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  Dedication


For anyone who has ever been told love makes you weak, and chose it anyway. 
For the ones who learned to survive first, and then learned to trust.
And for you, reader,who believes a vow can be both a wound and a way home.
—Trevor Jensen
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  Chapter 1: The Wardline That Wouldn’t Hold


Smoke always found Jessa Korr. 
It slipped through cracked shutters and under doors, carrying the bitter smell of ashfields and old battles.
Jessa kept her face calm and her hands busy.
The boy on the cot couldn’t have been more than twelve. His mother stood close, too rigid to sit, as if resting would invite the world to take something else.
“It’s a burn,” she said again. “He touched the stove. Pot slipped. He cried, and then he stopped. That’s it.”
Jessa peeled the damp cloth away.
This wasn’t kitchen heat.
A clean black ring circled the boy’s wrist, the edge too precise, the damage too patterned. The skin around it blistered in a way she’d seen before, when ink-salt met living tissue and decided it had a right to bite.
Unanchored wardcraft.
Jessa swallowed the first flare of anger. Not at the mother. Not at the boy. At whoever had left the geometry lying around like broken glass.
“Did he touch anything else?” she asked.
The woman’s eyes narrowed. “You calling me a liar?”
“No.” Jessa reached for the tin of salve, the scent sharp with bitterroot. “I’m calling the world careless. Sometimes it leaves sharp things where children can reach.”
The boy watched Jessa’s hands as she worked, as if he expected them to snap. Her right fingers carried a faint tremor if she let them rest. She didn’t.
Outside, the street had gone wrong-quiet. Then a low vibration rolled under everything, like thunder buried under stone.
Dragon ozone.
Jessa’s scar warmed under her collarbone, a reflex she hated. She ignored it and dipped a clean spatula into the salve, smoothing it over the blistered ring. The boy hissed.
“Hold still,” she said softly. “Breathe with me.”
He tried. His mother’s jaw worked like she was chewing back fear.
Jessa wrapped the wrist, neat and firm, then traced the edge of the burn with her thumb. There was a faint heat still trapped in the skin. The lines had not fully died.
“No charms,” she told the mother. “No ward chalk. No traveling peddlers selling protection circles. If he touches another unanchored seal, it could go deeper.”
The woman snorted. “We don’t have coin for peddlers.”
“Good,” Jessa said, and the lack of sympathy landed cleanly. Jessa cleaned her tools and set them in a straight line.
A shadow crossed the window.
Jessa looked up.
Four figures stood in the street in gray travel cloaks, collars marked with the Healer Corps sigil. Her stomach dropped.
Not since the wardline collapse two years ago. Not since they’d called her reckless and unapproved while the bodies cooled. Not since they’d stripped her title and shoved her into the borderlands with papers that pretended exile was mercy.
Her first impulse was to run.
Her second was colder.
She angled herself so the boy and his mother were between her and the door. Not as a shield. As a test. If the Corps wanted her, they could walk through civilians to do it.
The door opened without a knock.
The man in front wore a formal sash across his chest, white cloth stark against travel grime. Older. Shaved head. Eyes that had learned to stop reacting to pain.
Behind him: a woman with a satchel, a young apprentice with too-wide eyes, and a fourth figure who did not belong.
A soldier.
Not town guard. Not Corps. His armor was darker, his insignia unfamiliar. He moved like a blade that had learned patience. His gaze swept the room once, cataloging exits, bodies, threats, and then fixed on Jessa.
The Corps man spoke as if they’d parted on friendly terms.
“Healer Korr.”
Not Jessa. Not “disgraced.” Just the title they’d taken and now wore on their tongues like it hadn’t burned.
Jessa set the scalpel down carefully. “Provost send you?” she asked.
The man’s mouth tightened. “This is not a matter for rumor.”
“Everything is rumor when you throw someone out to die,” Jessa said.
The mother bristled, startled by the edge in Jessa’s voice. The boy’s eyes widened.
Jessa softened only for them. “This clinic is neutral. If you’re here to arrest me, do it outside.”
The soldier did not blink. He simply watched.
“We’re not here to arrest you,” the Corps man said.
“Then leave.”
The apprentice shifted like he wanted to disappear. The satchel woman’s gaze stayed fixed on Jessa’s hands.
The Corps man glanced at the boy’s bandage. “You’ve been treating ink burns.”
“Children touch what adults leave behind,” Jessa said. “Your people should stop scattering wardwork like trash.”
His eyes sharpened. “You don’t know where this came from.”
“I know it’s Corps ink.”
“Not ours,” he said. “Not officially.”
That was worse.
“What do you want?” Jessa asked.
He drew a folded paper from his sash. Black wax sealed it, stamped with a mark Jessa didn’t recognize: a circle intersected by a lattice. Elegant. Expensive.
“We have a breach,” he said. “A corridor wardline failed on the western front. Triage is overwhelmed. The surgeons can’t keep people from bleeding out because the ground won’t hold circles. We need someone who can read geometry under pressure.”
“Plenty of healers can,” Jessa said.
His eyes held hers. “Not like you.”
The words slid under her ribs like a hook.
Memory flashed: chalk vibrating under her palms; apprentices screaming as backlash tore through them; the wardline snapping anyway while they searched for someone to blame.
Jessa curled her fingers into her palm until the tremor steadied.
“And why ask me now?” she said. “You already decided I was a liability.”
“Because people are dying every minute,” he replied. “And because politics do not matter when a wardline collapses.”
Politics mattered most at that moment. That was the lie.
Jessa’s gaze shifted to the soldier. “What is he doing here?”
“Escort,” the Corps man said.
“From what?” she asked. “Me?”
The soldier’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “From the road,” he said, voice rough with disuse. “The corridor is contested. Raiders, ash storms, worse.”
“You brought a soldier into a neutral clinic,” Jessa said.
The apprentice blurted, “We brought you a chance to redeem yourself.”
Silence snapped tight.
Jessa looked at him. He flushed, horrified.
“Redeem,” she repeated quietly. “I wasn’t the one who needed redemption.”
The Corps man’s expression hardened. “If you refuse, we will find someone else.”
“Will you?” Jessa asked. “Or will you find another body to blame when it breaks?”
The satchel woman stepped forward. “It’s not a debate, Korr.”
Jessa turned to her. “And you are?”
