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ZARA

Two weeks since Mersen. The road had a shape by now.

Not a fixed route — we changed that every third day, varying the pattern the way a soldier varied their perimeter walk so it didn't become predictable. But the rhythm had settled into something my body understood even when my mind was elsewhere: move in the grey, rest in the abandoned and forgotten, make contact only through Adris's established channels, travel without leaving the kind of trace a Temple hunter was trained to read.

Pell managed the logistics with the same efficiency he had brought to six years of Legion operations, which was the specific efficiency of a man who had internalized the difference between what was necessary and what was extra and had stopped performing any of the extra. He kept the supply inventory in his head and did not write it down. He noted routes in code that would mean nothing to anyone without the key. He slept in four-hour intervals and woke sharp both times.

Caelen managed everything else.

This was not a division I had articulated or that had been agreed on. It had simply organized itself, the way things organized when the people involved were competent enough to read what a situation needed and fill it without being asked. He handled the contact protocols, the strategic analysis of Rennick's intelligence packets, and the ongoing assessment of the High Consul's likely next moves. He handled Pell, in the specific sense that a commanding officer handled a trusted adjutant, which did not look like handling from the outside but was a constant fine-tuned management of workload and information flow.

He did not handle me. We had arrived at a working arrangement that required no management and I valued it exactly as it was.

What I was not managing — what I had been not-managing for fourteen days with the specific discipline of someone who knew the difference between a problem requiring immediate attention and one requiring observation before assessment — was the new thing the bond was doing.

Morra was nearly silent.

This was not the muted distance I had learned to work with in the months before the bond activated. That distance had been something pulled away from me, a withdrawal I could feel the direction of. This was different: not absence but rest. The god was conserving what remained. What I felt in the place where her presence had been was something I had no prior category for, somewhere between warmth and waiting.

What I had not expected was Kaer.

Not often. Not clearly. The flickers were brief and involuntary, and they arrived through the bond from Caelen's side rather than from any independent divine source. When he was focused — when he was reading intelligence or working through a strategic problem with the particular quality of attention his gift produced — the war-sense expanded into the bond in a way it hadn't done before the activation. And at the edges of that expansion, for a fraction of a second, I caught something that was not Caelen.

The god he carried. Diminished, as Morra was. But present.

I had not told him.

Not because it was something to conceal. Because I was still understanding what it meant, and I had a practice of not reporting data until I knew what category it belonged in.

What I knew: the bond was changing again. The activation had not been a fixed point but a threshold, and we had crossed it and there was more on the other side. What I did not yet know was whether the new developments were functions of the covenant approaching its own need for resolution, or something the gods were doing deliberately in what time they had left.

I filed it. I rode east. I watched the road.

Caelen came up beside me on the midmorning stretch where the path widened between two stands of birch, and he did not say anything for a long while, and the bond reported his attention on the horizon and the specific quality of processing something not yet formed into words.

"Rennick's position should be three hours from here," he said finally.

"I know."

"You've been watching the left flank for an hour."

"The bird pattern in the south copse changed forty minutes ago. It's normalized. Whatever moved through there is gone."

He looked at the south copse with the war-sense running and said nothing.

"Something small," I said. "Deer, probably."

"Probably," he agreed, which was not agreement exactly, which was two people who had been reading the same terrain for two weeks registering the same minor threat-flag and reaching the same conclusion and confirming it to each other in the specific shorthand of people who had been doing this long enough to stop narrating it.

I was aware of this. I was aware of the specific ease of it, and I was aware that the awareness itself was new — that fourteen days ago I would not have had the category for what it meant when a shared threat-read required no more than three words and landed without friction.

I catalogued it alongside the Kaer-flickers and the question of Morra's rest.

Three hours to Rennick.

The road had a shape by now.
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CAELEN

Rennick had chosen a mill. Decommissioned four years ago when the water rights dispute had stalled all eastern province infrastructure projects, which was itself a downstream consequence of Orrath's silence — the law-god's absence had made the legal mechanism for resolving water rights disputes effectively inoperable. The disputes had compounded. Infrastructure had stopped. Rennick had found a comfortable abandoned building in a region full of them.

He was standing at the mill's entrance when we arrived, with the expression of a man who had been waiting and had used the waiting productively.

Forty-one years old. Fifteen years under my command in various capacities. A career that had started in the border disputes and developed across three successful resolutions into something I would have called, before the capital, exemplary. He had read the defector declaration eight weeks ago and had spent two days talking to the officers who had served with me longest and had arrived at his conclusion by the third morning.

He shook my hand and looked at Zara with the assessment of someone who had read every intelligence report about her that existed and was now updating the model against the actual person. She received the assessment and returned one of her own.

"Commander," he said.

"Rennick." I had been thinking about the title. It still fit. "What do you have."

"Significant," he said, which was his word for more than you're going to enjoy hearing. "Inside."

