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The stiff bristles of the straw broom scraped against the damp, freezing flagstones with a pathetic, hollow rhythm. Scrape. Scrape. Scrape. It was the sound of a woman attempting to empty an ocean with a slotted spoon.

Elara Vance leaned her weight heavily against the wooden handle, her chest heaving with shallow, ragged breaths that plumed into thick white clouds in the frigid air. The Atrium of Mending was a graveyard. The delicate, bioluminescent ecosystem she had spent five meticulous years cultivating was gone, reduced to a slurry of freezing mud, pulverized blue orchid dust, and the jagged, glittering shrapnel of her shattered glass dome. High above, the bruised, gray morning sky of the Whispering Peaks stared down at her like an indifferent, unblinking eye. The perpetual-autumn mist poured relentlessly through the jagged iron framing of the ceiling, carrying a biting chill that sank directly into the marrow of her aching bones.

She pushed the broom forward again. Her left arm, still tightly wrapped in a soiled linen bandage over the healing shrapnel wound, screamed in dull, throbbing protest. She ignored it. She had to clean the floor. She had to establish some microscopic fraction of order in the absolute chaos of her ruined sanctuary.

But her body was failing her.

The Climax Exemption—that miraculous, adrenaline-fueled state of biological supremacy that had allowed her to shatter a Magisterium siege engine and banish a billionaire Guildmaster—was entirely gone. It had evaporated the moment the threat retreated down the Gloom-Ridge, leaving behind a horrific, visceral invoice that Elara was currently paying with every single movement. Her muscles felt like they were packed with wet sand. Her joints ached with a deep, grinding friction. The network of raised, silver lightning scars branching across her neck—the Empath’s Mark—was a constant, dull, vibrating ache that made her nauseous.

She let the broom drop. It clattered loudly against the wet stone.

Elara wiped a streak of greasy soot from her forehead with the back of her scuffed wyvern-leather glove. She turned her back on the massive pile of shattered glass she had spent the last two hours accumulating. She dragged her heavy, steel-toed boots across the mud, walking toward the splintered, ruined remains of her heavy oak alchemical workbench.

She needed medicine. She needed coagulants, salves, and painkillers. But the Copper-Sun Guild had destroyed her pristine glass vials and her carefully dried herbs.

She stood before the cracked wood of the table. Resting on the uneven surface was a heavy, crude stone mortar and pestle she had salvaged from the rubble. Inside the bowl sat a handful of tough, fibrous, dried bitter-roots she had scavenged from the lower ridges just after dawn.

Elara gripped the heavy stone pestle with her right hand.

She brought it down against the roots. The impact was weak. She tried to grind the fibrous material, pressing her weight into the bowl, but her hand betrayed her.

A violent, uncontrollable tremor seized her fingers. The shaking traveled rapidly up her forearm, a severe neurological hangover from channeling the massive, synchronized pack-alpha aetheric bridge days prior. She had acted as a living conduit for the fury of an entire mountain, and her frayed nervous system was completely, utterly fried. The pestle rattled loudly against the sides of the stone mortar, slipping from her grip and bruising her knuckles.

She cursed, a raw, breathless sound, and tried to grab it again. The trembling only worsened. The simple, mundane act of grinding roots was entirely beyond her physical capacity.

A soft, ethereal chitter echoed near her ankles.

Barnaby hopped lightly onto a surviving wooden crate beside the workbench. The three-tailed shadow-fox was missing his usual, liquid grace. His front left paw was still wrapped tightly in the crude oak-and-wool splint Elara had fashioned for him. His midnight-colored fur lacked its usual smoky, cloaking magic; the ambient aether required to bend light was entirely depleted, leaving him looking like an ordinary, remarkably battered little fox.

Barnaby reached out with his good paw and gently nudged a relatively clean, discarded linen rag toward Elara’s trembling hand, offering a silent, earnest gesture of assistance.

"I have it, Barnaby," Elara snapped. Her voice was sharper than she intended, brittle and defensive.

