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The fog hadn't lifted yet when Kael Ardent knelt behind the broken wall, counting his own breath to keep it steady. The stone under his knees still held the cold of the night, and every time he exhaled, a thin ribbon of white rose and vanished into the thicker mist beyond. Somewhere below, in the valley that separated Asterion's territory from the no-man's land, three figures in grey cloaks moved without hurry along the treeline. The crescent moon stitched into their chests could mean only one thing. A Lunaris patrol had crossed the line redrawn two years ago, the border adjustment that came decades after the peace between Asterion and Lunaris had first been signed.

He had counted this post eighty-three times since he'd taken the border rotation. Of those eighty-three mornings, only twice had a Lunaris patrol come this far onto Asterion's side. Twice in a year could be called a navigation error. Three times in a month, which was what had started happening lately, was something else. A pattern.

The strip of land itself hadn't changed in decades, a narrow stretch, maybe two kilometers, littered with ruins older than any treaty Asterion and Lunaris had ever signed. Some of the soldiers called it the Grey Line, for the pale color of the stone and because neither side wanted to admit it belonged to anyone. Kael liked this post for its quiet. This morning, though, the quiet felt less like an absence of sound and more like something being held back.

Beside him, Toran crouched low, his hand already glowing a faint blue, the first sign of Aether Resonance gathering in him. The light moved between his fingers the way a candle flame moves before it fully catches.

"They know this is our side," he whispered. "This isn't an accident, Kael."

"Not necessarily war," Kael said, though his own voice didn't sound as sure as he wanted it to. He rested a hand on the short sword strapped at his hip, a plain weapon that had become something more complicated than steel, a channel for a force too unruly to touch bare skin without consequence. Aether didn't live in the blade. But the blade gave it somewhere to go, a way to leave the body without burning the one who called it. His old instructor used to say it was a bridge that never collapsed, so long as the hand holding it didn't shake.

His hand, at least, was steady.

He closed his eyes for a moment and let the first level of resonance rise in his chest, warm, stable, like a second heartbeat. His teachers at Asterion had drilled the same warning into every student for years. The first level could be held for hours without cost. The second began to demand real exhaustion in return. Anything past the third belonged only to those who had finished full control training, and even then it was borrowed time. Kael had the first level down cold. That was all, and some days it felt like both enough and nowhere near enough.

The Lunaris patrol reached a fallen column near the center of the strip and stopped. One of them crouched, running gloved fingers along a crack in the stone the way a person checks a wound to see if it's still bleeding. Kael watched the shape of the gesture more than the gesture itself. It wasn't the movement of someone lost. It was the movement of someone looking for something specific.

"Three of them," Toran murmured. "We could take three, if it came to it."

"It's not going to come to it." Kael kept his eyes on the ruins. "We watch. We remember what we see. That's the job."

"The job." Toran let out a breath that wasn't quite a laugh. "You've said that to me more times this season than my mother said it to me my whole childhood."

"Your mother was smarter than both of us combined, so I'll take the comparison."

That earned him a real smile, brief and crooked, gone as fast as it came. Toran had a habit of needing to fill silence with something, anything, even at a moment like this, Kael had learned that about him during their first winter posted together, two boys barely past their training who'd been assigned to freeze at the same watch fire more nights than either of them wanted to remember. Kael filled silence differently. He watched it. He'd learned that from nobody in particular. It was simply the shape he'd grown into, the way some trees lean toward light and others toward water.

The Lunaris patrol lingered another ten minutes, unhurried, before finally turning back the way they'd come, disappearing into the mist on their own side of the line. Kael counted their retreat the same way he'd counted their arrival, matching the rhythm of his breath to the beat of it, and only let his shoulders drop once the last grey cloak had vanished completely.

"Eighty-four," he said quietly.

"What?"

"Eighty-four times I've counted this post now." He stood, knees stiff from the cold stone, and brushed dust from his trousers with more care than the gesture required. "Third time this month they've come this far."

Toran straightened beside him, letting the blue light in his hand fade back into nothing. "You keep count of everything."

"Somebody should." Kael looked out at the empty strip a moment longer, at the fallen column where the Lunaris soldier had knelt. "Numbers don't lie about what they see. People do, sometimes without meaning to."

They started back along the ridge path toward Asterion, the fog thinning with every step as the sun climbed higher behind it. Kael had walked this trail so many times he could have done it with his eyes shut, past the split boulder that marked the halfway point, down through the stand of birches where the soldiers on night duty liked to leave small offerings of dried fruit for whatever animals lived among the roots, over the narrow footbridge that groaned under any weight heavier than a single person and had groaned that way for as long as anyone could remember.

