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Chapter1: The Outer Wall of the Disposable
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“Outer wall. All blanks, surplus hands, and unranked auxiliaries. Move.”

The shout came through the mist like a blade dragged across wet stone. No hesitation, no shame, no attempt to dress it up. Just the usual sorting of lives by worth.

Someone behind me made a dry sound that might have been a laugh. Someone else cursed under his breath and tightened his grip on a spear with a split shaft and old iron head. I did neither. I just looked up at the wall towers vanishing into gray-white night and thought, So that’s how much time they think we can buy.

Lantern Gate always looked half-built in the dark. The main fort sat on a shelf of black stone above the road cut, with the inner yard ringed by heavier walls and signal braziers. The outer wall was older, lower, and crooked in places where frontier winters had chewed at the mortar. It was good enough to slow beasts, not good enough to save the people assigned to die on it.

The horn sounded again from the north watch.

Too fast. Too sharp. Not the long call for scattered beasts. Not even the pulsed warning for a raid pack.

Breach pressure.

Men and women around me started moving at once, boots scraping frost-slick stone, leather hissing, breath smoking white. Most had beast-traits visible even in this dark: furred ears low with tension, tails rigid, claws clicking against weapon hafts, eyes flashing oddly in the torchlight. Then there was me, plain-faced and skin-bare in a world that trusted visible strength more than thought.

A blank.

A body you could spend.

“Move, human,” one of the sergeants snapped as he passed, not even looking at me. His badger-striped jaw fur was wet with mist. “Delay only. If the line folds, fall back after the third horn.”

Third horn meant after the gatehouse had already begun withdrawing. Third horn meant after the useful people had been saved.

I adjusted the strap on my short spear and started toward the stairs.

A memory flashed and vanished before I could catch it properly—yellow station lines under bright lights, the press of shoulders, voices too close, the sense of flow before panic turned a crowd into a wall. Then the cold snapped back around me, and I was climbing a frontier stair meant for longer legs and stronger knees than mine.

I hated that those flashes came only in pieces. Never enough to explain themselves. Just enough to leave behind a shape in my head, a pressure, a method.

Below the wall, the mist was moving.

Not drifting. Moving.

It rolled low over the broken road markers outside Lantern Gate and then split around thornbrush and old stone like water around buried bones. In that shifting white, I caught shapes too large for dogs and too smooth for wolves. A long spine. Horns. Too many eyes for an instant, then none.

Wild beasts.

Maybe driven. Maybe maddened.

Maybe both.

The outer parapet was already filling when I reached it. Not with the kingdom’s best. Those had been peeled away first, same as always, called inward to guard the command yard, the supply stores, the signal platform. High-value hawk scouts had gone to the upper towers where open sightlines mattered. Wolf trackers had been pulled off the low gate walk and sent to the inner pursuit lane, where their noses and pack coordination could be used after the breach point was confirmed. Bear-shields were being held in reserve for a gate crush.

Which left the rest of us here.

I saw Torren Flint three positions down from the north bend, broad as a cart front even hunched against the wind. Bear-type. Heavy shoulders, thick wrists, short dark fur along the backs of his hands and neck. People put him where things needed to stop moving and forgot he had ears attached to his head.

I saw Nessa Quill near the signal bucket rack, rabbit ears pinned tight, fingers twitching at her sides like she was trying not to bolt. Small, quick, too easy for officers to turn into a runner and never more than that.

I saw Ivo Marrow crouched by a broken crank mount set into the parapet stones, long lizard tail wrapped around one leg to keep it out of the way, narrow hands already prying at rusted fittings no one had told him to touch.

We had not been assigned together. That would have implied planning.

We had only been thrown into the same pile often enough that I knew the shape of their bad luck.

The mist hit the wall.

It climbed, somehow, not like smoke rising but like cold finding cracks in a house. It poured through the arrow slits and over the outer face, and with it came sound—claws on stone below, wet snarling, the rattle of something heavy striking old wood, then the sharp thin scream of a horse from the lower freight road.

“Hold!” someone shouted.

The word dissolved instantly into three others.

“North brace!”

“Hooks ready!”

“Light the pitch!”

No one voice carried all the way. Same-type teams reacted best to their own leaders, and those leaders had already been sorted apart. Half the wall moved on one timing, half on another. A hawk-handler above dropped a lantern too early, throwing light into mist so thick it turned into a blinding gold sheet. The wolf auxiliaries on the lower walk started barking position calls over each other, scenting targets none of us could see. Two rabbit couriers panicked when the mist moved against them instead of with the wind and nearly collided on the stairmouth.

The first beast came over with no warning.

A long black shape slammed claws into the parapet edge, hauled itself up in one liquid surge, and opened a jaw full of glassy teeth at the man beside me. He got his spear halfway up. That was all.

I drove my own spear butt into the stone, shoved off, and borrowed the timing of his recoil rather than my own fear. My body moved because something in the scene had already made a rhythm and I slipped into it.

Later, if I survived long enough to name it, I would think of that moment as the clearest shape of Pace Borrow.

At the time, it was just this: don’t fight the motion already happening. Use it.

My left foot hit where the dead man’s right had just slipped. My shoulder turned with his collapse, not against it. The spear point I carried was cheap and a little bent, but the angle was enough. I drove under the beast’s jaw instead of into the skull, felt cartilage give, and then Torren hit it from the side like a dropped gate.

The parapet shook.

The beast went over backward, dragging the dead man’s cloak with it.

Blood sprayed warm across my hand and cooled almost at once.

“Left gap,” I said, before I even knew I was speaking to anyone.

Torren looked at me once, eyes small and bright under a heavy brow. Then he moved left.

That was the first thing that kept us alive.

Not bravery. Not rank. Just the fact that he listened.

More shapes climbed through the mist. Goat-backed crawlers with jointed forelimbs. A pale thing with a skull too narrow and a throat that pulsed blue before it spat a line of burning spit against the outer stones. Something horned struck the base of the wall hard enough to knock grit loose from between the blocks.

The men farther down started jabbing blind. One screamed when his weapon snagged in the merlon gap and something below yanked it away. Another, fox-type from the look of his brush tail, kept shouting target guesses instead of real positions because the scent towers were throwing the wind back wrong and he did not trust his own nose anymore.

I did not have a good view.

I had pieces.

A scrape at one angle. Weight on old mortar. The mist breaking around mass instead of emptiness. Torren’s breathing three paces away. Nessa’s sandals tapping stone, quick-quick-stop, quick-quick-stop, a pattern of near-flight she was forcing into control.

Field Read came to me the way winter comes into your hands if you forget gloves. Not all at once. Just gradually enough that you only notice when you’ve already gone numb.

The wall was too thin at the north bend.

The pitch baskets were placed badly for this wind.

The beasts were favoring the freight-side rise because the broken road markers there gave them intermittent cover.

The men on our segment were wasting thrusts high because fear lifts the aim.

Nessa could cross between the signal posts faster than any of us if someone gave her a route that did not feel like a death tunnel.

Ivo had nearly gotten the old side-crank casing open.

And the second horn had not sounded yet, which meant command still believed the outer wall could buy time.