The fox flinched, his ears flattening slightly against his skull. He let out a low, apologetic whine.

From the dark, freezing corner near the dead thermal forge, a heavy, grinding sigh vibrated through the floorboards.

"The beast is attempting to be useful, stone-weaver," Thistle-crag rumbled. The massive blue-granite gargoyle lumbered forward, his heavy footfalls shaking the puddles of frozen mud. His left wing was a ruined, crumbly mess of rock-dust dragging along the floor, the aetheric mortar having completely failed during his suicidal dive on the ridge. "If you are going to aggressively reject our charity, at least allow me to move the collapsed iron beam blocking the smuggler's tunnel. You do not possess the skeletal density to lift it."

Elara spun around, her hands gripping the edge of the splintered workbench so tightly her knuckles turned white.

"Nobody is lifting anything!" Elara ordered, her voice echoing harshly off the damp, vibrating walls of the cavern. "You are both injured. The structural integrity of this entire cavern is compromised. If you strain yourselves, you will snap the bones and fracture the stone all over again."

She glared at the massive gargoyle and the tiny fox, her chest heaving. The fatal flaw that had nearly gotten them all killed was violently flaring back to life.

She was terrified. The absolute, paralyzing fear of the Magisterium and the cold, mathematical cruelty of Silas Vane had nested deep within her chest. She had nearly lost her entire found family to the brass snares and the kinetic-bolts. Her immediate, traumatic response was to build the wall back up. She wanted them idle. She wanted them safe. She wanted to absorb every single ounce of the grueling, physical labor required to rebuild the sanctuary so they wouldn't have to suffer another moment of exertion.

"Sit down, Thistle," Elara commanded, pointing a trembling finger at the corner. "And Barnaby, stay off that leg. I am perfectly capable of cleaning my own house."

Thistle-crag narrowed his glowing green moss-eye. He saw right through the aggressive bravado, recognizing the terrified, hovering healer beneath the dirt and blood. He let out a low, disapproving grunt that sounded like two boulders grinding together, but he did not argue. He turned his massive bulk around and lumbered slowly back to the freezing iron grates, settling heavily into the dust. Barnaby hopped down from the crate, his three tails drooping, and curled into a tight ball near the gargoyle's feet.

Elara turned back to the mortar and pestle. The guilt of snapping at them gnawed at her stomach, but she forced it down. She reached for the heavy stone grinder once more.

A stray, ambient wisp of magic drifted through the shattered roof.

It was nothing malicious. It was likely just the chaotic, natural aetheric exhaust of a Chattering-Fungus blooming on the ridge above, carried down by the freezing mist. But the moment the microscopic magical current brushed against the raw, exposed nerves of Elara’s Aetheric Tapestry connection, the reaction was catastrophic.

A blinding, agonizing migraine spiked directly behind her right eye.

It felt as though a frozen iron spike had been violently driven into her skull. Elara gasped, her vision instantly fracturing into a chaotic, nauseating storm of gray static and pulsing violet light. The visceral edge of her magic—the brutal, physical toll she had spent five years learning to navigate—was completely untethered. She was so magically exhausted that even perceiving the natural world was inflicting active neurological trauma.

The familiar, sickening metallic tang of old copper flooded her mouth, thick and heavy.

She dropped the pestle. She staggered backward, her hands flying to her temples. Her knees buckled under the sudden, overwhelming wave of vertigo.

She reached blindly into the air, her fingers closing desperately around the rough, splintered wood of the Warden's Rod.

The heavy staff was leaning against the ruined workbench. Elara gripped the ancient Iron-root pine bough with both hands, using it as a literal crutch to keep herself from collapsing face-first into the pulverized glass. The jagged, aether-hardened brass tip she had violently fused to the top of the wood hummed faintly, acting as a heavy grounding rod. It siphoned the chaotic, spiking neuro-static from her hands and forced it down into the muddy flagstones.