It was, in its way, an unremarkable walk. That was exactly why Kael loved it.

He had come to Asterion at nine years old, raised until then by an aunt who could no longer feed two extra mouths after his parents died in a shipping accident along the northern coast, a fact he knew the way one knows a fact from a document rather than a memory, since he barely remembered his parents at all, only a woman's laugh and the smell of salt and tar that he still associated, uselessly, with comfort. Asterion had taken him in without ceremony, the way it took in most of its orphans and second sons and daughters who wouldn't inherit anything worth staying home for. Nobody made him feel like charity. That mattered more than he'd ever managed to say to anyone, including himself.

Toran had arrived two years after him, loud and homesick and furious about it, and somehow that fury had settled into something steadier over the years, the way a fire banks down into coals that still give off heat long after the flame itself is gone. They'd trained together, failed together, Kael remembered with painful clarity the afternoon Toran had lost control of his resonance during a sparring match and set half the practice yard's grass on fire, more embarrassed than hurt, and how Kael had laughed until Vessa herself had to separate them for the disruption. They'd grown into something that didn't quite have a simple word. Brothers, maybe, though neither of them used that word out loud. It felt like claiming something too large for either of them to be sure they deserved.

"You're doing it again," Toran said, glancing sideways at him as they crossed the footbridge.

"Doing what?"

"Going quiet in that particular way you go quiet. The way where you're not actually here."

"I'm thinking about how to explain three sightings in a month to Vessa without it sounding like I'm asking for a war nobody's declared yet."

"Ah." Toran considered this with the seriousness of someone who had, in fact, considered it very little. "Tell her the truth. Vessa's led Asterion long enough to know the difference between a soldier making up a story and a soldier who just watched something change."

"That's what worries me. If she agrees it's changed, that becomes real in a way I'm not sure I'm ready for."

Toran didn't answer that right away, which was unusual enough that Kael actually looked over at him. His friend's face had gone thoughtful in a way that didn't suit the easy humor he usually wore like a second layer of clothing.

"I don't think being ready has much to do with it," Toran said finally. "Things change whether we're ready or not. At least this way we see it coming."

They walked the rest of the way without much talking, which was its own kind of comfortable, the two of them had long since run out of any need to fill every silence between them, though Toran still tried more often than not. Smoke rose in thin grey threads from the direction of the lower barracks kitchens by the time the towers of Asterion's headquarters came into view above the treeline, pale stone catching the early light, and Kael felt the small, familiar loosening in his chest that always came with seeing home appear on the horizon. It didn't matter how many times he'd made this walk. The sight of those towers still did something to him that he'd never quite found the right words for.

They passed through the outer gate with a nod from the guards on duty, young trainees who still stood a little too stiffly at attention, the way Kael himself had probably stood not so many years ago. The training yard was already busy, a cluster of first-years practicing their forms under the watch of an instructor whose voice carried sharp corrections across the courtyard, a pair of older students comparing notes on some theoretical point of resonance control with the kind of heated focus usually reserved for arguments about something far more personal. Kael slowed just slightly as they passed, the way he always did, remembering standing exactly where those first-years stood, arms burning from repetition, certain he'd never get his own light to hold steady.

"You've got that look," Toran said.

"What look?"

"The one where you're remembering being twelve and terrible at this."

"I was not terrible."

"You set your own sleeve on fire during your third week."

"That happened to you."

"It happened to both of us, on different days, which somehow makes it worse." Toran grinned, some of the earlier weight lifting from his shoulders now that they were back inside the walls. "Mira's going to want the full account of this morning. You know how she gets when she's stuck on kitchen duty while we're out watching the line."

They found her exactly where Toran predicted, seated on an overturned crate near the mess hall with a whetstone in one hand and a short knife in the other, working the blade with the patient, repetitive motion of someone who'd done it ten thousand times before and would do it ten thousand times again without complaint. Mira had a way of making even a mundane task look purposeful, her attention never quite leaving whatever was happening around her even while her hands stayed occupied. She looked up before either of them said a word, reading something in Kael's face that he hadn't realized he was showing.

"That's not a nothing-happened face," she said, setting the whetstone down.

"Lunaris patrol," Kael said. "Third time this month, this far onto our side."

