back again, as if hoping one of them would combust spontaneously and save him the trouble.

“Does Team Restoration wish to cite a specific clause in defense?” he asked, tone that of a man who’d rather be anywhere else.

Mira smiled—a thin, predatory thing. “Seven-point-nine. ‘Public-witness facilitation and registered nonmagical assistance are permissible so long as they are declared before event start.’ Please see attached paperwork.” She slapped a battered folder on the dais, the registrar’s stamp visible on the cover.

The captain sneered. “She planted the Pin—”

“—from within the circle, with no magical amplification,” Mira interrupted. “Check the logs.”

There was a tense minute while the judges scrolled through event records. Mira kept her gaze on the captain, daring him to meet her eyes. He didn’t.

Finally, the head judge cleared his throat. “All right. Both arguments noted. The rules do, in fact, support Team Restoration’s interpretation. There will be no disqualification.”

A low, disappointed groan rolled across the Lances’ side of the stands. Mira allowed herself the faintest nod of victory.

The captain of the Lances tried one last time. “So the precedent is that any team can just register a friend and—”

“That’s the precedent,” Mira said, too loudly. “Welcome to the modern age.”

A system message shimmered at the edge of Mira’s vision:

[SYSTEM] Procedural Counterplay: Disqualification attempt nullified.

She bowed, just enough to be mocking. The judges didn’t thank her, but then, that was never her goal.

From across the field, Elara caught Mira’s eye and mouthed, “Owe you one.” Mira returned a salute that was only partly sarcastic.

She’d always preferred battles of paperwork to battles of fists. Paper left fewer bruises.


CHAPTER 55


JACE FOUND THE golem’s eyes unsettling, even though he knew it couldn’t see. Every time the construct’s head swiveled toward him, the glass beads in its sockets caught the light and flickered—unblinking, impossible to read. He’d always been told that echo golems operated purely on audio input, but he’d never been this close to one before, and theory had nothing on the way its arms flexed in slow, patient readiness.

The sand in the ring had been raked flat, but already pocks and grooves marked where earlier contestants had failed. Jace advanced to the chalked line, heart pounding, shoulder still throbbing from where the last junior had blindsided him. If the judges meant to break him before the final, they’d picked the right monster.

He flexed his grip on the shield and took a measured breath. The trick would be managing the tempo—never letting the golem set the pace, always keeping it slightly off-balance. In the audience, Mira’s voice rose above the general clamor: “Stay loose, Jace! Don’t let it bait you!”

He gave a half-wave with his off-hand, then squared up.

The judge raised the green flag.

The golem’s head tilted, almost politely. Then it opened its mouth, and the first shockwave hit.

It wasn’t a sound so much as a fist of pressure, a pulse that crashed into his sternum and set his teeth humming. Jace dug his boots in and let the shield absorb the worst of it, but he could feel the aftershock crawling through his chest, looking for a soft spot.

He knew the math: each block would store up more energy, the echo golem feeding off its own reflected pulses until someone miscalculated and got knocked flat. He needed to bleed pressure, not just take it. He let the shield fall back with the next pulse, angling it so the force spilled off to one side and scored a new gouge in the sand.

The golem advanced, two tons of slow inevitability. It stomped once, and the world shook. Jace sidestepped, baiting it toward the shallow berm on the ring’s north edge. If he could get it to overcommit, he might be able to trap a foot or at least buy a half-second for Elara to make her move.

He waited, shield high, as the golem wound up. Its jaw ratcheted wide and dropped a second, deeper pulse. Jace rolled his weight and caught it on the curve, redirecting the brunt into the sand where a small plume kicked up, stinging his exposed cheek.

He heard Mira’s voice again, lower this time, almost a mantra: “Three in, one out. Give it the rhythm.”

The golem paused, registering the pattern. Jace feinted left, then made a show of checking over his shoulder—drawing attention to the spot where, moments before, Elara had knelt to mark a sigil on the ring boundary.

