
  
    [image: The Order They Burn]
  


  
    
      The Order They Burn

    

    
      
        GINGER WILLOVE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 by Ginger Willove

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

    

  


  
    
      For the ones who survived the fire and refused to become ash.

      May you build something softer from everything they tried to destroy.
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      IVARA

      The ash fell like a second snow.

      It clung to Ivara’s lashes, coated her tongue in bitter grey, and carried a metallic tang, like the taste of the Heavy Light that hummed in her scars. It turned the dawn sky into a wound of smeared orange and black. Behind them, the ruins of Saint Draeven’s Hold belched a column of smoke that smeared across the horizon, visible for miles across the salt flats. The Pilgrim Causeway stretched ahead, a spine of pale stone cutting through the marsh, and every step she took on it was a step the Order could track.

      Emeric’s arm was a dead weight across her shoulders. His breath came in wet, shallow hitches, each one a rattle that vibrated through her own ribs. The cracked ones. She locked her focus onto the causeway ahead and refused to let herself feel them.

      “You’re listing,” she said. Her voice came out flat. Tactical. The voice she used when she was doing math in her head, calculating distances and tide windows and the probability of survival.

      “I’m fine.” The words scraped out of him like a blade over stone. His amber eyes were glassed with fever, and the skin beneath her hand was a furnace. The jagged scar across his sternum, the one the Inquisition had carved into him, wept a thin, pinkish fluid through the makeshift bandage she’d wrapped around his chest before they fled the burning Hold.

      Sepsis had a smell: sweet and sickly, like rotting fruit left too long in the sun. It clung to him now, cutting through the ash and the salt and the cold damp of the marsh. She catalogued the signs as she walked: the smell, the furnace heat of his skin, the too-fast flutter of his pulse against her shoulder. She had seen hunters die of wound-rot before. Three days, maybe four, if the fever did not take him first.

      She shifted his weight and felt something pull in her side. A bright, sharp flare of pain that made her vision white out for half a second. She bit down on her tongue and kept walking.

      Behind them, Rennan Pike followed like a ghost.

      He did not speak. He had not spoken since the Reservoir collapsed and the magic had burned through his spirit-roads, leaving charred silver lines etched into his skin like a map of someone else’s ruin. His eyes were open but empty, fixed on some middle distance that only he could see. When Ivara tugged the rope she’d looped around his wrist, he moved, a puppet jerked by its strings. When she stopped, he stopped. She did not have time to mourn the man he had been.

      None of them had time.

      A bell rang in the distance.

      Ivara’s pulse spiked. The sound was iron-heavy, the low, sonorous toll of a chapel bell calling the faithful to prayer. But this was not a call to prayer. This was a hunt.

      The Order was coming.

      “How many?” Emeric’s voice was a rasp, but the hunter in him was still there, buried beneath the fever. His head lifted a fraction, his nostrils flaring as if he could scent the pursuit through the ash.

      “I don’t know.” She kept her voice level. “But they’re on the causeway. They’ll have horses.”

      “Hounds.” He coughed, and the sound was wet and wrong. “They’ll send Hounds first.”

      Ivara’s stomach clenched. The Hounds were not trackers in the ordinary sense. They were hunters who had been twisted by ritual, their senses sharpened to the point of madness, their bodies rewired to resonate with the same magic the Order claimed to purge. They could scent the Heavy Light in her scars. They could feel it humming in the air like a frequency only they could hear.

      She had to get off the causeway.

      The stone path was a death trap. It was too exposed, too straight, too easy for riders to gallop down. The Saltfen spread out on either side, a vast, grey-green wilderness of reed beds and tidal channels and mud flats that gleamed like hammered pewter in the thin morning light. The marsh was lethal. The tide was coming in, and the channels would fill with water cold enough to kill a man in minutes. But the reeds were tall. The reeds were cover.

      “We’re going into the marsh,” she said.

      Emeric’s head turned. His jaw was tight, the muscle jumping in a hard, disciplined line. He tried to straighten his spine, but the fever had turned his muscles to water. His shoulders curled inward, and a low sound of frustration escaped his throat. He was trying to focus, trying to push through the septic fog to be the protector he had been trained to be. But his body was failing him, and they both knew it.

      “Tide,” he managed.

      “I know.”

      “Channels. Deep.”

      “I know.”

      “Ivara.” He stopped walking. His weight sagged against her, and she had to brace herself to keep them both upright. His hand came up, clumsy and trembling, and caught her chin. The touch was fire. His eyes, for a moment, were clear. “If I go down. Leave me.”

      She looked at him. The ash was settling in his hair, turning the dark strands grey. The bandage on his chest was soaked through, a dark stain spreading.

      “No,” she said.

      “Ivara.”

      “I said no.” She pulled her chin free. “We’re not having this conversation. You’re going to keep walking, and I’m going to keep thinking, and we’re all going to live. That’s the math.”

      He opened his mouth to argue. His lips were cracked, his tongue dry. The fever was eating him alive, and still he wanted to fight her on this. Still he wanted to be the shield.

