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  Dedication


For the readers who believe that choice matters even when the world writes laws against it. For the bonds we refuse to surrender, even when they are silenced. And for those who keep choosing love, again and again, when it would be easier not to. 
— Trevor Jensen
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  Chapter 1: Amnesty with Teeth


Vey was not with them. She had stayed behind in the Collegium, deliberately visible, deliberately loud, feeding false compliance into the Wardwright channels while passing truth through cutouts. If Orchid was watching, Vey wanted to be the bait. 
The Spine sang again at dawn.
Not the full-throated chorus that had split the wardwell stone and made the Collegium’s corridors ring with panic, but an aftertaste of it, a thin vibration threaded through bone and mortar like a warning hum you could not shake off. Jessa woke with it under her tongue, metallic and dry, as if she had slept biting a coin.
Her mark burned.
She lay still on the narrow cot, listening.
Outside the storage room they’d stolen for the night, the Collegium was already awake in the way it only became after catastrophe: boots on stone, murmured orders, a distant bell that didn’t mean class, the scraping sound of ward-scribes dragging chalk and iron filings across the floor to redraw lines that had failed.
Someone shouted a name. Not hers.
A faint rasp sounded from the shadowed corner.
His eyes were open.
Jessa’s mark pulsed once, a low flare like a heartbeat seen through skin.
His jaw tightened as if he felt it too.
“Don’t move,” he said softly.
She froze, every muscle going taut. “Why?”
“Listen.”
Jessa held her breath.
Ward-keys.
Her mouth went instantly dry.
Darian shifted without standing, a controlled roll of his shoulders as he reached behind him. A short blade appeared in his hand, the kind wardens carried for cutting through spell-thread and cloth alike. He’d kept it hidden somewhere on his person, because of course he had.
Jessa’s stomach sank. “They found us?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “But someone is walking the corridor like they do.”
She swung her legs over the side of the cot and stood quietly, feet bare on cold stone. The room smelled of dust and old parchment. Someone had stored broken lecterns in here, stacks of warped wood leaning like teeth.
The key clicked again outside, closer.
Darian lifted two fingers in a signal Jessa had learned by necessity: wait.
Jessa’s mark flared hot enough to make her gasp silently. The flare ran up her arm and then, instead of the familiar seizing ache, it rushed outward toward Darian like a river changing course.
He went very still.
Then the pressure eased, as if the bond had swallowed the pain for both of them and decided not to spend it yet.
The door opened.
Jessa’s pulse jumped.
The figure stepped inside and pushed the door shut behind them, deliberately slow, making a point of how easy it would have been to bring a squad.
A woman’s voice, pitched low. “If you intend to cut me, Commander, I recommend you aim for the throat. I didn’t come alone.”
Darian rose in one smooth motion, blade held close, not raised. Jessa recognized the posture: controlled, efficient, not theatrical. He was dangerous in the way a locked gate was dangerous.
The woman lowered her hood.
Tova.
Jessa’s knees nearly buckled with relief she hadn’t earned. “You—”
“Shh.” Tova’s gaze flicked to the corners of the room, the ceiling seam, the floor. “I have ten minutes before the corridor sweep loops back.”
“Why are you here?” Darian demanded, blade still in his hand.
Tova’s mouth twitched like she was trying not to smile at his suspicion. “To keep you alive, obviously.”
Jessa swallowed hard. “What’s happening out there?”
Tova glanced at Jessa’s mark, then at Darian’s, then away as if looking at them too long hurt. “They’ve declared a ward emergency. The crack in the wardwell stone is being called a structural failure. The chorus is being called mass hysteria. No one is using the word Spine loudly.”
Jessa’s stomach tightened. “And us?”
The pause was a blade. Tova didn’t look away this time. “They’re using your names.”
Darian’s eyes narrowed.
Tova continued, quick and clinical. “There’s a running list on the Hall of Edicts. The Chancellor’s seal, the war council’s assent. It says the bond pair fled containment after inciting a breach. It says you are hostile to Collegium security.”
Jessa felt ice slide down her spine. “Hostile. For surviving.”
“For not dying in a tidy way,” Tova said.
“Who’s pushing this?” Jessa asked, though she already knew. There was only one person with the patience for this kind of narrative control.
Tova’s eyes went flat. “Maedra.”
Darian’s blade hand flexed once, the knuckles whitening.
Tova lifted a folded sheet of vellum from inside her cloak. “And she sent this.”
Darian didn’t move to take it.
Tova held it out anyway, arm steady. “She’s making it official. The offer comes with witnesses. With parchment. With a story she can spread to the outer corridor-cities before you get there.”
Jessa’s mark pulsed, heat licking her skin.
“What offer?” she asked.
Tova’s voice went even lower. “Amnesty.”
Darian made a sound that was almost a laugh, except there was no humor in it. “For traitors.”
“For assets,” Tova corrected. “For a bond that the Collegium can no longer pretend is contained.”
Jessa’s mouth tasted like metal again. “What are the conditions?”
Tova’s fingers tightened on the vellum. “You return to the Hall. You submit to assessment. You accept a revised containment protocol. And—” She hesitated, just long enough to make it worse. “And Darian swears an oath of renewed command to Maedra’s authority.”
Jessa’s heart lurched, as if the bond itself had flinched.
Darian’s eyes went black with a rage he didn’t let out. He said, very softly, “She wants my throat in a collar.”
Tova didn’t deny it. “She wants the commander who survived a chorus to be seen kneeling. She wants the Collegium to watch you choose her over… whatever you think you’re choosing.”
Jessa stared at the vellum like it might bite her. The parchment smelled faintly of lavender oil, the kind the Hall used to scent official documents. A civilized veneer over a cage.
“And if we refuse?” Jessa asked.
Tova’s gaze flicked past Jessa, to the door, to the corridor beyond. “If you refuse, the Collegium declares you fugitives. And the Dominion—”
Jessa’s stomach clenched. “They already know.”
“They felt it,” Tova said simply. “The chorus traveled farther than the Collegium walls. It rolled into the corridor-city wards like a storm. Dominion scouts are already in the outer districts asking questions. They’re offering coin for sightings.”
Darian’s voice was hard. “They’re offering bodies.”
“Yes.” Tova swallowed. “And Maedra knows it. She’s using their interest like a knife at your backs. Take her amnesty, and she claims she’s protecting you from external threats. Refuse, and she claims you’ve allied with the Dominion.”
Jessa’s mark throbbed again, not pain this time but an urgent pulse that made her breathe faster. She could feel Darian in that pulse, a presence like a second heartbeat just behind her ribs.
“What does she really want?” Jessa asked, though it was the wrong question. Everyone wanted something. Maedra wanted everything.
Tova’s face tightened. “She wants the bond’s origin contained. She wants the narrative to be controlled. And she wants you close enough that she can… adjust.”
“Adjust?” Jessa echoed.
Tova glanced toward Darian’s blade. “You heard the whispers after the chorus. The ward-scribes are saying your marks behaved like they were… broadcasting.”
Jessa’s throat went tight. “Broadcasting what?”
“Signal,” Tova said. “Something measurable. Something trackable.”
Darian’s jaw clenched. “That’s not possible.”
Tova shrugged, but her eyes were sharp. “It’s possible enough that Maedra is already treating it as fact.”
She took a step closer to the vellum without touching it. “Where is she making the offer?”
Tova’s lips thinned. “Publicly.”
A coldness settled in Jessa’s stomach. “She wants witnesses.”
“She wants the entire Collegium to see the commander accept her terms,” Tova said. “And she wants you standing beside him, bound and quiet, so the story looks clean.”