The golem went for it, all in. Its arms swept out in a parabolic arc, both hands coming down in a coordinated thunderclap. Jace braced, let the first shock roll over him, then ducked and twisted, angling his shield toward the berm. The force redirected perfectly, like the pop of a trampoline, and the golem’s entire left leg sank six inches into the churned sand.

Jace grinned, a feral flash of teeth.

Now, he thought. Mira, move.

She was already on it, her feet barely skimming the ring as she darted in at a tangent. The golem tried to turn, but with one leg trapped, its movement lagged by a crucial instant. Mira reached its exposed flank and, with a single fluid motion, slammed a dagger into the joint behind its glassy knee.

The golem staggered, its head thrown back. The beads in its eyes flickered from blue to a furious, pulsing red.

Jace charged, timing his run to the golem’s ragged attempts at rebalancing. He slammed the shield into its chest, not to damage but to pin, and yelled over his shoulder: “Elara, window’s open!”

She appeared at the rim, hand already glowing with a pulsing sigil. In three brisk strides, she closed the distance and planted her palm against the golem’s breastplate. The light from her hand bled into the golem’s core, first as a trickle, then as a torrent.

The construct seized, limbs splayed at impossible angles, then froze. Its mouth hung open in silent defeat. Jace heard nothing, not even his own ragged breathing, until the judges’ horns blew and the audience detonated in cheers.

The golem’s shell collapsed inward, the joints crackling as the sigil consumed the stored shockwaves. For a heartbeat, Jace thought the whole thing would explode, but the energy dissipated cleanly, leaving only the hollow husk and the sharp tang of ozone.

A new system message bloomed in his field of view:

[SYSTEM] Boss Technique: Wave Redirect mastered (trial-limited).

He straightened, fighting the urge to laugh or collapse. The ache in his shoulder was now a dull, satisfying throb. Mira jogged over, gave him a brutal hug, and hoisted his arm in the air for the crowd.

“Next year,” she said, “we make you tank two of those.”

He groaned. “Next year I want a raise.”

Elara joined them, her expression a blend of exhaustion and wonder. She touched the ruined golem once, almost reverently.

“That was perfect,” she said. “You made it look like we’d planned the whole thing.”

“Didn’t we?” Jace asked, blinking sweat out of his eyes.

She only smiled.

The judges conferred at length, reading from their tablets, then finally announced the verdict:

“Team Restoration: All challenges cleared. Advance to finals.”

As the field emptied and the crowd’s energy spilled into the walkways, Jace stood with Mira and Elara at the edge of the ring, catching their breath in the shade of the judges’ dais. Above them, the echo golem’s shattered mask stared down, its eyes now dull and blank.

Jace let himself look, just once, at the faces of the crowd—the skeptics, the hopefuls, even the diehards who’d screamed for his humiliation. For the first time all day, he felt the urge to wave back.

Tomorrow would be harder. But that was tomorrow.

For now, they’d survived.

Elara's Circle of Shadows


CHAPTER 56


ELARA’S CIRCLE HELD. Barely.

She stood at the ring’s chalk edge, gaze fixed on the arrayed sigils—each one hovering above the makeshift altar: salt, copper wire, the borrowed anchor of an unlit prayer lamp. Behind her, the benches crammed with spectators pressed into themselves with a hiss of wood and fear, faces white as graven masks, each more desperate than the last not to break the spell of observation.

"Thirty seconds," called the adjudicator, voice like the chime of a dropped coin—sharp, tinny, reverberant.

Elara flexed her hand. Her nails bit into her palm through the thin bandage, and she tasted copper at the back of her throat. The echo in the hall had started at a harmless vibration, but now it pulsed through her diaphragm, a second heartbeat, reminding her of every spell collapse video she’d ever watched in instructional. They’d warned of echo feedback and she’d believed herself immune, but the warning itself was the trap. Arrogance; they all had it until the moment they didn’t.

She risked a glance at the benches. Near the front row, Mira sat rigid, lips pressed into a hyphen, blue eyes refusing to meet hers. At Mira’s side, Jace’s hand hovered above the safety rail—ready to leap, to rescue, to fail at either. The rest of the crowd pressed in behind: city notables, half the temple school, her father’s guild rivals all watching for the moment she’d buckle.