      His legs buckled.

      He went down hard, his knees hitting the stone with a crack that made Ivara’s stomach lurch. His body folded, and she caught him before his head could strike the ground, but the weight was too much. She went down with him, her cracked ribs screaming, and the impact jarred through her spine like a hammer blow.

      “Emeric.” She was on her knees, her hands on his face. His skin was burning. His eyes were closed. “Emeric, open your eyes. Look at me. That’s an order.”

      Nothing.

      The bell rang again. Closer now.

      Rennan stood at the edge of the causeway, his head tilted like a dog hearing a distant whistle. The rope hung slack between them. He did not look at Emeric. He did not look at anything.

      Ivara’s breath came in short, sharp gasps. The Heavy Light in her scars pulsed, a mercury-silver thrum that vibrated beneath her skin. It was angry. It was always angry, a pressurized weight of a thousand stolen lives pressing against the inside of her body, demanding an outlet she could not give. She could feel it responding to the bells, resonating with the iron tone like a tuning fork struck against bone.

      The Hounds would feel it too. They would feel it and they would come.

      She looked at the causeway. Empty stone, stretching to the horizon. No cover. No shelter. Just the cold dawn and the ash and the sound of the hunt.

      She looked at the marsh. The reeds were tall enough to hide a standing man. The mud was deep, the water cold, and the tide was a death sentence if she miscalculated. But it was the only choice she had.

      Ivara grabbed Emeric under the arms and pulled.

      Her cracked ribs ground against each other, a sickening shift of bone that hitched her breath and sent a spike of nausea through her gut. She did not stop. She pulled him off the causeway, down the rough slope of the embankment, and into the mud. His heels left grooves in the salt-crusted earth. His head lolled, and she had to stop twice to adjust her grip, her arms shaking with the strain. The mud sucked at her boots with a wet, greedy sound. The smell of stagnant water and rotting reeds filled her nose. He was twice her weight, armored in muscle and dead faith, and every inch she gained cost her a grinding agony in her ribs. The cold bit through the worn leather and numbed her toes. She kept pulling.

      Rennan followed. The rope went taut, and he stepped off the causeway without hesitation, his bare feet sinking into the muck. He did not react to the cold. He did not react to anything.

      She found a hummock twenty yards into the reeds, a small island of matted grass and saltwort rising above the waterline. The reeds closed around them like a wall. She dragged Emeric onto the hummock and laid him flat, her lungs burning, her vision swimming with red spots.

      The wound on his chest was worse than she’d thought.

      She peeled back the bandage. The skin around the scar was red and swollen, the edges of the wound puckered and weeping. The infection had spread. Dark lines tracked outward from the wound, following the path of his veins. Blood poisoning.

      Her hands were shaking. She made them stop.

      The tunic she wore was salt-stained and torn, but it was clean enough. She pulled it over her head, ignoring the cold that bit into her bare arms, and used her teeth to start a tear. The fabric ripped with a sound that was too loud in the quiet of the marsh. She tore it into strips, long and even, the way she had been taught to prepare bandages for the wounded hunters she had once been forced to serve.

      She had never thought she would use that knowledge for this.

      She pressed the first strip against the wound. The fabric bloomed red. Emeric did not stir. His breathing was shallow, his face slack, and she could see the pulse in his throat fluttering too fast beneath his skin.

      “You’re not allowed to die,” she said. Her voice was quiet. Steady. The Commander’s voice, cold and precise, even though something inside her was cracking open like a fault line. “I need you to tell me how the Hounds are tracking us. I need you to plan our way out of this marsh. You are not allowed to leave me alone in this. So you will stay alive. That is an order.”

      She tied the bandage tight. Her fingers were slick with blood and salt and the thin, pale fluid that seeped from the wound.

      “You’re not allowed to die,” she said again, and this time her voice broke on the last word.

      She sat back on her heels. The ash was still falling, drifting down through the reeds like grey snow. The bells had stopped, but that was worse. That meant the Hounds were close enough to work in silence.

      Rennan had sat down at the edge of the hummock. He was staring at his hands, turning them over and over, as if he could not quite remember what they were for. The charred silver lines on his skin caught the thin morning light and gleamed like snail tracks.

      Ivara pulled her tunic back on. The fabric was cold and damp and she could feel the places where Emeric’s blood had soaked through. She did not look at her own hands. She did not want to see the way the saturation scars on her forearms were pulsing with a heat that felt stolen, a pressure of lives not her own, a slow rhythm like a heartbeat.

      The Heavy Light hummed.

      It was a low sound, felt more than heard, a vibration that traveled through her bones and settled in her teeth. It was responding to the bells. The iron tolling had stopped, but the resonance lingered, and now she heard the dogs.

      Not dogs. Hounds. The baying was deeper than any dog’s cry, a throaty, resonant sound that seemed to come from everywhere at once. It rolled across the marsh like thunder, and the Heavy Light in her scars answered with a shudder that felt like a scream in her marrow.