For them.

Not for us.

“Stop stabbing at fog,” I snapped, louder than I meant to. “Wait for stone impact.”

One of the auxiliaries turned on me, fur bristling along his forearms. “Who put a blank in charge?”

“No one,” I said. “That’s why you’re dying badly.”

A heavy impact slammed the lower face of the wall again, just where I’d been listening for it.

“Now!”

Torren dropped his weight into the north bend with a roar that came out rough and low enough to vibrate in my ribs. He did not swing wildly. He braced. Shoulder into cracked stone, spear held crosswise, body turning a weak section of parapet into a choke point instead of a fracture point.

The next beast that came over found him instead of open ground.

He caught it in both hands, one on throat fur, one under a forelimb, and rammed it sideways into the merlon gap. Bone cracked. The beast screamed. The sound triggered something ugly in the wall line.

Two wolf-types farther south lunged at once without waiting for orders, dragged by pursuit instinct the moment prey noise turned sharp. One nearly went over the edge after the dying beast. The other slammed into a comrade’s shoulder and opened the line for a second crawler to get through.

The flaw everyone pretended not to see was right in front of us.

Same blood moves together. Same instinct breaks together.

“Torren, hold and don’t chase!”

He bared his teeth at the thing in his grip and shoved it down over the outer face. “Wasn’t planning to.”

“Nessa!”

She flinched as if I’d struck at her. Her ears were so flat I almost couldn’t see them in her hair.

“Run messages,” someone else barked at the same time. “Inner stair and back, now!”

That would have gotten her killed. The stairwell was already a crush point, and the low mist pooled deepest where the turns trapped air.

“No,” I said. “Not there. You stay on the wall.”

The officer nearest us started to snap at me, but a blast of noise from the lower road cut him off. Not sound exactly. More like ten hunting cries trying to become one.

The mist shuddered.

A wave of instinctive wrongness moved through the parapet line.

The fox-type beside me gagged and clapped a hand over his nose. One of the rabbit couriers dropped flat with a panicked squeal. A bear auxiliary farther down began panting too fast, claws digging sparks from stone as heat and rage climbed him at once.

Wildcall.

I did not know the whole mechanism then. I only knew the signs the frontier muttered about when they drank late and did not want children listening. Ruins. Mist. Sound that gets inside the blood. Scent that says run or kill or chase until thought tears loose.

The wrongness hit me too.

I felt it slide over my skin, looking for hooks that were not there.

My pulse jumped. My hands went cold. For one ugly second the whole wall narrowed to the shape of exits and falling bodies and the certainty that everything was about to break. Then it stopped climbing.

Not because I was brave.

Because whatever line Wildcall used to seize the others, it did not find enough of it in me.

I could still think.

That alone felt obscene.

Nessa stared at me from across the parapet, eyes wide and dark. She had seen it. The others had folded, if only for a breath. I hadn’t.

“Listen,” I said, forcing my voice flat enough to cut through panic. “Nessa, no stairwell. Signal bucket to north bend, then south lamp, then back to Ivo. You’re the line. Don’t stop unless I say stop.”

Her throat moved.

Then she nodded once.

She ran.

Not away. Through.

After that, the wall held together differently.

She was fast even when frightened, but speed was the smallest part of it. Nessa could feel pressure building before it hit. Not magic. Not mind-reading. Rabbit danger sense, the sort people praised only when they needed a warning cry and then mocked for cowardice the minute the danger passed.

She moved along the parapet like she was reading cracks in the night itself. Light foot to stone, quick glance, twist around a fallen spear, duck before claws struck where her head had been. She snatched a pitch flask from the rack, kicked it toward Torren without breaking stride, and vanished into mist toward the south lamp post.

“Left above you!” she shouted as she passed.

I threw myself backward.

A pale beast hit the parapet where my face had been, jaws clacking shut on air.

Torren hammered it off the wall with the pitch flask like a rock.

I laughed once, breathless and ugly. It came out because we were still alive.

Then something boomed below us.

Not an impact this time. A chain release.

I turned and saw Ivo half inside the old crank housing, one arm buried to the shoulder in black grease and rainwater, the other hand jerking two corroded teeth of a gear assembly back into alignment. He looked infuriatingly calm, yellow slit-pupils narrowed in concentration.

“That arm was sealed,” I shouted over the noise.

“It still is,” he shouted back. “Mostly.”

The outer freight arm had not been used in years. An old loading spar jutted from the wall above the road cut, meant to swing cargo nets off wagons when the lower ramps were blocked. The chain system attached to it had frozen sometime before I was born.

Now it groaned awake.

I did not ask how much of it Ivo understood and how much he was inventing with his hands. For people like him, the border between those things was thin anyway.

Another surge of beasts hit the lower face.

“Can you swing it?”

“Can you give me three breaths?”

“No.”

He hissed. “Then two.”

I watched the line for those two breaths because if I had not, we would have died before the mechanism mattered.

Field Read sharpened under pressure.

Not into perfect knowledge. Into ruthless triage.

The wall segment south of us was losing coherence. Too many independent reactions. Too many people following species comfort instead of battlefield need. The hawk-linked lantern drop above had made visibility worse, not better. The wolves were overcalling scent in confused air. Torren’s choke point was holding, but only because he had the patience not to turn a block into a charge.

I picked up a broken hook pole from the dead man’s feet and shoved its iron head through a merlon gap.

“Pull when they climb,” I barked to the fox-type who’d been arguing with me.

He stared, ears twitching high and low as he fought the last of the instinct surge.

“Do it or get dragged through your own throat.”

That he understood.

He grabbed the shaft and set his feet.

Nessa flashed back through the fog, hair damp against her cheek, ears half-risen now in fierce concentration.

“South lamp out,” she said. “Two down. Stairwell clogged.”

“Can you still cross?”

“Yes.”

The answer came too fast, too hard. She was already over the edge of what fear should allow. But she had crossed anyway, and the line needed that more than it needed gentleness.

“Good. Carry for me.”

I pointed with the butt of my spear as I spoke.

“Tell south segment to stop pushing forward. Hold high and let them climb. Tell the stairmouth to clear bodies to the left side, not center. Tell anyone with oil to wait for my mark.”

She blinked once. Then again.

Three orders. Different positions. Most officers avoided giving rabbits layered tasks under pressure because they assumed fear would scramble them.

Nessa just repeated the sequence back to me without a single mistake and ran.

The hook pole jerked in my hands.

A beast had taken the bait on the other side, climbing right into the gap. The fox-type beside me swore and hauled with me instead of away from me this time. The creature slammed face-first into stone, scrabbling. I dropped the pole, stepped in, and put my short blade into the side of its neck where the jaw hinge met softer flesh.

It convulsed, then went limp.

I yanked the blade free and nearly lost my footing on blood-slick stone.

Someone screamed my name.

Not in warning. In surprise.

I looked up just as the old freight arm swung.

It came out of the fog on a half-broken arc with a cargo hook chain dragging beneath it like a metal tail. Ivo must have released only one side of the counterweight, because the spar did not complete a full sweep. It did not need to.

It plowed through the cluster of beasts massing at the north rise and ripped three of them off the wall face at once.