Mira's expression didn't change much, she wasn't someone who wasted movement on her face any more than she wasted it with a blade, but her eyes sharpened in a way that told Kael she was already recalculating something. "Three times."

"Three times," Toran confirmed, dropping onto the crate beside her without being invited, which she allowed with the ease of long habit. "Kael's convinced it's a pattern. I'm inclined to agree with him, which should worry you, since I usually think he's overthinking things."

"You usually are overthinking things," Mira said to Kael, not unkindly. "But three is three. What were they doing out there? Just walking?"

"Looking for something," Kael said. "One of them was checking the ruins near the fallen column. Not searching randomly. Searching like they had a specific place in mind."

Mira was quiet a moment, turning the knife over once in her hand out of habit rather than purpose. "You're going to report this to Vessa."

"I have to."

"I know you have to. I'm asking if you're going to, because half the time you decide something needs saying and then spend three days finding reasons to say it more carefully instead of just saying it." She said this without any real edge to it, the observation of someone who'd simply watched him long enough to know the shape of his hesitations. "Go now, while it's still fresh. Don't let Halden's diplomats get to her first with some softened version that makes it sound like nothing."

It was, Kael thought, exactly the kind of push he needed and hadn't wanted to ask for. That was Mira's particular gift, she rarely told anyone what to feel, but she had an unerring instinct for what needed doing and no patience at all for watching someone dance around doing it. He'd seen her direct that same bluntness at Toran more than once, and at Vessa herself on at least two memorable occasions that neither of them talked about openly anymore.

"You could come with me," Kael offered.

"I could," Mira agreed, picking the whetstone back up. "But this one's yours to carry. You saw it. You count the post. Vessa will want it from you, not secondhand from me repeating what you told me over breakfast."

Toran opened his mouth, probably to argue that he'd been there too, and then seemed to think better of it, settling instead for a look at Kael that carried something between reassurance and resignation. "She's right, for once."

"I'm right most of the time," Mira said. "You two just don't like admitting it."

Kael left them there, the sound of Mira's whetstone against steel and Toran's low laughter following him partway across the courtyard before the noise of the training yard swallowed it. He crossed toward the inner hall where Vessa kept her morning hours, the wide corridor lined with old banners faded soft by decades of sun through high windows, and found himself, not for the first time, running through exactly how he meant to say this. Facts, not speculation, Vessa always told the younger soldiers. Tell me what you saw before you tell me what you think it means.

He knew what he'd seen. Three grey cloaks, moving with purpose, searching stone that hadn't held anything worth finding in longer than anyone could remember.

What he thought it meant, he still hadn't decided whether he was ready to say out loud, not to Vessa, and not entirely to himself. But Mira was right about one thing. Waiting three days to find gentler words for it wouldn't make the pattern any less real. It would only mean three more days of Asterion not knowing what its own border had already started telling him.

He reached her door and knocked before he could talk himself into circling the courtyard one more time first.
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The door opened before his knuckles finished the second knock.

"You've been standing out there long enough to talk yourself out of it twice," Vessa said, not looking up from the papers spread across her desk. "Come in before you manage a third."

Commander Vessa was somewhere in her fifties, though nobody at Asterion knew the exact number and nobody had ever been foolish enough to ask. Her hair was white and pulled back hard enough that it looked less like a style than a decision, and a scar ran pale and thin along her jaw, old enough that most of the younger soldiers assumed she'd been born with it. Kael had heard three different stories about where it came from. He'd never heard the same one twice, and he'd long since stopped expecting her to settle the matter.

She set down her pen and looked at him properly for the first time, taking in the dust on his trousers, the set of his shoulders, the particular stillness he hadn't managed to shed on the walk over. "Report."

He told her. Eighty-four crossings counted, three of them this month, the pattern that had started as coincidence and hardened into something he no longer had a better word for. He described the way the Lunaris soldier had knelt at the fallen column, fingers working the crack in the stone like he was checking a wound. He kept his voice level and his account free of the word he'd been circling in his head since the ridge path, searching, because Vessa had taught every soldier under her command that speculation dressed as fact was worse than no report at all.

She listened without interrupting, which was its own kind of unsettling. Vessa interrupted most reports within the first minute, usually to ask the one question the soldier hadn't thought to answer yet. She let this one run all the way through.

"Show me," she said finally, turning the map on her desk to face him. It was marked with small colored pins, some clustered along the border in tight, sensible rows, others scattered looser and further out, closer to the ruins. "Where exactly."