      She knew what it was. The Hounds were resonating. They were scenting the magic in her blood, the stolen essence of a thousand dead witches that she carried in her body like a graveyard. They were locked on, and they were coming.

      Ivara looked at Emeric. Unconscious. Dying. The only man who had ever known how to fight the Order and win.

      She looked at Rennan. Catatonic. Broken. The living proof of everything the Order had done.

      She looked at her hands. They were glowing. The light was soft, silver-white, seeping through her skin like water through paper. It was beautiful and terrible and it was going to get them all killed.

      The Hounds bayed again. Closer.

      Ivara closed her eyes. She pressed her palms flat against her thighs and felt the magic thrash against the inside of her skin like a trapped animal. She could not use it. She could not control it. She could only contain it, and that containment was fraying at the edges, worn thin by exhaustion and fear and the relentless pressure of the hunt.

      She opened her eyes.

      The reeds rustled. The wind shifted, carrying the salt-stink of the marsh and the distant, acrid tang of smoke from the burning Hold. The tide was rising. She could hear it, the slow, steady suck of water filling the channels, cutting off the causeway, turning the marsh into a maze of deep water and hidden death.

      They were trapped.

      She reached out and took Emeric’s hand. His fingers were limp, burning hot, and she laced them through her own. The warm thread of their bond pulsed once, a steady, grounding weight deep in her chest, a counter-pressure to the silver humming in her scars. It was the only thing that still felt solid.

      “I’m going to get us out of this,” she told him. Her voice was barely a whisper. “I’m going to think our way out. I’m going to find a path. But you have to stay alive. You have to stay alive because I cannot do this without you. I cannot be the only one who remembers.”

      The Heavy Light hummed in her scars. The Hounds howled. And somewhere in the distance, the tide kept rising.
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      EMERIC

      The pain was a red cathedral.

      It arched over him, vaulted and vast, built from the wreckage of his body. The ribs Kest’s interrogator had cracked. The sternum they had carved open to scrape out the Mark. The wound that now wept its slow poison into his blood. Each injury was a pillar. Each pillar burned with a different fire. He floated in the center of it, suspended in the heat like a heretic on the pyre, and somewhere very far away a bell was tolling.

      No. Not a bell.

      Hounds.

      The sound pulled at him, a hook snagged in the meat of his consciousness. He tried to open his eyes, but his body was a locked door and he had lost the key. The fever had melted his bones, turned his muscles to slag. He was nothing but a furnace with a heartbeat, and the heartbeat was too fast, too thin, a hummingbird trapped in a cage of cracked ribs.

      Get up.

      The voice was his own. It sounded like Kest. It sounded like the drill sergeant who had broken his arm when he was twelve and told him pain was a lesson. It sounded like every dead hunter who had ever whispered the Creed into his ear while he knelt on cold stone and begged for purification.

      Get up. She needs you.

      He could not get up. He could not move. He was drowning in the red cathedral, and the Hounds were singing a hymn he recognized.

      Their rhythm was wrong.

      His hunter-brain seized on the detail before his conscious mind could catch up. It was an old instinct, drilled into him through twenty years of monastic training. The Hounds did not bay randomly. A scent-trail had a particular rhythm, a sighting another. This was neither.

      This was a pulse. A steady, rhythmic thrumming that vibrated through the air like a second heartbeat. The Hounds were not tracking a trail. They were tuning.

      He did not have a word for it yet, but the knowing was a hook in his gut, dragging him toward the surface.

      His eyes flew open.

      The world was a smear of grey and green. Reeds taller than a man. A sky the color of old iron. Ash drifting down like the aftermath of a pyre. The cold bit into his skin, but he could not feel it. He could only feel the fire in his chest and the vibration in the air and the small, fierce hand that was holding his.

      Ivara.

      Her name was a prayer he did not know how to speak. She was sitting beside him on the hummock, her back straight, her eyes scanning the reed wall with the cold, focused precision of a woman doing math in her head. Probabilities. Tide windows. Escape routes. He knew that look. He had watched her wear it like armor for months, since the Hold, since the Reservoir, since she had become something more than a witch and less than a woman.

      Her hand was the only thing that felt solid. Her fingers were laced through his, and the touch was a lifeline, a grounding wire that pulled him up through the red haze and into the grey morning. Her scent cut through the rot of his own wound: salt and cedar and something else. Something new. Ozone. Starlight. The sharp, electric smell of the Heavy Light that hummed in her scars.

      And beneath the scent, a deeper vibration. A frequency that sang in the marrow of his bones, that set his teeth on edge. The Heavy Light was not just a scent; it was a note, a pitch that resonated in the warm thread of the bond. He had never felt it like this before. It was clean and bright and terrifying.

      The Hounds were singing the same note.

      He tried to speak. His throat was a dry riverbed, his tongue a stone. The sound that came out was a croak, a rasp, a thing that did not belong to him.

      Ivara’s head snapped around. Her eyes were flint and mercury, cold and silver and impossibly deep. For a moment she just stared at him, and he saw the tremor in her jaw, the way her Commander’s mask faltered before it locked back into place. The exhaustion. The weight of a thousand dead witches pressing against the inside of her skin.