One hit the road marker below and snapped its spine with a sound like a branch breaking in winter.

The others tumbled into the mist.

For a heartbeat, everyone on our parapet froze.

Then Ivo shouted, “Again in eight breaths if it doesn’t jam!”

I pointed at him with my bloody knife.

“You’re beautiful.”

He gave me a deeply offended look and disappeared back into the crank housing.

The second horn sounded.

Too early for comfort.

Too late for safety. It meant the command core believed pressure had shifted from temporary to sustained. They would begin deeper withdrawal from the outer lanes. Useful units would be repositioned inward. Anyone still on the low wall would become delay by default whether or not that had been the original order.

The auxiliaries around me heard it and changed shape all at once. Shoulders tightened. Breathing went short. Eyes flicked back toward the inner stair, toward retreat, toward self-preservation now that the horn had given fear a schedule.

This was where lines really died. Not at first impact. At the moment everyone began measuring whether the person beside them was worth standing next to.

The mist rolled thicker against the north bend.

Under it, I heard an organized pattern of footfalls.

Not beasts.

People.

Wolf team on the lower approach lane, moving to countercharge the breach slope. Bad timing, worse route. Their sense lines would be a mess in this wind, and the beasts climbing toward our parapet would catch them between levels.

“Torren!” I shouted.

He glanced back, breath steaming from his nostrils in harsh bursts.

“Four count, then step off the choke. Let them overcommit.”

He frowned. “That’s a bad idea.”

“It’s a worse one if the lower lane meets them at the wall face.”

He understood immediately—not because he was a genius, not because my wording was elegant, but because he was better at battlefield shape than anyone gave him credit for.

He started counting under his breath.

I could tell by the flex of his jaw.

The next crawler came high, another low. He gave ground for the first time all night, half a step, just enough. The beasts lunged into the space they thought they’d earned.

“Now!”

Torren dropped sideways instead of back.

Both beasts overshot. One crashed chest-first into the inner parapet lip. The other twisted to follow and exposed its flank right where the fox auxiliary and I had room to strike.

Below us, the wolf team slammed into the ones still trying to climb and found easier kills than they would have had under the choke.

For three breaths, the levels meshed.

Not perfectly. Not gracefully. But enough.

Something tightened in my head then loosened, like a knot getting pulled through cloth. I could see movement lines layered over one another more clearly than before. Not with my eyes. With that same ugly practical sense that sometimes flashed in me when a crowd bottlenecked or a cart jammed a narrow street.

One line from Torren’s hold point.

One from the lower wolves’ angle.

One from Nessa’s route between lamps and broken bodies.

One from Ivo’s swing timing if the crank survived another release.

Thread Mark.

I did not name it then either. I just knew I could hold more lines in my head than I should have been able to.

It hurt.

Not sharply. Like pressure behind my eyes and at the base of my skull. The price of it came in heat and thinning breath, but I paid it because the alternative was dropping the threads and watching people die where I could have moved them.

Nessa returned with blood on one sleeve that wasn’t hers.

“South segment holding,” she said. “Stairmouth cleared. Oil ready.”

Her voice shook. Her feet did not.

“Good.” I looked past her into the fog and finally saw the bigger shape coming.

Not a pack beast. A breaker.

It moved low to the wall at first, almost lost among smaller bodies, then rose on hind limbs and showed shoulders like stacked stone under matted fur. Its front claws were too long, curved almost like harvest hooks. One side of its face was blind white scar tissue. The seeing eye shone a sick blue through the mist.

That thing reached the parapet, the north bend was gone.

And beyond that, the line was gone.

“Oil mark,” I said.

Nessa did not ask. She ran.

I jumped down from the parapet lip to the inner walk and sprinted for Ivo.

The old milestone stood there beside the crank alcove, half-buried in mortar where the wall repairs met older roadstone. I had passed it a hundred times without looking. A squat marker block, edges worn smooth, with a circle-and-line symbol on one face that no one read anymore.

My hand hit it as I turned too hard on bloody stone.

The world twitched.

A white line flashed under my palm, thin as moonlight in ice.

Not bright enough for anyone to see if they were not looking straight at it. Not long enough for me to be sure it had really happened.

But it happened.

The mark in the stone had warmed.

Then it was dead again.

“What?” Ivo snapped, misreading my shock for an order.

“Nothing,” I said, because there was no room tonight for impossible things. “Can you drop the arm low instead of wide?”

He glanced through the gap in the housing and saw the breaker.

His tail lashed once.

“If it tears the chain, yes.”

“Do it.”

I was already running back when the wall shuddered under the breaker’s first impact.

Torren braced and nearly got thrown off his feet anyway.

The beast did not climb like the others. It battered. One forelimb over the parapet edge, claws digging into stone seams, jaws snapping at anything within reach while smaller beasts crowded under its shadow. Mist streamed around its body in thick ropes, and the wrongness in the air rose so hard several of the auxiliaries recoiled as if struck.

One of the lower wolf soldiers started howling.

Not a signal. Not anything human.

Just instinct ripping loose under pressure.

The others below him answered before they meant to.

That sound went through the line like a crack through glass.

The same flaw ripped through the line again.

One type together. One weakness shared. One collapse multiplied.

“Eyes on me!” I shouted, and for once enough people listened. “Not the sound. Watch the stone.”

The breaker hauled higher.

Torren slammed his spear shaft across its forelimb and growled through clenched teeth as wood bent.

He was not going to hold that alone.

No one should have asked him to.

I grabbed the dropped pitch line from the rack, wrapped it once around my forearm, and ran toward him. Pace Borrow caught again—not from an enemy this time, but from Torren’s timing. Heavy, grounded, committed. I stepped when he strained, not when I panicked. It kept me from being early and stupid.

“Hook the right claw!” I yelled.

The fox auxiliary hesitated.

Nessa did not.

She was back already, breathing like she’d swallowed knives, and the moment she saw the line in my hand she understood the shape before the others did. She darted in close enough to death that my stomach turned over, looped the rope under one hooked forelimb while the beast snapped inches from her face, then sprang clear so fast even I barely tracked her.

“Pull!”

Torren, the fox, and I hauled together.

The breaker’s right limb jerked sideways.

That was not enough to drop it. It was enough to ruin its next movement.

Ivo’s freight arm came down low.

The chain hook caught the beast just behind the shoulder and yanked hard as the counterweight plunged. Rust screamed. Stone spat chips. The breaker twisted under the crossed forces and slammed half over the parapet instead of through it.

For one second its blind scarred face hung level with mine.

Its blue eye was not animal.

Not really.

There was no thought in it. But there was too much pattern. Too much strain. As if something inside it had been wound tight until instinct became wire.

I drove my short spear into that blue eye with both hands.

The shaft jarred so hard my wrists went numb.

The beast convulsed.

Torren roared and heaved. The fox-type shrieked as his shoulder pulled. Nessa braced the rope with both feet against the parapet base, every muscle in her thin frame standing out with effort. The chain hook tore deeper.

Then the breaker went over.

It ripped the spear out of my hands as it fell.

For a heartbeat, nobody moved.