Darian’s blade lowered fractionally. His voice was low, controlled. “What happens if we go.”
Tova’s eyes softened, briefly, the only sign she was not made of stone. “You might survive the week.”
“And after that?” Jessa asked.
Tova looked away. “After that, you become a lesson.”
Silence filled the storage room, thick as dust.
The bond was reminding her of costs. Of conservation. Of how pain moved and stored and collected until it demanded payment.
Outside, a bell rang again. The Collegium’s morning had shifted gears, the sound sharper, more urgent.
Tova stepped closer. “You have to decide fast. Maedra isn’t offering amnesty because she’s generous. She’s offering it because the chorus scared people. Because the Chancellor’s council is split, and she needs to look like she has authority. Because the Dominion is sniffing at the walls, and she needs a symbol of control.”
Darian’s eyes flicked to Jessa. It wasn’t a question. It was a check, the kind commanders made before battle: Are you still with me?
Jessa hated that she read it correctly.
She lifted her chin. “If we refuse, we’re hunted.”
“If you accept,” Tova said, “you’re owned.”
They had survived the chorus. Barely.
Now the aftermath was choosing how to kill them.
Jessa forced herself to speak. “Where do they want us?”
Tova hesitated, then unfolded the vellum.
Maedra’s script was elegant, almost delicate, the kind that belonged on poetry, not condemnation. The official seals were heavy at the bottom: Chancellor’s, War Council’s, Wardens’ ring.
Jessa’s eyes skimmed.
Amnesty is extended under sovereign authority to Commander Darian Rooke and bonded subject Jessa Korr, contingent upon immediate return to Collegium custody, compliance with revised containment protocols, and formal reaffirmation of oath to the Chancellor’s appointed Regent.
Regent.
Maedra had promoted herself without saying it outright.
Jessa’s fingers curled into fists. “This is a trap.”
“Yes,” Tova said. “But it’s a trap with a stage. And sometimes stages can be used.”
Darian’s mouth twisted. “She wants me kneeling.”
Tova met his gaze. “She wants you saying yes.”
Jessa’s mark flared, a sudden surge that made her inhale sharply. Darian’s mark answered in the same instant, heat hitting the air between them like a pulse.
Tova’s eyes widened. “There. That.”
Jessa’s stomach dropped. “What?”
Tova took a step back as if the space between them had become dangerous. “When you react like that, it’s… loud. I can feel it.”
Jessa’s throat tightened. “You can’t. You’re not bonded.”
“No,” Tova said, voice thin. “But after the chorus, everything is thinner. The wards. The air. People who shouldn’t sense it are starting to.”
Darian’s gaze snapped to Jessa. The rage in his face shifted into something colder, more calculating. “Then Maedra isn’t just offering amnesty. She’s trying to get us into a space where she can measure the signal.”
Jessa’s skin crawled. “And if she can measure it…”
“She can track it,” Tova whispered.
Another set of boots passed in the corridor outside, farther away. The sweep pattern.
Time was bleeding out.
Jessa looked at Darian. “We can’t stay here.”
“No,” he agreed.
“We can’t go to her,” Jessa said.
Darian’s eyes held hers, unreadable. “We might have to.”
Jessa’s stomach twisted. “That’s insane.”
“It’s strategic,” Darian said, and his voice was painfully calm. “If she wants a public yes, we can give her a public no.”
Tova’s breath caught. “That would be… catastrophic.”
“It would be honest,” Darian replied. “And it would force the Collegium to show its hand in front of everyone who is still pretending this is contained.”
Jessa’s mark throbbed with sudden heat that felt like fear, like anticipation, like the bond itself flinching at the thought of open defiance.
Jessa hated Maedra. She hated the Collegium. She hated that her survival now depended on a commander she still wasn’t sure she could trust.
But she knew one thing with absolute clarity: if Maedra got her hands on them privately, there would be no more choices.
“Where is she staging it?” Jessa asked.
Tova swallowed. “The Hall of Edicts. Midmorning. She’s calling it an emergency address. The Chancellor will be present, or at least his seal will. Wardens on every door.”
“And the corridor-cities will hear about it by noon,” Jessa murmured, mind racing.
“Yes.”
Jessa met Darian’s gaze again. “If we go, we go on our terms.”
Darian’s mouth tightened, the closest he came to agreement. “We go fast. We don’t let them separate us.”
Tova’s face went pale. “They’ll try.”
“I know.” Darian’s voice was flat.
Jessa’s mark pulsed, and this time the pulse felt like a vow she hadn’t spoken. A thread tightening.
Tova stepped forward again, urgency snapping in her tone. “If you’re doing this, you need a way out. The Hall is a cage.”
Darian’s eyes narrowed. “Do you have one?”
Tova’s lips pressed together. Then she reached into her cloak again and pulled out something small: a thin strip of black cloth, threaded with tiny silver knots.
“A ward-slip,” she said. “It won’t break a line, but it can confuse a door’s recognition spell for a heartbeat. One door. One moment.”
Jessa took it carefully. The cloth felt cold, like river water.
“One heartbeat,” Darian repeated.
“One,” Tova confirmed. “Use it on a side exit, not the main doors. And do not wait for the bond to decide for you. The bond’s rhythm has changed since the chorus. It might pull you into the wrong place at the wrong time.”
Jessa’s throat tightened. “How do you know that?”
Tova’s eyes flicked away. “Because I watched the ward-scribes after the crack. They’re terrified. They’re calling it Phase Two. They’re saying the mark isn’t just punishment anymore. It’s information.”
Jessa’s stomach rolled. The idea of their bond becoming something other people could read, could use, made her skin feel too tight.
Darian’s voice cut through it. “We leave. Now.”
Tova nodded quickly. “I’ll lead you to the service stairs. It’s a blind spot. For now.”
They moved.
Darian went first, blade still in his hand. Jessa followed, barefoot steps silent on stone. Tova opened the door just enough to peer out, then slipped into the corridor like a shadow.
A group of initiates stood pressed against the wall, faces pale, whispering. Their eyes snapped to Jessa’s mark the moment she passed, like it was a lantern in darkness.
Jessa pulled her sleeve down, even though it didn’t hide the heat.
Darian’s shoulders tightened. He could feel the looks. He had lived on them his entire life.
They moved through a narrow passage behind the lecture halls, where the walls were close and the ceiling low. The air smelled like damp stone and old ink. Jessa’s breath came shallow.
Tova held up two fingers again. Wait.
Footsteps approached. A warden patrol.
Jessa pressed her back to the wall. Darian stood in front of her without thinking, blocking her from view. It should have made her furious.
Instead, it made her chest ache.
The patrol passed, two wardens and a scribe with a ledger. The scribe’s eyes flicked to Darian’s face, recognition flashing, then away fast as if looking too long would count as treason.
When they were gone, Tova exhaled. “They’re hunting with paperwork,” she whispered. “Not blood. Yet.”
Jessa’s stomach twisted. “Yet.”
They reached the service stairwell. A narrow door with a simple latch, warded but lightly, the kind no noble ever touched.
Tova paused with her hand on it. “Once you step into the Hall, you’re stepping into her story. Don’t forget that.”
Darian’s voice was quiet. “We’re writing a new one.”
Jessa’s mark pulsed, and she felt the pulse reach for Darian like a hand.
Tova opened the door.
The stairwell was cold, smelling of lime and iron. They descended quickly, each step echoing. Jessa’s bare feet stung on rough stone, but she didn’t slow.
Tova stopped at the last turn and looked at them both, eyes sharp and worried. “If this goes wrong—”
“It will,” Jessa said.
Tova almost smiled. “Then make sure it goes wrong in a useful way.”