      “Emeric.” Her voice was steady. The Commander’s voice. But her hand tightened on his. “Don’t try to move.”

      He tried to move. His body was a ruin, but his will was a blade that had been sharpened on twenty years of impossible orders. He reached for her arm. His fingers closed around her sleeve, the salt-crusted wool rough against his skin. The grip was weak. Pathetic. A dying man’s grasp. But it was all he had.

      “Resonance,” he said.

      The word tasted like iron and heresy. It was a piece of the Language of the Hold, a term from the tactical manuals he had memorized as a novice. Resonance Hunt: a pursuit protocol used when tracking a witch whose magic was too volatile to be followed by scent alone. The Hounds were not sniffing the ground. They were tuning themselves to the frequency of her power, matching their baying to the hum of her scars, closing in on the signal like a hand closing around a throat.

      Ivara went still. “What?”

      “The Hounds.” He forced the words out, each one a shard of glass dragged up his throat. “They’re not tracking scent. They’re resonating. Tuning. To the magic.”

      Her face did not change. The Commander’s mask held. But he felt the shift in her pulse, the way her fingers went rigid around his. She understood. She always understood. That was the curse of her mind: she could see the math, calculate the odds, and the odds were always worse than anyone else could imagine.

      “They can hear it,” she said. It was not a question.

      “The baying. The rhythm. It’s a heresy-cadence.” He coughed, and the sound was wet and wrong, and something hot and coppery filled his mouth. He turned his head and spat. The phlegm was pink. Blood-flecked. The infection was in his lungs now. “They’re locked on. They’ll keep circling. Narrowing. Until they find the source.”

      Ivara looked down at her hands. At the silver-white glow that pulsed beneath her skin like a second heartbeat. The saturation scars on her forearms were bright now, brighter than they had been when he lost consciousness. The Heavy Light was answering the Hounds, a serrated edge drawing across his own nerves.

      “How do I stop it?” she asked.

      He wanted to tell her. He wanted to give her the answer, the tactical solution, the clean, surgical fix that would make everything right. But there was no answer. Resonance Hunts had only one countermeasure, and it was the same countermeasure the Order used for everything.

      Purification.

      Kill the witch. Silence the signal.

      He could not say it. He could not give voice to the doctrine that had been carved into his bones. So he said nothing, and his silence was an answer, and Ivara’s jaw tightened in a way that told him she had heard it.

      “The tide is still rising,” she said. Her voice was flat. Tactical. She was shifting the math, looking for a new variable. “We have maybe an hour before the hummock floods.”

      “Then we move.”

      “You can’t walk.”

      “Then I’ll crawl.”

      She pulled back. Her eyes searched his face, and he saw the math happening behind them. The probabilities. The variables. The impossible equation of a dying hunter, a catatonic boy, and a witch whose magic was a beacon that could not be silenced.

      “The deeper channels,” she said. “If we can reach running water, the current will mask the resonance. The Hounds can’t track through a moving tide.”

      “How far?”

      “I don’t know.” She swallowed. “Too far.”

      “How far, Ivara?”

      “Three miles. Maybe four. Through the channels.”

      Three miles. Through freezing water, against the tide, with a septic wound and cracked ribs and a body that was already failing. It was impossible. It was suicide.

      It was the only chance they had.

      “Then we’d better start,” he said.

      She looked at him for a long moment. Her face was unreadable. Then she nodded, once, and rose to her feet.

      She did not pull him up. Not yet. She stepped to the edge of the hummock and peered into the reeds, her body a taut wire. Rennan remained where he was, a ghost with upturned palms, his bare feet in the mud. She left him there. She was scouting the channel, Emeric realized, testing the depth, the current, the cover. Her hand rested on the knife at her belt. The silver glow in her scars pulsed, a slow, treacherous heartbeat.

      Then she stepped into the water. The reeds swallowed her. For a long moment there was only the lap of the tide and the distant baying and the frantic, failing rhythm of his own heart.

      Get up.

      The voice was his own. It was not Kest. It was not the Creed. It was the part of him that had chosen her over every doctrine, every oath, every piece of the man he had been trained to be.

      Get up. She needs you.

      He rolled onto his side. The pain was a scream. He bit down on his tongue and tasted blood. He got his hands under him, and his arms were shaking, and the wound on his chest was a mouth that was opening wider with every movement. But he pushed. He pushed because she was out there in the water with the Hounds closing in and the magic spiking and no one to watch her back.

      He got to his knees.

      The horizon blurred, the tide rushing in his ears. The fever-haze pressed in at the edges of his vision. He caught himself on one hand and stayed there, swaying, his breath coming in wet, ragged gasps that tasted like copper and rot.

      The hum of the Heavy Light spiked.

      It was a sudden, sharp surge, a silver tremor that made the reeds shudder. He felt it through the bond, a jolt of heat that traveled up the warm thread and exploded in his chest. It was not pain. It was something else. Something wild and hungry and terrifyingly alive.