The mill's interior had been converted into a functional operations space. Maps, coded notes, a supply line diagram I recognized as Rennick's preferred notation system. Three of his people at the room's edges, all of them with the specific controlled quality of soldiers who had been in sustained operational mode for longer than was comfortable and had made their peace with it.

I recognized the quality. We had all been in it.

He presented the intelligence in the order of most to least urgent, which was how Rennick organized everything. The most urgent thing was the High Consul's public narrative.

"He's been running it for six weeks," Rennick said. "The eastern provinces' infrastructure failures — the crop shortfalls, the legal system backlog, the water rights stoppages — he's attributing them to bond corruption spreading from the eastern provinces outward."

Zara was very still.

"The specific claim," Rennick continued, "is that the illegal bond event between a Temple operative and a Legion commander is producing a corruption field that's disrupting Vessel gifts across a widening radius. The Vessel deaths in the eastern provinces are attributed to this field. The infrastructure failures are attributed to affected Vessels losing their gifts unpredictably."

"The infrastructure failures," I said, "are because three gods have been dead for years and the fourth and fifth are nearly gone."

"Yes," Rennick said. "That is not what the public record says."

I looked at the map on the wall. The eastern provinces were marked with a series of notations in red — disruption events, each one dated, each one with a specific attribution in the official record. All of them attributed to the bond. All of them dated after Zara and I had left the capital.

"It's working," Rennick said. Not a question.

"With people who want a simple explanation," Pell said from the doorway. He had done his own perimeter assessment and come in. "Which is most people."

"The people who don't want the simple explanation," Rennick said, "are largely the people who've been watching their infrastructure fail for three or four years and understand the timeline doesn't support the bond as the cause. But those people are concentrated in the eastern provinces, which are already destabilized, and their voices aren't reaching the capital narrative."

I sat with the shape of it.

The Consul had been building this story for months. Possibly longer — possibly since he had understood that the bond would activate and had been pre-positioning the narrative before it happened. The story was clean: a rogue Temple operative and a defector commander whose illegal bond was corrupting the empire's divine infrastructure. Chosen because it gave the existing infrastructure failures a cause that predated them in the official record. Chosen because a bond between an Ashborne assassin and a Soldaryn commander could be made to sound like exactly what the Temple's suppressed history called it.

Corruption.

"There's a secondary item," Rennick said — his word for you're not going to like this any better. "Separate from the narrative. An intelligence thread that may change your priorities." He looked at Zara. "A Stone Vessel has surfaced. Retired Temple record-keeper, name of Voss. She was quietly removed from her position when the law-god's bloodline started showing gift degradation. The official record is that she requested early retirement."

"She didn't," Zara said.

"She didn't. She was identified as a potential risk because of what she had access to as a record-keeper — specifically, the Temple's deep archive correspondence from the decade before the sealing. She was given the retirement offer as an alternative to a more permanent solution, and she took it because she understood what the offer actually meant." He paused. "She's been in the border territories for four years. In a location she prepared before she left. And three of my people who've been trying to track bond-event research independently have all eventually found the same trail leading to her."

"She knows about the bond," I said.

"She's been waiting for it," Rennick said.

I looked at Zara. She was looking at Rennick's notation on the map — the small mark in the border territories indicating Voss's last confirmed position — and her expression had the quality of someone receiving information that reorganized several things simultaneously.

"How far," she said.

"Two days north," Rennick said.

"We leave tomorrow morning," I said. "Tonight I want everything you have on the Consul's operational movements since the declaration."

Rennick nodded. He had expected both answers and had prepared for both.

I looked at the map. The resistance was six weeks old and three people and the shape of what it needed to become was beginning to be visible. The timeline problem was real. The story the Consul was running was working and it would keep working until we had something to displace it.

We needed Voss. We needed Thessaly's legal mechanism. We needed Mireya's verification to complete.

We needed time, which was the one thing the Consul was systematically removing from every calculation.

One day at a time.
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CHAPTER THREE
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ZARA

Rennick's intelligence package ran to thirty pages of coded notation, which I read that evening while Caelen reviewed the operational maps with Rennick's officers and Pell managed the supply reconciliation in the mill's outer room.

I was looking for the thread about Voss. Rennick had summarized it in the briefing, but summaries were another person's assessment of what mattered, and I had learned long ago to run my own.

What the full notation gave me was a picture that differed from the summary in one significant way: the three intelligence trails that had independently found their way to Voss had not actually found her. They had found evidence of her. Carefully placed evidence — a record here, a contact there, the specific trace of someone who wanted to be findable by the right people and not by the wrong ones.

She had been filtering.

I sat with this.

Orin had been hiding. Eleven years in a shepherd's shelter, minimal contact, maximum concealment. He had survived by being invisible and had remained invisible until Adris had reached him through specific channels he trusted because of their provenance.

Voss had been doing something different. She had constructed a trail that rewarded a particular kind of searcher — someone looking for bond-related research, operating outside Temple channels, with enough sophistication to follow a cold thread across four years of sparse evidence. The trail would be invisible to a Temple hunter using standard methodology. It would be findable by someone who already knew what they
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