They stepped out into the antechamber of the Hall.
The space was packed. Wardens lined the walls in full armor, helms under arms, faces set. Scribes clustered with ink-stained hands. Initiates craned their necks to see. Even lecturers stood stiffly, eyes darting.
At the far end, the dais rose beneath the great carved sigils of Collegium authority. Maedra stood there in dark regent robes, posture perfect, hands folded lightly as if this were a ceremony, not a cage being tightened.
Her gaze found them instantly.
She smiled.
Maedra’s voice carried without strain. “Commander Darian Rooke. Jessa Korr. How gracious of you to answer the Collegium’s call.”
Jessa’s throat went tight. The bond pulsed hard, heat flooding her skin, the air between her and Darian tightening like a cord.
Maedra lifted the vellum, holding it up so everyone could see the seals. “I offer you mercy. I offer you amnesty. I offer you a path back into order.”
The word order landed like a blade.
Maedra’s eyes glittered. “All you must do is swear renewed oath. Submit to assessment. Accept the Collegium’s protection. Let the chaos end.”
The crowd held its breath as if the entire Hall was a single lung.
Maedra’s smile widened, slow and predatory. “Commander. Will you accept?”
For a heartbeat, silence.
Then Darian stepped forward.
Jessa’s mark flared so hot she nearly staggered, and she felt his flare answer like a pulse of fire. It was loud in a way she did not want to understand.
Darian lifted his chin, voice steady enough to cut stone.
“No.”
The word snapped through the Hall like a whip.
Maedra’s smile froze, a fraction too slow.
Darian’s voice rose, clear, for everyone. “I will not kneel to a regent who calls cages mercy.”
Jessa felt the bond tighten around her ribs, not in punishment, but in something that felt terrifyingly like alignment.
Maedra’s eyes darkened.
And in that split second, Jessa understood the cost.
This was now public.
This was now a hunt with witnesses.
Maedra’s voice remained smooth, but there was iron beneath it. “Then the Collegium withdraws its mercy.”
Wardens shifted. Steel whispered.
Maedra lifted her hand, palm down.
“Seize them.”






  
  Chapter 2: The Price on His Name


The first warden reached for Jessa like she was a piece of contraband. 
Darian moved before the man’s gauntlet could close.
He did not swing his blade. He did not have room, not in the crush of bodies and the narrow aisle cutting through the Hall of Edicts. Instead he stepped into the warden’s path and drove an elbow into the hinge of the man’s arm with a clean, brutal economy. Metal clanged. The warden hissed and staggered sideways, fingers spasming open.
A second warden lunged.
Behind them, Maedra’s voice rose, honey over iron. “Do not harm them. They are still under Collegium protection.”
Protection. Darian tasted the word and felt his teeth lock down.
A third warden shoved toward Jessa, visor lowered, intent on separating her from him. Darian’s mark flared, heat lancing up his forearm like a warning spike. The bond tightened, not a tug, not pain, something worse. A magnetic insistence that made his lungs feel too small.
Together.
He grabbed Jessa’s wrist and hauled her against his side.
The crowd saw it too.
Faces turned. Eyes widened. People leaned as if their bodies could hear the sound of it and were trying to locate the note.
A warden captain barked, “Form a ring. No exits.”
Steel shifted. The wardens began to do what they were trained for, which was to make a room into a cage.
Darian’s mind went cold.
Cages were predictable. Predictability could be exploited.
He scanned the Hall the way he scanned a battlefield. The dais, Maedra above it all, her posture composed as if she had not just ordered an arrest in front of half the Collegium. The main doors at the back, already clogged with armor. Side arches sealed with ward-scribes kneeling to draw fresh lines. A balcony level with initiates pressed tight, their hands gripping railings.
Maedra would have warded it. But she would have warded it for a normal threat. Not for a commander who knew the building’s bones.
Darian leaned close to Jessa’s ear. “Don’t fight the pull. Follow me.”
Her breath hitched. “They’ll kill us.”
“They’ll cage us first,” he said. “Move.”
A warden tried to block the aisle.
Jessa stumbled, but she stayed with him. The bond tightened as if it approved of their alignment, as if it found relief in the fact that neither of them was trying to pull away.
Darian’s mark burned hotter.
A ripple went through the wardlines etched into the floor, a faint shimmer like heat haze. He saw ward-scribes glance up, startled, as if a string had been plucked under their hands.
Signal, Tova had said. Trackable.
He forced the thought aside. Survive first. Study later.
Maedra looked down at them, eyes bright with satisfaction that had curdled into anger. Her smile was still there, but it had sharpened.
“Commander,” she said, loud enough for the Hall to hear. “You are committing treason.”
He looked at the tapestry.
Two wardens lunged from the side, blades out now.
He shoved Jessa through first.
She slipped into the dark passage, eyes wide, breath quick. He followed, blade up, and the moment he crossed the threshold, the bond snapped tight with a familiar pain, like a rope yanked around ribs.
Not punishment. Warning.
The passage was warded.
A thin line of chalk and iron had been drawn across the floor just inside the opening, nearly invisible in the dim. If they crossed it, it would scream.
Darian halted so abruptly Jessa bumped into his back.
“Stop,” he whispered.
Her hand gripped his sleeve. “What is it?”
He crouched, eyes narrowed, and traced the wardline’s edge without touching it. Fresh work. Maedra’s people. A listening line with a sting attached.
He took a shallow breath and reached into his pocket.
The ward-slip Tova had given them, a strip of black cloth threaded with silver knots.
“One door, one heartbeat,” Tova’s voice echoed in his head.
He met Jessa’s gaze. “Now.”
They stepped over in one swift motion, feet landing on stone beyond the line.
For a heartbeat, nothing happened.
Then the wardline behind them flickered and went dull, as if it had forgotten what it was meant to do.
Darian yanked the cloth up and stuffed it back into his pocket. The knots had warmed, the silver threads faintly scorched.
One heartbeat spent.
Behind them, a roar rose in the Hall. Wardens shouting. Maedra’s voice cutting through it like a blade.
“They are in the service passage. Seal it.”
Darian did not wait to see if they did.
He ran.
Jessa’s bare feet slapped softly behind him. He heard her breathing, fast but controlled. She was terrified. She was not collapsing. That mattered.
A door appeared ahead, iron-banded, with a simple latch.
Darian shoved it open.
They descended two flights before Darian risked a glance back.
Light flared at the top of the stairs. Wardens were coming.
Maedra wanted them taken, not slaughtered. Yet.
Darian grabbed Jessa’s hand and pulled her down faster.
Her fingers were warm, slick with sweat. The bond pulsed in his arm, a hot ache that seemed to grow with every step, and with it came something else. A sensation that did not belong to his body. A thrum under his skin that felt like being watched.
They hit the bottom of the stairs and emerged into a service corridor lined with storage doors, laundry chutes, and old supply carts.
Darian stopped and pressed Jessa against the wall beside a stack of crates.
“Listen,” he said, low. “If they separate us, the bond will punish us both. They know that. They’ll use it.”
Jessa’s eyes flashed. “I know.”
He held her gaze. “If you feel the pull change, tell me. Immediately.”
Her throat bobbed. “You’re acting like you trust it.”
“I trust its rules,” he said. “Not its intentions.”
A sound reached them, faint at first. Not boots. Something else. A thin chiming whine, like metal vibrating against glass.
Darian’s stomach tightened.
Resonance tech.
He had heard rumors since the breach, whispers in wardens’ quarters. Devices that could sense the mark’s flare, the way hunters could sense blood in water. Maedra would not have waited to test them.
He looked down at his forearm.