      The Hounds howled.

      They were closer now. Much closer. The sound was no longer a distant baying. It was a chorus, a pack-voice, a wall of sound that pressed in from all sides. The resonance had locked. The heresy-cadence had found its target.

      And somewhere in the reeds, Ivara gasped.

      He heard it. A small, sharp intake of breath. The sound of a woman who had just lost control.

      The silver light spiked again, a needle of heat that drove through his skull. The hum sharpened to a whine, a frequency that vibrated in his teeth and made the world swim. The magic surged through the bond like a river breaking its banks, and the silver heat knitted with his fever, a live wire grounding through his septic body. He did not fight it. He pulled it in, a drowning man dragging the storm down into his own lungs to spare her the lightning.

      “Ivara.” Her name was a jagged thing in his throat, the only anchor left in a world of white noise. A creed he hadn’t been taught.

      The light faded.

      The hum dropped to a low, trembling thrum. The Hounds were still baying, but the sound had changed. It was no longer a chorus. It was a single voice, a lead Hound, calling the pack to order.

      And then, silence.

      Emeric stayed on his knees. His chest was heaving. The bandage was soaked through, and blood was running down his stomach in slow, hot rivulets. He could not stand. He could not walk. He could not do anything except kneel in the mud and listen to the silence and wait for the Hounds to come.

      The reeds rustled.

      Ivara emerged from the water. Her tunic was soaked, her hair plastered to her face, her eyes wide and silver-bright. The glow in her scars had dimmed, but it was still there, a faint pulse beneath her skin like the last embers of a fire. Rennan had not moved. He sat exactly as she had left him, staring at nothing.

      She looked at him. The steam of their breath mingled in the cold air.

      “The magic spiked,” she said. Her voice was flat, but he could hear the tremor underneath. “I couldn’t stop it.”

      “I know.”

      “They know where we are.”

      “I know.”

      She crossed the hummock in three strides and dropped to her knees beside him. Her hands were on his face, his shoulders, his chest, checking the bandage, cataloguing the damage. Her touch was cold and steady and exactly what he needed.

      “You’re bleeding,” she said.

      “I’m always bleeding.”

      “This isn’t funny.”

      “I wasn’t joking.”

      She pressed her forehead against his. Her skin was cold. Her breath was warm. The warm thread pulsed between them, a steady, grounding weight that pushed back against the silver humming in her scars.

      “The tide is still rising,” she said. “We have to go now.”

      He tried to rise. His legs would not obey. His body was a sack of broken bones and fever, and the will that had carried him to his knees was spent. He managed to lift one arm, to hook it over her shoulder, but when she pulled, his legs buckled. He was dead weight. A burden.

      She did not falter. She locked her legs and braced her spine and hauled him upright, but his feet dragged, his boots carving furrows in the mud. He could not walk. He could barely hold his head up. The world was a smear of grey water and green reeds and the silver pulse of her scars.

      “Rennan,” she said, her voice strained. “Come.”

      The boy rose like a puppet. She looped the rope around her wrist, and then she was moving, half-carrying, half-dragging Emeric toward the water’s edge. His weight drove her down, and he felt the catch in her breath, the way her cracked ribs took the strain. But she did not stop. She did not falter.

      They reached the channel. The water was ice. It closed over his boots, his knees, his thighs. The cold bit into his wound and stole his breath. Ivara’s arm was iron around his waist, and the water buoyed him just enough to take the weight off her ribs. Rennan’s rope pulled taut behind them.

      They moved.

      Behind them, the hummock disappeared beneath the rising tide. Ahead of them, the reeds closed around them, grey-green walls that swallowed the light. And beneath Ivara’s skin, the Heavy Light pulsed with a slow, steady rhythm, a heartbeat that was not her own, a signal that the Hounds could still hear.

      The resonance was not broken. It was waiting.
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      IVARA

      The water was a cold mercy, but the mud was a grave.

      It had been chest-deep at the channel’s center, the current a hungry thing that tried to peel Emeric from her grip and swallow him whole. Now, as Ivara hauled his dead weight toward the far bank, the numbness was fading, and every cracked rib lit a separate fire down her side. The mud sucked at her boots with greedy, wet gasps, and each step cost her a breath she could not spare.

      Emeric’s arm was locked over her shoulders, his head lolling, his breath a wet rattle that sounded like stones grinding in a drowned bell. The bandage across his chest was a sodden ruin, black with marsh water and something darker that kept blooming through the fabric in slow, hot pulses. She fixed her eyes on the bank ahead. If she looked at the bandage, she would stop. If she stopped, they were dead.

      Behind her, the rope went taut.

      She twisted, the movement sending a white crack of pain through her ribs. Rennan had stopped in the chest-deep water, his bare feet sunk in the mud, his head tilted like a bird listening to something far away. The charred silver lines on his skin gleamed dully. The current pushed at his legs, but he did not move.

      “Rennan.” She put every shred of command she had left into the name. “Come.”

