

    
        
          Wings of Ash and Amber

        

        
        
          Madeline Walsh

        

        
          Published by Silvershade Books, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      WINGS OF ASH AND AMBER

    

    
      First edition. June 9, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Madeline Walsh.

    

    
    
      Written by Madeline Walsh.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One: Fallen Things

Chapter Two: The General's Bad Day

Chapter Three: The Worst Proposal

Chapter Four: Terms and Conditions

Chapter Five: What She Lost

Chapter Six: The Rot Underneath

Chapter Seven: The First Truce

Chapter Eight: Hell's Leash

Chapter Nine: Where Angels Fall

Chapter Ten: The Anatomy of a Demon General

Chapter Eleven: The Name He Recognized

Chapter Twelve: Negotiating Heaven

Chapter Thirteen: The Sanctuary

Chapter Fourteen: One Scar Each

Chapter Fifteen: The Second Site

Chapter Sixteen: Interrogation

Chapter Seventeen: The Argument

Chapter Eighteen: What Hell Requires

Chapter Nineteen: Coming Back

Chapter Twenty: The Third Site Is Different

Chapter Twenty-One: The Architect Speaks

Chapter Twenty-Two: The Binding Cracks

Chapter Twenty-Three: What She Chooses

Chapter Twenty-Four: Hell Moves

Chapter Twenty-Five: What Mael Knew

Chapter Twenty-Six: Grace and Fire

Chapter Twenty-Seven: After the Fire

Chapter Twenty-Eight: After the Fire

Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Accounting

Chapter Thirty: Wings of Ash and Amber

About the Publisher

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter One: Fallen Things
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​POV: Lyari

The city had been called Varath once. Lyari knew because she'd watched it be built.

That was centuries ago, before the fall, before the slow grind of mortal history had layered name over name over ruin — Varath, then Aldenmere, then the New Settlement of Aldenmere, then just the Settlement, then nothing at all. Now it was a sprawl of broken stone and salvaged timber on the edge of the eastern marches, and the thing spreading through its foundations had no name yet because no one who'd seen it up close had lived long enough to coin one.

Lyari crouched at the lip of what had been a market square and watched it move.

That was the first wrong thing: it moved. Corruption, in her experience — and she had more experience with corruption than most beings currently walking any realm — tended to be static. It spread, yes, but it spread the way rot spread, the way water moved through stone over centuries. It did not flow. It did not course between the cracks of cobblestones like something with direction and intention. It did not occasionally pause, as if listening.

This did.

She'd been tracking it for three days, sleeping in the rafters of a half-collapsed granary, eating what she could find, which was not much. The mortals who'd lived here had fled weeks ago — smart, for mortals — leaving behind the wreckage of ordinary lives. A child's boot in a doorway. A merchant's ledger facedown in the mud, pages bloating with rain. A painted sign that had read Cotter's Bread and Sundries hanging by one hinge, creaking.

Lyari studied the corruption. It was not quite black. It was the color of something that had once been another color entirely and had forgotten what. It moved in threads, in veins, and where it touched the old stone it left behind a surface that looked normal until you looked at it from the corner of your eye, at which point it ceased to resemble stone at all and became something she didn't have language for. She had a great deal of language. She had walked with the first speakers. This thing was outside it.

Not demonic. She'd checked that first — force of habit. Demonic corruption had a texture, a heat, an almost-taste of iron and char. This had no temperature at all. It moved through the world the way a void might move, not destroying so much as removing, and that was worse than destruction because destroyed things at least left evidence of what they'd been.

She pulled her coat tighter. It was a good coat, stolen from a market three towns back, dark wool with brass buttons. One of the small pleasures of the mortal world: the coats were excellent, and no one was coordinating her wardrobe anymore.

You could leave, she thought. You have left harder things.

This was true. She'd walked out of the divine realm with nothing but the clothes on her back — metaphorically speaking; she'd been wearing the armor they stripped off her before throwing her out, which she'd then traded for the coat and a pair of boots that actually fit — and she'd managed four years of mortal existence through sheer stubbornness and a willingness to do unpleasant work for reasonable rates. She was not obligated to care about a city that was already empty. She was not obligated to care about anything, anymore. That was nearly the only benefit of her current situation.

The corruption pulsed.

Three streets over, a dog barked once, sharply, and then went silent.

Lyari sighed. She pulled out the small iron stylus she used for marking and drew a containment symbol on the stone beside her — not enough to stop it, just enough to map the edge, mark the boundary so she could track its rate of spread. She worked efficiently, without sentiment. When she was done she sat back on her heels and looked at what she'd documented.

It had grown six feet since yesterday.

She stood. She took the long way around the square, keeping to the intact buildings, testing her weight on each step before committing to it. She'd learned that from mortals, actually — the structural wariness, the way a person who'd survived a flood moved through buildings afterward. She thought about the flood that had taken Varath's lower quarter in its third century. She'd been watching from above, then. The light had been extraordinary. The screaming less so.