The mark had dimmed slightly, but it was still alive, still pacing him in that unfamiliar rhythm.
Jessa’s mark answered, visible even through her sleeve now, heat bleeding through cloth.
The chiming whine sharpened.
Jessa’s eyes widened. “What is that?”
“Tracking,” Darian said.
Her face went pale. “They can track us through the bond?”
He did not have time to soften the truth. “They can track the flare. And we’re flaring.”
A door down the corridor banged open.
A tracker.
Behind him, two more figures emerged, also in field leathers. Hit squad, not Hall security. The kind Maedra kept for problems that needed to disappear quietly.
The tracker’s disk tilted slightly, as if drawn.
Toward Darian.
Toward Jessa.
The man’s head lifted. His gaze fixed on them like a dog catching scent.
Jessa’s grip tightened on Darian’s sleeve.
Darian’s mind snapped into command.
Three attackers. Narrow corridor. No civilian crowd now. No political restraint.
He leaned close to Jessa, voice barely a breath. “When I move, go left. Find a door. Any door. If you see stairs, take them down. Not up.”
Her lips parted. “You’re not coming with me?”
“I’m keeping them off you,” he said. “Go.”
Her eyes flashed with fury and fear. “No.”
The bond pulsed, fierce and hot, as if it shared her refusal.
Darian swallowed the surge of pain that came with that pulse. “Jessa.”
The trackers advanced.
The man with the disk lifted his free hand, palm out. A ward-sign. A binding gesture.
The air thickened.
He drove forward anyway.
His blade flashed up.
They wanted to disable the bond by mutilation, or at least force a flare big enough to confirm location for the next wave.
Darian twisted, caught the knife arm, and slammed his elbow into the man’s face. Cartilage cracked. The tracker went down, blood spraying.
The disk in the second man’s hand chimed louder.
Darian felt his mark spike. Heat surged up his arm and across his chest, reaching for Jessa like a hook.
Jessa gasped.
The bond yanked.
Not toward each other. Not the familiar pull. This was different, angled, as if the bond itself was being tugged by something external.
The tracker’s disk vibrated hard, the etched lines glowing faintly.
Jessa’s eyes widened in shock. “They’re… pulling it.”
Darian’s stomach dropped.
If that was true, Maedra had more than tracking. She had a way to manipulate the bond’s behavior, even slightly. Even a fraction of control could become a leash.
He shoved the thought aside and pivoted, blade up, taking the second attacker’s knife on his steel. Sparks jumped. The corridor rang with the clash.
The third attacker moved around them, fast and silent, aiming not for Darian but for Jessa.
Darian saw the shift a heartbeat too late.
“Left,” he barked.
Jessa tried to obey, but the bond flared again, the external pull tightening. Her body jerked, involuntary, as if her mark had become a magnet drawn toward the tracker’s disk.
The attacker’s hand closed on her arm.
Jessa cried out, not in pain, but in rage.
The mark on her forearm flashed bright, and Darian’s own mark answered with a brutal spike that made his vision white for a split second.
The bond reacted like an animal being prodded.
Pain slammed into Darian’s chest, then slid sideways, moving through him as if searching for an exit. His breath hitched. He tasted iron.
Jessa gasped again, and he realized the pain was not meant only for him.
The bond was trying to punish separation and forced contact at the same time, a conflict that made the sensation chaotic, uncontrolled.
The attacker yanked Jessa harder.
Darian moved.
The attacker’s grip failed.
Jessa stumbled free.
Darian caught her and shoved her behind him again, breath ragged.
He held the disk up like a priest holding relic.
“It’s louder than the reports,” the man murmured.
Darian’s blood went cold.
They were being studied.
The disk chimed higher, frantic.
Darian felt it in his bones. The flare they were emitting now would not just guide these three. It would broadcast them to anyone else holding a matching device. It would carry down corridors, out into the corridor-city, through cracks in wardlines that had been weakened by the chorus.
Maedra was not hunting them with boots.
She was hunting them with their bond.
Jessa’s hand clutched Darian’s sleeve, her nails biting through cloth. “Darian, it’s pulling again.”
He felt it too. A sideways tug under the mark, like the bond was trying to realign to a new axis.
The tracker’s disk was not just sensing. It was responding.
A door to their right stood slightly ajar, a storage room with carts and barrels.
Darian shoved Jessa toward it. “Inside.”
She hesitated. “No, we run.”
“We run after I break that,” he said, nodding toward the disk.
The tracker heard him and smiled, almost polite. “You can’t. It’s keyed to your mark.”
Darian’s jaw clenched.
He did not waste words. He surged forward, blade low, aiming for the man’s hand.
The tracker moved with unexpected speed, stepping back and twisting his wrist so the disk stayed out of reach. The etched lines flared brighter.
The bond yanked again.
Darian felt his shoulder jerk, involuntary. Not toward Jessa, toward the disk.
The device was acting like a lure.
The tracker laughed softly. “There it is.”
Darian’s mind raced. If the disk could tug the bond, even slightly, then using brute force against it would keep triggering flares, keep broadcasting.
He needed to stop flaring.
He needed to go cold.
And the only way to do that was to stop fighting the bond the way he always had, stop resisting it, stop creating conflict that made it spike.
He forced himself to take a single slow breath, even as the attackers circled.
His voice dropped, controlled. “Jessa. Look at me.”
She was half in the doorway, half out, torn between obeying him and launching herself at the nearest throat.
Her gaze snapped to his.
Her eyes were wild, furious, bright with fear that had no place to go.
Darian held her stare and spoke like he would to a soldier about to break. “Choose me. Right now. Not Maedra, not the Hall, not the bond. Choose me.”
Jessa’s lips parted, shock flickering across her face.
The bond pulsed.
Not a spike. A steadier warmth, as if it recognized the shape of the thing he was doing.
The tracker’s disk chimed, then hesitated, the pitch wobbling.
Darian felt the sideways tug lessen by a fraction.
He leaned into it. He tightened his grip on her wrist, not as a leash, as an anchor.
Jessa swallowed hard. “I… choose you.”
The words were rough, like they hurt to say.
The bond warmed, steadied.
The disk’s glow dimmed, just a hair.
The tracker’s smile faded. “No.”
Darian moved on that fraction of advantage.
He lunged, blade flashing up, and this time the tracker did not have the same pull to guide him away. Darian’s steel struck the disk, not cutting it cleanly, but shattering the brass rim. The etched lines cracked. The chiming whine turned into a broken screech.
The tracker cursed and recoiled.
The two remaining attackers rushed in, knives raised, furious now.
Darian met them head-on.
Steel clashed. Knives scraped. The corridor filled with the harsh music of violence.
One attacker swung for Darian’s ribs.
Darian took the hit on his forearm, letting the blade bite shallowly rather than opening his torso. Pain flared, sharp, but the bond did not spike into chaos. It stayed warm, contained, as if Jessa’s choice had stabilized the circuitry under their skin.
He countered with a brutal kick to the attacker’s knee. Bone popped. The man went down, screaming.
The other attacker lunged, trying to slip past Darian toward Jessa again.
Jessa moved before Darian could stop her.
Jessa’s face was feral. “Don’t touch me.”
Darian’s mark pulsed, warm and hard, like a grip tightening.
The attacker raised his knife again.
Darian ended it.
The man collapsed, blood spreading dark on stone.
Silence hit like a slap.
Jessa stood there, chest heaving, iron hook in her hands, staring at the body as if she could not quite believe she had swung it.
The broken disk lay on the floor, its etched lines flickering weakly. The chiming was gone.
Darian grabbed Jessa’s wrist. “Move.”
They ran.