      He took a step, then another, his joints popping with the hollow, mechanical sound of an old puppet whose strings were fraying. He did not look at her. He did not look at anything.

      She turned back to the bank. The mud gave way to a slick tangle of matted grass, and the grass gave way to black reeds taller than a man, their feathered heads nodding though no wind stirred. She dragged Emeric into their shadow and let him down against a tussock of saltwort. His head fell back, throat exposed, and the scar across his sternum was a livid, purple-red line radiating heat she could feel before her palm touched his skin.

      His veins were stark against the ash-grey pallor of his chest. Dark tendrils had tracked up from the wound, climbing toward his collarbone like something alive had pushed its way into his bloodstream. She pressed her fingers to his throat. His pulse was a frantic, thready flutter, a moth beating against glass.

      She pulled her hand back and made it still.

      “The Hounds,” Emeric said.

      His eyes were open: slits of fever-bright amber fixed on her face with an intensity that should not have been possible. His hand came up, clumsy, shaking, and closed around her wrist. The grip was weak. Hollow. But his skin was a brand.

      “They’ve stopped,” she said. It was true. The baying had faded in the channel, drowned by the current and the rustle of the reeds. “The water masked the resonance.”

      “No.” He coughed, and the sound was wet and wrong. A thin pinkish fluid leaked from the corner of his mouth, and he did not seem to notice. “They’ve stopped because they’re waiting.”

      The Heavy Light in her scars stirred. Just a flicker, a silver twitch that answered the rise of something cold in her blood. She scanned the reed wall, the grey water, the pale bank they had climbed. Nothing moved. The reeds were utterly still. No birds. No wind. The marsh was holding its breath, and she had spent enough time in the Saltfen to know what that meant.

      “The lead Hound,” she said. “It called them off.”

      “Not off.” His eyes slid closed, then open again. The effort of keeping them focused was a war he was losing one skirmish at a time. “Regrouping. They’re waiting for the signal.”

      “What signal?”

      He did not answer. His hand slipped from her wrist, and his head rolled to the side, and the wet rattle of his breath was a metronome counting down. She grabbed his face, her palm against the furnace-hot skin of his cheek. “Emeric. What signal?”

      His lips moved. She had to lean close, her ear nearly brushing his mouth.

      “The flare.”

      The Heavy Light shrieked.

      It was not a sound. It was a pressure that climbed the bones of her arms and detonated behind her eyes. The saturation scars on her forearms blazed silver-white, burning through the fabric of her tunic and turning the reeds around her into a lattice of black, dancing shadows. The heat was a serpent of molten metal coiling up her spine, and the magic pressed against the inside of her skin as if it meant to tear through.

      She clamped down, building walls, locking doors, all the tricks she had learned since the Reservoir collapsed and poured its stolen lives into her hollowed-out soul. But the walls were already cracking. The heresy-cadence had weakened them, the Hounds’ baying tuned to the frequency of her scars, and now the containment was failing.

      The reeds around her left hand withered. Black stems curled, the feathered heads drooping to ash, and the circle of death spread outward, turning the living marsh into a patch of desiccated ruin. The air filled with the sharp, electric smell of ozone and, beneath it, the cold-stone scent of a thousand dead witches who had never asked to carry this burden.

      “I can’t stop it.” Her voice was a stranger’s, high and fraying.

      Emeric’s eyes opened, and she saw the fever-haze burn away, replaced by something harder. Something colder. He looked at the withering reeds, at the silver blaze of her scars, at her face. She did not know what he saw there, only that his mouth tightened and his hand was already reaching for her arm.

      “Give it to me,” he said.

      “You’re dying.” The words tore out of her. “If I push this into you, it will kill you.”

      “Then I’ll die.” There was no hesitation. No fear. Only the cold, tactical certainty of a man who had already made his peace with the pyre. “But you’ll live. And Rennan will live. And the truth will live. That’s the math.”

      She shook her head. Her cheeks were wet, the tears cold against the burning skin of her face. “I can’t.”

      “You will.” His hand closed around her wrist, and the grip was iron, impossible. “You will because you are the Sovereign Witch, and I am your hunter, and this is what we do. We survive. Together. Now give it to me before the Hounds come and take it from both of us.”

      The reeds were still dying. And she could hear the Hounds now, a single deep baying rising above the marsh. It was no longer searching.

      It was a sighting call.

      The Heavy Light erupted.

      The air did not simply hum; it cracked. Silver-white heat poured from her scars in a wave that flash-steamed the marsh water clinging to the reeds, filling the thicket with a searing, salt-ionized fog. The reeds charred with a sound like snapping bones, blackening into skeletal stalks that collapsed into ash. The light hit the marsh’s surface and rolled outward, a pressure that bent the world.

      The Hounds burst through the reed wall. Three of them, long-limbed creatures with skin stretched tight over reshaped bones, their silver eyes mirrored and empty. They moved on all fours but their hands were still human, still capable of gripping a blade or snapping a neck. Their bodies hummed with the resonance, the same frequency that lived in her scars, and that hum became a discordant shriek as the wave struck them.