Kael leaned over the desk and set his finger near the fallen column. Up close, he could see the map wasn't new, the parchment had been patched twice, and a faint water stain bled across the northern coastline like an old bruise.

"There. He was maybe four steps from the base of it."

Vessa studied the spot for longer than the gesture required. "That's not where the treaty markers sit."

"No."

"It's not where anyone would look by accident, either." She straightened, and for a moment her attention seemed to go somewhere past him, past the room, toward some calculation he wasn't included in. "Three crossings this month is a pattern. A pattern that all points to the same handful of stones is something else."

"I don't know what it means," Kael admitted. "I only know what I saw."

"That's the correct order to bring it to me in." She almost smiled, not quite, but close enough that Kael recognized the shape of the thing that would have been a smile on someone less careful with her face. "Halden's people will tell you the Lunaris council does nothing without an accountant's reason. Fair enough. But an accountant's reason for combing over three-hundred-year-old rubble isn't one I can give you either, and I don't like handing my own soldiers a mystery when I can hand them an answer instead."

She was already moving toward the shelf behind her desk, pulling down a second, smaller map, the border strip alone, drawn in finer detail than the wall-sized one, worn soft at the folds from handling. "I'm sending you back out. Tomorrow, before first light. Not alone this time, take Toran, and I want Mira with you as well."

"Toran's fine to go. I don't know that three of us changes much."

"Three of you changes what I hear back," Vessa said. "Toran sees the shape of a threat faster than anyone I've trained in a decade. Mira sees the details that would let a threat slip past both of you. You count. Between the three of you, I get a report I can actually act on instead of one good soldier's honest guess." She rolled the smaller map and held it out to him. "I'm not asking you to engage anyone. If that patrol crosses again, I want positions, numbers, and exactly where they go once they think no one's watching. Nothing more."

Kael took the map, the paper cool and slightly stiff under his fingers. "And if Halden asks what we're doing back at that post so soon?"

"Halden isn't in this room," Vessa said, in a tone that ended the subject as thoroughly as a closed door. Then, softer, in the voice she used less often, the one that made soldiers half her age forget for a second that she outranked them: "You did right, bringing this to me before you'd smoothed the edges off it. Most people your age want to arrive with a conclusion. You arrived with a fact and let me draw my own line from it. Don't lose that habit. It'll serve you longer than you think."

It wasn't the kind of thing Vessa said often, and Kael didn't quite know what to do with it beyond a short nod, which seemed to be exactly what she expected, because she'd already turned back to her desk before he reached the door.

Mira took the news the way she took most things, without surprise, and without much patience for anyone else's surprise either.

"Three of us this time," she repeated, testing the shape of it. She was cleaning her boots against the doorframe of the mess hall, one hand braced on the wood, and she didn't stop the motion while she talked. "Vessa doesn't triple a watch for nothing."

"She didn't say it was for nothing."

"She never says anything's for nothing. That's not the same as telling you what it's for." Mira knocked the last of the dried mud loose and looked up at him properly. "You look like you haven't slept since the ridge."

"I slept."

"You slept badly, which doesn't count." She said it without unkindness, the way she said most things that would have sounded harsh from anyone else. "Get some real rest before tomorrow. I'll deal with Toran."

Toran, when Kael found him, was already lacing his boots with the particular energy of someone who'd decided enthusiasm could substitute for sleep. "Three of us," he said, before Kael had gotten a word out. "Mira told me. You know what that means, right?"

"It means Vessa wants more eyes on the same patch of ground."

"It means she's worried." Toran pulled the lace tight and looked up, and for once there was no joke sitting behind his eyes, waiting to be let out. "She doesn't send three unless she thinks there's something worth three sets of eyes seeing. You should be worried too, instead of standing there doing the thing where you decide not to feel anything about it until you've got more facts."

Kael didn't have an answer for that, mostly because it was accurate enough that arguing would have taken more energy than he had left in him that evening. He sat down across from Toran instead, in the low light of the barracks, and let the quiet stretch until Toran, unable to bear it for more than a minute, filled it with something about the state of his own boots, and neither of them mentioned the ridge again before they slept.

Dawn came grey and low the next morning, the fog thinner than it had been two days before but not gone, curling along the ground like something reluctant to leave. The three of them took the same ridge path Kael had walked a hundred times, though this time nobody filled the silence the way Toran usually did. Even he seemed to have run out of things to say, or had decided, for once, to save them.