Then the smaller beasts broke.

Not all at once. Not in fear exactly. In confusion. The pressure line that had driven them tight against the wall loosened. Some scrambled back down. Some turned on each other. One leapt at empty air and vanished into the mist. The strange coordination holding them together had been cut through for a moment, and in that moment even exhausted auxiliaries could kill.

“Oil!” I shouted.

This time the delayed answer came clean. Three jars went over the north rise together. The pitch took where the wall face had already been blooded and fouled, turning the climbing surface into a patchwork of flame and slick smoke.

A hawk cry sounded from above, belated but useful at last. Archers on the upper tower adjusted downward and started firing into actual openings instead of fog guesses.

The third horn did not sound.

It should have.

That frightened me more than if it had.

No withdrawal. No release. No mercy. We were still being spent because command had decided the exchange remained profitable.

The thought slid into me colder than the mist. For a second I could see the whole ugly shape of it. Numbers on a slate. Trait value. Replacement likelihood. Wall segment survival percentage. A blank’s life against a tower’s signal stores. A rabbit runner against a trained hawk scout. A bear auxiliary against a reserve shield unit.

If the wrong people survived, the report would say the right thing anyway.

I almost missed the next threat because of that.

Almost.

A low rattle came from under the parapet stones, not outside. Inside. Something had gotten into the drainage channel that ran through the wall base.

“Back!” I shouted.

Too late.

A thin scaled beast burst up through the old runoff grate in a spray of black water and broken iron. It hit one of the rabbit couriers in the throat before she even turned. Nessa made a strangled sound and moved toward her without thinking.

I caught the back of her belt and yanked her sideways just as a second scaled body shot out of the channel mouth.

Its jaws snapped shut where her calf had been.

Nessa hit the stones hard, rolled, came up with a dropped hatchet in one hand and murder in both eyes.

Good, I thought wildly. Better that than panic.

“Ivo!” I shouted.

“Already saw!”

A hooked metal pin flew out of the fog from his direction and struck the grate edge. Attached to it was a length of chain.

I caught it, understood, and jammed the pin down through the first beast’s hind joint as Torren crushed its head under a boot. The second one darted for the drain again. Nessa buried the hatchet in its spine before it could fit.

Blood and runoff water spread black under our feet.

The courier on the stones twitched once and stopped.

Nessa stared.

Her ears had gone so high and rigid they looked carved.

I knew that stare. Not because I was rabbit-blooded. Because I knew what it was to be shown a body shaped like your own and told by the world, silently and perfectly clearly, that it had not counted for enough.

The anger in me sharpened into something cleaner.

No shaking. No grief yet.

Just a line drawn inward.

Not again.

Not as policy. Not because some officer had done the math and decided the wall could be fed with low-valued dead until dawn.

“Seal the drain!” Ivo called.

Torren ripped the hatchet free from the second beast and handed it back to Nessa handle-first. Then he seized the broken grate frame with both hands and bent the iron inward while I shoved the chain through the gap to lash it closed. Crude work. Temporary. Enough.

That was how the rest of the night kept hitting us.

Not glory. Enough.

The pressure on the wall eased by degrees after that. Never fully gone, just changing shape. Smaller rushes. Testing strikes. Mist shifting away and back. One more flare of Wildcall wrongness that made the wolf soldiers below start growling at shadows and two ox-haulers on the inner ramp freeze so hard they had to be shoved into motion by hand.

I kept waiting for my own mind to tear.

It didn’t.

Fatigue got me instead.

Field Read widened, then frayed at the edges. Threads in my head slipped if I didn’t force them. Pace Borrow started costing more because every borrowed movement landed in muscles already half-spent. Once, while turning to catch a dropped hook, I flashed again into that other life—fluorescent lights, polished tile wet with tracked rain, someone crying for a child in a language I knew and did not know, my own arm outstretched to redirect a surge of bodies before the bottleneck closed.

Then Torren was slamming his shoulder into mine to keep me upright, and the fort wall was here again, hard and cold and real.

“Stay with us,” he said.

Not with me.

With us.

It landed harder than the shove.

“I’m here,” I said.

And I was. More than I had been at the start of the night.

That frightened me more than the wall had.

At the first horn, I had only wanted to live.

By the time the eastern sky began to gray behind the towers, survival had stopped being enough.

The mist thinned reluctantly. It peeled back from the road cut and the north rise and showed what we had been standing over.

Bodies.

Beasts piled against the wall base, some burned, some broken, some twisted in ways that looked wrong even after a night like that. Two had torn their own forelimbs bloody climbing the same section of stone over and over after it was already on fire. One had died with its teeth sunk into another’s spine. The breaker lay half on the old road marker, my spear still buried through the ruined eye.

Below us, three wolf soldiers were down, one dead, two shaking so badly they could not sheath their blades. South segment had losses worse than ours. The stairmouth was caked with blood and soot where the bodies had been dragged aside exactly where I had told Nessa to clear them, leaving the center path barely usable through the worst of it.

The gate had held.

Lantern Gate still stood.

A cheer tried to start from one of the inner ramps and died halfway out. No one on the outer wall had enough voice left for it.

Then the officers came up.

Fresh enough to be insulting. Cloaks dry under oiled capes. Reserve escorts at their heels. They stepped around the dead with the practiced care of men who believed distance from blood preserved authority.

The badger-jawed sergeant who had sent me here glanced over the wall face, then over us. His eyes paused on the dead courier, on the broken crank housing, on the scorched pitch marks, on Torren’s position at the north bend.

Finally he looked at me.

Not with gratitude.

With irritation.

“What happened here?”

The question was not disbelief. It was accusation. This section had not collapsed when it had been expected to collapse, and that created paperwork.

No one answered immediately.

Nessa’s chest rose and fell in sharp little pulls. Ivo leaned against the opened crank housing, one hand black with grease to the wrist. Torren stood like a battered gatepost and looked at the officer as if considering whether to throw him off the wall.

I wiped blood from my mouth with the back of my hand and said, “You assigned us to hold. We held.”

The sergeant’s expression hardened.

“Careful, blank.”

I met his eyes.

For the first time in my life, I did not look away first.

A movement behind him drew my attention to the inner yard below. Higher officers. Record clerks. Medical runners. A pair of gray-coated guards not usually sent for routine debriefs. And there, near the base of the stair, stood a young fox-type woman with a tablet case under one arm and a face too composed for the scene around her.

Her ears were copper-red and still. Her gaze flicked across the parapet, taking in details without wasting motion.

When it touched the broken crank, it sharpened.

When it reached me, it did not soften, but something like interest showed for an instant.

I did not know her name yet.

Later I would.

At that moment, what mattered was the order that came next.

“All surviving outer-wall auxiliaries are to be separated for hearing,” the sergeant announced. “No discussion among yourselves. Weapons down. You will give statements individually.”

A murmur of disbelief ran through the line.

Someone behind me laughed again, but this time it was a cracked, ugly sound.

“We held the damn wall,” the fox auxiliary near me said.

The sergeant ignored him.

His gaze stayed on me.

“And the pure human comes first.”

Not praise. Not reward. Not even open suspicion of cowardice.