Don’t let them see you break.

She squared her stance and pulled the spellform tight in her mind. The string of glyphs—a sequence rehearsed until her jaw ached from silent repetition—threaded together, white and clean in her inner sight. Each sigil was a window, each window a corridor to a different pressure system. Now, with the feedback rising, they rattled in their frames. If one popped loose, even for a second, the whole array would burn.

Twenty seconds.

The first backwash licked at the edge of her circle, sizzling like oil on ice. The hair on her forearms stood up. She pictured the barriers the way Instructor Lenya had taught: not as fences, but as thick sheets of glass, flexible, able to bow under stress. Breathe in, feed the circle with your own pulse. Breathe out, ground the charge through the heel of your foot, the way rain grounds to a rooftop gutter.

She inhaled, slow, measured, and let the feedback push against the dome of her circle. It held, but the pressure was mounting. She had enough juice for the final thirty seconds, maybe a bit more. After that, the spellform would start to cannibalize its own structure—plasma lick at bone, flash-burn the altar, strip her nerves bare.

She looked again at the stands. The spectators’ eyes shimmered with the glassy dullness of animals who sensed the oncoming quake but lacked the word for tremor. Two rows up, an old woman whispered something urgent to her neighbor and reached out to touch her wrist. Elara watched their hands—one veined, one delicate—clutch together for warmth or comfort or last rites.

Fifteen seconds.

The ring now screamed at the periphery. The sizzle had become a howl, a saw’s tooth dragging through her occipital lobe. Sweat slicked her face. She couldn’t feel her fingertips, only the push and pull of borrowed currents, like a tide running inside her bones. She’d never gone this far, never needed to. No one had.

Why should you? a voice inside her hissed. You only had to clear the trial. Not save these strangers, these cowards. You could let the surge break the circle, let the judges see how they’d set you up to fail.

But the surge wouldn’t just break the circle. It would rip through the stands, shatter every glass lens, pop eardrums, collapse the first two rows and maybe the next four after it. Maybe Mira and Jace would be fine. Maybe they wouldn’t. Maybe the judges would pass her anyway, on grit alone.

Or maybe they’d bury her name with the rest of the failure cases, and she’d never see the inside of a chartered party again.

Ten seconds.

She forced the spellform wider. Every muscle screamed. Blood roared in her ears, joined now by the shrill whistle of air forced through her lungs in shallow gasps. The boundaries of the circle stretched past the chalk, beyond the safe margin, into the unknown.

Seven seconds.

The feedback, now uncontained, lashed at the stands—first as a ripple of force, then as a visible distortion, like a mirage. Benches rattled. Two children in the back row began to sob, the sound sucked away by the dampening field. She heard it anyway.

Six.

Elara did what no one was meant to do. She widened her circle, drew in the benches, the front rows, the judges' dais. She pictured a dome not just around herself but a catchment for every person in the hall. She remembered the way her mother’s arms had felt when she’d been small—enormous, a world entire, able to absorb any fall.

She made herself into that shape.

Five.

The sigils screamed protest. Her vision flashed white. The array shook so violently that salt and copper wire scattered from the altar, breaking the lines. The lamp shattered. The feedback screamed, found the new boundary, and tried to pour through.

Four.

She felt the circle start to rupture. Her heart kept the count.

Three.

She drove her heel into the floor, braced, and with the last of her conscious will, wove a new layer over the rupture, sealing the edges with nothing but brute force and the memory of being held safe.

Two.

Her throat convulsed. Light poured from her mouth, and for one moment she thought she’d become pure signal, a broadcast rather than a body.

One.

The surge capped.

Silence fell. Not the hush of failure—no, this was the purest silence, a vacuum after detonation. The dome remained. The benches, the stands, the very air inside the trial hall trembled in the aftermath. Only Elara stood upright, her arm still outstretched, palm sizzling from the raw burn of channeling too much energy through a system not built for it.

The front bench collapsed, two notables spilling into the aisle, stunned but unhurt. The children in the back row clung to their mother, faces red but otherwise untouched.