They reached the post an hour before the patrol would normally begin its own rounds, and Kael found the same broken wall he'd crouched behind before, the stone still cold from the night. Mira took the higher ground without being told, settling into a crevice where she had a clear line down into the valley. Toran crouched at Kael's shoulder, close enough that Kael could hear the small, steady sound of his breathing.

They waited.

The valley below looked exactly as it had the last time, the same fallen columns, the same pale ruins scattered like the bones of something that had died slowly, the same strip of contested ground neither side had ever managed to claim outright. For the better part of an hour, nothing moved except the fog itself, thinning by degrees as the sun climbed somewhere behind the grey ceiling of cloud.

"You thinking about something," Toran said quietly. Not a question, exactly.

"Eighty-four times I've counted this post." Kael kept his eyes on the treeline. "I used to think the worst thing that could happen out here was boredom."

"And now?"

"Now I'm not sure anymore."

A twig snapped somewhere behind them, and Kael was half turned with his sword already clearing its sheath before he registered it was only Mira, sliding down from her perch, her hood pulled low against the cold.

"Three Lunaris soldiers," she said, without preamble. "Coming down the eastern slope. Same formation as before, loose. Too loose."

"You think it's deliberate," Kael said.

"I think disciplined soldiers don't walk like they're being herded." She crouched between them, her voice dropping lower. "I've read the reports on Lunaris drilling. Spacing measured to the foot. Pace matched across the whole line. This isn't that."

Toran's hand had already gone still at his side, the faintest blue starting to gather between his fingers. "So either the reports are wrong,"

"Or someone wants us to think we're watching a patrol," Kael finished.

The words left him faster than he'd meant them to, and he felt the shape of them settle into something true the moment they were spoken, the way certain sentences did, not planned, just suddenly, uncomfortably correct.

Below, one of the grey-cloaked soldiers lifted an arm. Kael's first thought was that it was a greeting, absurd as that was, and then silver light burst from the soldier's open palm and arced high into the fog, not toward them, not toward anything, straight up, blooming against the clouds like a flare fired in war, before it dimmed and rained down in slow threads of light that dissolved before they touched the ground.

"That's not a border signal," Mira breathed.

Toran was already on his feet. "That's an invitation."

From the western hillside, shapes began pouring down the slope, not grey, not the soft charcoal of Lunaris cloaks, but black, deep and total, the kind of black that seemed to eat the pale morning light around it instead of reflecting any of it.

"Down," Kael said, and pulled both of them back behind the wall by instinct more than thought, though he already knew, even as he did it, that the stone wasn't going to hold for long once this actually started. Below, the three Lunaris soldiers had broken formation entirely, shouting to each other in the sharp, clipped hand-signs Kael had spent two years learning to recognize without ever being taught to speak them.

He didn't have time to think past that. The black shapes came down the slope at a speed no human runner could have matched, feet barely seeming to touch the broken ground, and in the space of three breaths the valley below had become a battlefield with three sides and no clear line between any of them.

"Hold the line, don't strike first!" Kael shouted, knowing even as the words left him how useless an order that was going to be in about four more seconds.

Something dark and fast came at him from the left and he threw himself sideways, felt the edge of it pass close enough to disturb the air near his throat, and answered with a short cut of his own, resonance flaring pale blue along the blade. The strike connected. The figure staggered, but it didn't fall, and when Kael caught the place where its face should have been, there was nothing there worth calling a face, no eyes, no mouth, only a density of dark that looked less like shadow and more like fog someone had pressed into a shape and forgotten to finish.

He'd sparred against masked opponents before, faces hidden behind steel or cloth. This wasn't that. This was like striking at an absence that happened to be roughly the size of a person, and something about it made the hair rise on his arms in a way no living opponent ever had.

It came at him again, faster this time, and he gave two steps of ground before he could stop himself, boots skidding on wet, moss-slick stone. He called his resonance deeper, felt the first warning heat begin to travel up his arm, not quite the edge of the first level's limit, but close enough that he registered it and pushed the thought aside. Not the moment to find that edge. Not while half his attention had to stay on the people falling around him.

Off to his right, Toran fought two of the shapes at once, his light no longer pale blue but climbing toward white, sweat already beading at his temple in air cold enough to fog every breath he took. "Can't hold this long," he called between strikes, his voice thinner than it had been a minute ago, the strain of it audible even through the noise.

