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​Chapter 1 — Thirty-Seven Clean
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The boy's name was Fenric Ault. Twenty-two years old. Southern territory, pack of the Greymarsh. Bond severed six days ago.

Kas read the intake form twice, not because it was complicated but because precision was a habit she'd built so deep it had stopped feeling like effort. Name, age, origin pack, date of severance, physical condition on arrival. She filled in the last field as compromised but stable and set the pen down.

He was sitting across from her in the processing room — a narrow space with two chairs, a table, and a strip of high window that let in the grey morning light. He'd stopped shaking somewhere in the third hour of transit. Now he just looked at her with the specific exhaustion of someone who had run until the running was over and hadn't yet figured out what came after.

"You're going to sign the formal acknowledgment," Kas said. "It confirms you understand the terms of your processing — the holding period, the assessment timeline, the route to the tribunal. I'll explain any part of it you have questions about."

"I know what it means," Fenric said.

"Then sign it."

He looked at the form. His hands, she noticed, were still. People in his position often couldn't keep them still. She didn't read that as composure — she read it as the particular steadiness that came after the body had nothing left to spend on trembling.

He signed.

Kas took the form back and squared it with the others in the folder. The physical toll of bond severance was not her department — the medical assessors would handle that — but she catalogued it anyway the way she catalogued everything: the hollowness around his eyes, the way he held his right arm slightly away from his body, the careful quality of his breathing. Bond-breaking was brutal on the body. She knew the literature. It didn't change anything about her work, but she'd learned, over the years, to look at what was there rather than away from it.

"You can have water," she said. "Someone will be in within the hour for the medical assessment."

"How long will I be held?"

"The tribunal schedules vary. Four to six weeks in the current queue."

He nodded slowly. His gaze had drifted to the table. Then, without looking up: "How do you live with it?"

Kas recapped the pen. "I do my job."

"That's not what I asked."

She looked at him. He met it — not with aggression, but with the particular directness of someone who had nothing left to lose by being direct. She'd seen that look on more than one face across this table. It didn't unsettle her. She'd built herself, over ten years, into someone that look could not reach.

"The law doesn't require me to feel anything about it," she said. "It requires me to execute it accurately. I do."

"Do you believe it?"

"Yes."

He held her gaze for another moment. Then he looked back at the table and didn't say anything else.

Kas gathered the folder, stood, and noted the time on the cover sheet. She had a debrief in forty minutes and a kit inventory she'd pushed from yesterday. The day was already structured around her. It was always structured around her. This was, in her view, how a day should be.

She returned to her quarters via the long corridor, the one that ran behind the processing wing and let out near the equipment room. The building was familiar in the specific way that places become when you've moved through them for years without really looking — every turn anticipated, every sound assigned. She could have walked it with her eyes closed and probably had, once or twice, in the exhausted aftermath of a long retrieval.

Her room was small and ordered. She'd been in this posting for three years; before that, the northern district for four; before that, field training for two. Nine years in this building or one like it, and the room always looked the same. Not because she lacked the capacity for clutter — she knew she didn't — but because the absence of it was the absence of something she couldn't name and didn't try to.

She set the folder on the desk. Opened her kit and began the inventory, running through each item in sequence: restraint cords, field medical pack, signal flares, the short blade she carried at her hip and the longer one strapped to her left thigh. She checked the blades last, as she always did — not because they were most likely to need attention but because the handling of them was its own kind of reset. Ten years of that. Her hands knew the motion without her.

The kit went back into its case in the exact order she'd taken it out.

Thirty-seven.

The number was not one she kept a tally on. She didn't need to — the records office kept the tally, and she was not the kind of person who needed a secondary system for the same data. But she was also not the kind of person who didn't know the number, because she had signed her name to every file and she knew what she'd signed.

Fenric Ault. Number thirty-seven.

She set the case against the wall, adjusted it until the corner was aligned with the floor tile, and went to write her debrief.

Everything was in its place.

This was how it was supposed to be.
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​Chapter 2 — What the Click Is For
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The bonding ceremony was held in the pack's eastern hall, which smelled of pine resin and the particular press of bodies in good clothes. Kas stood near the back with her hands clasped and watched the couple at the front of the room complete the formal acknowledgment — the clasped hands, the witnessed Click, the small collective exhale of a room that had been holding its breath for the moment of confirmation.

She had attended six of these in the last three years. They all looked the same in the broad strokes: the hall, the witness panel, the precise language of the bonding charter read aloud by the officiant. The details differed — the couple, the family configurations, the degree of collective emotion in the room — but the structure was invariant, and Kas had come to appreciate that about them. A bonding ceremony was proof that the system worked as intended. She found that clarifying.