Elara fell to one knee. She caught herself with the burned hand, breathed through the pain, and let her eyes find the altar. The chalk was gone, the lamp a puddle of fused glass and copper, but the center circle—her original array—remained, untouched, perfect as a coin pressed into fresh wax.

For a long moment, no one moved.

Then, a slow ripple of applause from the judges’ dais. Not polite, not forced—utterly bewildered, as though they’d just witnessed a disaster inverted, a miracle of last-moment restraint.

Above the altar, the spellform hung for a moment longer, then collapsed into itself with a soft sigh, leaving only the burn of ozone and a single line of text hanging in the air above Elara’s head:

[SYSTEM] New Skill Seeded: Sanctuary Ward (D)—small-area harm reduction.

Elara blinked, and the taste of copper faded.

She looked up at the crowd, daring them to meet her eyes.

They did.

Every one.


CHAPTER 57


MIRA WATCHED THE judges’ dais with an intensity that bordered on predation. She was still shaking, though the burn on Elara’s hand had already faded to white, bloodless lines. Even from here, she could see the tremor in Elara’s left thumb—a ghost of the feedback, or a symptom of the fallout. Hard to say. It would be hours before the finer nerves stopped screaming.

The bench of judges conferred in a triangle of whispers, one leaning in, two others holding back with faces too polite for real shock. Mira knew their tells; she’d studied every local panel since she could parse a city bulletin. The thin one, Panelist Two, was out of his depth, hands clenched beneath the table. The old woman with the star-scars (Panelist One) was wary, but her eyes glittered. The chief—dour, almost reptilian, the kind who would have made a superb assassin in another world—tapped a stylus against the table, impatient.

She scanned the audience. The impact of Elara’s display had frozen the crowd in a brittle, post-catastrophe hush. Mira caught the shape of a rumor beginning to unfurl along the back rows—snapped heads, eyes darting for the edge of the incident, the first of a hundred versions already warping into legend.

And above it all, at the far edge of the hall, Halwen paced. His boots clicked glassily on the flagstones. He’d seen it, too—the moment the array should have failed, the impossible expansion of the dome, the sudden, almost indecent display of power. Mira could sense his calculations, the way he leaned toward the dais, the way he ignored the ripple of applause still trickling down from the front. He was plotting his move. That was the problem with rival guilders: they never saw a miracle, only a new lever.

"Ready," the chief judge said, standing so fast his chair spun on one foot.

All at once, the hush collapsed. Panelist Two fumbled with the magic voice amplifier, nearly dropped it, recovered with a sheepish cough. "Candidate Elara Tiran, please approach the dais."

Elara limped forward. The crowd separated, then pressed back in, greedy for the proximity of heroism. Mira followed, ignoring the hands that reached for her, the brushes of fabric that tried to slow her pace.

"Elara Tiran," the chief said, "your performance has been evaluated under section seven, sub-clause—"

"Point of order," Halwen called, voice raised but not shouting. He stood at the bottom of the dais, hands folded behind his back, expression serene.

The judges froze, expressions flickering between annoyance and relief.

"State your business," the chief said, cool.

Halwen spread his hands. "There is a matter of procedure. The containment field was not standard. Someone introduced an external vector. I believe this warrants investigation before certification is granted."

A ripple of discomfort ran through the crowd. Mira could feel it: the way the temperature in the hall dropped, the way even the bravest in the front row retreated behind their programs.

Elara’s lips pressed together, but she said nothing.

Mira stepped forward. "Permission to respond," she said.

The chief considered her. Mira saw the calculation, the weighing of expediency versus spectacle, and knew the answer before it was spoken.

"Proceed," the chief said.

Mira faced the crowd, but her gaze flicked over Halwen. He was every bit the perfect adversary: hair slicked, eyes clear, posture both humble and poised for the kill. He smiled at her, just a hint of teeth.

"There was sabotage," Mira said, voice carrying without force. "I have evidence. First—" She reached into her bag, withdrew the leech shell. The crowd sucked in a breath as she held it aloft, the gray lump glistening with residual damp.