Mira moved between the two fights like something poured rather than running, throwing knives rather than swinging her own blade, buying Kael the half second he needed to reach down and drag a fallen Lunaris soldier out of the black shapes' path. The soldier, young, a woman, the crescent moon on her chest torn nearly in half, stared up at him with an expression caught somewhere between terror and disbelief, her hand locking around his forearm as if she couldn't quite trust the rescue was real.

"Why are you helping us?" she managed, breath ragged.

"Because I'm not sure anymore who the enemy actually is," Kael said, and meant it more than he expected to.

There wasn't time to say anything else. Two of the dark shapes converged on them together, and Kael shoved the soldier behind a slab of fallen stone before turning to meet the first, his blade catching the enemy's weapon in a clash that produced no spark of steel on steel, only a ripple of light where blue met something colorless, something that seemed to drink whatever brightness touched it rather than throw it back.

The second nearly took him from the side. Mira's knife found its shoulder first, burying deep, and the shape didn't scream, didn't flinch the way a wounded person should. It only paused, as if mildly interrupted, and kept moving.

"They don't feel it," Mira shouted, something close to panic edging into her voice for the first time since Kael had known her. "Or there's nothing in there that can feel anything at all."

She yanked the blade back on its tether, an old habit she'd drilled into him years before he'd ever thought to ask why a knife needed a cord, and threw again, this time low, aiming for the joint of the knee rather than any place that might once have held a nerve worth hurting.

Kael held his ground against the first shape, resonance singing hot along his forearm now, close enough to the edge that he could feel his own pulse in the burn of it. At the point where their blades locked, close enough that he could have counted the threads in his own sleeve, something pressed against the inside of his skull, not a sound, not quite a thought, more a pressure behind his eyes that felt almost like words with the meaning scraped off them. He shoved it out with everything he had left to spare, refusing to give it any more attention than the fight itself demanded.

It ended the way these things apparently ended, not with a retreat, not with a death, but with the last of the shapes simply dissolving into the thinning fog, gone the way smoke goes when a door opens somewhere it shouldn't. No trail. No sound of retreating footsteps. Only cold air where something solid enough to hurt him had been standing a moment before.

Toran dropped to his knees the instant his resonance guttered out, his whole body trembling with the particular exhaustion that came from spending more than the first level had to give. His face had gone the color of old parchment, lips faintly blue at the edges, hands shaking uncontrolled in his lap. Kael crouched beside him while Mira kept watch, blade still up though there was nothing left to aim it at.

"What was that," Toran managed, voice cracked down to almost nothing.

Kael looked out at the fog, at the place where the shapes had unmade themselves. "I don't know. But they weren't Lunaris. And they weren't us."

He remembered, as he said it, the mark he'd caught for half a second on one retreating cloak, a circle, black swallowing black, one darkness folded inside another the way an eclipse swallows the sun without leaving any light behind at all. He didn't know what it meant. Something in the shape of it, though, sat wrong in his chest in a way he couldn't argue himself out of, a wrongness that felt older than anything he'd learned to name in eight years of training.

The surviving Lunaris soldier he'd pulled clear was still crouched behind the stone slab, one hand white-knuckled around the hilt of a sword she hadn't managed to draw, as though she couldn't decide whether the weapon would help her or simply give her one more thing to be afraid of.

"Who are you," she asked, when Kael finally crossed to check on her, though it came out less like a real question and more like something she needed to say aloud to prove her voice still worked.

"Kael," he said. "Asterion. You're safe, for now, anyway."

She let out something that wasn't quite a laugh. "Nothing about the last five minutes felt safe."

"No," he agreed. "It didn't."

She looked past him, toward where Mira was helping Toran get to his feet, and something in her face shifted, some calculation resolving itself. "My name's Sera," she said finally. "If you're reporting this to your commander, and we're reporting it to ours, both sides should hear the same thing. It wasn't either of us who started this."

"I'll make sure it's said that way."

She studied him a moment longer, as if trying to decide whether that promise was worth anything from a stranger in an enemy uniform. Whatever she found in his face seemed to satisfy her enough. She got to her feet, favoring one ankle, and started toward the two other Lunaris soldiers picking themselves up further down the slope, pausing once before the fog closed around her.

"Let's hope we don't meet like this again, Asterion."

"Let's hope," Kael said, though he wasn't sure, even as the words left him, how much hope had to do with anything anymore.

Mira was at his side a moment later, already reaching for his arm, fingers finding the tear in his sleeve and the shallow cut beneath it with more care than her usual brisk efficiency let on. "You need the healing hall the moment we're back. Not tomorrow. Not after the report."