“Healer Vey. Provost’s office.”
Of course.
Provost Maedra Voss didn’t send couriers for charity.
Ink burns in a neutral town. Unofficial wards. A new seal. A corridor breach close enough to taste dragon ozone.
This wasn’t just triage. This was testing.
“I have patients,” Jessa said, and it was true. “This clinic runs because I’m here.”
“This clinic is a splinter,” Vey said. “The war is the bone.”
She reached under the cot for her bag. It was already packed: tools lined, bandages rolled, needles wrapped in oilcloth, salt tablets in a tin. She slid a small vial of fever mix into the mother’s hand.
“Half a sip every few hours,” Jessa murmured. “Don’t let him scratch the wrap.”
The woman stared at the vial, then at Jessa. “You coming back?”
“I don’t know,” Jessa said. Truth mattered.
She stood, bag strap across her shoulder. “I’ll go,” she said to the Corps man. “Because people are dying. Not because I want your forgiveness.”
He inclined his head, stiff. “Agreed.”
They loaded into a covered wagon reinforced with etched ward lines. Not for comfort. For containment.
As the wagon rolled west, grit struck the boards and the road ate the daylight.
That low buried resonance returned, steady now. Not thunder. Not wind. Wings.
“They’re closer than they’ve been in years,” the soldier said quietly.
“Why?”
“Because the corridor wardline sits near a nesting pass.”
Vey’s voice cut in from across the wagon. “Save your curiosity. You’ll need your attention intact.”
The light dimmed toward late afternoon. The first screams reached them before the camp did.
Not one scream. Many. Layered. Ragged. The sound of bodies refusing to be quiet.
The wagon stopped. When the doors opened, the smell hit first: iron blood, burnt herbs, antiseptic smoke, ink-salt sharp enough to sting.
Jessa climbed down and froze.
The corridor ward was a trench carved into a narrow pass, reinforced with stone ribs and metal braces. Ward lines glowed along them, trembling like a net stretched too far.
Cots ran in rows. Healers moved like ghosts, hands red to the wrists.
A healer in blood-splattered white stumbled toward them. “Where is the ward engineer?” he shouted. “The line is slipping again. We can’t anchor the north rib. Every time we draw, the chalk burns.”
Jessa moved before anyone could answer. “Show me,” she said.
His eyes snapped to her. Recognition flashed. “Korr?”
No time to correct him. He grabbed her sleeve and dragged her down into the trench.
At the north rib, half a dozen healers knelt around a circle drawn in chalk and cheap ink. The lines flared, flickered, and died. Each failure snapped backlash into the nearest bodies. One healer’s nose bled. Another clutched his head and rocked.
Jessa dropped to her knees at the edge of the circle. The air felt thick, charged, bruised with unstable magic. Her scar heated again, as if the wardline remembered her.
“Who anchored this?” she demanded.
A woman with ash-gray hair looked up, exhaustion carved into her face. “We tried iron. Bone. Blood. Nothing holds.”
Jessa traced the circle’s edge with her gaze. Chalk scorched where it met stone. Ink too thin. Wrong salt ratio. Someone had been forced to improvise with garbage.
She pulled her own ink vial from her bag, uncorked it. The smell was sharper, clean. “This is corridor stone,” she said. “It’s been bled by war. It won’t hold a simple circle. It needs a lattice anchor. Angles.”
“We don’t have time—” the woman started.
“You don’t have time not to,” Jessa said.
She drew fast. Three intersecting lines. A cross-lattice. Anchor points at the corners. She pressed iron nails into the stone, ordered a nearby soldier to hammer them in. The geometry tightened like fabric pulled taut.
The hum steadied.
Then the ground shuddered.
A deep vibration rolled through the trench, rattling ribs, shaking dust from the braces. Ward lines flared bright, then dimmed, then flared again.
“Again,” the ash-haired woman gasped. “It’s doing it again.”
Jessa looked up toward the cliff. The air shimmered, not from wind.
A shadow passed overhead. Vast enough to dim the sun.
Dragon.
She didn’t see its full shape, only the silhouette of wings cutting the sky, but its presence pressed down like law. The ward lines trembled beneath it.
Yet the vibration wasn’t only from above. It rose from below, from the corridor itself, patient and hungry.
As if something in the stone resonated with the dragon and the wardline was the fragile screaming middle.
Someone screamed from fear, not pain.
Jessa pressed her palm flat to the stone. Heat and resonance tugged at her scar, trying to turn her into a channel.
No.
She forced the sensation down into her ribs and kept drawing, reinforcing the lattice.
“Hold,” she ordered the healers. “No one breaks the circle. No one bleeds into the lines unless I tell you.”
“Who are you to—” the ash-haired woman began.
“The one keeping you alive,” Jessa said.
Boots clanged on the trench steps. A soldier shoved through, face rigid. Behind him came Jessa’s escort, eyes hard.
And behind them, a man stepped into the trench like he belonged to it.
Tall. Broad-shouldered. Armor dark, etched with controlled ward lines that caught the light in subtle patterns. His face was disciplined enough to be unreadable.
His eyes swept the chaos, then locked on Jessa.
The air between them shifted. Not magic exactly. Awareness. Like someone had stepped into the same room of her mind and closed the door.
“Who taught you that lattice?” he asked, voice low.
Jessa kept her hand on the circle. “Someone who died because your war doesn’t care about math.”
A muscle jumped in his jaw. He crouched just outside the circle’s edge, careful not to cross the line.
“The ground is rejecting the seal,” he said. “All day.”
“Because something under it is awake,” Jessa replied.
His gaze snapped up, sharp. “Awake?”
Before she could answer, Vey’s voice cut down into the trench.
“Healer Korr.”
Jessa turned. Vey stood at the rim, satchel clutched tight.
“The Provost’s orders stand,” Vey called. “Once the line stabilizes, you will report to the Resonance Annex.”
The words hit like ice.
Resonance Annex. Jessa had heard the whispers. A place where oversight meant chains. Where bonds were forged with ink and pain instead of consent.
The commander’s head turned toward Vey. “Annex?” he repeated, voice edged.
“It is not your concern,” Vey said.
Jessa’s scar flared hot, as if the word itself had teeth.
“Binding,” Jessa said quietly, to Vey. “That’s what you mean.”
Vey’s eyes stayed flat. “We mean survival.”