Something worse, in a way.

Confusion that I had not died on schedule.

Two guards came up the stair toward us.

I looked once at Nessa, Torren, and Ivo.

Nessa’s ears tilted toward me despite herself. Torren gave the smallest nod, as if we had already agreed on something without saying it. Ivo, grease-faced and exhausted, lifted one shoulder a fraction and muttered, “If they’re asking questions, it means you were right.”

About the wall, he meant.

About the attack.

About the fact that this night would not be allowed to stay simple.

Down by the stair base, the fox records officer opened her case and drew out a slate.

The gray morning light caught the edge of it.

Caught, too, on the old milestone beside the crank housing.

For just an instant, the worn symbol on the stone glimmered again under a film of drying blood, like a line remembering itself.

Then the light died.

“Move,” the guard said.

I put down my ruined spear shaft.

My hands were shaking now that it was over. Not from fear. From the aftermath of keeping too many threads in place for too long. My shoulders ached. My right wrist felt half-split. My throat tasted like iron and lamp smoke.

But under all of that, something hard and bright had settled into place.

They had put us on the outer wall because our deaths were acceptable.

They had expected the line to fold and the report to make it clean.

And now dawn had arrived with us still standing in it.

I went down the stair between the guards, past the dead and the blood and the officers who could not decide whether to call me lucky or dangerous.

At the bottom, one of them finally did.

A voice from the yard, clipped and carrying:

“Bring Alden Marr. The command office wants an explanation.”
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Chapter2: A Victor Without Credit
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The command office smelled of wet wool, lamp oil, and old paper trying not to rot.

That was the first thing I noticed when they shoved me inside, maybe because it was easier than looking at the table waiting for me. Easier than looking at the men behind it. Easier than thinking about the blood on my sleeves drying into stiffness while the floor beneath my boots had been scrubbed clean enough to shine.

Lantern Gate never had enough of anything worth having, but it always had enough wood for desks. Desks for orders. Desks for reports. Desks for deciding which dead counted.

“Stand there,” one of the guards said.

He put me in the middle of the room, far enough from the brazier that I could still feel the cold in my fingers. My short blade had been taken at the door. My spear was gone. The torn skin across my knuckles and the ache in my shoulders had been left to me as proof that the night had happened at all.

Three officers sat behind the main table. One I knew by sight, though not by personal notice: Lieutenant-Recorder Seln, stoat-type, narrow-faced, quick eyes, one of those men who always looked mildly insulted by whatever stood in front of him. Beside him sat a broader man with dark jaw fur graying at the chin and a body that seemed built more for hitting walls than sitting behind them. Captain Bram Holt. I had only heard his name before. Hard officer. Practical. Burrow-blood, some said badger, some said mole. The kind of man nobody praised warmly and everybody was relieved to have nearby when things went bad.

At the end of the table sat the fortress adjutant, Commander Varris, hawk-type, shoulders straight as nailed timber, gold-edged cuff tabs dry despite the night we had just survived.

Standing off to the side with a slate case under one arm was the fox-type records officer I’d seen in the yard.

Copper-red ears, still as polished handles. Cool eyes. Younger than the others, though she wore that youth the way some people wore a knife under a coat.

She was not seated.

I understood her place in the room.

An observer. A clerk. Someone allowed to write down what mattered while other people decided what would never be written.

Commander Varris did not offer me a chair.

“Name.”

“Alden Marr.”

“Species.”

He knew. Everyone in the room knew. Still I said it.

“Pure human.”

Lieutenant Seln made a mark on the page as if the word had weight enough to darken the ink by itself.

Varris folded his hands. “You were posted to the outer north wall under temporary delay order.”

“Yes.”

“You survived.”

The room went quiet around the sentence.

Not congratulation. Not relief. A fact laid on the table like something already suspicious.

“Yes,” I said again.

Seln let out a soft breath through his nose, almost a laugh and not quite. “A remarkable outcome for that posting.”

The fox officer looked down at her slate. Her expression did not change, but I saw the smallest flick of one ear. Not amusement. Something closer to disgust, quickly buried.

Varris leaned back. “You will give a clean account of the sequence. Omit speculation. Omit self-importance. We require events, not frontier embellishment.”

My body was tired enough that anger should have felt heavy.

Instead it came up light and clean.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “Then start with why the north bend was left thin after the wolf lane was shifted.”

The room changed shape.

Not much. Just enough.

Seln’s pen paused. Varris’s eyes narrowed. Captain Bram, who had been silent until then, lifted his head a fraction and really looked at me for the first time.

The fox officer stopped pretending not to.

“Answer the questions put to you,” Varris said.

“You asked for sequence,” I said. “That’s where it starts.”

Seln clicked his tongue. “It starts with the assault, not your opinion of unit placement.”

“It starts with the decision that made the assault hit the wrong place hardest.”

A muscle moved in Varris’s jaw.

For a moment I thought he might end the hearing there, or have me struck for insolence, or do something cleaner and worse like reduce my statement to one line: blank auxiliary unstable, account unreliable. Instead he looked to Bram.

The captain had thick hands folded on the table, black hair cropped close around a blunt, lined face. There was dirt under one nail and dried blood on the edge of one cuff. That made him the only man in the room who looked like he had touched the same night as the rest of us.

“Let him talk,” Bram said.

Not kindly. Simply.

Varris looked annoyed enough to taste it, but he gave a curt nod.

So I talked.

I gave them the wall.

Not grandly. Not like a hero standing over a map telling polished men how war works. I gave them the bad version, the real one. The one made of cracked mortar, confused signal timing, the wrong lantern drop in heavy mist, the lower wolf lane approaching under broken scent flow, the freight arm no one had maintained, the drain channel breach, the breaker at the north bend.

I told them where Torren had held. Where Nessa had run. What Ivo had opened. I told them the first sign that the beasts were moving in patterns too tight to be natural. I told them about the instinct surge on the wall and how it hit the others like a hand closing around the back of the neck.

I left myself out wherever I could.

That lasted three minutes.

Then Bram interrupted.

“What did you tell the south segment before the second horn?”

I looked at him.

“Stop pushing forward. Hold high and let the climb commit.”

“Why?”

“Because they were burning stamina on fog and breaking spacing every time something scraped below the parapet.”

Bram nodded once. “Continue.”

So I did.

I told them how Nessa had carried layered orders without losing one, how Torren had turned a weak section into a choke point by refusing the bait to chase, how Ivo had dropped the freight arm low instead of wide once he saw the breaker. I explained the drain channel strike and the seal on it after.

“Name of the dead rabbit courier,” Seln said suddenly.

I stopped.

That was the one thing I did not know.

I could see her face in flashes—mud on her knee, narrow shoulders, the shocked sound Nessa made when she went down—but I had never heard her name.

“I don’t know,” I said.

Seln wrote something.

That was the little knife hidden in it.

Not you failed to save her. You failed to know her, therefore your account is less trustworthy, your concern less real, your competence less complete.

I hated him in that moment harder than I hated Varris.

Maybe because he did not even have the decency to pretend the knife was anything else.

Captain Bram’s gaze shifted to the fox officer. “Find it.”