She leaned her forehead against the rough bark of the staff, her eyes squeezed tightly shut, panting through her teeth as the agonizing pressure in her skull slowly, agonizingly began to recede.

A deep, rhythmic vibration rumbled through the floorboards beneath her boots.

It wasn't the mechanical, terrifying grinding of a Magisterium boring machine. It was organic. It was ancient.

Elara slowly opened her bloodshot eyes.

Lying in the absolute center of the ruined Atrium of Mending, occupying nearly half the cavern floor, was the Hearthstone Leviathan.

Ignis had not moved from his position on the heavy iron floor grates since the battle ended. The twenty-ton Obsidian Drake was a jagged, armored mountain of coal-black scales. His massive left wing, finally properly fused by Elara’s desperate magic, was tucked tightly against his ribs. The shallow, horrific bore-hole at the base of his neck where the Aether-drill had attempted to breach his spine was crusted over with thick, black, healing blood.

The apex predator was watching her.

His massive, liquid amber eyes were half-closed, observing the tiny, broken human trembling against her wooden staff. Ignis did not attempt to initiate a mental bridge. He did not push a single, microscopic thread of empathetic resonance into her mind. The beast possessed an ancient, terrifying intelligence, and he instinctively knew that if he touched her frayed Aetheric Tapestry right now, the resulting magical feedback would likely shatter her mind completely.

He could not heal her with magic. So he used physics.

The Hearthstone Leviathan unhinged his massive, jagged jaws. He did not roar. He inhaled a massive volume of the freezing, damp mountain mist. Deep within the colossal furnace of his chest, his aether-core flared.

He exhaled.

A long, continuous, incredibly thick plume of dark gray smoke rolled out of his maw. It smelled sharply of raw brimstone, crushed charcoal, and dry, baked earth. The smoke washed directly over Elara, enveloping her trembling body in a wave of deep, radiating, terrestrial heat.

It was a profound, wordless offering. The drake was using his own biological exhaust to aggressively push back the freezing chill of the Whispering Peaks, wrapping her in a localized, thermal blanket.

The absolute, unvarnished loyalty of the gesture nearly broke her.

Elara let go of the Warden's Rod. The heavy staff clattered to the floor. She sank slowly to her knees in the freezing mud, the thick, brimstone-scented smoke warming the icy sweat on her face.

She sat there in the dirt, surrounded by the absolute wreckage of her life.

She looked at the pulverized terraced beds where her rare, glowing flora used to thrive. She looked at the twisted, cooling slag of the brass snare that had nearly harvested her family. She looked at the gaping, jagged hole in the stone ceiling that left them completely exposed to the unforgiving elements and the watchful eyes of the capital.

The adrenaline was entirely gone. The grand, triumphant alpha-state was a distant, exhausting memory.

She was just a tired, bleeding botanist sitting in a pile of rocks. The realization of the insurmountable task before her settled heavily onto her bruised shoulders. She could not rebuild the Atrium of Mending with her bare hands. The iron beams were too heavy. The glass was too shattered. The flora was too ruined.

But she was completely, utterly terrified of using her empathetic magic to fix it. The very thought of opening her mind to the Aetheric Tapestry brought the taste of old copper back to her throat and the phantom heat of the Empath’s Mark flaring on her neck. Silas Vane had fundamentally traumatized her relationship with her own biology, turning her magic into a weapon of torture.

She pulled her knees to her chest, wrapping the torn, blood-stained wool of her green coat tightly around her shins.

It was a really, really bad day. And as the freezing mist continued to pour through the shattered roof, battling against the stubborn heat of the slumbering Leviathan, Elara Vance realized that surviving the war was entirely different from surviving the peace. The labyrinth was still out there, buried in the bedrock, and she was far too broken to even sweep her own floor.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The biting cold of the Whispering Peaks did not care that a war had just been won. It did not respect the agonizing, physical boundaries of a severely traumatized nervous system. The heavy, perpetual-autumn mist clung to the jagged rocks of the lower ridges, seeping directly through the torn, blood-stained wool of Elara Vance’s oversized green coat.