Jessa looked back at the commander. For the first time she saw something raw under his discipline, a flash of recognition at the word.
Then his gaze dropped, as if he could see through cloth to the heat at her collarbone.
His voice lowered so only she heard.
“They’re going to chain you,” he said.
Jessa’s breath caught. She didn’t know how he knew, but she believed him.
Vey lifted the sealed paper like a blade. “Report to the Annex at first bell,” she said loud enough for the trench to hear. “Or you will be taken.”
Jessa kept her palm on the circle, feeling it hum, steady for the moment, while the deeper vibration waited beneath.
Choice, she thought. Not chain.
She turned back to the wardline and held it steady, because first bell was coming—and with it, the Annex.






  
  Chapter 2: Ash Under Stone


The corridor did not fail with a clean crack. 
It failed the way bodies failed in Darian Rooke’s hands: quietly at first, with warning signs only the experienced noticed, and then all at once, when the world decided it was done pretending.
Darian stood on the trench catwalk above the north rib and watched the wardlines shiver along the braces. The geometry glowed a sickly blue-white against smoke-dark stone, bright enough to make men squint, dim enough to make them pray. Below him, the triage trench churned with bodies and blood and shouted orders that dissolved into panic before they reached anyone who could obey.
“Hold your posts,” he barked, and the sound of his voice cut through the noise like a thrown blade. “No one runs. If you run, you die tired.”
A young soldier with a bandaged forearm looked up at him, eyes wide and glassy. “Commander, the chalk keeps burning. Healer circles are collapsing as soon as they draw.”
“I know,” Darian said.
He did not say what the ward engineer had whispered five minutes ago: the stone was refusing the seals. Not cracking, not crumbling, simply rejecting, like flesh rejecting a splinter.
“Commander!” A runner scrambled up the ladder and nearly missed the top rung. “We’ve got a surge on the south brace. The ribs are vibrating.”
Darian’s lungs tightened. Not from exertion. From the memory of it.
Collapsed once, and it had never let him forget.
He pulled air in slowly through his nose, held it, then let it out through his mouth. The trick kept his chest from locking. It also kept him from showing weakness, which was sometimes the same thing.
“Signal the brace teams,” he ordered. “Double the iron nails. Get the healers off chalk and onto lattice. If anyone knows how to do it, make them do it.”
The runner’s face went blank. “Lattice, sir?”
Darian’s jaw clenched. “Angles. Cross-support. You know what I mean.”
The boy swallowed and ran.
Darian moved along the catwalk, boots ringing against metal, eyes scanning the trench. He had learned to read crisis the way others read weather. A medic bent too long over one body meant a second was dying beside him. A stretcher left empty meant no hands. A healer wiping sweat from her brow with a bloody sleeve meant she had already passed the point where exhaustion stopped being a problem and started being a weapon used against her.
The corridor wardline was supposed to be the one constant, the one structure that allowed bodies to be mended without the ground itself turning traitor. When it held, it held everything. Logistics. Retreat routes. Supply flow. The thin thread between order and slaughter.
Today, it was fraying.
He reached the ladder down to the north rib and descended, the metal cold under his palms. The trench swallowed him in heat and stench, louder up close, rawer. A healer glanced at him and kept moving, eyes dark with the kind of focus that had no room for rank.
“Commander Rooke,” a voice called.
Darian turned and found Lieutenant Senn pushing through with a blood-splattered map case under his arm. Senn looked older than he had this morning. Everyone did.
“Status,” Darian said.
Senn’s mouth twisted. “We’ve got a second wave inbound from the west ridge. Raiders hit a supply convoy, then melted into the ash. They’re using ward-scraps. Cheap ink, wrong salt, but enough to trip a circle when a healer’s tired.”
Darian’s fingers curled. “Who sold them ward-scraps?”
Senn hesitated. That was answer enough.
War made merchants. Merchants made corpses.
“And the vibration?” Darian asked.
Senn’s gaze flicked toward the stone brace where wardlines trembled like a fever. “Getting worse. The engineers think it’s the dragon pass. They say the resonance is amplifying through the corridor stone.”
“They always say that,” Darian said.
A scream tore through the trench, sharper than the rest.
Darian’s head snapped toward it.
A healer had just collapsed beside a circle, her body jerking as backlash hit. The chalk line flared bright and then went dark. The men on the nearest cots flinched, hands clawing at the air as if they could grab safety.
Darian strode toward the circle, pushing past stretchers. The air around the ward was charged, prickling his skin. His own ward-etched bracers warmed, reacting to the instability. The sensation climbed up his arms and settled in his wrists, where faint burn-lines still lived under the armor.
Restraints. Old ones.
He forced the thought away.
“Back,” he ordered. “Give them space.”
A medic started to argue, saw his face, and obeyed.
The healer on the ground gasped, eyes rolling. Another healer knelt beside her, pressing fingers to the woman’s throat.
“She’s alive,” the kneeling healer said, voice shaking. “But the circle’s dead. It just… rejected.”
Darian crouched at the edge, careful not to step into the chalk. He stared at the scorched line. The burn pattern was clean, too clean, like the stone had seared the geometry off itself.
“North rib is refusing the ink,” he said.
The kneeling healer looked up, sweat streaking ash across her face. “Then we’re done.”
“No,” Darian said, and it came out harsher than intended. “We’re not done.”
He rose, scanning for someone who looked like they could still think.
A woman with ash-gray hair turned at his movement, her hands stained black with ink. “Commander, we can’t keep drawing circles on this stone. It eats them.”
Darian recognized her now. Senior healer. Not Corps, not his, but competent. “Then stop drawing circles,” he said. “Draw something else.”
She blinked. “What?”
“Lattice anchors,” he snapped. “Angles, cross-braces. Iron nails as points. You know the method.”
Her mouth tightened. “That method isn’t taught here.”
Darian’s gaze sharpened. “It exists.”
She held his stare, then looked away, and he understood. Knowledge hoarded. Knowledge controlled. Corps politics on the edge of a massacre.
The low resonance deepened. Not louder, but closer.
Men looked up, instinctive, like prey sensing movement overhead.
Then the shadow crossed the trench.
The sun dimmed. The wardlines flared. Dust lifted from the stone as if the air had inhaled.