"That was embedded in the chalk at the northeast quadrant of the array. It seeded the feedback loop, escalating the echo exponentially."

Panelist Two goggled at the shell. Panelist One nodded, as if she’d already guessed.

"Second," Mira said, "a chime cord was cut on the candidate’s assigned altar. The severed end shows clear signs of mechanical separation. Not accidental."

She handed the fragment to the clerk, who carried it up with shaking hands.

"Third," Mira said, "two witnesses saw a figure in guild livery enter the preparation area prior to the exam. I have signed statements from both, plus a corroboration from a city watch ranger who investigated the access logs."

Halwen shifted. Just a little, but enough.

Mira leveled her gaze. "I submit that the only reason Candidate Tiran survived is that she identified the interference mid-cast and contained the backlash with a Sanctuary Ward—a technique not in the standard syllabus and never before recorded at this scale."

A slow, shocked rustle spread through the judges. Even Panelist Two seemed to find his spine.

Halwen raised his hand. "May I speak?"

The chief gave a shallow nod.

Halwen’s voice softened. "These are grave allegations, but I remind the panel that her technique, while extraordinary, might also indicate unsanctioned training—possibly even forbidden research. Is the panel prepared to set precedent on a hunch?"

For a second, Mira almost admired the gambit. Turn innovation into crime; make the miracle suspicious. She felt the crowd leaning, undecided, hungry for narrative.

The chief looked at Mira. "Do you have proof the candidate’s use of Sanctuary Ward was learned in official training?"

Mira smiled, small and genuine. "I do not. But I have a copy of the candidate’s public access log, and the only advanced sigil work she’s practiced in the last year has been in open forum. The rest was self-taught, at considerable risk, with full documentation." She let that hang a second. "If the panel wishes to punish autodidacts for exceeding expectation, they can, but I suspect the city would prefer to celebrate them."

The crowd's mood shifted, a palpable exhale.

Halwen opened his mouth, closed it, and finally smiled back, a chilly thing.

The chief nodded, once, then again. "Thank you, both," he said. "Panel will deliberate in closed session for five minutes."

He clicked the voice amplifier off. The other two leaned in; an urgent, whispered colloquy began.

Mira stepped back, next to Elara. She could see the sweat on Elara’s jaw, the way her pulse still battered at the hollow above her collarbone.

"You good?" Mira murmured, careful.

Elara kept her eyes on the dais. "Depends. You think you buried him?"

"Buried, no," Mira said. "Staked him out for the sun, maybe."

A long pause.

From the back, the city watch ranger appeared, a compact woman in standard livery, and made her way through the crowd. Mira saw the relief on her face: at least one other person believed this wasn’t all going to be covered up.

At five minutes exactly, the chief judge rapped the table with his stylus.

"Decision," he said, voice amplifier live again. "Candidate Tiran is certified as F-Rank, with commendation for field improvisation and harm mitigation. The matter of sabotage will be referred to the Guild Adjudicant."

A beat.

"And," Panelist One added, "the record will reflect that the Sanctuary Ward technique was first performed at scale by Elara Tiran, witnessed by this entire assembly."

The crowd exploded. Not polite, not controlled—real, cathartic noise. Half a dozen guilders stood and shouted. The children from the back row ran up the aisle and hugged Elara around her legs, heedless of protocol or history.

Mira grinned, her jaw aching with relief.

Halwen bowed, smiled, and slipped out a side exit.

Over the heads of the crowd, Elara caught Mira’s eyes. For the first time in years, Elara looked lighter, almost...hollowed out, but in the way of someone who’d let the poison drain. Mira felt her own breath deepen, the old tension replaced by something like hope.

Above them, the SYSTEM scrolled a new line in the air, blue and undeniable:

[SYSTEM] Evidence Presented: Panel compelled to vote fair.

That was new.

Mira watched it hang there, glowing for all to see, as Elara’s name joined the roster on the wall.

Then she went to find her, pushing through the throng, as the world reorganized itself around the new order.


CHAPTER 58


THEY CROWNED HER with glass.