She gave a shallow nod. “Already requested from casualty sorting.”

Her voice was low, even, and without any wasted heat. She still had not been introduced. She wrote with a short black stylus against the slate board and did not glance at me while doing it.

Seln leaned back with a look that said clerks should not answer before their betters. The fox officer did not seem to notice.

Varris steepled his fingers. “You are asking this board to believe that an unranked pure human, alongside loosely placed auxiliaries, corrected an outer wall failure under active assault.”

“I’m not asking you to believe anything,” I said. “I’m telling you what happened.”

“Your phrasing grows bold for someone still alive by administrative generosity.”

I could have stepped back then. Could have bowed my head, called it luck, played grateful. I knew how. Years of knowing how. Years of surviving by not making people above me feel stupid for underestimating me.

But the dead courier was still on the wall in my mind, and beyond her were a hundred smaller memories laid on top of each other until they had become one thing.

A hand on my shoulder when I was twelve, steering me out of the good position line after Crest Reading because blanks waited elsewhere.

A warehouse foreman laughing when a load team tied my haul rope last because “if the human slips, let him.”

A woman in Lantern Gate asking if I had any beast blood hidden somewhere because otherwise why bother teaching me route marks properly.

A winter road repair where the ice line was cracking wrong and nobody listened until the ox cart went through and crushed a man’s leg.

And before this life, some other place bright with electric light and crowd noise where I had known, with the same useless certainty, where the flow was about to break and which bodies would be under it first.

All that sat in my throat when I answered.

“You posted us where acceptable losses go.”

No one moved.

I kept going.

“You pulled the higher-value teams inward first. You left a thin north bend under mist with old stone, bad sightlines, and no unified order chain. Then the wall held because the people assigned there were better than their postings. That isn’t bold. It’s inconvenient.”

Seln’s chair scraped.

Varris’s stare hardened until it felt like cold iron pressed to my face.

Only Bram remained still.

The fox officer, too.

The room held there for a beat too long.

Then someone outside knocked, the sound clipped and official.

Varris did not take his eyes off me. “Enter.”

The door opened, and Rafe Thorn came in like he belonged indoors even after a night like that.

He had changed cloaks already. Not dressed for ceremony, but dry, clean, fur at his collar brushed flat instead of matted with mist. Wolf-type. Gray-brown ears set high, eyes pale and focused, the easy balance of someone who had grown up knowing his body was exactly the kind this kingdom was built to reward.

He was around my age, maybe a year older. Tall enough to remind rooms of it. Not bulky like Torren, not light like Nessa. Built for pursuit and command in the way hounds are bred for lines they did not choose.

I had seen him before around Lantern Gate training yards and lower routes, always surrounded by the kind of attention that clings to people whose aptitude records begin opening doors before they understand what doors cost.

He glanced at me once, then at the officers.

“You called for my statement.”

“You were on the lower north approach at second horn,” Varris said.

Rafe nodded. “My unit engaged on the slope after the wall pressure shifted.”

“Did you observe the auxiliary segment in question?”

Rafe’s eyes came back to me. Cool. Not sneering. Somehow that made it worse.

“I observed confusion,” he said. “Then a fortunate alignment after the breaker fell.”

Seln resumed writing with visible relief.

Varris gave the faintest incline of the head. “Fortunate?”

Rafe folded his hands behind his back. “The beasts broke pattern after losing pressure mass. The outer segment then had support from our lower lane.”

I almost laughed.

Fortunate alignment. Clean phrase. Neat enough to put in a report and sleep beside.

Bram spoke before I could.

“And why did your lower lane reach that point alive?”

Rafe turned toward him, cautious for the first time. “Because we held.”

“Not the question.”

Rafe’s ears tilted a fraction. “We engaged the climb point as the north bend opened.”

“Opened,” Bram repeated. “Or was made to open?”

Silence.

Rafe looked at me again, this time longer. Something in his jaw tightened, not anger exactly. Resistance to a shape of answer he disliked.

“There was movement on the wall,” he said. “Instructions being carried.”

“Nessa Quill,” I said.

Seln shot me a look, but Bram lifted one hand without glancing his way.

Rafe ignored me. “A rope on the breaker’s forelimb. The freight arm dropping at a useful angle. It was improvised.”

The truth came out sideways because he wouldn’t give it to me directly.

Bram nodded once. “And effective?”

Rafe did not answer at once.

His pride was not theatrical. That would have been easier to hate. He looked like someone who measured words by whether they would damage the structure he lived inside.

“Effective enough,” he said.

Seln pounced on the opening. “Improvised survival under pressure does not imply doctrinal value.”

Bram turned his head. “Did I ask for doctrine?”

“No, Captain, but if this hearing is drifting toward commendation—”

“It isn’t,” Varris said sharply. “Not yet.”

That last two words landed heavy.

Not yet meant the possibility existed only long enough to be denied properly.

The fox officer finally spoke without being asked.

“The outer casualty slate and horn sequence do not fully agree with the current draft summary.”

Every eye in the room turned to her.

She did not flinch.

Seln made an irritated sound. “Records Officer Kent, this is not your floor.”

So. Kent.

Maris Kent, then.

She met his look without any visible heat. “You requested the cleaned timing sheet, Lieutenant. I am informing you that the cleaned timing sheet omits two signal delays, one inner-lane misroute, and the maintenance status of the freight arm.”

Seln’s mouth thinned. “Because those details are not central.”

“Unless the wall held because of them,” she said.

The room chilled in a different way.

Varris leaned back slowly. “You are suggesting formal distortion in the first draft?”

Maris lowered her gaze to the slate, but not in submission. More like precision.

“I am suggesting that summary phrasing has already begun simplifying cause.”

No one said anything.

In that silence, I understood two things at once.

First: records did not become lies all at once. They became tidy. Smoothed. Reduced to the shape authority preferred, until the rough pieces that made truth dangerous were gone.

Second: Maris Kent knew it.

Bram scratched once at the side of his jaw. “Good. Then stop cleaning it.”

Seln looked scandalized. “Captain, initial summaries are always condensed.”

“Condensed isn’t the same as sanded flat.”

Varris turned that line over in his face like he disliked the taste but couldn’t spit it out. Then he looked at me again.

“You claim you experienced Wildcall distortion and resisted it.”

Claim.

“I experienced it,” I said. “Yes.”

“Why did it not impair you as it impaired others?”

I almost said Because I’m human.

Instead I said, “I don’t know.”

That, at least, was honest.

Not the whole honest. The whole honest was stranger. It was that I felt the Wildcall grab and slide and fail to find enough of whatever it wanted. That I had lived my whole life in a body people called empty and, for one terrible useful moment on that wall, emptiness had felt like armor.

But I did not have words for that yet. Not words I trusted in this room.

Rafe spoke before anyone else could.

“Because he doesn’t have a proper instinct channel for it to seize.”

The words were not kind. They were also not meant to wound. He said them the way a tracker might say the river is high. A condition of the world.

Seln spread one hand. “Exactly. His species deficit happened to shield him. Luck of lack.”

I looked at him and wondered if he heard himself.

