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THE BRIDGE AND THE BLADE

THE BRIDGE

AND THE BLADE

Book Five

THE LONG WAY HOME

CYBERPUNK  •  SUPERNATURAL THRILLER

For everyone who ever had to leave something beautiful behind —
and found the courage to come back for it.
A bridge is not the distance between two places.

It is the decision to cross.

The distance was always there.

The bridge is what you choose to do about it.

What you choose to risk.

What you choose to carry, and what you set down,

and whether you understand the difference.

Belonging is not a place.

It is a direction you keep walking in.

Home is not where you started.

It is what you chose when you could have chosen otherwise.

— from the Collected Observations, Division Zero Archive, Vol. 12

ACT ONE

"THE KNOCK"

In which a life is examined and found to be real,
and something impossible begins to hum.
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CHAPTER ONE
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"Forty Laps"

The pool is honest.

This is the thing about water. It doesn't care who you are. It doesn't care what you've done, what dimensional catastrophes you've survived, what versions of yourself you've locked in cells or burned alive from the inside out in order to stop something worse from happening. It doesn't care that your bridge — the internal connection that once let you cross between worlds the way most people cross a street — is now scar tissue, a dead nerve, a sealed room where the windows used to be. The water doesn't know any of this. The water just resists. Uniformly. Honestly. Push against it and it pushes back at exactly the rate you deserve.

Achilla Lavey had been in love with this quality for as long as she could remember having a self to love things with.

Four-thirty in the morning. The public natatorium on Crane Level, Sector 7-Central, Meridian City. The building was a prefab structure assembled after the Divergence War took out three of the city's four upper-tier recreational facilities — not the fanciest pool Achilla had ever used, but it was hers in the way that mattered: she was always the only one in it at this hour. The attendant, a young Remnant woman named Bix whose circuit-glow pulsed faint blue-green at her collarbones and wrists, had stopped asking questions about Achilla's schedule after the second week. Now she just buzzed the door open without looking up from her screen and sometimes left a towel on the bench in lane four's cubby as a courtesy.

Lane four.

Always lane four.

Achilla didn't know exactly when she'd settled on it. It had started as availability — lane four was open the first morning she'd shown up — and then become preference, and then become something past preference, something closer to ritual, which was the only kind of religion she'd ever been able to sustain. She pulled on her cap. Adjusted her goggles. Stood at the edge of the water and looked down the length of lane four the way someone might look down a familiar road.

Then she pushed off.

The cold hit first. It always did. Meridian City's utility systems weren't known for precision temperature management, and the natatorium's heating cycled in waves — sometimes the water was almost warm, sometimes it was bracing, and at four-thirty in the morning it was almost always bracing, and she liked it that way. The cold arrived like a fact. Here is where you are. Here is what is real. The rest — the city above, the neon and the rain and the dimensional monitoring protocols and the paperwork she hadn't finished yesterday and the face she sometimes thought about in the dark — all of it reduced to a distant signal behind the close white noise of moving water.

Stroke. Stroke. Breathe. Turn your head, not your body. Keep the hips in line.

She was a serviceable swimmer, not an exceptional one. She'd never had coaching. What she had was consistency — forty laps, every morning she could manage it, for the better part of two years. Long enough that her body had learned the shape of it. Long enough that lap twelve felt different from lap seven felt different from lap thirty-one, the way stations on a journey you know so well you navigate them without looking. Lap twelve was where the mind stopped making lists and became something quieter. Lap twenty was where it went entirely blank, if she was lucky. Lap twenty-nine through thirty-two were the hard ones for some reason she had never fully analyzed — her form degraded slightly, her focus wobbled, and she had to fight back to the stroke count like pulling a boat against a current. Then thirty-three through forty were clean. Were good. Were almost meditative, if she were the meditating type, which she wasn't, but she could see the appeal from where she stood.

She counted laps the way some people counted breaths in prayer. Deliberate. Present. Not letting any number slide past unacknowledged. One was one. Two was two. Forty was forty. She'd seen people lose count mid-swim and just estimate the rest and it made something in her jaw tighten. The point wasn't the exercise. The point was the honesty of the count.

The wall came up at the end of each lap.