Elara barely felt the weight of it, so light and hollowed it might have been the membrane of a soap bubble, but when the judge lowered the diadem onto her hair, every whisper in the plaza went silent at once. Her scalp tingled beneath the circlet; the points of fused quartz pressed against her skull, each one a minor ache, a needle’s reminder that she was not dreaming.

From the steps of the city temple, the world sloped away in layered terraces: first the officials in their embroidered coats, then the knot of Elara’s former peers—now, suddenly, competitors—and finally the general public, clustered around the shallow reflecting pools and swaying in a rhythm of gossip and awe.

The sunset caught in the diadem and scattered a spiderweb of rainbows over her brow and cheeks. Elara blinked. Mira’s face, in the front rank, blurred, then sharpened again, eyes bright with something halfway between pride and relief.

"Elara Tiran," the officiant intoned, "by the judgment of this panel, and the will of the city, you are certified for delver operations. Step forward."

Elara took the single step down. The officiant held up a badge—a slim square of enamel and alloy, the seal of the city’s authority. She hesitated just long enough for the crowd to notice, then reached out and let the badge be pinned above her heart.

The applause was different now: less a thunderclap than a steady rain, a persistent and pervasive thing. Elara let her hands fall to her sides, careful not to fidget. Her burned palm was already healing—systemic perks, she assumed—but the memory of pain still pricked at her with each heartbeat.

She barely noticed the end of the ceremony, the next candidates called, the slow unspooling of the official line. What she noticed was Mira’s presence at her side, the heat of her body through the ceremonial jacket, and the way Jace seemed to orbit them both, always a handspan away, as if he feared a single step might shatter the moment.

They escaped the plaza in a blur of incense, handshakes, and wild, slightly drunken congratulations from people Elara did not know and would never remember. Past the fountains, through the long arcade of lanterns, up the ramp to the north end where the city dropped into steep alleys and the world became just a little more honest.

At last, they ducked into a side street—dark, quiet, echoing with the throb of distant celebration. Mira stopped first, backed herself against the cold marble of the wall, and let out a breath that was half laugh, half sob.

"You did it," Mira said. Her voice broke. She didn’t care.

Elara leaned in, resting her forehead against Mira’s. The diadem clicked on the wall. "I think I broke several things," she said.

Mira’s hand caught her wrist. "Good. The old way was a mess."

Jace joined them, breathless. "You two are going to get me banned from every credible establishment in the district," he said, grinning.

"We’ll set up our own," Mira said.

Jace pulled them both into a bear hug, and for a moment Elara was suspended between their bodies, still and anchored, as if the entire city could tilt but they would not slip.

When Jace let go, he kept a hand on each of their shoulders. "There’s one thing left," he said, serious now.

Elara nodded. The boon.

Tradition was strict: first-of-rank was granted a single, irrevocable boon, to be claimed within a day of certification. It could be a personal skill, a tool, a system override. Or—rarely, and at risk of ridicule—a party boon, a benefit for all rather than self.

The city’s officiant had handed her the token during the ceremony—a sliver of smoked glass, streaked with a pale blue sigil. She could feel it buzzing in her pocket, alive with latent potential.

Mira touched her arm. "You don’t have to decide now," she said.

Elara did, though. She’d already decided. She drew out the glass, held it up to the light. It was shaped like a teardrop, only heavier, the color of deep water at night.

"What will you ask for?" Jace said.

She could say it. She could ask for the solo upgrade: a sigil that would give her permanent edge in fieldwork, or burn through the next three tiers in half the time. She could become the youngest ever to break D-Rank, set herself up for every contract she’d ever dreamed of.

She looked at Mira, then Jace. She remembered the way the stands had sounded when she risked the feedback to protect strangers. She remembered the children, the old woman, the way the city itself had felt for those few seconds—cohesive, collective, not just a mass of competing egos.

Elara closed her hand around the glass, felt it pulse.

She spoke: "Party boon. Upgrade Sanctuary Ward: group scale, persistent, all members."