A dragon’s silhouette cut the sky above the pass, wings wide enough to make the world feel smaller. Darian saw only the shape, not the detail, but his body reacted anyway. Breath caught. Heart slowed, then hammered.
A second shadow followed the first.
Two.
“Eyes down!” he shouted. “Do not stare. Keep working.”
The trench kept moving, but fear thickened the air like smoke. The wardlines jittered as if they were trying to match the dragons’ rhythm.
Senn pushed to Darian’s side. “Commander, we’ve got motion on the west ridge.”
Darian’s head turned, scanning. Through the thin haze, he saw figures moving along the ridge line, too many to be scouts, too fast to be clean. Raiders.
They carried something long and wrapped in oilcloth.
A bolt launcher. Ward-scrap tipped, if Senn’s warning was right.
“Archers!” Darian shouted. “Ridge line, now!”
His soldiers responded on instinct, the best kind of obedience. Bows came up. Shields angled. A few men sprinted for the ladder to the catwalk.
The first bolt hit the north brace with a sharp crack.
Not wood. Not iron. Stone.
The oilcloth-wrapped tip burst into a bloom of black ink and salt that spattered across the wardlines.
The geometry flared white and then went violently dark.
The trench lurched, not from impact but from the wardline’s sudden absence. Like a hand had been removed from a wound.
Backlash slammed through the nearest healers. Two dropped immediately. A third cried out, clutching her head as blood spilled from her nose.
Men on cots screamed.
Darian’s world narrowed to the brace, the wardline, the flicker of light dying.
If the north rib failed, the whole corridor seal would shift. If it shifted, the trench would become a trap. Bodies piled on bodies. No evacuation. No triage. Only slaughter with paperwork.
“Get the ink off!” he bellowed.
A soldier lunged with a bucket of sand and threw it at the brace. The sand hit and smoked.
The stone was hot.
The vibration rose from beneath the trench again, deeper, more patient. The dragons overhead banked, their shadows rolling across the pass.
The wardline tried to flare back to life.
It misfired.
The brace shuddered.
The metal ribs groaned like a dying animal.
“Move!” Darian roared. “Everyone, out of the north rib!”
He grabbed the nearest stretcher and yanked it sideways, dragging a wounded man with him. The wounded man’s eyes were wide with terror and pain, his mouth opening and closing around words that wouldn’t form.
Darian hauled him, muscles burning, lungs tightening, but he did not stop. He shoved the stretcher into the wider central trench where the braces still held.
Behind him, the north brace screamed.
A sound like stone grinding on stone.
Darian spun back just as the brace buckled. The wardline along it flared once, brilliant, and then collapsed inward like a net snapping shut.
The cliff wall above the brace cracked.
Not a small crack. A fracture line that raced across the rock face like lightning.
Dust burst from it. Pebbles rained down.
“Down!” someone shouted.
Too late.
The cliff face gave way.
Stone fell in a cascading roar, a wave of rock and debris that slammed into the trench. Men screamed. Stretchers toppled. The world became dust and impact and the brutal certainty of gravity.
Darian threw himself over the wounded man on the stretcher, using his own body as the first shield. Rock struck his shoulder and exploded pain down his arm. Another hit his back. His breath punched out of him. The old weakness in his lung flared like a blade, sharp and sudden.
He tried to inhale and found only dust.
Someone grabbed his leg, dragging. Senn’s voice shouted his name, muffled, distant.
Then the trench tilted. The ground shifted under Darian’s chest as stone piled higher, crushing space, stealing air.
His bracers burned hot against his wrists. His fingers clawed at grit.
He managed one breath, thin and desperate, and then another, and then the world narrowed to the stubborn refusal to die under rock.
A final impact struck near his head.
Everything went black.
When Darian surfaced, it was not to light.
It was to voices.
Muted at first, like they came through water. Then sharper, as if someone had pulled him up by the throat and forced sound into his ears.
“Don’t move,” a woman said. “If he fights, he’ll tear the sutures.”
“He’s awake,” another voice answered. Male, younger. Fear tucked under professionalism.
Darian tried to open his eyes. His lids felt heavy, glued with dried blood and dust. He forced them apart.
White canvas above him. A tent ceiling, ward-etched supports visible along the seams. The air smelled of antiseptic herbs and ink-salt. His chest ached with each breath, the left side worse, a familiar pain that made him want to cough and made him refuse.
He tried to sit.
Pain lanced through his shoulder. His body refused.
Then he realized why.
His wrists were bound.
Not rope. Not leather. Iron cuffs, cold and precise, fixed to the cot frame. Ward-etched, the lines faintly warm against his skin. Restraints designed for someone who could break ordinary chains.
His pulse kicked hard.
“Easy,” the woman said again, closer now. “Commander Rooke. Don’t make this worse.”
Commander.
They still called him that, even with cuffs on his wrists.
Darian turned his head. The tent was crowded. Healers moved between cots. Soldiers lay nearby, pale and still. Somewhere farther off, someone sobbed. Somewhere else, someone screamed.
A figure stood at the end of his cot, partially in shadow. A woman in a formal sash, face like carved stone.
Provost office.
Darian’s jaw tightened. “Voss sent you,” he rasped.
The woman didn’t flinch. “The corridor needs you alive.”
“And chained,” Darian said.
Her gaze slid to the cuffs. “Insurance.”
A healer leaned over him, checking his pupils. “You’ve got a concussion,” the healer muttered. “And cracked ribs. Lucky you weren’t cut in half.”
Darian’s mouth tasted like ash. “How many—”
The healer’s expression tightened. “Too many.”
The provost woman’s voice cut in, crisp. “Healer Korr is on site.”
The name hit Darian like a strike.
Korr.
The disgraced healer the Corps had thrown away. The one whispered about in ward-engineer circles as if she were a myth and a warning.
Darian’s gaze sharpened despite the haze in his skull. “Why is she here?”
“Because she can stabilize what your engineers couldn’t,” the woman said. “And because she has a debt to pay.”
Darian’s hands curled in the cuffs. Cold iron, warm wardlines, a memory of pain in the skin beneath.
“Debt,” he rasped. “That’s what you call it.”
The woman’s eyes were flat. “You’ll see her soon enough.”
From somewhere beyond the tent wall, he heard it again: the low resonance under everything, closer now, as if the ground itself listened.
And beneath the movement of healers and the groans of the wounded, another sound threaded through.