Tuck. Push. Glide.

The half-second of suspended nothing — that was the thing. That was the piece she would have described to someone if they'd asked what she actually loved about it, though no one had ever asked. The moment after the push from the wall when the body is fully extended in the water, perfectly horizontal, moving fast on borrowed momentum, and there is nothing to do but let it happen. No stroke, no breath, no decision. Just the glide. The world suspended. The body in motion and the mind given a half-second off from being anything at all.

She loved it the way she loved the half-second before a fight broke open — not the fight itself, but that precise instant of pre-action clarity where every variable was still theoretical and the body was just a coiled thing, potential, clean.

Lap thirty-eight.

Thirty-nine.

Forty.

She touched the wall and held it. Let her breathing even. Hung in the water for a moment with her forehead almost resting on the cool tile at the lane's end, goggles pushed up, eyes closed, listening to the underwater quiet that wasn't actually quiet but was the closest thing this city offered. Then she hauled herself out. Water sheeted off her. She took the towel from the bench in lane four's cubby and worked through her hair first, then her face, then the rest of her, methodical. The way she did everything — not hurried, not inefficient. Getting it right.

The mirror in the changing room showed her what it always showed.

She looked at herself not with wonder and not with appraisal and not with the particular complicated feeling that had sometimes accompanied this moment in the first few months — the strange doubling of it, the awareness that this body, this face, these blue eyes, had once been inhabited alongside another consciousness, that she had been an interior thing, a secondary self, before she'd become the only self. That era of processing was over. She looked in the mirror and saw herself the way you look at a tool you know well: with respect for its function, without sentiment. Tall. Angular. Long dark hair starting to dry at the ends. Blue eyes that looked, always, as if they were recovering from something — not distressed, but oriented. Like a compass needle still finding north after a knock.

She dressed. Black suit, gold buttons, pressed. Leather jacket over it. Gloves. Boots. The outfit Sera called her uniform in the slightly exasperated tone of someone who'd stopped trying to suggest alternatives. It was her uniform. She'd stopped pretending otherwise around the same time she'd stopped pretending she might eventually feel like a guest in this city.

— —
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Harlan Street was doing what Harlan Street always did at five-fifteen in the morning: existing in the specific form of life that mid-level Meridian City sustained before the regular world woke up. The deep-shift workers were coming off. The maintenance crews were starting. Drones moved in their pre-dawn flight corridors, lower to the platforms at this hour, their navigation lights red and white against the dark. The rain had come through at three — she'd heard it against the natatorium's high windows while she was swimming — and now everything was wet and reflecting. Every surface a mirror. Every neon sign doubled in the puddles, shimmering, bleeding color.

Achilla walked through it with her hands in her jacket pockets and her collar up and felt, as she often felt at this hour, that the city was briefly and honestly itself. No performance. Just the hum of it. The deep infrastructure heartbeat she'd learned to distinguish: the recyc systems, the platform stabilizers, the power grid's subsonic thrum. Meridian City had been rebuilt multiple times. You could feel the strata of it if you listened right. The original platform structure. The post-Red Veil repairs. The Mirror Array reconstruction. The Divergence War patchwork. Layer on layer, like sediment, like anything that has survived long enough to have a history.

She had been here for most of those layers. Not all — she'd missed the bottom ones, arrived mid-story the way she'd arrived to everything, mid-story and barefoot and thirty stories up and soaking wet. But she was in the recent ones. Her fingerprints were in the recent ones. That meant something. She wasn't sure she could have told anyone exactly what, but she felt the weight of it in the way you feel familiar ground under boots that have walked it a thousand times.

The coffee shop on Harlan Street didn't have a sign that she'd ever noticed. Or rather, it had one, but the neon had been half-dead since before she'd started coming here and nobody had fixed it, and now it was just part of the shop's character — the dark neon, the steam-fogged windows, the particular quality of warmth that spilled out of the door when it opened. The smell of it hit her half a block away. Coffee and something fried and the particular brand of exhaust generated by an industrial espresso machine that had been running since probably four in the morning.

Tomás was behind the counter.

Of course he was.