She walked with a slow, staggering limp.

Her heavy steel-toed boots dragged through the thick, freezing mud. Every step sent a dull, vibrating ache straight up her calves and into her bruised ribs. She gripped a crude, rusted iron pruning knife in her right hand. It was a terribly mundane, entirely inefficient tool. In the past, she would have simply pushed a microscopic, delicate thread of empathetic magic into the flora, coaxing the medicinal sap to the surface with a gentle, warming resonance.

She could not do that today. She absolutely refused.

The very thought of touching the Aetheric Tapestry sent a wave of blinding nausea rolling through her stomach. The geometric, looping aether-burn branded into her right wrist by Silas Vane’s trap throbbed with a sickly, phantom heat. The raised, silver lightning scars of the Empath’s Mark on her neck felt tight and raw against the freezing wind. Her biology was on strike. She was entirely depleted, running on nothing but stubbornness and the desperate need to restock her ruined apothecary.

Barnaby trotted three paces ahead of her.

The small, midnight-colored shadow-fox was not moving with his usual, liquid grace. His front left paw was still heavily wrapped in the stiff oak-and-wool splint Elara had hastily tied the morning before. He moved with an awkward, hopping gait, his three tails drooping slightly to maintain his unbalanced center of gravity. His natural cloaking magic was returning in tiny, erratic bursts. One moment, he was perfectly visible in the gray light; the next, his fur would violently absorb the surrounding shadows, turning him into a blurry, localized smudge of darkness against the mud.

"Keep close, Barnaby," Elara rasped. Her voice sounded like two dry stones grinding together. "The manticores are likely still panicked from the artillery fire. They will be hunting erratically."

The fox let out a short, reassuring yip, pausing to sniff a patch of frozen ferns before hopping forward again.

The forest around them was a deeply eccentric, highly reactive ecosystem. The Magisterium viewed the wilderness as a static ledger of resources, but Elara knew the mountain was a living, breathing, incredibly gossipy entity.

As she limped past a cluster of pale, bulbous mushrooms clinging to a rotting stump, the Chattering-Fungi immediately reacted to her presence. The caps began to vibrate furiously. They emitted a rapid, high-pitched series of clicks that sounded exactly like chattering teeth shivering in the cold.

"I know, I know," Elara muttered, glaring tiredly at the fungi. "It was a very loud night. The metal men are gone. Go back to sleep."

The clicking slowed to a hesitant, nervous rattle before finally silencing entirely.

Elara pushed through a thicket of low-hanging branches, her eyes scanning the dark, mossy trunks of the ancient iron-pines. She was looking for the distinct, silvery sheen of Silver-Weep moss. The crude poultice she had slapped onto her shrapnel wound was already failing, the wet linen pulling uncomfortably against her torn flesh. She needed the raw, unrefined coagulant to stave off infection.

She spotted a thick, glowing patch of the moss growing high on the roots of a massive, overturned pine.

She approached the tree with a heavy sigh, leaning her shoulder against the damp, rough bark to steady her trembling legs. She raised the rusted iron knife.

The physical extraction was grueling. Without magic to soften the fibers, the Silver-Weep was as tough as cured wyvern leather. Elara gritted her teeth, digging the dull blade directly under the edge of the glowing moss and ripping it backward.

Her burned wrist screamed in protest. The sudden, violent exertion tore at the blistered skin. She hissed, tasting the sharp tang of copper on her tongue, but she ruthlessly suppressed the pain. She sawed at the thick roots, tearing a large, heavy handful of the glowing silver moss free from the bark. She shoved it aggressively into the deep, brass-buttoned pocket of her coat.

While Elara wrestled with the stubborn flora, Barnaby was entirely distracted.

The shadow-fox had hopped toward a dense, tangled curtain of Grumble-Weed vines dangling from a nearby rocky overhang. The thick, thorny vines were highly territorial. As Barnaby pushed his small, black nose into the foliage, the entire curtain began to vibrate with a low, disgruntled hum, exactly like an old man clearing his throat in annoyance.