Maedra’s net tightening.
Jessa’s breath ragged, she stumbled once, then forced herself upright. Blood streaked her forearm where the attacker had grabbed her, fingers bruising into purple.
Darian’s arm burned where the shallow cut had opened. The blood was minimal. The pain was not. He kept his grip on her anyway.
The bond pulsed in a steady rhythm that felt new. Not calmer, exactly. More coherent. Like it had found a pattern that did not rely on punishment to enforce togetherness.
They burst through a door and emerged into the corridor-city’s lower service tunnels.
The air changed instantly. Less chalk, more soot. Less polished stone, more rough brick and damp iron. The soundscape shifted too, from Collegium discipline to city life: distant carts rattling, vendors calling, a dog barking somewhere in the dark.
Jessa sucked in a breath like she had been drowning. “We’re out.”
“We’re not,” Darian said.
She blinked at him. “We left the Collegium.”
“And we brought the bond with us,” he said.
As if to prove it, his mark warmed sharply.
Jessa’s mark answered.
A pulse traveled through both of them, quick and bright, then faded.
Darian’s stomach tightened.
That pulse was not random. It felt like an echo, like a call and response.
Jessa frowned, feeling it too. “What was that?”
Darian scanned the tunnel mouth behind them.
The light there flickered, as if someone had opened a door farther back.
Footsteps. Many now.
Not wardens’ heavy boots. Lighter steps. Field steps.
Hit squad reinforcement, with more devices.
Jessa’s eyes widened. “They’re still coming.”
Darian’s jaw clenched. “And now they can do it without wearing Collegium colors.”
Three became six.
The disks were different from the one Darian had shattered. These had silver inlays, finer, more expensive. They hummed, low, and the hum made Darian’s mark ache in a way that was almost nauseating.
The lead tracker lifted his disk.
The etched lines flared.
Jessa gasped, her hand flying to her forearm. “It’s pulling again.”
Darian felt it too, the sideways tug, stronger now, like a current in a river trying to drag them toward a specific point.
The lead tracker smiled. “There you are.”
Darian’s blood went cold.
He could fight six men. He had fought worse.
He looked left, right, searching for exits.
A narrow stairwell leading up to the market levels. A drainage channel cutting down and away. A locked gate to an old smuggler route he had heard rumors about but never used.
Jessa’s fingers tightened around his sleeve. Her eyes were on him, waiting, trusting him with her survival in a way she had not trusted anyone in years.
Darian made a choice.
“Up,” he said.
Jessa nodded once, fierce.
They sprinted for the stairs.
Behind them, the disks hummed higher.
And the bond, pulled hard by that foreign tuning, flared bright enough that Darian knew, with sick certainty, that everyone holding a matching device across the corridor-city had just been given their location.
A bounty on his name.
A beacon on their skin.
They hit the first step.
The lead tracker called after them, voice amused. “Run. It sings either way.”
Darian’s mark burned.
Jessa’s breath caught.
Above them, daylight waited, and so did the city, full of hiding places that were now useless.
Because the bond had become loud.
And the hunt had just begun.






  
  Chapter 3: Inkhouse Saints


The corridor-market above the service stairs smelled like warm bread and wet wool and fear that had learned to wear perfume. 
Jessa hit the top step with lungs on fire and a stitch digging into her ribs. Daylight slapped her eyes. Not the clean brightness of open country, but a narrow, crowded band of sun trapped between leaning stone buildings and strung awnings. Vendors shouted over one another. Cart wheels rattled. Somewhere nearby, a bell clanged the hour with impatient authority.
And under it all, the bond.
Run. It sings either way.
She hated that the words stayed with her.
“Keep your head down,” he murmured.
Jessa’s eyes snapped. “You don’t get to give orders.”
His gaze didn’t change. “You want to live.”
She wanted to bite back. She wanted to shove him away and prove she could survive without his shadow pressed against her shoulder. The bond punished those impulses now. Not with agony, not the way it had when it was simpler, but with a tightening sensation that made her breath shallow, like the mark was a hand on her sternum reminding her there were limits.
Jessa tried not to look behind them. But her body kept wanting to, the urge crawling up her spine with every pulse of the bond.
Her mark warmed.
Darian’s hand tightened on her wrist. Not hard enough to bruise, but firm enough to anchor. “Don’t.”
“I didn’t do anything,” she hissed.
“You were about to turn,” he said. “You can’t do that here.”
Jessa’s throat tightened. “Why?”
Darian’s jaw flexed. “Because if they have more disks, they don’t need line of sight. They need rhythm. Every flare is a bell.”
Normal things. Civilian things.
The war-college felt far away, and that should have brought relief.
Darian ducked them into a narrow lane that smelled like fish and coal smoke. He stopped beside a wall painted with faded ward sigils meant to discourage pickpockets. Jessa’s breath came fast. Her bare feet were filthy now. Her soles stung.
“Where are we going?” she asked, voice low.
Darian exhaled slowly. “We need someone who can hide a signal.”
Jessa stared. “That’s… a thing?”
“It’s rumored,” he said, then corrected, more honest than she expected. “It was rumored. Now it’s necessary.”
Her mouth went dry. “You mean the muting. The ‘quiet cages.’”
Darian’s gaze met hers for a heartbeat. She saw something there, not softness, but a tight control over something uglier underneath. Fear, maybe. Or anger that had nowhere safe to land.
“Maedra’s people didn’t invent those disks overnight,” he said. “They’ve been building this.”
“Tova,” Jessa said, the name coming out like a prayer and a wound. “Where is she?”
“If she’s smart,” Darian said, “she’s already gone.”
Jessa’s chest tightened. “She came for us.”
“And she knows Maedra will gut anyone who helped,” he replied. “So she’ll disappear.”
Darian shifted closer, lowering his voice. “There’s an inkhouse in the lower market. Wardwright spillover. They sell ‘saints’ ink.” He said the phrase like it tasted bitter. “Blessed lines. Portable wards. Illicit, but common.”
Jessa blinked. “Blessed by who?”
“By whoever gets paid,” he said.
That was corridor truth.
Darian’s eyes narrowed. “You felt that.”
It wasn’t a question.
Jessa swallowed hard. “Yes.”
His jaw tightened. “Identity bleed.”
She stared. “What?”
He didn’t explain it, but the words landed with weight, like something he’d heard in briefings he didn’t want to believe. Jessa remembered Tova’s warning: Phase Two. Thinner air. People sensing what they shouldn’t.
Jessa’s pulse quickened. “So the bond is… leaking more than signal.”
Darian’s gaze flicked away, scanning the lane again. “Later.”
The disk hummed faintly.
Jessa’s mark warmed in immediate response, like her skin recognized the call.
A wave of nausea rolled through her, sudden and sharp.
Darian swore under his breath and pulled her deeper into the shadow of the wall. “Move. Now.”
They slipped through a narrow gap between buildings, more like a crack than a street. Jessa’s shoulder scraped stone. The city pressed close, damp and old. She could hear her own breathing loud in her ears.
They emerged into another market tier, lower, darker. The sun barely reached here. Lanterns burned even in daylight. The air smelled of ink, tannin, and boiled herbs.
Jessa’s gaze snagged on a sign carved into wood above a small storefront: an eye with a line drawn through it, the wardwright symbol for privacy. Beneath it, painted in careful letters: SAINTS & SALVES.
Darian didn’t hesitate. He shoved the door open.
Jessa’s stomach tightened. The woman’s gaze lingered on Darian’s posture, on the way he held his weight, on the fresh blood at his sleeve. Then her eyes moved, quick as a knife, to Jessa’s forearm where the sleeve had slipped a fraction.