      The light did not blast. It interfered. It slipped into the resonance like a wrong note, vibrating their bones, locking their jaws, filling their silver eyes with fractures. The lead Hound’s teeth chattered as its own body turned against it, and it staggered, dropping its head, a sound dragging from its throat that was not a howl but a mechanical groan of overload. The other two stumbled, shaking, their movements unweaving into a blur of mismatched limbs and failing frequency.

      Then the tide receded, and the Hounds did not flee. They stood, shuddering, hunting for a signal that had just vanished into a wall of blinding, ionized fog.

      Emeric lunged.

      Not at the Hounds. At her. His palm clamped flat over the blazing silver of her saturation scars, and the circuit closed.

      The pain was not a cathedral. It was a seizure. It traveled up Emeric’s arm in a single, silver-hot wave that seared his palm, his wrist, his forearm, his skin blistering and blackening along the path of her magic. The smell of burning flesh hit her a heartbeat before his agony did. Then the live wire in her chest snapped tight, and she tasted his pain: a copper-sharp flood that filled her mouth and lungs and hammered behind her own ribs until she could not tell whose heart was beating.

      The heresy scar on his sternum drank the light. The wound that had never healed, the mouth that had been carved into his chest to remove the Hunter’s Mark, swallowed it whole. The silver light poured into him like water into a drowning man’s lungs, and Emeric screamed.

      It was a sound of unmooring, a man’s body turned into a conduit for a power it was never meant to hold. His back arched, his hand locking tighter on her arm, and the bond that had once been a warm thread became a live wire, a chain of silver light that bound her pulse to his and his to hers. She felt his failing heart through her own chest: a weak, irregular flutter that stuttered against her sternum like a second, dying heart.

      The Hounds’ resonance shattered. The frequency that had locked onto her scars collapsed into the vacuum of Emeric’s grounding, and the creatures stopped. Their silver eyes flickered, their heads snapping from side to side. The lead Hound circled, jaws snapping at the fog, but the scent was gone, swallowed by an absence that felt like a void. A handler’s whistle cut through the marsh, high and sharp and desperate.

      The Hounds hesitated. They did not retreat; they were confused, circling, their movements jerky and wrong. The lead Hound snarled, a sound of purest frustration, and then they backed away, their bodies blurring into the grey-green dark of the reeds. But they did not go far. The marsh was still holding its breath.

      The whistle faded. Emeric collapsed. His hand slid from her arm, and his body hit the mud with a wet, heavy thud. The silver light died, and the live wire in her chest went cold.

      She was on her knees. Her hands were on his face, his chest, his shoulders, and she could not find his pulse. She could feel nothing except the cold and the mud and the terrible, empty silence where the bond had been.

      “Emeric.” She grabbed his face, her voice breaking into something raw. “Emeric, stay with me. Please. Please.”

      His eyes were closed. The heresy scar on his sternum was a blackened, smoking ruin, the skin charred at the edges, the wound weeping a clear fluid that steamed in the cold air. Blood was still seeping through the bandage, but slower now, a sluggish trickle. His chest did not move.

      She pressed her fingers to his throat. Nothing. She pressed harder, her own pulse hammering so loud she could not hear anything else, her breath coming in short, sharp gasps that tasted of ash and ozone and his blood.

      There. A flutter. Weak. Irregular. A moth beating its wings against the inside of his skin, slower and slower with every passing second.

      He was dying. He was dying, and she had done this. She had poured the Heavy Light into him, and it had burned through his body like a fire through dry grass, and now his heart was failing.

      She pressed her palm flat against the scar. The skin was furnace-hot, the heat of a forge just after the quenching. Beneath her hand, the magic still moved, a sluggish current of silver light pulsing in time with his failing heart. It was killing him. And it was keeping him alive.

      The bond was not gone. It was changed. A live wire, humming with a frequency she had never felt before, not a comfort but a tether, a chain of silver light that bound her heartbeat to his. She could feel his pulse in her own chest, that weak, fluttering echo. She could feel the sepsis burning through his blood, no longer just an infection but a magical wound, charged with the Heavy Light she had poured into him.

      He was not just dying. He was becoming something else. She did not know what, and she did not know if he would survive the transformation, but she knew, with a certainty that went deeper than math or tactics, that she could not let him go.

      She pressed her forehead to his. The skin was still burning. The live wire hummed between them, a frequency that vibrated in her teeth and settled into the hollow of her bones.

      “You’re not allowed to die,” she whispered. “You’re not allowed to die because you’re the only thing tethering this magic to the world. I can feel your heart beating inside my chest. If it stops, mine stops with it. So you hold on. You hold on while I hide us. You hold on while I stop the bleeding. That’s all we do now. Just breathe. Just stay.”

      His pulse fluttered. Once. Twice. A third time, weaker than the last.

      Then it steadied. Not strong, not healthy, but a pulse that belonged to a man hanging onto life by the thinnest of threads, a thread made of silver light and stubborn will and something that had survived the pyre. It was there. It was still there.