A voice. A woman’s voice. Controlled. Familiar in a way that made his spine go tight.
Not because he knew her.
Because he’d heard the name spoken with that same steadiness.
“Korr,” someone said outside the cot’s curtain, urgent. “We need you at the north brace. Now.”
Darian stared at the canvas ceiling, cuffs cold on his wrists, and realized the corridor had not been the only thing that collapsed.
Control had.
He had always believed control was something you held. Tonight, he realized it could be taken—and it was already reaching for her.






  
  Chapter 3: The Price of Ash


Jessa’s hands were steady because they had to be. 
The north rib had eaten a third of the trench and spat men back out broken, dust-caked, and screaming. The ones who didn’t scream were worse. They lay with eyes open, staring at nothing, while healers moved around them the way water moves around stones.
Jessa moved with the same ruthless economy she used in the border clinic: see the wound, stop the bleed, decide who lives long enough to be angry about it. The corridor did not offer mercy for hesitation.
“Two more cots,” someone shouted.
“Not here,” Jessa snapped without looking up. “Put them in the central brace. North is unstable.”
A medic barreled past, carrying a tray of stitched needles that rattled like teeth. Ink-salt hung in the air, sharp enough to sting her eyes. Every time she breathed, she tasted metal and bitterroot.
The lattice she had drawn was still holding, but only because she kept feeding it attention. It reminded her of a cracked dam: any moment you stopped bracing, the water found the weak point.
She pressed her palm to the iron nail at the lattice corner and felt the vibration under the stone. Not a quake. A pulse. Like something beneath the corridor was counting.
The dragons circled above the pass again. She couldn’t see them from the trench, only the way shadows rolled across the braces like clouds, and the way everyone flinched when the air thickened.
She did not flinch. She had learned long ago that fear was loud, and the wounded needed quiet.
A healer approached, hair matted with blood and ash. “Korr,” he said, the name strained like he was testing it. “We lost the supplies. The raiders hit the convoy. We’re down to cheap ink and salt that’s been cut with chalk dust.”
“That’s why your circles are burning,” she said. She didn’t soften it. Softness wasted time.
He swallowed. “We have five thoracic bleeds in the next line. If the wards fail again…”
“They won’t,” Jessa said, and she hated the lie because it demanded she make it true.
She stood and moved to the next cot.
The man on it was young, face gray, chest wrapped in a blood-soaked bandage. His breath came in thin, panicked sips. The medic beside him looked up like a drowning person seeing shore.
“Collapsed lung?” Jessa asked.
“Maybe,” the medic said. “He was in the brace when it buckled. We got him out. Then he…”
The man’s eyes rolled. His breathing hitched.
Jessa’s scar warmed, not like a flare but like a warning ember under her skin. She ignored it and pressed two fingers to the man’s throat. Fast and thready.
“Hold him,” she ordered.
She cut the bandage, peeled it back, and found bruised skin blooming across ribs. No clean puncture, but the pressure in his chest was wrong. She listened, head angled, and heard the faint rasp on one side. Air trapped where it shouldnn’t be.
“We need a seal,” she said.
The medic’s eyes widened. “We don’t have…”
Jessa opened her bag and pulled out a small bone-tube and a strip of waxed cloth. Her personal kit. Her private hoard.
“Do you know how to place a chest drain?” she asked.
The medic nodded too fast.
“Good,” Jessa said. “Because if you don’t, he dies in three minutes.”
She did not say the other truth: this technique was forbidden for most field healers. Too risky. Too much liability. The Corps loved liability until it needed a scapegoat.
She guided the medic’s hands, kept his trembling fingers steady. The moment the tube slipped into place, the man on the cot shuddered, and air hissed out with a wet whistle. His eyes focused, just a little.
Jessa exhaled, careful. “Wrap it tight. Keep him upright.”
The medic stared at her like she’d dragged the man back from the dead. “Who taught you that?”
Jessa wiped her hands on a cloth already stained beyond redemption. “Someone who didn’t survive long enough to become an instructor.”
She moved on.
Before the medics dragged her to the commander’s tent, Jessa forced herself back to the north brace.
The rockfall had been cleared enough to expose the brace ribs again. Fresh chalk marks layered over old ones, frantic attempts to reassert geometry on stone that had already said no. A ward engineer crouched there with shaking hands, scraping away scorched ink with a blade.
“What are you doing?” Jessa asked.
The engineer startled, nearly cutting himself. He was young, skin sallow under ash, eyes rimmed red from sleeplessness. “Trying to find the original fracture,” he said. “If I can see where the line first rejected, maybe we can…”
“You can’t out-stare resonance,” Jessa said. She knelt beside him and pointed at the brace where black ink had splattered. “That’s your origin.”
The engineer’s mouth tightened. “The bolt?”
“Yes.” Jessa leaned closer. The ink wasn’t just cheap. It was wrong on purpose. Salt cut with limestone dust, meant to flare fast and burn out, meant to poison a circle and leave the stone hot.
She scraped a flake of dried ink from the brace and rolled it between gloved fingers. Under the grime, a faint dye shimmered: violet, almost imperceptible unless you knew to look.
Corps dye marker.
“This came from a sanctioned batch,” she said.
The engineer went still. “Raiders can steal…”
“They can,” Jessa agreed. “But they don’t ledger it first.”
Erase, not hide.
Jessa’s stomach tightened. “Someone didn’t want this traced.”
The engineer swallowed. “There were logs. Inventory logs for the ink and salts. They vanished after the collapse. The provost people took our chest.”
Of course they did.
Jessa pocketed the flake of ink in a folded cloth. A breadcrumb, small and dirty, but real.
“Keep drawing lattices,” she told the engineer. “Angles, not circles. If you hear the stone humming, stop and move. It means the ground is about to refuse you again.”
The engineer stared. “How can you tell?”
Jessa’s scar warmed, like an ember acknowledging a question it shouldn’t answer. “Because it hurts,” she said simply, and left him with the truth he could use.
A scream cut through the noise, different from pain. Rage.
Jessa turned and saw a soldier fighting against two medics, wrists cuffed to the cot frame. Dark armor. Ward-etched bracers. A jagged scar splitting his right brow.
Commander Rooke.
Even restrained, he filled the space like pressure. His eyes were wild with concussion haze, but the control in him was still there, fighting to rise.