Luck of lack.

Four syllables said everything about the kingdom.

Bram’s eyes narrowed. “Lack doesn’t explain target reading.”

“It explains survival,” Seln snapped. “And survival creates stories.”

I had had enough of his voice.

“The wall didn’t hold because I survived,” I said. “I survived because the wall held.”

Seln’s nostrils flared.

Bram, to my surprise, smiled.

Not warmly. More like a man seeing a tool hold under strain.

“Good,” he said. “Then tell me this. If you were positioned at the north bend before impact, what was the first error?”

I answered without thinking. “The lantern drop.”

“Second?”

“Separating the lower wolves’ timing from the wall hold.”

“Third?”

“The pitch baskets were stacked for clean visibility instead of mist shear.”

“Fourth?”

I thought of the dead courier, of Nessa’s feet on bloody stone, of Torren refusing the chase.

“Treating runner-types as exit hands instead of internal links.”

Bram’s gaze stayed on me.

“Fifth?”

This time I hesitated.

Not because I didn’t know. Because saying it aloud in front of Varris and Seln felt like stepping onto rotten ice and choosing not to care if it held.

“Same-type line expectations,” I said. “Everyone assumed people would break according to strength. They broke according to shared instinct instead.”

Nothing moved.

Then Bram leaned back in his chair.

That was all. No praise. No visible decision. But some private test in him had just shifted from uncertainty to answer.

Varris noticed it. So did Seln. Rafe too, judging by the tightness at the corner of his mouth.

I saw then, more clearly than before, that this hearing was no longer about the wall.

It was about what kind of danger I was allowed to become.

***
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They kept me standing through another hour.

Witnesses came in and out. Two from the lower lane. One stairwell guard with a split lip. A hawk archer from the upper tower who confirmed, reluctantly, that the second lantern drop had been corrected after “shouted ground guidance.” He would not say my name. He said “the blank” the way some people say “that stain.”

Nessa was called.

They did not let me stay for her whole statement. I caught only the beginning through the half-open door when they sent me to the side hall.

“Yes, sir,” she was saying, voice too tight. “Alden gave the route calls.”

Not “the human.” Not “that one.”

Alden.

I sat on a bench with one guard by the door and another at the end of the corridor while clerks moved past carrying fresh slates and sealed tabs. My body had entered the stage where exhaustion made everything feel far away. The corridor stones seemed brighter than they should have. Someone had brought soup to a room down the hall, and the smell of boiled roots and old salt made my stomach turn in on itself hard enough to hurt.

People passed me without meeting my eyes. Or they looked too much.

A pure human surviving is an irritation. A pure human surviving in a way that forces paperwork is an offense.

I leaned my head back against cold stone and closed my eyes for a moment.

The station flash came again.

Crowd pressure. A child crying. My own hand on a shoulder, turning someone sideways because straight ahead had become death.

Then Lantern Gate overlaid it—narrow corridor, boots on stone, clerks instead of commuters, but the same thing underneath. Flow. Bottleneck. Which people got through. Which got crushed. Which losses were called unavoidable by whoever reached a desk afterward.

I opened my eyes.

Maris Kent was standing at the end of the hall with her slate tucked under one arm.

“I was told not to speak with witnesses between statements,” I said.

“You are not a witness between statements,” she said. “You are the subject of a continuing inconvenience.”

That almost made me smile.

Almost.

She came closer, stopping at a distance that could still pass for procedural if anyone glanced this way.

Her ears were angled forward now, attentive in a way fox-types often hid behind stillness. Up close, I saw she had ink smudged on the side of one finger and a nick at the base of her thumb where a page edge must have bitten her in haste.

“The casualty name was Pella Reed,” she said.

I stared at her.

“The rabbit courier,” she added. “You didn’t know it. You should.”

I looked away first this time.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Do not thank me. Learn it.”

Then, after a beat, “Your account and Quill’s match on sequence. Flint’s matches on the breaker and choke point. Marrow’s is less orderly but technically useful.”

“Ivo is always technically useful.”

One corner of her mouth moved, not enough to become an actual smile. “That is close to how I wrote it.”

The guard by the far end shifted his weight.

Maris lowered her voice.

“They are already drafting two summaries.”

I looked back at her sharply.

“One detailed. One acceptable.”

I heard the split in it at once. Not a lie out of nowhere. A fork.

“What does acceptable say?”

“That the outer segment held under unusual beast destabilization and support from proper lower-lane intervention.”

I laughed once, without humor.

“Convenient.”

“Yes,” she said. “That is usually why such versions survive.”

Her eyes flicked toward the hearing room door, then back to me.

“Captain Holt asked for the full timing sheet to remain attached.”

That mattered. More than a kind word would have.

“He believes me?”

Her tail moved once behind her coat, thoughtful rather than expressive. “He believes cause and effect. Which is often better.”

Before I could answer, the hearing room door opened again.

Rafe came out first.

He saw Maris, saw me, and paused.

If he disliked finding us in the same corridor, he hid it well.

“Records Officer,” he said with formal politeness.

“Thorn.”

His gaze settled on me after.

“You talk like you think the whole fort would have died without you.”

“No,” I said. “I talk like the people you put outside were expected to.”

Something flared in his eyes then, not because he cared what happened to me specifically. Because I had named the structure in front of him and forced him to stand inside it.

“That is war.”

“No,” I said. “That is accounting.”

The guard at the door muttered for us to keep moving or keep quiet. Neither of us did.

Rafe stepped a little closer.

“You’re alive because you lack what the Wildcall seizes. You got one night where that mattered and now you think doctrine is rot.”

“I think doctrine that can’t survive reality is rot.”

“You think mixed scraps and lucky improvisation replace training?”

I could have answered with anger. He would have understood that better. Instead I answered with the thing he hated more.

“No. I think training wasted on the wrong shape is still waste.”

His ears tilted back.

For the first time, I felt the real crack line between us.

Not rich against poor. Not praised against ignored. Something cleaner and harder.

He believed strength should lead because strength saw farther, decided better, bore risk honestly. That belief was wrong, but it wasn’t lazy. It was why he was dangerous. It had integrity enough to survive shallow arguments.

And if I wanted to beat it, I would have to do more than survive one wall.

Rafe’s voice dropped.

“If the lower lane hadn’t met your opening, you’d be a corpse with clever opinions.”

“If Torren hadn’t held, your lower lane would’ve hit a live crush and fed it.”

We looked at each other in the cold corridor. It wasn’t hatred, exactly. It was recognition with teeth in it.

Maris broke it with a calm, almost bored tone.

“The hearing continues. Unless either of you would like your remarks entered verbatim.”

Rafe stepped back first.

Not like retreat. Like control reasserted.

He gave me one last measuring look and went down the hall without another word.

I watched him go and knew two things.

He had not dismissed me as a freak accident the way Seln did.

And he still believed, more deeply than before, that people like me were dangerous precisely because one useful exception could mislead others into abandoning the natural order.

In a way, that was cleaner. An enemy I could name.

Maris tapped the edge of her slate.

“They will call you again.”

I pushed myself off the bench. My legs were stiffer than I wanted to admit.