The glass dissolved. Blue fire raced over her skin, pulsing out in a shockwave that touched Mira, Jace, and, somewhere else in the city, every person she’d ever fought beside. A line of SYSTEM text flickered behind her eyes:

[SYSTEM] Party Affinity: 5/5. Bond Boon Upgraded—Sanctuary Ward (team).

Mira’s grip tightened. Jace’s eyes widened, lips parting in a surprised grin.

"That’s going to be...legendary," he said, quiet.

Elara just breathed. For the first time in months, her chest didn’t ache. The system settled over her like a weighted blanket, every nerve in her body humming with low, satisfied electricity.

Mira laughed, low and a little wild. "They’ll write that one down," she said. "For once, I’m looking forward to reading the reports."

They made their way to the inn, through the swelling noise of a city that now felt, for a sliver of time, like it belonged to them. The innkeeper was waiting with bread and cheese and a pitcher of sharp, cold cider. Upstairs, the three of them crowded onto a single bed, boots off but jackets still on, bodies pressed so close that it was impossible to know whose pulse set the rhythm.

They lay there, Mira’s head pillowed on Elara’s shoulder, Jace’s arm thrown over both their waists, staring up at the ceiling as if waiting for the system to deliver a final, secret verdict.

After a while, Mira rolled onto her side, tracing the edge of Elara’s jaw. "You still worried?" she asked.

Elara shook her head. "Not about the system," she said.

Mira smiled. "Good. Because I have a list of things for you to worry about now."

Jace laughed, and it was a good, warm sound.

They let the night settle. Someone kicked off a boot, then another; Mira pulled off her shirt, baring the line of old scars on her ribs. Elara traced them, one by one, letting her own pain and fear drain through the touch.

Jace was next, pulling his shirt over his head with a practiced, comic flourish. He flexed, mock-heroic, then broke into laughter when Mira poked his side.

The rest of the night was less ceremony than surrender: to each other, to the ache of survival, to the new balance they’d struck between ambition and affection. They fed each other cheese, tore bread with their teeth, drank straight from the jug. Later, Mira pressed her lips to Elara’s wrist, then her collarbone; Jace’s mouth followed, gentler than she’d thought possible.

They made love again in the small hours, slower this time, savoring each touch and whispered endearment. Mira's fingers traced the curves of Elara's body with reverent precision, while Jace's mouth found every sensitive spot that made her gasp. They moved together like a single organism, three bodies but one shared pleasure, one shared breath.

"I love you both," Elara whispered into the darkness, the words she'd been afraid to say finally spilling free.

"Love you too," Mira murmured against her neck.

"Always," Jace added, his voice thick with emotion.

They slept tangled, two sets of hands always on her, always touching, a living reminder that she was theirs and they were hers.

In the gray of early morning, Elara woke first. She lay there, held between two heartbeats, and wondered how many others in the city had ever felt this complete, this cherished, this alive.

The SYSTEM pinged a cascade of messages, private this time:

[SYSTEM] Party Bond Complete. Next Step: Delve.

[SYSTEM] Harem Flag Maximum: True Love Achieved (All Members)

[SYSTEM] Unique Title Unlocked: "Polyamorous Champions"

[SYSTEM] Relationship Permanence: Bonds Now Unbreakable

She smiled, pressing soft kisses to each of her lovers' foreheads. Then drifted back to sleep, already dreaming of their next challenge—not as individuals, but as the inseparable triad they'd become.


CHAPTER 59


JACE COULDN’T SLEEP.

Not for lack of comfort—the beds at the inn were feathered, the walls thick enough to smother even the wildest city bells, and the warmth of his partners formed a perimeter no stray anxiety could breach. Still, sometime just past the third watch, he found himself upright and dressed, boots soft on the hallway rug as he slipped out to the street.

The alley off Starfall Arcade was almost too quiet, the echoes of the earlier celebration muted to an aftertaste. The only light came from a distant corner lantern and the chemical blue of a new SYSTEM poster, still flickering as the city’s codebots adjusted its content in real time.

Jace leaned against a marble ledge, arms folded, eyes on the patternless dark. He should have felt relief, or pride, or at least the vindication of a well-executed plan. Instead, he felt the old itch: the suspicion that the next move was already on the board, waiting for him to notice it.