“Get these off,” he rasped. “Now.”
“They’re keeping you from ripping your stitches,” a healer said, voice strained.
“They’re not for stitches,” Rooke snapped. He tugged again. The wardlines on the cuffs warmed, reacting to his strength, and his face tightened as pain surged. He made no sound. That was the dangerous part.
Jessa stepped closer, and the healer guarding the cot stiffened.
“Don’t,” the healer warned. “Provost orders. He stays bound.”
Jessa’s gaze flicked to the cuffs. Ward-etched iron, designed to hold more than a normal man. Her stomach went tight.
“They’re not for stitches,” she said quietly.
The healer’s jaw worked. “He’s… an asset.”
A word that turned people into tools.
Rooke’s eyes found Jessa. Recognition flashed through the haze, sharp enough to cut. “You,” he said, like her presence was a problem he hadn’t planned for.
Jessa ignored the instinctive heat that tried to rise under her scar. “How many ribs?” she asked.
He stared, incredulous. “What?”
“How many ribs are broken,” she repeated. “If you tear the wrong one, you’ll bleed into your lung.”
His nostrils flared. For a second, the commander mask slipped and she saw the fatigue under it, the thin edge of fear he refused to admit. Then it snapped back into place.
“Two,” he said.
“Three,” the healer corrected, almost apologetic.
Rooke’s jaw clenched. He didn’t look at the healer. He kept looking at Jessa as if she was the only person in the tent who could change the terms of his cage.
Jessa reached for his wrist, then stopped, hovering a breath away from the cuff. The wardlines were warm enough to radiate through air. Whoever had etched them knew what they were doing.
“You were restrained before,” she said, softer than she intended.
A muscle jumped in his cheek. “Not your concern.”
“It becomes my concern when restraints become policy,” Jessa said.
Rooke’s gaze sharpened. “You’re not here by accident.”
Neither are you, she thought.
Before she could answer, the tent flap snapped open and Healer Vey entered with the same calm she’d worn in the clinic, as if blood was just weather.
Behind her, two Corps guards carried a narrow case of lacquered wood, sealed with black wax and the same lattice-sigil Jessa had seen on the paper.
Jessa’s mouth went dry.
Vey’s eyes landed on Jessa’s bloodied hands. “Good,” she said. “You’re still functional.”
Jessa stared at the case. “What is that?”
“Compliance,” Vey said.
Rooke’s body went rigid in the cot. His eyes cut to the case, then to Jessa, and something in him tightened like a drawn wire.
Jessa took a slow breath. The air tasted of ink-salt. “You said first bell.”
Vey’s expression did not change. “The wardline is deteriorating faster than projected. The Annex is moving up schedule.”
“The Annex,” Jessa repeated, and the word scraped like grit against her teeth. “You mean the branding.”
Vey’s gaze flicked to the guards. “Do not use vulgar terms.”
“Do not use polite ones,” Jessa shot back. “People die cleaner that way.”
A faint flicker crossed Vey’s face, annoyance or caution, hard to tell. “The corridor cannot hold without a stabilized anchor pair,” she said. “Your lattice bought us time. It did not solve the resonance under the stone.”
Under the stone. That deeper pulse that kept counting.
Jessa’s scar warmed again, as if the corridor itself listened to the word resonance.
Rooke’s voice came out low and dangerous. “Anchor pair.”
Vey finally looked at him. “Yes, Commander. You were selected for your tolerance and your restraint.”
A shadow of understanding crossed his face, quick and ugly. “Selected by who?”
Vey’s eyes returned to Jessa. “By the people who intend to stop the war.”
Jessa laughed once, bitter. “By chaining everyone to it.”
“The Oathmark will bind you,” Vey said, calm as a surgeon describing a cut. “Distance backlash will prevent desertion. Pain transfer will reduce casualty overflow. Your cooperation will stabilize wardcraft in proximity to dragons. It is efficient.”
Jessa’s stomach rolled. The words were clinical, and that made them worse.
Rooke’s cuffed hands flexed, the wardlines flaring faintly. “You’re making weapons,” he said.
Vey’s tone did not shift. “Weapons already exist. We are making survival.”
Jessa looked at the case again. The black wax seal looked like an eye that never blinked.
“You can’t force choice,” Jessa said. “It will destabilize. Coercion destabilizes.”
Vey’s gaze sharpened. “Then choose to cooperate.”
The room went quiet. Even the tent’s background chaos felt farther away.
Jessa understood the trap.
If she refused, they would take her anyway. They would drag her to the Annex and carve the mark into her skin while she fought. The bond would ignite on violence, on resistance, on fear. It would become exactly what the program wanted: a cage that bit every time she moved.
Rooke’s gaze stayed on her, unblinking. He looked like a man who had been ordered to do unforgivable things and survived by making them strategy. Now, for the first time, strategy was not enough.
“They’ll chain you,” he said quietly, and the memory of his words from the trench returned like a bruise.
Jessa shifted closer to his cot. She lowered her voice so the guards couldn’t easily hear. “They already chained you,” she murmured.
His eyes flicked to the cuffs, and something like shame flashed. Gone as fast as it came.
“I can endure it,” he said.
“That’s not a virtue,” Jessa replied. “That’s what they built you for.”
His jaw tightened. He did not deny it.
Vey’s patience thinned. “Healer Korr. Decide. Now.”
Jessa looked past Vey, toward the tent opening where the trench smoke drifted in. She heard the distant groan of the braces. She heard the wounded crying. She felt the pulse under the corridor stone, steady as a heartbeat.
If the wardline failed again tonight, the trench would become a tomb.
She could walk away from the program. She could fight. She could run.
But she could not run from the dying.
Her scar heated, as if agreeing.
Jessa lifted her chin and met Vey’s eyes. “I will go,” she said, the words tasting like iron. “But I will not pretend this is yours to claim.”
Vey’s mouth tightened, as if disappointed by Jessa’s refusal to be grateful. “Good. Then we proceed.”
Jessa’s gaze slid to the lacquered case. “And him?”
Vey did not look at Rooke. “He will be brought. The procedure requires both.”
Rooke’s breath hitched. The cuff wardlines warmed again.
Jessa’s fingers curled, then steadied. The moral choice was not whether she would be taken. It was how much damage she would allow the taking to do.