      Ivara lifted her head. The marsh was silent, but it was not safe. The Hounds were out there, somewhere beyond the reeds, still searching. The tide was still rising, though the bank they had climbed would hold for another hour, maybe two. Rennan sat at the edge of the reed thicket, his hands upturned, his eyes fixed on nothing. He had not moved during the flare. He had not reacted to the Hounds or the light or Emeric’s scream. His shoulder joints gave a soft, wet pop when he shifted minutely, a ghost in a body that had forgotten how to die.

      She looked at her hands. The saturation scars were dim now, the silver light faded to a faint, pulsing glimmer beneath her skin. The Heavy Light was still there, a pressure of stolen lives she could never release. But for now, it was quiet. For now, it was contained. She had bought them time. She did not know how much.

      She reached for Emeric’s hand. His fingers were limp, but they were warm, and when she laced them through her own, the live wire hummed a little steadier, a little stronger. The tether that bound them was a chain, but it was also a lifeline.

      She held on. She held on because there was nothing else to do, because the marsh was rising and the Hounds would come back and the man she loved was dying in the mud with her heartbeat echoing in his chest. She held on because the math said he should already be dead, and he was not, and that meant there was still a variable she had not accounted for.

      She held on because she was the Sovereign Witch, and he was her hunter, and they were a circuit that the Order could not break.

      The live wire hummed. His pulse fluttered against her palm. And somewhere in the distance, beyond the reeds and the channels and the rising tide, a bell began to toll.
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      Emeric woke to a heartbeat that was not his own.

      It thudded against his sternum from the inside, a steady, foreign rhythm that did not match the frantic flutter of his pulse. It was slower than his own heart, heavier, weighted with a pressure that tasted of ozone and old grief. The live wire hummed in the scar on his chest, a silver frequency that vibrated through the base of his skull and settled into the hollow of his throat. He could feel her. Not as a presence beside him, but as a second set of lungs expanding in his own chest, a second ache burning behind his ribs.

      The bell was still tolling.

      He tried to lift his head. The muscles of his neck had turned to water. The fever was still there, a red heat that pulsed in time with the infection crawling through his blood, but it was different now. The sepsis was no longer just a wound. It was a circuit. The Heavy Light had fused with the rot, turning his bloodstream into a conduit for something that was killing him and keeping him alive in equal measure.

      He opened his eyes.

      The sky was a flat, leaden wound above the reed tops. The mud beneath him was cold, but the cold was a distant thing, a sensation that belonged to a body he was no longer sure he inhabited. The only thing that felt real was the heartbeat. The heartbeat and the hand that was gripping his.

      Ivara knelt beside him on a low hummock of matted saltwort. Her tunic was soaked, her hair plastered to her skull, and her eyes were two flint-grey mirrors reflecting the dead light of the marsh. Her face was a mask of cold command, but he could feel her through the bond. The exhaustion. The fear. The grinding pain of cracked ribs that pulsed in his own side like a dull echo. She was hiding it from him, burying it beneath the Commander’s voice, but the live wire hummed with every tremor she refused to let reach her face.

      “You’re awake,” she said. Her voice was steady. The tether said otherwise.

      “How long.” His throat was a dry well, the words scraping out like gravel dragged over rust.

      “A few minutes. I dragged you to this hummock while you were out.” She did not look at him. Her eyes were on the reed wall, scanning. “The bell stopped five minutes ago. That means the Hounds have regrouped. They’ll be circling back.”

      He tried to sit up. His body was a sack of shattered glass, every movement a new laceration. The heresy scar on his sternum was no longer the blackened ruin he remembered from the flare; now a silver light pulsed beneath the charred skin, a slow, septic throb that matched the foreign heartbeat. Salt crusted the wound’s edges, and the smell of his own cooked flesh hit him a moment later, making his stomach lurch.

      Ivara’s hand was on his shoulder, pressing him back down. The contact sent a spike of silver heat through the bond, and he felt her ribs grind against each other as if the bones were his own. He gasped. She did not. Her face did not change, but her pulse jumped in his throat.

      “You can’t carry me,” he said.

      “I’ve dragged you this far.” She slid her arm under his shoulders. “I’m not stopping now.”

      She pulled. The marsh spun, a slow, greasy rotation that pulled at his stomach and made the horizon slide sideways. The live wire shrieked, a frequency that climbed his spine and detonated behind his eyes, and for a moment he was not in his body. He felt the mud sucking at her boots, the cold water seeping through the worn leather, the grinding shift of cracked ribs as she braced her legs and hauled him upright. He felt the weight of his own dying body dragging at her shoulders, and beneath it, a deeper weight. The Heavy Light. The pressure of a thousand stolen lives pressing against the inside of her skin, demanding an outlet she could not give.

      He felt her fear. Not of the Hounds. Of him. Of what she had done to him.

      “Stop,” he said.

      She did not stop. She locked her arm around his waist and pulled his arm over her shoulders, and the bond hummed with the strain of it. Rennan stood at
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