The junior enforcer whose ceremony this was — a young woman named Pell, two years into her posting, who had once helped Kas carry an unconscious retrieval subject across a quarter mile of bad terrain without complaint — looked genuinely happy. Kas noted this without sentimentality. It was a fact about the room, like the pine resin and the body warmth.

Corvin appeared at her shoulder between the ceremony's end and the start of the gathering. He had the unfailing ability to materialize in her peripheral vision during precisely the events where she would have preferred to remain alone with her own assessment of a room.

"She looks good," he said.

"She looks happy."

"That's what I said."

Kas didn't argue. Corvin was twenty-four and saw very little difference between happy and good, which was either a deficiency of precision or an abundance of something she'd stopped trying to name. She was not sure it mattered.

They left before the gathering reached its second hour. Kas preferred events that ended before they became something else, and Corvin, whatever his other qualities, had learned not to argue with her about this. They walked the east road back toward the residential quarter, into the long blue dusk of a late autumn evening. The temperature had dropped. Kas noted it as a fact and turned her collar up.

"Good ceremony," Corvin said, after they'd walked far enough that the hall noise had faded.

"It was correct."

"That's your version of a compliment."

"That's my version of an assessment."

He made a sound that was not quite a laugh — the sound he made when he found her funny and was deciding whether to tell her so. She'd learned this tell over twenty-four years of him making it. It came more often than he probably intended.

They walked in silence for a moment. Then: "Do you ever think about it?"

"About what."

"The Click." He glanced at her sideways. "What it would be like if yours fired with someone you couldn't — I don't know. Someone inconvenient."

"The Click doesn't operate on convenience."

"I know how it operates. I'm asking what you think about."

She considered the question the way she considered most of Corvin's questions — with the recognition that he was asking something real underneath the surface version, and that the surface version was a courtesy extended to her tendency toward precision. He'd been doing this since he was twelve.

"I don't think about it," she said.

"You never wonder?"

"Wondering about the conditions under which a bond fires is like wondering about the conditions under which your heart stops. It's not a useful line of inquiry."

"Most people would find it a fairly compelling line of inquiry."

"Most people are not me."

"That," Corvin said, "is genuinely the least self-aware thing you've said this month, and you said some things last week."

She looked at him. He looked back with the expression he used when he knew he was right and was waiting for her to arrive at the same conclusion. It was an expression he'd been perfecting since adolescence.

"I didn't ask what you thought it would be like," he said, less lightly. "I asked if you'd thought about it. There's a difference."

Kas looked back at the road. The street lamps were coming on ahead of them, amber in the dusk, strung at intervals down the long avenue. She watched them without particularly seeing them.

What would it be like, Corvin had not quite asked, if your bond fired with someone you couldn't have.

She had no answer. She also, she realized, had never tried to find one — not because she found the question threatening but because it had genuinely never felt urgent. Her life was structured in a way that left no space for urgency of that particular kind. The warrant queue. The processing schedules. The thirty-seven files.

She didn't answer.

Corvin didn't push. This was the other thing about him — he knew when she'd left his question somewhere rather than answered it, and he let the leaving be.

They said goodnight at the corner where their routes split. She watched him go with the particular feeling that occasionally accompanied watching Corvin disappear into his own life — a feeling she had no precise name for. Something like affection, something like protectiveness, something she'd learned years ago not to hold too tightly because holding things too tightly was how you found out what they cost.

She walked the rest of the way alone.

I didn't ask how it works, he'd said. I asked what you'd think about.

The question stayed in the air of the evening the whole way home, which was unlike her. She was not a person who carried things. She had made herself into someone who set things down when they were finished with.

She set this down too.

Or she tried.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3 — A Name on Every Board
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The warrant board ran the length of the east wall in the main processing room, and in ten years of working out of this bureau, Kas had never stood in front of it without some part of her assessing the distribution. Active warrants on the left, closed on the right, escalated in the center column in the distinctive red-bordered sleeves that meant Warden-level priority. The escalated column was never empty. She'd stopped expecting it to be.

Vesper Dain's file was in red.

It had been in red for eight months, she knew — had known without looking directly at it, the way you know where a difficult object is in a room even when you're deliberately not facing it. Three other enforcers had taken the assignment in that time. None had closed it. The file had moved through the escalated column the way certain files did: slowly, accumulating failure, becoming something the bureau discussed in the particular tone it used for problems that were also, quietly, embarrassments.

Rook was at the adjacent desk when she came in. He had a mug of something hot and a report he was annotating in the small, economical handwriting she'd spent a decade learning to read across a table. He glanced up, read her expression, and looked at the board.

"She gave you Dain," he said.

"Not yet." Kas hung her jacket on the peg by the door and straightened it. "I have a meeting in twenty minutes."