She stepped forward and placed her hand on the case.
The wax seal was warm, as if it had been held against skin.
Jessa drew her hand back like it had burned.
Vey watched her reaction with a small, satisfied stillness.
“First bell is meaningless,” Vey said. “The corridor is failing now. Choose your shape of survival, Healer Korr.”
Jessa looked at Rooke one last time.
His eyes held hers, gray and exhausted, and in them she saw it: the promise of violence if she asked for it, and the quieter terror that violence would only feed the cage.
She turned back to Vey.
“Open it,” Jessa said.
As the seal cracked, the pulse under the stone rose to meet it, eager as something that had been waiting to be invited.






  
  Chapter 4: The Oathmark


The lacquered case opened with a soft crack, like a bone giving way. 
Inside, nested in black felt, lay two iron bands shaped to fit a wrist. They were not shackles. They were too deliberate for that, too beautiful in their cruelty. Thin grooves ran along the metal, etched with lattice geometry so fine it looked like embroidery. At the inner curve of each band, a small notch waited, sharp as a tooth.
Jessa stared until her eyes hurt.
“Those go on skin,” she said.
Healer Vey’s voice stayed calm, the way someone spoke when they expected obedience. “They go on the artery line, yes. It keeps the mark clean.”
“Clean,” Jessa repeated. The word tasted like smoke.
Behind Vey, two Corps guards held the case steady as if it weighed more than metal. Another pair stood by the tent flap with hands on spear shafts. Not for raiders. For her.
Darian Rooke lay on the cot at the far end of the medical tent, wrists still bound to the frame. He had stopped fighting, but the restraint lines on his cuffs remained warm, as if his body could not forget the urge. His face was pale under the grime. A swollen bruise darkened his brow. Even half-sedated, he watched the case like a man watching an executioner lift a hood.
Jessa’s scar burned beneath her collarbone. Not from fear. From recognition she did not want to own.
“It’s a forge tool,” she said, looking at the notch. “A bite point.”
Vey lifted one band with gloved fingers. The lattice caught lantern light and threw it back in a faint shimmer. “It is a gate.”
“A gate to what?” Jessa asked.
“To discipline,” Vey said. “To efficiency. To saving lives.”
Jessa’s laugh came out once, low and sharp. “You think fear saves lives.”
“No,” Vey replied. “Fear wastes them. The Oathmark prevents waste.”
She held the band out. An offering. A demand.
Jessa forced her hands to stay still. Blood dried in the creases of her fingers. Ink-salt clung to her nails. She had been working since the rockfall with barely a sip of water. Exhaustion made anger slippery. Dangerous.
“What’s the procedure?” she asked.
Vey’s eyes flicked to the guards, then back. “You will be marked first. Your pain threshold is lower. Your resistance is higher. We need your physiology to imprint the bond correctly.”
Jessa’s mouth tightened. “You mean you want me in shock so I don’t fight.”
Vey did not deny it. “Your cooperation is noted.”
“It isn’t,” Jessa said.
A healer near Darian’s cot shifted, uncomfortable. The medic who had stitched Darian’s ribs avoided looking at the case entirely, as if refusing to see would absolve him.
Darian’s voice cut through the tent, rough and restrained. “Leave her alone.”
Vey turned her head, unhurried. “Commander, your concern is noted as well.”
“It isn’t concern,” Darian said. “It’s strategy. You brand her wrong, you lose her. You lose her, you lose the wardline.”
The words were practical. The tone was not.
Jessa kept her eyes on Vey. She would not look at Darian when heat crawled up her neck. She refused that weakness.
Vey’s mouth tightened. “Then behave,” she told him. “Or we increase sedation.”
Darian’s jaw flexed. The ward-etched cuffs warmed, then cooled as he forced his body to stillness.
Jessa inhaled slowly. Antiseptic smoke. Bitterroot. Iron. Under it all, that deeper pulse from the corridor stone, faint but present even here in the tent, as if the ground carried it forward.
“Where is the Annex?” Jessa asked.
Vey gestured without looking away. “Behind the trench. The resonance chamber.”
Jessa’s stomach turned. “A chamber. In corridor stone.”
“It was built for this,” Vey said.
No, Jessa thought. It was built because someone planned this.
She stepped toward Darian’s cot. The guards tensed, then froze when Vey lifted a finger. Permission granted. A leash lengthened.
Darian’s eyes tracked Jessa’s movement. Up close, she saw the strain in him. The pain he held behind his teeth. The effort it took to lie still while chained.
He was not the kind of man she expected to pity. That made it worse when she did.
“You can’t stop them,” he said quietly.
Jessa kept her voice low. “Neither can you.”
His gaze flicked to her collarbone, to the place her scar heated under her shirt, as if he could see it. “They’ll tell you it’s necessary.”
“I know,” Jessa said. “They told me that when they threw my apprentices into a circle they couldn’t hold.”
A shadow passed over his face. Not sympathy. Something sharper, like recognition of a kind of loss he had his own names for.
“Do you want to fight?” he asked.
The question was quiet. It was not a challenge. It was an offer. Violence as comfort, if she needed it.
Jessa thought of the trench. The bodies. The brace ribs shuddering. The wardline that would fail again the moment they lost focus. Fighting would feed the thing beneath the stone. The program would call her unstable. They would justify anything.
“No,” she said. The word hurt. “Not the way they expect.”
Darian’s gaze held hers for a heartbeat too long, then slid away. “Then be careful,” he said.
Careful, Jessa thought. In a cage.
Vey’s voice snapped them back. “Enough.”
The guards closed in.
Jessa straightened. “I will walk,” she said. “No dragging.”
Vey nodded, as if granting a privilege. “Good.”
They moved her first. Not gently. Not roughly enough to leave bruises that could become evidence. Firm hands at her elbows, directing her through the trench paths between tents, away from triage screams and toward a darker stretch of stone where fewer people stood.
The Annex structure rose out of the corridor rock like a wound sealed over. A half-buried chamber reinforced with iron ribs. Wardlines ran along the entrance in tight, repeating patterns. Not healing geometry. Containment.
Jessa tasted ink-salt before she crossed the threshold.
Inside, the air was colder. The sound changed. Everything became quieter, as if the stone swallowed voices. Lanterns hung along the walls, throwing pale light across a central circle carved into the floor.
Not chalk.