"I'm fine."

"You're bleeding and you're going to argue about it anyway, which is exactly what I expected." She didn't let go of his arm. "We need to move. Now. Vessa needs to hear this before anyone else's version of it reaches her first."

Kael nodded, though his eyes went once more to the empty slope where the black shapes had unmade themselves, and to the ruins beyond, pale and patient in the strengthening light, holding whatever secret had been worth all of this. Toran, still unsteady, fell into step beside him without complaint for once, and the three of them started back along the ridge path toward the towers of home, none of them quite the same as the soldiers who had walked out to the post that morning.

Behind them, the fog kept thinning, indifferent, as if nothing at all had happened on that stretch of ground in the last hour, as if the strip of land the soldiers called the Grey Line had already learned, long before any of them were born, how to hold a violence and give nothing back but silence.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3


[image: ]


The gates of Asterion opened before they reached them, someone on the wall already calling word ahead, and by the time Kael crossed the threshold there were faces turned toward him from every direction he didn't have the patience to meet. He kept his eyes on the corridor floor and let his boots carry him forward, Toran's uneven footsteps close behind, Mira a silent weight at his other side.

The smell hit him the way it always did, metal and incense drifting up from the forges below, where smiths worked through the night hammering resonance blades for a garrison that kept needing more of them. Kael had loved that smell once. This morning it only reminded him of the smoke on the ridge.

Students stopped in the halls to stare at the blood dried stiff on his sleeve, then remembered themselves and bowed and hurried on. He didn't explain. There was nothing to explain that the walls hadn't already told them.

The corridor opened into the Hall of First Light, a wide room built around a shallow reflecting pool that mirrored the morning sky, ringed by pillars carved with the names of every Asterion soldier who hadn't come home. Kael never lingered there. He didn't linger now, either, but his stride caught for half a step when his eyes found the newest names, cut into stone still pale and unweathered, more of them than he remembered from the winter before. Nobody at Asterion said the border was getting worse. The pillars said it for them.

He had walked past this pool a thousand times since the year his aunt brought him here at nine years old, a boy with no parents left to feed him and a name that had meant nothing to anyone in these halls yet. Asterion had never once made that feel like a debt he owed. It had simply become the only home the word had ever meant to him. He didn't know most of the names on the newer pillars. That didn't stop the weight of them from settling somewhere behind his ribs as he passed.

"You should be in the healing hall," Kael said, not turning around.

"I'm coming with you." Toran's voice had gone rough somewhere between the ridge and the gate, but the stubbornness in it hadn't worn down at all. "I was there too. I'm reporting."

"You can barely stand."

"I can stand." He proved it by nearly not, catching himself against the corridor wall with a hand that shook more than he'd have liked anyone to see. Kael slowed without saying anything else, letting Toran fall into step beside him instead of behind, close enough to catch him if the wall wasn't there next time.

Commander Vessa sat at the head of the council table when they entered, white hair pulled back the way it always was, the old pale scar along her jaw catching the morning light from the high windows. A long oak table stretched before her, crowded with a map of the borderlands stuck through with colored pins, some clustered in careful rows along the treaty line, others scattered further out, closer to the ruins Kael had crouched behind two mornings running now. A bearded man in the badge of the engineering corps stood over one corner of the map, finger paused mid-sentence on a point near the fallen column. He straightened when the door opened.

In the far corner, a man in a threadbare brown robe sat hunched over a stack of unrolled scrolls, barely stirring at the sound of footsteps. His hands were thin and ink-stained at the knuckles, and he read with his face close to the page, the particular squint of someone who'd worn out his eyes on small handwriting long before he'd worn out anything else. Kael had seen him twice before in passing, always in the same corner of the same library, and never once in this room. Orin, the others called him, Asterion's historian, a man who was said to prefer three-hundred-year-old parchment to the company of the living. His presence here, this early, was its own kind of report.

"Report," Vessa said, no greeting attached to it.

Kael told her everything, the loose Lunaris patrol, the three flares of silver light that had bloomed against the fog before the attack came, the black shapes that had struck both sides without preference, as if winning had never been the point. He described the way his soldiers had first mistaken it for a Lunaris ambush, before they'd watched Lunaris soldiers fall to the same blades.

When he described the mark he'd caught on a retreating cloak, a dark circle ringed by a thin line of light, like something swallowing the sun from the inside, Orin's head came up from his scrolls, his hand stopping mid-motion around a half-rolled sheet of parchment.