"She gave you Dain," Rook said again, without inflection.

She didn't argue with him. Rook's intelligence was not the loud kind; he was not a man who demonstrated it in obvious ways. But he had an instinct for institutional momentum — for knowing which files were moving toward which people — that she'd found more reliable over the years than any official communication she'd ever received.

She sat and opened her current case log instead of the board. There was a follow-up from the Aldren retrieval still outstanding, two reports to finalize, and a tribunal preparation she'd put off longer than she should have. She worked through them in order, with the door to the meeting room still closed behind Ilara's name placard, and did not look at the board again.

At the twenty-minute mark, exactly, Ilara's door opened.

High Warden Ilara did not have the look of a person who commanded things. That was, Kas had decided years ago, the reason she was so effective at commanding them. She was a woman of fifty-two with silver-grey hair worn close to her head and the kind of careful stillness in her face that came either from complete composure or its very practiced imitation. In ten years of working under her, Kas had never been certain which it was. She suspected that was intentional.

"Enforcer Veth." She stepped aside and held the door.

Kas went in. The meeting room was small and lit by the morning window — the same grey light the processing room had, the same filtered quality that made the territory's autumn feel permanent. There were two chairs. Ilara sat in one and waited with the air of someone who had more time than she did and was choosing to spend it here. It was a skill. Kas had watched her deploy it for the better part of a decade.

The file on the table was red-bordered.

"You know the case," Ilara said. Not a question.

"I know the file. I've read it."

"Everyone has read it. You're different from everyone." Ilara laced her fingers. "You'll close it."

Kas looked at the file. She did not open it immediately. She had learned, from Ilara and from years before Ilara, that the speed at which you touched something said something about you — that people who moved too quickly toward what they wanted gave themselves away. She reached for it at her natural pace, which was unhurried, and opened it on the first page.

The intake photograph was dated ten years ago: a nineteen-year-old face caught in the flat light of official documentation, the expression carefully neutral in the way that people managed to make expressions neutral when they knew they were being recorded for a system that would use the image against them. High forehead. Close-cropped hair, shorter then than the more recent surveillance images in the subsequent pages. Dark eyes that held the camera without flinching.

Kas noted the photograph the way she noted everything. Turned to the next page.

"Bond severed at nineteen," she said. "Original pack — Greyveil territory, southeastern quarter. The Alpha's eldest son."

"Daevin Crell. Yes."

"Packless since. Ten years in the eastern wilds."

"The eastern wilds have never been a barrier for this office." Ilara's tone was even. "The three enforcers who preceded you made the same point in their initial assessments. None of them came back with her."

"What did they come back with?"

"Two came back with accounts of how close they'd gotten. One didn't file an account at all — he filed a transfer request instead." A pause. "He got it."

Kas turned another page. Surveillance images: a campfire, a treeline, a figure at distance. Blurred, inconclusive, the kind of photography that told you someone had been somewhere and nothing else about what that meant. A network map of contacts in the eastern margin-lands — names she recognized from other files, the informal community that had grown in the territory's unwatched spaces over the last decade. Bond-breakers and packless exiles and people the warrant system had chased toward the edges until the edges became somewhere they chose to be.

The community had a name, in the bureau's internal notation. The Fringe. It was not a term the people who lived there used, as far as Kas knew. Names given by systems to the things they couldn't contain were rarely the names those things called themselves.

She found a more recent photograph near the back of the file. Vesper Dain, maybe three years ago — taken at distance from what the annotation suggested was a trading post in the margin-lands. Closer than the others. Clearer.

She looked at it for a moment longer than the others. The image had a quality of being caught mid-motion — not running, not posed, just in the middle of going somewhere. As if the camera had intersected with a life already in progress.

Kas closed the folder.

"Priority closure," she said.

"Yes."

"Timeline?"

"I don't set timelines for cases like this. You know that." Ilara looked at her without pressure. "I set resources. You'll have what you need."

Kas thought of Rook, at the adjacent desk, already knowing. "I'd prefer to work primary alone."

"I expected you would. Keep me updated on substantive developments." A pause that had just enough space in it to carry something unspoken — not a warning exactly, more the suggestion of one. "She has become a symbol, Enforcer Veth. That is always more difficult than it sounds."

"Because symbols attract attention."

"Because symbols have to come back intact." Ilara held her gaze for a moment. "The tribunal needs to be able to point at her and say: this is what bond-breaking is. Not a martyr's file and an open warrant. Her presence."

Kas nodded.

She took the file. She went back to her desk and sat with it open and Rook's careful presence beside her, not asking, which was the thing she valued most about Rook — his understanding that some information was best offered without interrogation.

She read the file again. All of it. She had a policy of reading everything twice before she started to plan.