Barnaby ignored the complaining weeds. He dug furiously at the freezing mud with his good front paw.

"Leave the roots alone, Barnaby," Elara called out, scraping another layer of moss from the tree. "We don't have the carrying capacity for shiny rocks today."

The fox did not listen. He ducked entirely beneath the humming vines. A moment later, he hopped backward, dragging something heavy from the dirt.

He trotted over to Elara, his ears perked up with unmistakable pride. He stopped directly at her mud-caked boots. He opened his jaws.

The object hit the freezing mud.

It did not make a soft, organic thud. It hit the earth with a dense, sharp, unnaturally metallic clack.

The sound was entirely alien to the damp, mossy acoustics of the Whispering Peaks. It was a sound that belonged on the polished marble floors of the capital, or in the oily, industrialized belly of a Magisterium siege engine.

Elara froze. Her hand cramped tightly around the handle of her rusted knife.

She slowly lowered her gaze, entirely unwilling to look at the dirt.

Resting in the freezing mud, directly between the steel toes of her boots, was a small, heavy brass box.

It was roughly the size of a man’s fist, forged into a perfect, flawless cube. It was completely unblemished by the wet earth. The metal was polished to an arrogant, blinding sheen that stubbornly reflected the pale gray light of the misty morning.

But it was not just a solid block of metal. The surface of the cube was a maddening, hyper-complex puzzle of microscopic, interlocking gears, sliding brass panels, and pressurized springs.

It was emitting a sound.

Click. Whir. Tick.

It was a faint, chaotic, mechanical rhythm. The ticking was not steady like a clock. It was erratic, skipping beats and rushing forward in sudden, violent bursts of localized aetheric energy.

Elara’s breath hitched, snagging painfully in her throat.

Pulsing within the tiny grooves of the brass gears was a sickly, oily violet light. It was the exact same heavy, toxic illumination that had bathed the Atrium of Mending during the horrific spinal extraction. The geometric etchings on the surface of the box did not run in straight, efficient lines. They looped back on themselves. They twisted. They formed the unmistakable, suffocating syntax of Old Aetheric leylines.

The visceral integration of the nightmare washed over her instantly.

The box smelled of hot oil and burned ozone.

It was the undeniable, sociopathic signature of Silas Vane.

The Empath’s Mark on her neck flared with a sudden, agonizing spike of phantom heat. The taste of old copper instantly flooded her mouth, so thick and heavy she gagged. Her frayed nervous system, deeply traumatized by the brutal overdraw of the vacuum siphon, violently rejected the presence of the brass object.

He is laying a massive, interconnected network. He wants to turn the entire mountain range into a labyrinth he controls.

The words she had spoken to the gargoyle just hours ago echoed mockingly in her skull. The map projection from the tiny cipher had been real. The Brass Architect had not just built one massive snare for the Leviathan. He had seeded the entire wilderness with his mechanical horrors.

And one of them was ticking softly at her feet.

Barnaby let out a soft, questioning whine, nudging the brass cube gently with his wet nose.

"Don't touch it!" Elara shrieked.

She kicked out blindly, her boot colliding heavily with the fox’s flank. She didn't mean to hurt him, but the sheer, blinding panic overrode her coordination.

Barnaby yelped, tumbling backward into the mud, his silver eyes wide with betrayed shock.

Elara immediately dropped her knife, her hands flying to her mouth. She was shaking violently. The adrenaline hit her exhausted system like a physical blow, making her vision swim with gray static.

"I'm sorry," Elara gasped, dropping heavily to one knee in the freezing mud. She reached out with her trembling, aether-burned hand, pulling the frightened fox tightly against her chest. "I'm sorry, Barnaby. I didn't mean it. Just... stay away from the metal."

She buried her face in the smoky fur of his neck, her chest heaving with rapid, shallow breaths.