She saw the mark.
Jessa felt exposed down to bone.
The woman’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “Door’s locked,” she said calmly. “If you brought trouble, you’ll pay extra.”
Darian pulled the door shut behind them and slid the latch. “We need ink that hides signal.”
The woman’s brows lifted, just a hair. “You’re either wealthy or desperate.”
“We’re both,” Darian said.
The woman leaned on the counter. “Signal from what?”
Darian’s gaze held hers, steady. “A mark.”
The shopkeeper’s eyes sharpened. “Which kind.”
Jessa’s mark pulsed, heat flaring. The air seemed to thicken. Jessa felt the familiar tug of the bond, not toward Darian, but toward the space between them, as if the mark wanted to declare itself.
Darian’s hand tightened on her wrist in warning.
Jessa forced herself to breathe slowly.
The shopkeeper’s nostrils flared. “Ah,” she said softly. “That kind.”
Jessa’s throat went tight. “Do you have it?”
The woman’s gaze moved between them with a calculating calm. “I have ink that dulls listening wards. I have thread that makes doors forget your name. I have salves that numb pain and make fools brave.” She tilted her head. “But hiding an Oathmark’s song is not the same as hiding a thief’s footprint.”
Darian’s voice stayed even. “Name your price.”
The woman made a small sound, amused. “That depends on whether you’re buying silence… or salvation.”
Jessa’s pulse jumped. The bond warmed, and with it came that faint brush of Darian’s attention again, like a thought she shouldn’t be able to feel.
He felt it too. His gaze flicked to her, quick, then back.
Jessa forced her focus on the shopkeeper. “We don’t need salvation.”
The woman’s eyes glinted. “Everyone says that until the hunt begins.”
Darian didn’t flinch. “It’s already begun.”
“This is saints’ hush,” she said. “A salve. It won’t erase a mark. But it can dampen the flare. It’s imperfect. It’s temporary. It’s dangerous.”
Jessa swallowed. “Dangerous how?”
The woman’s gaze slid to Jessa’s forearm. “Because marks don’t like being silenced. They fight. If your bond’s rule is proximity, you can sometimes cheat it. If it’s truth, you can sometimes swallow lies.” She leaned closer. “But if it’s signal… and you smother it, the bond may compensate elsewhere. Pain. Pull. Heat.” Her voice went lower. “Or bleed.”
Jessa’s skin prickled. “Bleed what?”
The shopkeeper’s eyes flicked to Darian’s. “Thoughts. Memories. Identity.”
Jessa’s stomach dropped. “That’s not possible.”
The woman’s expression didn’t change. “You’re standing in my shop wearing the Collegium’s signature wound. Don’t tell me what is possible.”
Darian’s jaw tightened. “How long does it last?”
“An hour if you’re lucky,” she said. “Less if you fight each other.”
Jessa almost laughed, sharp and bitter. “Of course.”
The woman tapped the jar with one stained finger. “It’s thirty silver.”
The shopkeeper’s brows rose. “You really are both.”
Darian’s gaze remained hard. “We also need information.”
The woman’s fingers stilled above the coins. “Information costs more than hush.”
“We’re looking for replication,” Darian said. “Marks like ours.”
The shopkeeper’s face went very still.
Jessa felt the bond tighten, heat concentrating under her skin, like it was listening too.
The woman’s voice turned careful. “You should not say that word in my shop.”
Darian’s gaze sharpened. “So it’s real.”
The shopkeeper exhaled slowly. “It’s real enough that people die for whispering it.”
Jessa’s mouth went dry. “We already did,” she said, thinking of the corridor tunnel, the blood on stone, the way Darian’s blade had ended a life without ceremony.
The shopkeeper’s eyes flicked to her. “Then you understand.”
Darian leaned in slightly. “Show me.”
Then she turned and jerked her chin toward a curtain in the back. “No talking. No touching. If you’re followed, you leave. If you lie, you leave.”
Darian nodded once. Jessa followed, heart pounding.
Jessa’s throat tightened so hard it hurt.
The shopkeeper moved to a locked cabinet and took out a ledger. Not a merchant’s inventory list, but something else: thin pages filled with coded marks, names written in clipped shorthand, symbols she didn’t recognize.
Jessa’s breath stopped.
On the page were columns. Dates. Locations. And under each, pairs of initials connected by a drawn line, with small annotations beside them.
A grim, tidy catalog.
Darian’s gaze went flat. “How many.”
The shopkeeper’s voice was low. “More than you want to know.”
Jessa’s stomach twisted. “Those are bonded pairs.”
“Yes,” the woman said. “Some were voluntary. Most were not.”
Jessa’s mark flared hot, anger surging so fast it made her dizzy. The air felt thinner. She felt Darian’s anger, too, a cold spike that slid through the bond like steel.
The shopkeeper’s eyes flicked between them. “Careful. You’re loud.”
Darian forced his breath slow. “Where do they come from.”
The shopkeeper’s mouth tightened. “Ink doesn’t make itself. And marks like yours require more than skill.” She tapped the ledger. “There’s a supply chain. Blood. Thread. Geometry. Consent forms forged or stolen. Healers bribed. Ward-scribes paid.”
It matched the fissure she’d seen in the wardwell stone.
Her throat tightened. “That symbol. What is it.”
The shopkeeper’s face went taut. “A signature. A maker’s mark.”
Jessa’s pulse spiked. “Maedra.”
The woman’s expression didn’t confirm it, but the silence did.
Darian’s jaw clenched. “She’s been replicating. Quietly.”
Jessa felt something nauseating bloom in her stomach, the realization settling like rot. They weren’t fugitives because they were dangerous.
Jessa turned pages with shaking fingers, careful not to smear the ink. She saw entries tied to corridor-cities, to front-line strips, to healer encampments. Some pairs were marked failed. Others were marked stable. A few had additional notes that made her blood go cold:
PHASE II OBSERVED. SIGNAL LEAK. TRACKING SUCCESSFUL.
Jessa’s mouth went dry. “They’ve tested the tracking.”
The shopkeeper watched her closely. “Yes.”
Jessa’s fingers tightened on the ledger. “On who.”
The woman’s voice dropped. “On people who couldn’t fight back.”
A sound escaped Jessa’s throat that was too raw to be called a sob. Her forearm burned. The bond pulsed, not steady now, but tight, agitated. It wanted something. Rage. Action. Punishment. She didn’t know which.
Darian’s hand slid to her wrist, grounding her. “Jessa.”
She looked at him, eyes hot. “They did this to children,” she whispered, not sure if it was true but sure it was possible. “To conscripts. To healers who couldn’t refuse.”
Darian’s gaze didn’t soften, but it sharpened into something lethal. “Yes.”
Jessa’s breath hitched. “And they’re still doing it.”
The shopkeeper’s lips pressed thin. “There’s more.”
She turned the ledger to another section. The symbols shifted. The annotations were different, more cryptic. Some had dragon glyphs, stylized wing shapes and claw marks, the kind used in treaty chambers to denote sovereign parties.
Jessa’s stomach dropped. Her voice came out thin. “No.”
Darian’s shoulders went rigid.
The shopkeeper tapped one entry with a stained finger. “These are rumors. Not confirmed.”
Jessa couldn’t look away. Beside the glyph was a note:
RES. THEFT. SKY CHAIN PROTOCOL.
Her mouth went numb.
Darian’s voice was quiet, too controlled. “Chain of skies.”
The shopkeeper’s eyes flicked to his. “People have started calling it that, yes. Because they think if you can bind a commander and a healer, you can bind anything.”
The bond pulsed, and in it she felt Darian’s tension, not just anger now but something close to dread.