The presence, when it arrived, was not subtle. A glyph etched in the sidewalk sparked to life, casting a pattern of shifting shadows. The air temperature dropped several degrees, the kind of chill that meant someone had spliced in from outside the district. When the figure stepped from the fold in space, it wore a mask—bone-white, featureless, except for a single spiral at the brow.

The Envoy regarded Jace for a long moment before speaking. "I congratulate you," it said, voice modulated to a pitch that bypassed the ears and struck straight at the brainstem. "Your team is functional. Excessively so."

Jace straightened, but didn’t retreat. "You’ve been watching."

"Always," said the Envoy. "The cycle requires witnesses. Your intervention at the trial was...unexpected. The Sanctuary Ward, in particular."

Jace shrugged, careful not to look directly at the mask. "She made a call. The right one."

The Envoy’s head tilted, a dog assessing a new shape. "There are protocols. You have broken one and seeded another. The system will adapt, but so will your rivals."

Jace smiled, small. "That’s what makes it fun."

A pause, in which the Envoy’s head cocked the other direction. "You do not want to win," it said, "but to see the pattern made more interesting. You are an anomaly, Jace Corren."

Jace held the mask’s gaze. "I’ve been called worse."

The Envoy stepped closer. The air around it shimmered, as if space and time had been locally thawed. "You are invited," it said. From the fold of its cloak, it produced a slate—black, etched with a single line of runes.

Jace took it without ceremony. The slate was warm, almost living. He felt the location encoded inside: a set of coordinates, buried deep in the city’s lowest stratum.

"The challenge is Architect’s Waypoint," said the Envoy. "No public record, no official notice. Only those who receive this token will know to try. If you survive, the system will force your party to D-Rank, regardless of time-in-grade."

Jace ran his thumb along the slate’s edge. "There’s always a catch."

The Envoy’s eyes (if it had eyes) burned with static. "Bright Lances serve their own ends. The Architect’s Waypoint is not what it seems. Neither are you. Or her."

Jace pocketed the slate. "Why tell me?"

"Because I want to see if your pattern holds," said the Envoy. "Some systems prefer harmony. Others prefer the glorious noise of failure." It reached out, and for one frozen instant, Jace thought it might touch him—break the barrier, rip the two realities together. Instead, the Envoy drew back, folding itself into a neat, impossibly thin line, and vanished.

The glyph on the pavement faded, leaving only the faintest whiff of ozone.

Above, the SYSTEM updated:

[SYSTEM] Major Hook: Architect’s Waypoint (E→D). Rivalry Flag: Active.

Jace stood there, letting the cold settle into his bones. The alley felt unchanged, but he knew better. The city was never at rest, not really; it just slept with one eye open.

He waited another minute, just in case.

Then he turned and made his way back to the inn, walking slow, fingers wrapped tight around the warm, living slate.

He would tell the others in the morning. Let them vote, he decided. No more secrets, not with this team. They'd already survived worse. Maybe they'd even come out ahead.

The slate in his pocket pulsed with warmth, almost like a heartbeat. The Architect's Waypoint—whatever that was—waited somewhere out there. The Envoy had mentioned coordinates buried deep in the city's lowest stratum, but Jace had a feeling that was just the beginning.

He thought about the way the Envoy had said "Architect" like it was something ancient, something that predated even the SYSTEM itself. And that warning about the Bright Lances having their own agenda...

Jace grinned despite the uncertainty, teeth white in the alley gloom. At least he wouldn't face it alone. He had Mira's blades, Elara's magic, and something more—the kind of bond that made even impossible challenges feel achievable.

Tomorrow they'd need supplies. Desert gear, if his instincts were right about those coordinates. The deep strata often connected to the old trade routes, and the nearest major ruin in that direction was...

The Desert Raid. Of course.

It was enough to let him sleep, fingers still wrapped around the warm slate, already planning their next adventure.

For now.

End of Book One

The story continues in Desert Raid: Level Up Harem Book 2
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