She was looking directly at the Call to Adventure. She was staring right at the very first knot in the terrifying, mechanized labyrinth that was slowly suffocating her mountain. All she had to do was pick the box up. All she had to do was examine the gears, track the aetheric frequency, and begin the grueling, intellectual war against the architect.

But the wall of denial slammed down with the absolute force of an iron portcullis.

She couldn't do it.

She was entirely, fundamentally empty. The evolutionary slope of her magic had beaten her into the dirt. She had just survived a war. She had just saved Ignis from being turned into a living, screaming battery. She had broken her own bones and fractured her own soul to defend her found family.

She absolutely refused to acknowledge that the war wasn't over.

Elara slowly pushed herself back up to her feet. She stared down at the humming, ticking brass cube.

It's just shrapnel, she told herself. The thought was a desperate, hollow lie, but she clung to it with the ferocity of a drowning woman holding a splinter of wood.

The vanguard was carrying dozens of aether-rifles and heavy artillery pieces, she rationalized, her internal monologue racing frantically to build a comfortable fiction. When the boring machine exploded, the shockwave threw debris for miles. It’s just a broken piece of a crystal-battery casing. It’s a dead gear from a destroyed engine. It’s harmless.

The cube ticked again. Whir-click.

A tiny, localized spark of violet aether jumped between two microscopic brass teeth.

It was not dead. It was actively waiting. It was a snare designed to trap a smaller beast, waiting for a burst of panicked magic to trigger its constricting jaws.

Elara knew this. Her brilliant, analytical mind, the mind that had successfully orchestrated the downfall of a billionaire Guildmaster, immediately recognized the threat.

But her exhausted, traumatized heart simply refused to engage.

"Leave it," Elara commanded, her voice flat, cold, and entirely stripped of emotion.

She did not bend down to pick it up. She did not attempt to pry the gears apart with her knife. She didn't even want it in her line of sight.

She stepped forward. She raised her heavy, mud-caked steel-toed boot.

She brought her foot down violently against the side of the polished brass cube.

The kick was fueled by pure, unadulterated avoidance. The heavy iron toe of her boot collided with the metal, sending the puzzle box skidding across the frozen mud.

The brass cube flew into the dark, tangled roots of the massive, overturned iron-pine. It plunged deep beneath the rotting wood, sinking into a thick, putrid puddle of stagnant water and decaying leaves. The dark, organic sludge swallowed the pristine metal entirely, hiding the sickly violet glow from view.

It was gone. Out of sight, out of mind.

Elara turned her back on the rotting tree. She aggressively pulled the heavy wool collar of her faded green coat high up around her neck, burying her chin in the fabric to block out the biting wind. She picked up her rusted pruning knife from the mud, her knuckles white.

"Come on, Barnaby," Elara said, refusing to look back. "We have enough moss. We are going home."

The shadow-fox hesitated. He looked back at the dark puddle beneath the pine roots. His large ears swiveled, catching the faint, persistent, muffled ticking sound that continued to vibrate through the wet earth. He whined softly, the natural curiosity of the wild clashing directly with the tense, commanding posture of his alpha.

"I said come on," Elara snapped, entirely unwilling to entertain his hesitation.

Barnaby lowered his head. He turned away from the hidden snare and hopped awkwardly after her, his three tails tucked tightly between his legs.

Elara Vance limped away into the heavy, churning gray mists of the lower ridges. She walked with the stiff, rigid posture of a woman desperately pretending the world was exactly as she wanted it to be. She buried her head in the sand, choosing the immediate, fleeting comfort of her ruined sanctuary over the terrifying reality of the encroaching threat.

But as the heavy fog swallowed her silhouette, the silence of the Whispering Peaks was broken.

Deep beneath the rotting roots of the iron-pine, completely hidden in the freezing mud, the brass puzzle box continued its chaotic, mechanical rhythm.

Tick. Whir. Click.

The labyrinth was waiting. And the Beast-Tamer had just walked right past the first door.
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The sky above the Whispering Peaks did not merely rain. It attacked.