“Will any of this matter?”

Her answer came too quickly to be optimism.

“Yes. Just not in the way you want.”

***
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The second room was smaller and colder.

No commander this time. Just Bram, Seln, Maris at the side table, and me. The adjutant had been pulled away, presumably to matters involving people of value and walls that hadn’t offended protocol by surviving wrong.

Seln seemed annoyed by the reduced audience, as if truth became less glamorous when not enough rank watched it happen.

Bram rested both elbows on the table.

“Sit.”

I blinked.

No one else had offered.

When I did, the chair creaked under me like it objected on class grounds.

Bram slid a rough map sheet across the table. It was a quick sketch of the north wall approach, charcoal and red marks over a fort diagram I knew by heart.

“Show me.”

He did not say what.

He didn’t need to.

I took the charcoal.

My fingers cramped immediately. I ignored it.

I marked the lantern drop. The freight arm. The clogged stairmouth. The lower wolf lane. The north bend weakness. The drainage channel. Then I drew arrows where the beasts came heavy, thinner where they tested, thicker where the breaker’s pressure should have synchronized the line and failed because we cut it loose at the wrong limb.

Seln watched with increasing skepticism that gradually shifted into something more careful.

Bram said nothing for a long time.

Then: “How many lines were you tracking by the time the breaker fell?”

I looked up.

“Lines?”

“Movement chains. Commitments. Retreat points.”

I glanced at the map again.

“Six clearly. Maybe eight if you count the lower lane and tower archers separately.”

Seln scoffed. “An untrained auxiliary cannot accurately process—”

“Can if he did,” Bram said.

Then to me, “And after?”

“Less. I was tiring.”

“How did you choose priority?”

That question hit something deeper.

Not because it was hard. Because I knew it too well.

“How much losing each point would cost versus how likely it was to break next.”

Bram’s eyes narrowed in a way that told me he had heard more in that answer than Seln had.

“Cost how?”

“Bodies. Position. Flow. If one break caused two more, it mattered more even if the first point looked small.”

The room went still around that.

A station platform flashed again behind my eyes. Someone stumbling. A line folding wrong. My own hand catching a child by the coat and shoving him sideways before three adults crashed through where he had been.

I blinked it away.

Bram sat back slowly.

“You’ve done this before.”

The words came out before I could stop them.

“Yes.”

Seln pounced. “Where?”

I met his eyes and let the half-truth stand where it fell.

“Lantern Gate. Supply routes. Labor shifts. Repairs. Whenever people ignore where pressure actually is.”

Not a lie. Just not the whole thing.

Seln looked dissatisfied but unable to prove why.

Bram drummed his fingers once on the table.

“Do you want advancement?”

That one surprised me enough that I answered honestly.

“Yes.”

Seln snorted. “Of course he does.”

Bram ignored him.

“Why?”

A simple question.

One I had been carrying for years without a clean place to put it.

Because I’m tired of being looked through.

Because I’m tired of the useful dead being called acceptable.

Because if I stay where they put me, all I will ever do is help the next better-born idiot spend lives more efficiently.

Instead I said, “Because if command stays with people who sort worth by what’s visible, the same kind of people keep getting thrown away.”

No one wrote for a second.

Then Maris’s stylus moved.

Seln’s expression turned openly sour. “Grand words from a boy who survived one night by species defect.”

I turned to him.

“No,” I said quietly. “Grand words from someone who was posted where deaths don’t count.”

Something about the way I said it shut him up.

Not permanently. Nothing so pleasant. But for that moment.

Bram looked down at the map again.

“What would you do with proper authority?”

I should have given a safe answer. Improve deployment efficiency. Strengthen route discipline. Support command structure. Something tidy. Something survivable.

Instead I heard Pella Reed’s name in my head and saw Nessa’s face when she learned it too late and Torren bracing at the wall because no one stronger had been assigned there and Ivo shoving his arm into a dead machine because that was what the fort had left him.

And under all of that, I felt again the old familiar shape from another life: things kept running because invisible people kept seeing the whole field while more important men took credit for individual pieces.

So I told the truth.

“I’d stop using low-value people as delay meat.”

Seln swore under his breath.

Maris’s stylus stopped for a fraction, then resumed.

Bram’s face did not change.

“Anything else?”

“Yes,” I said. “I’d stop building teams so all their failure points match.”

That finally earned a direct look from him.

“Mixed deployment.”

“Where it fits,” I said. “Not everywhere. But where instinct overlap turns into weakness.”

Seln leaned forward. “This is exactly the problem. One lucky wall hold and now a blank thinks centuries of military structure should be revised.”

I looked at him. Really looked.

Thin wrists. Clean nails. No blood under them.

He wasn’t a coward, probably. Cowards usually tried harder to sound brave.

But he was one of those men who loved structure because structure had always loved him back.

“I think centuries of structure don’t matter if they get people killed for reasons everyone on the ground can see.”

Maris looked up from her slate then, and our eyes met for one brief second.

It wasn’t approval.

It was recognition.

Not of me as a hero. Of the shape of the sentence. Of what it implied if written down and left intact.

Bram exhaled slowly through his nose.

“That’s enough.”

Seln looked ready to argue, but the captain had already stood.

For the first time in the hearing, I understood who held real weight in this room. Not formal weight, maybe. Not enough to overturn everything. But enough that when he was done, others had to route around it instead of through it.

He gathered the map and folded it once.

“Wait outside.”

I opened my mouth.

He cut me off with a glance that said this wasn’t a request.

So I stood, left the chair, and walked to the door on legs that felt more hollow than before.

Maris did not look up as I passed, but as I reached the threshold she said, to the slate more than to me, “Your timing estimate on the second freight swing matched the chain wear.”

I paused.

It was not small praise. It was factual praise, which counted more.

Then I went out.

***
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They made me wait again, but this time not on the bench.

In the yard.

Maybe because the corridor was full. Maybe because they wanted me visible and uncomfortable. Maybe because forts have a talent for making unwanted people stand in places with weather.

Morning had climbed properly by then, pale and raw. Lantern Gate looked uglier in daylight. The north wall showed black scorch marks and chipped stone. Workers were already hauling beast carcasses into separate rows: salvageable parts, contaminated remains, unclassified distortions.

The dead from our side had been covered.

Covered, not honored.

There is a difference.

Torren stood near the water trough with both forearms wrapped in fresh bandages. Nessa sat on an overturned crate while a medic checked the cut on her sleeve-side arm. Ivo was arguing with a maintenance sergeant while holding a bent gear tooth like evidence in a murder trial.

When they saw me, none of them waved.

Too many eyes around.

But Nessa straightened. Torren shifted one shoulder in my direction. Ivo lifted the gear tooth a little higher as if that gesture by itself could carry an entire conversation.

Alive. Still here.

That should have eased something.

Instead it made the next thought hit harder.

If they kept staying near me, the system would notice them too.

And systems notice in order to use.

A bell rang from the inner clerk tower. Shift change for records staff.

Maris crossed the yard below it with two sealed cases under one arm and another clerk half-jogging to keep up with her. She did not look at me. She did not need to. I already knew she’d be working while others decided how
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