Not ink.
A groove. Cut deep. Filled with dark metal that drank light rather than reflecting it. Lattice lines intersected the circle at precise angles, anchor points marked by iron studs hammered into the stone.
The work was exquisite.
It made Jessa want to vomit.
Vey stepped beside her. “Remove your upper garment,” she said. “The mark goes on the sternum line.”
Jessa’s hands curled. “No.”
Vey’s eyes did not soften. “We can cut it off you.”
Jessa held her breath until it hurt, then nodded once. Her fingers moved to the ties at her collar. She kept her movements controlled, not hurried, not ashamed. She pulled her shirt down enough to bare the top of her chest.
The crescent scar at her collarbone glowed faintly in the chamber light, an old burn line that never fully faded. She heard a small intake of breath from one of the attending healers.
Vey’s gaze sharpened. “So the rumors were accurate.”
Jessa’s stomach tightened. “What rumors?”
“Resonance sensitivity,” Vey said. “A previous exposure.”
Jessa wanted to tell her to choke on her own certainty. Instead she asked, “Who else is in this program?”
Vey ignored the question. She lifted one of the iron bands from the case and approached.
Two healers took Jessa’s wrists and turned them palm-up. Cold air kissed the inside of her arm. The band hovered just above skin, warm as if it had been sitting near a fire.
“This will hurt,” Vey said. “The bond has to find blood.”
Jessa met her eyes. “I know.”
The band closed around her left wrist.
The notch bit.
Pain snapped through her arm, sharp and immediate, as if a needle had been driven into the artery line. Jessa’s breath caught. Her vision narrowed.
The lattice grooves on the band warmed, then flared faintly, a thin light threading along the metal like veins lighting up under skin.
Her scar burned at the same time, answering the pain with its own heat, as if her body recognized a pattern it had been missing.
Jessa clenched her teeth and forced a breath out.
Vey did not pause. She closed the second band around Jessa’s right wrist.
The bite point sank in.
Pain doubled, then turned strange. It was still pain, but it had edges that did not belong to her nerves. It echoed, like a sound bouncing in a stone chamber and returning sharper.
The attending healer whispered, “Hold her steady.”
Jessa could not have moved if she wanted to. Her arms felt heavy. The air felt thick. The groove-circle in the floor seemed to brighten, as if the chamber itself listened.
“Bring the commander,” Vey ordered.
Footsteps retreated. Then returned.
They brought Darian in on a stretcher, still cuffed at the wrists. His face tightened when the chamber’s cold hit him. His gaze found Jessa immediately.
His eyes went to her bare chest, then to her wrists. The iron bands glowed faintly.
A muscle jumped in his jaw.
“Leave the cuffs,” Vey said to the healers. “The Oathmark will override them.”
Darian’s voice was rough. “You’re enjoying this.”
Vey did not look at him. “I am managing it.”
They set the stretcher at the edge of the carved circle. Darian tried to rise. A healer pushed him back down, gentle and firm.
Jessa stood inside the circle, wrists banded, chest bare, the old scar at her collarbone hot enough to feel like a brand. She hated the exposure. She hated the audience. She hated that her body was reacting with a traitorous surge of heat that was not desire and not fear, but something older. Resonance.
Vey stepped into the circle with her, holding a narrow blade with a needle-fine edge. Not a weapon. A tool.
“Blood meets blood,” Vey said. “The Oathmark’s first law.”
Jessa forced her voice steady. “And the second law?”
Vey’s eyes lifted. “Distance is disobedience.”
Jessa’s stomach dropped.
So that was the cage. Not walls. Not guards. A body’s own pain turned into a fence.
Vey lifted the blade and pressed it to the inside of Jessa’s wrist, just beneath the band’s bite point. A small cut opened. A bead of blood formed.
Jessa did not flinch. She refused to give Vey that.
Vey moved to Darian’s wrist next. The cuff prevented easy access, but Vey worked around it with practiced efficiency. A quick slice. A bead of blood.
Then Vey reached into her satchel and drew out a thin strip of dark metal, no wider than a thread. It shimmered like oil.
“Anchor,” she said.
She laid the strip across the groove where the circle met the lattice. The metal sank into the dark channel as if drawn downward, disappearing into the carved line.
The chamber’s air changed. A pressure built, subtle at first, then sharper. Jessa’s scar flared, heat licking across her collarbone.
Darian hissed through his teeth. “What did you do?”
Vey stepped back. “Now,” she said. “Take his wrist.”
Jessa stared. “No.”
Vey’s gaze was flat. “You can do this the easy way or the hard way.”
Jessa’s hands trembled. Not from fear. From rage, exhaustion, and the raw pain in her wrists. She could feel her pulse under the bands, trapped and bright.
She thought of the trench. Of healers collapsing under backlash. Of the wardline shuddering as dragons passed. Of the deeper pulse under the stone, steady as a count.
If she fought here, the mark would take the fight and turn it into rule. It would punish them both. It would become the program’s proof that coercion was necessary.
Choice stabilizes, she remembered from nothing and everything. A thought that was not hers alone.
She stepped toward the stretcher.
Darian’s eyes held hers. “Don’t,” he said softly. “You don’t owe them obedience.”
“I owe the dying time,” Jessa replied.
She reached for his wrist.
The moment her fingers touched his skin, pain flashed through her arms again, but it didn’t stay contained. It surged outward, like a wave finding a second shore.
Darian’s breath hitched. His eyes widened.
Jessa felt it too.
Not his pain.
Her pain reflected back through him, doubled, then dampened, as if the bond had split it between them. The sharpness softened into a heavier ache that spread across her forearms.
And in return, something touched her ribs from the inside. A pressure, a weight. Darian’s restraint, his refusal to react, pressed against her nerves like a hand steadying a shaking cup.
It was intimate in the most infuriating way.
Vey’s voice was a distant edge. “Hold. Now speak the vow.”
Jessa swallowed. “What vow?”
Vey’s eyes narrowed. “The oath of service. The bond does not close until you accept it.”
Darian’s gaze sharpened. “No.”
Vey ignored him. She recited, voice steady, as if reading a recipe. “I bind my strength to yours. I bind my pain to yours. I bind my distance to yours. In war and ward, until release.”
Jessa’s throat tightened. Words mattered. In wardcraft, words were structure.
She