"An eclipse," Orin said slowly, tasting the word before he committed to it. "You're certain of the shape. Not a double crescent. Not a branching star."

"I'm certain." Kael held his gaze. "I saw it from less than five paces, before the fog took the shape with it. Why. Do you know what it means?"

Orin glanced at Vessa before he answered, and the hesitation in that glance did more to unsettle Kael than anything said aloud so far. Beside him, the bearded advisor shifted in his chair, the kind of small discomfort that suggested this had already been discussed once in this room, without a field soldier present to hear it.

"There are old records," Orin said finally, "mostly written off as legend, of an order that operated long before Asterion and Lunaris existed as separate nations, before our two peoples split apart and began blaming each other for the fall of the First Civilization. They called themselves the Order of Eclipse."

He drew a second scroll toward himself, more fragile than the first, its edges browned as if it had once been near a fire. "What survives in the margins, not the official histories, says they believed the First Civilization didn't fall to disaster, or to civil war the way Lunaris teaches it. They believed it fell because our ancestors grew afraid of the full strength of the old power, and pulled back from it right when they needed it most. Built limits that left them defenseless against something history never bothered to record clearly." His thumb found the scroll's browned edge and stopped there, a small, deliberate anchor, and his eyes went somewhere past the table for the length of a breath, no more, the look of a man weighing a sentence before deciding it wasn't his to give away yet. "They wanted," He paused, choosing the next word with visible care. ",to finish it. Their way. Without the restraint they believe doomed the First Civilization."

"You said legend," Toran cut in, his voice still hoarse but sharper now, curiosity winning out over the exhaustion dragging at him.

"I said treated as legend." Orin's correction came without heat, the precision of a man used to being misquoted. "There's a difference. Asterion's official history records the Order of Eclipse as a minor cult, extinguished three centuries ago in what's called the Last Cleansing. No record of them surviving past that. But I've always wondered why the record of the Last Cleansing itself is so thin. So careful. As if someone didn't want too many details surviving with it. History written by the winners is rarely as complete as we like to believe, Toran. And history written to calm people's fears is rarely entirely honest."

He opened a second, more brittle scroll, blackened at one edge. "What I know from the margins, not the official record, they weren't simply a cult chasing chaos for its own sake. They had structure. Hierarchy. And most troubling, they recruited from both sides at once. The names recorded in connection with the Last Cleansing came from respected households in both Asterion and Lunaris. Not outcasts. Not people anyone would think to suspect. If they've truly returned, we can't assume the threat is coming only from outside our walls."

The words settled over the room, and for a moment nobody filled the silence. Even the bearded advisor had stopped writing.

"You're implying there's a traitor among us," Vessa said at last, her voice even, though her eyes had sharpened.

"I'm not implying anything about the present," Orin said carefully. "I'm telling you what was recorded about three centuries ago. History has a habit of repeating its own patterns, especially once people stop remembering the pattern exists."

Vessa tapped one finger against the table, the small tell Kael had learned meant she was working through something faster than she wanted to show. Her eyes moved over the map without settling on it. "If there's truly a third party provoking conflict between us and Lunaris, then every border incident from these last months needs a second look. We've been too quick to blame Lunaris for provocations that may not have come from them, and I'd wager Lunaris has made the same mistake in reverse." She turned to the bearded man. "Aris. I want a complete record of every border incident since last winter, reviewed on the assumption that not all of it came from across the line."

"With respect," Aris said, not looking up from the map, "three centuries is a long time for an idea to lie dormant and then wake up exactly when it's most convenient for someone to blame it. I'd want more than a symbol before I start reviewing thirty years of settled history."

"That's precisely why I asked for a review, and not a conclusion," Vessa said. "Find me the pattern, or find me nothing. Either answer is useful."

Aris nodded and picked his pen back up, though his expression made clear he wasn't fully convinced yet.

"I pulled a wounded Lunaris soldier clear," Kael said. "She was as lost as we were. She thought at first we were the ones attacking, until she saw the black shapes cut down one of her own from behind."

"That's useful." Vessa studied him for a long moment, something calculating behind her eyes that went beyond the report itself. "Kael. I want you present at the diplomatic meeting already arranged with the Lunaris delegation, three days from now, at the Neutral City. It was meant to be routine, border adjustments, river trade rights, nothing that would have needed more than the usual formality. Given
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