“They’re going after dragons,” Jessa whispered.
The shopkeeper’s voice was flat. “Or they already did.”
Jessa’s throat tightened. “That can’t happen. They’re sovereign. They’ll burn cities.”
“That’s why people are buying hush,” the woman said, almost gently. “Because if dragons start retaliating, the corridor-cities will be the first to die.”
Darian’s gaze sharpened. “Who is buying.”
Jessa recognized none of them. That didn’t matter. Darian’s gaze fixed on one and went still.
“What,” Jessa demanded.
Darian’s jaw flexed. “Rooke.”
Her stomach lurched. “What?”
He tapped the name. It wasn’t his. It was older, written with an initial and a surname that matched his.
E. ROOKE.
Jessa’s mouth went dry. “That’s your—”
The bond warmed, then tightened, and Jessa felt something startling in it: a flash of memory that wasn’t hers. A hallway, older stone, a man’s hand on a child’s shoulder, the smell of smoke and iron. The memory was gone as quickly as it came, like a spark swallowed by dark.
Jessa’s breath caught. “Darian… was that—”
For what the bond might steal from him.
He turned back to the shopkeeper, voice hard. “What is that name doing here.”
The woman’s expression tightened. “I don’t know who he is to you. I only know he buys hush. He buys thread. He buys silence.”
Jessa’s heart hammered. “He’s alive.”
Darian didn’t answer, but his hand had gone cold around her wrist.
Jessa looked down at the list again. Another name sat beneath it, written in the same careful shorthand:
ORCHID112.
Jessa’s stomach turned over. The alias was familiar in the worst way, like a nightmare you recognized even waking. Her mind chased threads: ink-house signatures, program scope, replication, the way Maedra had smiled in the Hall as if she was holding a leash.
The shopkeeper’s voice dropped. “That one doesn’t come in person. Messages. Payments. Instructions.” She tapped the page. “They want certain pairs stable. Certain pairs quiet. And certain pairs… loud.”
Jessa’s mark pulsed hard, heat spiking.
Darian’s gaze snapped to her forearm. “Breathe.”
Jessa forced air into her lungs. “They wanted us loud,” she whispered.
The shopkeeper’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe. Or maybe you became loud because you survived what was meant to break you.”
Jessa’s skin prickled. The bond warmed sharply, the signal-leak rule screaming without words.
Darian’s head lifted. “They found us.”
The shopkeeper’s face went pale. “How many.”
Darian listened, eyes narrowed. “More than before.”
Jessa’s heart slammed against her ribs. “We can’t stay.”
The shopkeeper snatched the ledger back and shoved it into the cabinet, hands shaking only slightly. “You bought one hour,” she hissed. “Use it.” She grabbed the jar of saints’ hush and thrust it into Jessa’s hands. “Rub it over the mark. Both of you. It will dull the flare.”
Jessa stared at the jar like it might poison her. “And the bleeding.”
The shopkeeper’s eyes flashed. “Better a bleed than a cage.”
Darian didn’t hesitate. He yanked his sleeve up and exposed his mark.
Jessa popped the wax seal with trembling fingers. The salve inside was dark, almost black, with a faint shimmer like powdered silver.
She touched it.
Cold.
His mark dimmed. Not erased. Damped, like a lantern covered with cloth.
Darian exhaled sharply. “Again.”
Jessa spread another layer, then dragged her own sleeve up and did the same to herself.
The cold hit her mark and she gasped. The bond reacted instantly, tightening, a flash of pain that wasn’t pain exactly, more like a violent protest. Her vision blurred for half a heartbeat.
Then the heat dimmed.
The pulsing rhythm didn’t stop. It went quieter, like the song had been forced to hum instead of shout.
Jessa’s shoulders sagged with relief she didn’t trust.
Darian caught her elbow. “You good.”
“No,” she whispered. “But I’m standing.”
The shopkeeper shoved a small bundle into Darian’s hand: a coil of ward-thread and a stamped token. “Back exit. Through the tannery alley. If you see a man with a silver disk, do not let him get close enough to tune you again.”
Darian’s eyes were hard. “We need that list.”
“You already saw what matters,” the woman said, voice tight. “Program scope. Dragon glyphs. That name.” Her gaze flicked toward E. ROOKE like it burned. “Now run.”
The front bell chimed softly.
Then again.
Jessa’s mark twitched under the salve, trying to flare and failing.
Darian’s gaze snapped to the shopkeeper. “Back door.”
She moved fast, throwing aside the rear curtain and yanking open a narrow door that led into a damp alley reeking of hides and lye. The air outside was colder, darker. Perfect for hiding.
Also perfect for being cornered.
Jessa stepped out first, bare feet hitting slick stone. Darian followed, blade already in his hand again.
A figure stood at the far end of the alley, half-hidden in shadow. Hood up. Gloved hand lifted, holding a silver-inlaid disk.
The disk hummed.
Not loud. Not yet.
Jessa’s stomach dropped.
The salve was working, but not enough. Her mark throbbed under the cold, trying to sing.
They didn’t need her to run.
They just needed her to exist.
The hooded figure’s voice carried softly down the alley, almost polite. “Jessa Korr. Darian Rooke.”
Jessa’s blood went ice.
Darian’s jaw clenched. “They know our names.”
The figure lifted the disk slightly, and the hum deepened. “The Regent offers amnesty one last time. Come quietly, and you’ll keep what you are.”
Jessa’s mark twitched again, and for a split second she felt something that wasn’t hers at all: a memory of a man signing his name on parchment, ink dark as blood, and a woman’s voice saying, Orchid.
Her breath caught. She turned her head toward Darian, panic sharp.
He felt it too. His eyes widened a fraction, as if the same foreign memory had grazed him.
Identity bleed.
The bond wasn’t just a song anymore.
It was a door.
And someone out there had learned how to knock.






  
  Chapter 4: A Mercy That Burns


The hooded figure said their names like a blessing. 
Like a sentence.
“Jessa Korr. Darian Rooke.”
The alley shrank around Jessa. The tannery stench, the slick stones under her bare feet, the thin daylight that barely reached this lower cut of market, all of it blurred behind the single, impossible fact of being seen.
Not just found.
Named.
Darian’s hand closed around her wrist and pulled her half a step back into the shadow by the inkhouse door. His eyes were hard and flat, commander-calm, but Jessa felt something else skitter across the bond like a sharp pebble. Not fear for himself. Fear of the tool in that man’s hand.
The stranger smiled, polite as a clerk. “The Regent offers amnesty one last time.”
Jessa tasted metal. The words amnesty and mercy were becoming the same thing in her mind, and both meant teeth.
“Come quietly,” the stranger continued, “and you’ll keep what you are.”
Keep what you are.
As if they owned the right to decide what she was.
Jessa’s mark gave a tight pulse under the cold hush-salve, like it was straining against a gag.
Darian leaned close, voice barely there. “Don’t let it flare.”
“I’m trying,” she whispered back, furious at the tremor in her own breath.
A second figure stepped into view behind the first, also hooded, also gloved, disk in hand. The second disk’s hum slid under the first like harmony, the two notes finding each other.
Jessa’s stomach rolled. She could feel the tug again, that sideways pull the disks induced, like the bond was being coaxed to lean, to point, to confess direction.
The first stranger lifted his free hand, palm up, the gesture almost ceremonial. “This does not have to be ugly.”
Darian’s voice was steady, and it cut. “You’re not here to negotiate.”
The stranger’s smile didn’t change. “No. I’m here to deliver.”