The heavy, perpetual-autumn mists that usually choked the high altitudes had curdled into an angry, bruised purple canopy. The temperature plummeted with terrifying speed. The damp air crystallized, turning the gentle mountain drizzle into a driving, horizontal sheet of razor-sharp sleet. The tiny shards of ice hissed as they struck the exposed, jagged iron framing of the Atrium of Mending, coating the skeletal remains of the conservatory roof in a slick, treacherous layer of frost.

Elara Vance was thirty feet in the air, clinging to that frost.

Her steel-toed boots slipped dangerously against the bent iron crossbeam. She hugged the freezing metal with her knees, the wind howling so loudly it completely drowned out the deep, rhythmic breathing of the Hearthstone Leviathan resting on the floor grates far below.

She was trying to build a roof out of spite.

A massive, incredibly heavy sheet of alchemically treated marsh-flax canvas lay draped precariously over the jagged hole in the glass dome. Elara had spent the last three hours dragging the unwieldy, mildew-smelling fabric up the side of the cavern wall. It was a grueling, miserable task. The stiff wax coating made the canvas entirely uncooperative, resisting every attempt to fold or bend it.

"Just a little further," Elara grunted through chattering teeth.

She reached out with her left hand, gripping a thick length of hemp rope tied to the brass grommet at the corner of the canvas.

The movement sent a vicious, biting spike of agony directly through her bicep. The crude Silver-Weep poultice bound beneath the sleeve of her faded green wool coat was stiff and freezing, grinding uncomfortably against the tender, half-healed flesh of her shrapnel wound.

She ignored it. She had to ignore it.

If she stopped moving, the freezing cold would lock her joints entirely. If she stopped working, she would be forced to sit in the mud and look at the pulverized remains of her bioluminescent moon-orchids. She would be forced to acknowledge the ticking brass puzzle box she had kicked under the pine roots.

She refused to look at the labyrinth. She just wanted her house back.

Elara wrapped the rough hemp fibers around her forearm for leverage. She leaned backward, pulling her body weight against the rope.

The heavy canvas groaned, sliding an inch over the broken glass.

Down on the floor of the cavern, Thistle-crag let out a sound that resembled a rockslide. The massive blue-granite gargoyle was standing directly beneath her, his glowing green moss-eye squinting upward through the falling sleet.

"You are going to fall, stone-weaver," the gargoyle bellowed over the wind. "Your skeletal density is insufficient for this labor. Come down before you break your neck."

"I have it, Thistle!" Elara yelled back, her voice instantly swallowed by a violent gust of wind.

She didn't have it.

The mountain wind shifted, a sudden, aggressive updraft catching the underside of the heavy canvas. The waxed fabric instantly turned into a massive, uncontrolled sail.

The sheer kinetic force of the wind slammed into the canvas, violently ripping it upward.

The hemp rope snapped taut.

Elara was jerked forward with brutal, terrifying speed. Her boots lost their grip on the icy iron beam. Her stomach dropped. She slid across the freezing metal, her chest slamming hard against the cross-strut.

"Let go!" Thistle-crag roared.

She couldn't let go. The rough hemp fibers were tangled around the thick leather of her scuffed glove.

The canvas whipped wildly in the storm, pulling Elara upward. Her burned right wrist—the geometric, looping aether-burn branded into her skin by Silas Vane’s snare—screamed as the joint took her entire body weight.

But it was her left arm that failed her.

As she twisted desperately to free her hand, the sudden, violent tension ripped directly through her bicep.

The half-healed shrapnel wound tore completely open.

A hot, sickeningly wet tearing sensation ripped through her muscle. Elara cried out, a raw, breathless sound of pure agony. The stiff linen bandage snapped. A fresh, heavy rush of hot blood instantly soaked through the wool of her green coat, running in a sticky, terrifyingly warm stream down her forearm and dripping onto the icy iron beneath her.

Her grip failed. Her fingers uncurled.

The rope whipped free.

The heavy canvas sailed backward, entirely unmoored, flapping wildly and tearing itself to shreds against the jagged edges of the broken glass dome.