The photograph near the back was in the same position when she reached it. She looked at it the same amount of time as the others. She turned the page.

She began to plan.
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​Chapter 4 — The Territory's Edge
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The waystation had not been a waystation for at least six years. Vesper had watched the roof go — one winter, fast — and then the eastern wall the following spring, and since then the structure had been becoming something else at its own pace. Not a ruin in the dramatic sense. Just a building that had stopped being what it was and had not yet decided what to become.

Signy had decided for it. Signy had a way of locating the parts of things that still worked and organizing her life around those parts without apparent effort, which was either a profound adaptability or a very specific form of stubbornness, and in her sixty-one years she had apparently seen no reason to distinguish between them.

The fire was inside, in the corner where two walls still met and the wind didn't find them. A kettle hung over it on the old iron bracket that had somehow survived everything the building hadn't. Signy was doing something to a bowl of dried herbs — sorting, or cataloguing, or just handling them in the meditative way she sometimes handled things when she was thinking without wanting to appear to be thinking. Her grey hair was braided back and her expression was placid in the way that meant she'd heard Vesper approaching from some distance and had adjusted accordingly.

"You're leaving," she said, without looking up.

"I haven't said anything yet."

"You walk differently when you're about to."

Vesper crouched by the fire and held her hands out to it. The morning was cold — genuinely cold, not the first-cold of early autumn but the committed cold that meant the territory had made up its mind about the season. She'd been awake since before dawn, moving through the camp on the kind of restless circuit that always preceded her departures, checking equipment she'd already checked, reassessing routes she'd already planned.

"Two, three days," she said. "There's a contact in the Aldren quarter who owes me a document. I want to collect before the winter closes the passes."

Signy made a sound that was not agreement. It was the sound she made when she was acknowledging information without endorsing the reasoning behind it.

"Brix could get the document," she said.

"Brix would lose the document."

"Brix would probably find it more interesting than you'd prefer." A pause. "That's different."

From the far side of the waystation's remaining wall came the sound of something being set down with more force than was necessary, followed by a muffled complaint. Brix appeared through the gap that had once been a doorway, carrying a bundle of wood and wearing an expression of elaborate injury.

"I can hear you," Brix said. "I'd like to say, for the record, that I have never lost anything. I have relocated things temporarily."

"The Crell letters," Vesper said.

"Were relocated to a safer location during a period of elevated risk."

"You left them in a trading post in Merevast."

"Which is a very safe location." Brix deposited the wood near the fire with a deliberateness that suggested they found this accusation unfair. "I went back for them."

"Six months later."

"They were fine."

Vesper looked at them for a moment, then back at the fire. This was, in its essentials, the shape of every conversation she'd had with Brix in the three years since they'd started occupying the same spaces in the margin-lands — a kind of ongoing low-stakes argument that functioned as the actual warmth of the relationship, which Brix found obvious and Vesper tried not to examine too closely.

She liked Brix. She liked them in the uncomplicated way that was rare enough to be worth protecting. She did not tell them this because some truths, told plainly, became heavier things than they needed to be.

Signy had finished with the herbs and was now pouring water into the kettle with the deliberate economy of someone who knew exactly how much she had. The steam, when it came, was immediate and dense against the cold morning air.

"The network's been talking," Signy said, as if picking up the middle of a conversation.

Vesper waited.

"Someone out of the bureau. Senior. Not Rook Aldfer — higher." She looked up, finally. Her eyes were the pale grey of winter sky, very steady. "Someone who takes files other enforcers don't close."

Vesper held the warmth of the fire on her palms and looked at the small bright center of it.

In ten years of the wilds, she had received this kind of information perhaps a dozen times — the network's early warning, passed through enough hands to arrive blurred at the edges but usually accurate in its core. The bureau had sent people before. The bureau would keep sending people, because the bureau had a file and an open warrant and a function to perform, and she had declined to make that function easy.

She was not afraid of this. She had not been afraid of it in years — not in the way she'd been afraid of it in the beginning, when the wilds were new and she was still learning how to be alone in them. Now it was more like weather. You noted it, you adjusted, and you kept moving.

"How senior?" she said.

"The name came through twice. Kasara Veth."

Brix, who had been in the process of positioning a log with excessive precision, went briefly still.

Vesper did not change her posture or her relationship to the fire. She processed the name the way she processed most information — without visible reaction, which was not the absence of reaction but its deliberate management. She had learned this early and learned it thoroughly: the wilds had no patience for people who let their faces say things before their minds had finished deciding what those things should be.

Kasara Veth. She'd heard the name in the context of the warrant board — heard it the way you heard things that moved through the margin-land network, in fragments and secondhand accounts. The
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