Jessa felt it then, sharp as a needle: the bond’s tension shifting in her chest, the pressure of an incoming flare. Not pain. Not pull. Something like a locked jaw.
A memory tried to surface, not hers.
Ink on parchment. A man’s hand steadying a stamp. A woman’s voice, close and calm: Orchid.
Jessa’s breath snagged. The image vanished, but it left a cold smear behind her eyes.
Darian’s gaze snapped to her face as if he’d felt the same flicker.
“You felt it again,” he said, low.
Jessa swallowed hard. “Yes.”
The stranger took one measured step forward. “Time.”
Darian made a decision with his body before he spoke it. He pivoted, putting his shoulder between Jessa and the disk, and shoved her backward, not toward the brighter market, but toward the darker passage that dipped down and right.
“Run,” he hissed.
Jessa’s spine went rigid. “No.”
His grip tightened. “Jessa.”
The bond pulsed hard, the new rhythm tightening like a rope. It did not want separation. It did not accept it.
Darian’s jaw clenched, anger and calculation braided together. He yanked the ward-thread bundle the inkhouse woman had given him from inside his coat and tossed it to Jessa without looking.
“Hold that,” he said. “If you drop it, we’re dead.”
Jessa caught it on instinct, fingers closing around the coarse coil. It felt faintly alive, vibrating with wardcraft.
The stranger’s disk hummed higher.
Jessa’s mark twitched under the salve, trying to flare and failing.
Darian moved.
He didn’t charge straight. He lunged left, baiting the disk-holder to angle his attention that way, and then, in the same breath, he grabbed Jessa again and dragged her right, into the descending passage. It was a feint, not a fight.
The disk-holder cursed softly, stepping after them.
The hum followed.
Jessa’s feet slipped on wet stone. Darian’s hand clamped around her forearm, hauling her upright as if she weighed nothing. She hated how automatic it was, how her body accepted him as an anchor now.
Behind them, a third voice called, “Mark’s damped. Push resonance.”
The words were clinical.
The hum deepened. Jessa felt the sideways tug intensify, pulling at the bond like someone trying to turn her wrist without touching her.
Pain lanced through her forearm, sharp and bright. The bond was protesting the manipulation.
Jessa gasped, and the sound threatened to become a flare.
Darian squeezed her wrist hard enough to hurt. “Breathe through it.”
She wanted to scream at him. Instead she forced air into her lungs, slow, controlled, and the bond’s spike softened into a hot ache.
They dropped deeper into the passage, the tannery alley giving way to an under-market service cut that smelled of damp rope and stale beer. A small doorway appeared on their left, half-hidden behind stacked barrels.
Darian shoved it open.
They stumbled into darkness.
A storage room. Abandoned, maybe. Or simply forgotten. The air inside was cool and close, thick with the smell of old grain. Somewhere, a rat scuttled.
Darian slammed the door shut and threw his shoulder against it as if his body could become a lock.
Jessa’s chest heaved. Her forearm burned under the salve, the mark thrumming like a heart trapped under skin.
Outside, the hum paused.
Then, faintly, it returned, searching.
Darian pressed his ear to the door. “They’re listening for the flare.”
Jessa clutched the ward-thread coil. “This won’t hold forever.”
“It doesn’t need to,” he said.
He turned, and in the dim she could barely see his face, but she could feel him. The bond made him a presence against her skin, like standing near a fire.
“Wrap the thread,” he murmured.
“Where?”
His gaze flicked to her forearm. “Around the mark. Tight. It’s a crude dampener, but it will confuse the resonance for a moment.”
Jessa’s hands shook as she uncoiled the ward-thread. It smelled faintly of copper and smoke. She wound it around her sleeve where the mark lay underneath, pulling it snug. The thread bit into cloth, then into her skin, like it wanted to nest.
The bond reacted, a quick flare of protest that made her teeth clench.
Darian reached for the other end. “My turn.”
She hesitated. Not because she didn’t want to help. Because touching him now felt like touching something charged.
Then she remembered the disk’s hum, the way the bond had tried to lean toward it like an obedient thing.
She wrapped the thread around Darian’s forearm too, over his blood-streaked sleeve. He tugged the cloth up, exposing the ink, and the black-silver lines of the mark seemed to drink the dim light.
Jessa’s fingers brushed his skin.
A shock ran through her chest.
Not pain.
Heat. A quiet, startling warmth that slid through the bond and settled under her ribs like a held breath.
Darian stiffened.
His eyes lifted to hers. The dim didn’t hide the way his pupils widened.
For a heartbeat, neither of them moved.
Jessa’s mouth went dry.
This was the dangerous part, the part no one could train them for. The bond’s rules were supposed to be brutal and simple. Stay close or die. Lie and bleed. Transfer pain or drown in it.
But the new rhythm in her mark did not feel simple.
It felt like it was learning them.
Darian’s voice came out rough. “We need to stay quiet.”
Jessa swallowed. “We are.”
He shook his head once, small. “Not like that.”
Her cheeks heated, anger and embarrassment flaring together. “Like what?”
His jaw flexed. He looked toward the door again, as if the hum outside could overhear his thoughts. “The bond.”
Jessa’s pulse jumped. “What about it?”
Darian’s throat worked. “When you touched me… it steadied.”
Jessa stared at him. “So?”
“So,” he said, and there was a fracture in his calm, “it means Maedra wasn’t lying about one thing. Choice changes it. Consent changes it.”
Jessa’s hands tightened around the thread. “Then why does it still hurt?”
“Because we’re not choosing in a clean room,” he said. “We’re choosing while someone tries to tune us like an instrument.”
Outside the door, the hum returned, closer. Two disks now, maybe three. The note shifted, searching for their frequency.
Jessa’s stomach turned. “They’ll find us.”
Darian’s gaze was intense. “Not if we stop feeding it.”
Jessa laughed once, sharp and humorless. “How do we stop existing?”
He stepped closer, and the bond tightened in response, not punishing, not pleading, simply acknowledging proximity like a law of nature.
Darian lowered his voice. “We stop resisting each other. Resistance spikes the signal.”
Jessa’s blood went hot. “That’s your solution? Stop resisting you?”
His eyes flashed. “Stop resisting the bond’s need for alignment. It doesn’t mean you forgive me.”
“It feels like it does,” she snapped.
Darian’s jaw tightened. “Then this will get ugly fast.”
The hum outside rose. A faint tap on the door, soft as a polite knock.
Jessa’s mark twitched, straining under the hush salve and thread. Her chest tightened. A lie formed automatically in her throat, an old reflex. We can wait. We can hide.
The bond punished the thought before she spoke it.
Heat surged. Her stomach flipped, nausea sharp enough to make her bend slightly at the waist. Her vision blurred.
Truth-sickness.
Jessa sucked in a breath through her teeth. “No.”
Darian’s hand shot out, catching her elbow. “What did you just lie about?”
Jessa glared at him through the nausea. “I didn’t say anything.”
“You don’t have to,” he said, voice hard now, certain. “It’s escalating. What was the lie.”
Jessa swallowed bile. The bond pulsed painfully, insisting.
“I thought,” she forced out, “that we could wait them out. That they would leave.”
The nausea eased by a fraction, as if the bond accepted payment.
Darian’s grip loosened slightly. “We can’t.”
Jessa’s eyes stung. “I know.”
Another soft knock. A voice, muffled by wood. “Commander. We can do this cleanly.”
Darian’s shoulders went rigid.
Jessa felt it through the bond, a flash of old familiarity. The voice belonged to someone trained in the same discipline. Someone who knew how commanders moved, how they thought.
The bond pulsed again, and with it came a sliver of something else, a memory not hers: a training yard under gray