Elara slumped against the freezing iron strut, gasping for breath. She clutched her bleeding left arm to her chest, her entire body shaking uncontrollably. The pain was blinding.

She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting back tears of absolute, profound frustration.

It wasn't supposed to be this hard. A week ago, she would have simply tossed the canvas over the hole, woven a delicate, localized thread of the Aetheric Tapestry, and commanded the fabric to seal itself to the iron. She would have used a warming resonance to dry the damp wood of her workbench. She would have coaxed the crushed orchids back to life with a gentle, humming melody.

Now, she was just a bleeding woman clinging to a frozen pipe.

She opened her eyes.

Directly in front of her face, sticking out from the main structural support of the dome, was a broken iron beam. The metal was jagged, sheared entirely in half by the impact of the falling Leviathan days ago.

If she could just fuse that one piece of iron.

If she could just melt the two jagged ends together, she would have a solid anchor point. She could tie the rope. She could secure the canvas. She could stop the sleet from turning her living room into a frozen swamp.

Don't do it, a small, rational voice warned in the back of her mind.

Her nervous system was fried. The massive, synchronized pack-alpha bridge she had channeled to break the siege engine had entirely depleted her marrow. The visceral edge of her magic had left her so raw that even a stray, ambient wisp of wild aether had triggered a blinding migraine that morning.

But the denial was a heavy, suffocating blanket.

It’s just a tiny spark, Elara rationalized, staring obsessively at the cold iron. I don't need a massive bridge. I don't need to touch a beast. I just need a microscopic thread of friction. Just enough heat to melt the metal.

She reached out with her bare, trembling right hand.

She hovered her palm over the jagged break in the iron. She took a deep, ragged breath, inhaling the sharp smell of ozone and sleet. She closed her eyes.

She reached into the dark, waiting void of the Aetheric Tapestry.

She didn't grab a heavy cord of magic. She delicately, desperately tried to pinch a single, microscopic thread of aetheric energy.

The evolutionary slope did not care about her intentions. It only cared about the toll.

The moment her mind touched the magic, her biology violently, catastrophically revolted.

It was not a gentle spark. It was a detonation.

A blinding, agonizing migraine exploded directly behind her right eye with the force of a kinetic-bolt. Elara screamed. It wasn't a sound of exertion; it was a sound of sheer, unadulterated neurological trauma.

The raised, silver lightning scars of the Empath’s Mark on her neck did not glow with a pure, controlled white light. They burned. They burned with a vicious, searing heat that felt exactly like a branding iron being pressed directly against her throat.

The delicate capillaries deep within her nasal cavity burst simultaneously.

A thick, heavy stream of hot blood flooded her sinuses, running over her lips and splashing directly onto the icy iron beam. The metallic, sickening taste of old copper completely overwhelmed her palate, so strong she gagged, choking on her own blood.

The magic did not flow into the iron. It fizzled, violently short-circuiting within her own frayed nerves. The iron beam remained freezing cold, completely un-fused.

The vertigo hit her like a physical blow.

The world tilted wildly. The gray, sleet-filled sky spun in a nauseating circle. Elara lost all sense of up and down. Her spatial awareness, entirely dependent on her battered inner ear, vanished.

Her boots slipped on the bloody, frosted iron.

She couldn't catch herself. Her left arm was useless. Her right hand was paralyzed by a violent, seizing cramp from the magical misfire.

She fell.

She plummeted backward off the scaffolding, dropping into the freezing, empty air of the cavern.

The wind rushed past her ears, a deafening roar. She didn't scream. She didn't have the breath. She saw the pulverized glass and the dark, frozen mud of the Atrium floor rushing up to meet her spine.

She braced for the absolute, crushing impact.

She hit something incredibly hard, but it wasn't the floor.

Two massive, cold, blue-granite arms slammed around her ribs.

The kinetic force of the catch drove the air from Elara’s lungs in a sharp, painful whoosh. The
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