He was always behind the counter at this hour. Whether he went home between shifts was something Achilla had never established and had decided not to investigate. He was thirty-four or thirty-eight or some age in that range with the permanent quality of a person who had done a physically demanding job for a long time and was at peace with this fact. His left hand had three mechanical fingers — the result of an industrial accident he'd mentioned once and not elaborated on, which was the only kind of mention she respected. His hair stood up at odd angles. He had the look of a person who was perpetually one good night's sleep away from cheerful and had accepted that the good night's sleep was probably not coming any time soon and had opted for cheerful anyway.

He set the long black on the counter as she pushed through the door. No performance. No look-what-I-did. Just: here is the thing you need, exactly as you need it, extra shot, no sugar, temperature calibrated to the thing she'd never explicitly specified but he'd apparently noted anyway.

"Legend," she said.

He made a small acknowledging sound and turned back to the machine. She took her coffee to the window. This was the routine. This was her window, her stool, her seven minutes before she had to be at Division Zero for the morning briefing. The coffee was very good. The window looked out over Harlan Street and the lower mid-level intersection, and at this hour you could see the day beginning to organize itself — the shift changes, the delivery drones dropping their pre-dawn loads to the service bays, the first food carts setting up. The city rehearsing.

Achilla drank her coffee and watched and felt what she often felt at this precise moment, at this precise window: the quiet complicated pride of ownership that wasn't ownership. She didn't own any of this. She was a foreign national in a technical sense — technically she wasn't a national of anywhere, her papers were courtesy of Division Zero and the city's emergency registration protocols for dimensional arrivals, and her legal status was a work in progress that Sera described as "fine, don't ask follow-up questions." But she had been here long enough that the neon felt like hers. Long enough that she knew the shift-change patterns and the rain schedules and which maintenance crews worked which sectors and what Tomás's pre-dawn soundtrack choices said about his mood.

That used to feel like a betrayal. The belonging.

In the early months — after she'd burned the bridge, after the Red Veil crisis, in the reconstruction period — she'd been careful not to let herself belong here. She'd held herself at a slight remove from the city, from the people in it, from the routines that were beginning to form around her like a shape in water. She'd told herself it was practical. You don't belong here. You're here by accident and necessity. Don't make a home out of something you didn't choose.

Except she had chosen it. That was the complication she'd spent about eight months avoiding looking directly at. She'd chosen it when she burned the bridge. She'd had roughly four seconds, at most, to make that decision, but four seconds is enough time for a decision if the person making it is sufficiently clear about their values, and she had been. She'd burned it. She'd stranded herself. She'd done it to stop the Pale Assembly from pouring another dimension through a wound in reality, and she'd do it again, and neither of those things made it not a choice.

So: she'd chosen Meridian City.

And then she'd spent eight months pretending she hadn't, which was either grief or stubbornness, and at some point — she placed it around month nine, roughly, after the Mirror War — the pretending had stopped. Not dramatically. Not in a moment of revelation. More like a tide going out: one morning she'd walked to the pool and noticed she wasn't walking like someone who might leave, and that was that.

She'd gotten better at belonging. Or she'd gotten better at lying to herself about belonging. Which was practically the same thing, and she was comfortable with the ambiguity.

— —
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Division Zero occupied the fifth through ninth floors of a repurposed administrative tower on the border of Sectors 7-Central and 8-North. The building's exterior was nondescript by design — no signage, no identifying marks, just the city registration number in small characters above the service entrance. The kind of building you didn't look at. The kind of building that counted on your not looking at it.

Achilla took the stairs. Always. The elevator in this building had a particular personality — a slightly too-long pause between floors that she'd decided she didn't enjoy — and besides, stairs kept the blood moving, and she liked to arrive at morning briefings warm rather than waiting for her circulation to catch up.

The operations room on floor six was doing its morning thing. Three analysts at their consoles. The overhead display cycling through Nara's sensor feeds — the dimensional monitoring array that covered the city like a net, laid over the top of Meridian City's infrastructure the way a second nervous system lays over the first. Green indicators, mostly. The occasional yellow ping that resolved to environmental interference within thirty seconds of flagging. The ambient chatter of a system at rest.

Nara was already there. She was always already there. Achilla had a running theory that Nara did not, in fact, leave
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