She turned a corner and nearly walked into a man standing in the middle of the street.

He was reading her containment symbol.

He was, she registered in a single flat assessment, not a man. He had the shape of one — tall, broad-shouldered, dark-haired, the kind of face that in a better world would have simply been handsome and in this one was handsome in a way that made you want to check the exits. He wore a long dark coat that made hers look provincial. He held himself like someone who had not lost a fight since before the city of Varath was built.

He was a demon. Not in the theatrical sense — no horns, no dramatics, nothing that would alarm a passing mortal. The tells were subtler: the too-perfect stillness, the way the shadows around his feet bent toward him rather than away, the faint pressure in the air that suggested the space near him was aware of things happening elsewhere simultaneously.

She knew which demon. She wished she didn't.

"That's a third-age marking technique," he said, without looking up from the symbol. "You learned it from the Seraph Helani."

"Helani taught half the lower choir," Lyari said. "That's not a useful deduction."

"You've modified it." He looked up. His eyes were the color of deep amber, and they had the quality of something that had spent a very long time watching things from a distance and had drawn precise conclusions. "The termination flourish. She never used that."

"She should have." Lyari did not move toward him and did not move away from him. She had learned that the most important thing you could convey to a demon of significant rank was that you had thought about fleeing and declined. "What are you doing in Varath, General?"

"The same thing you are, I expect." He looked back at the spread of corruption. Something shifted in his expression — too fast, too controlled, gone before she could name it. "Tracking it."

"Then you've been here longer than I have."

"Three days longer."

She absorbed this. He'd been in this city for six days without making himself known, which meant he'd been watching her for three of them. She thought about the granary rafters and the precautions she'd taken and decided that if he'd wanted to do something about her he'd have had ample opportunity.

This was, she realized, somehow more unsettling than if he'd simply tried to kill her.

"Aymer," she said, because she might as well use his name; it wasn't a weapon she'd ever had leverage over. "I'm going to ask you something direct."

"How novel."

"Does Hell know what this is?"

The pause was very brief. In anyone else she wouldn't have noticed it. "No," he said.

"Does Heaven?"

"I don't know what Heaven knows."

"Neither do I, anymore." She said it without self-pity, just fact, but she heard the edge underneath it anyway. She filed that away for later. "So we're both watching something neither of our realms has a name for."

"Yes."

"And you're a demon general standing in a ruined city," she said, "which means Hell has an interest, which means whatever this is has Hell worried, which means it is significantly worse than it looks."

He smiled, briefly, without warmth. "You were always quick."

"I was always right, which you're conflating with quick because it's more flattering." She looked back at the corruption. In the low afternoon light it was nearly invisible — you could walk through the square and not notice it until you were already in it. "There's something else. It's not just spreading. It's listening."

Silence. Then: "Yes."

Something in the quality of his agreement made her turn and look at him again. He was watching the corruption with an expression she couldn't read, and that bothered her — she was very good at reading expressions, she'd had centuries of practice — and she thought: he's recognized something. Not the corruption itself. Something in it. Something that meant more to him than the shape of a threat.

He didn't offer it. She didn't ask. There were rules to this kind of conversation.

"I'm going to document the perimeter," she said instead. "Then I'm going to decide whether this is worth reporting."

"To whom?" he said. "You have no one to report to."

"I'm aware." She started walking. "Don't follow me."

He didn't. But when she glanced back from the far end of the street, he was still standing in the square, watching the corruption with his hands in his pockets, and the stillness around him had an odd quality — not the stillness of a predator, exactly. Something more like dread, very carefully managed.

She went around the corner. She stood against the wall for a moment in the cold, breathing.

She had no one to report to. He was right. But she kept walking anyway, marking the perimeter, noting the rate of spread, doing the work out of sheer ingrained habit — the habit of a being who had spent her existence caring about things that were not her problem.

The dog did not bark again.
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​Chapter Two: The General's Bad Day
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​POV: Aymer

The word that came back from the eastern flank was gone.

Not fallen. Not destroyed. Not even overrun, which would have carried useful information about numbers and methodology. Aymer's scout used the word gone and then sat down in the middle of the command tent and looked at her hands for a long moment before she was able to say anything else, and what she said was: it doesn't look like anything happened. It looks like it was never there.

Aymer dismissed the tent. He stood alone over the campaign maps for a long time.

The eastern flank had been three hundred souls, demonic infantry and two mid-rank commanders, holding a line through the Veth Narrows against a slow angelic advance that had been slow for so long it had become a formality — the kind of front that exists because neither side wants to formally concede a position, not because either side thinks it strategically vital. Standard war of attrition. Nothing unexpected. He had reviewed the position himself two weeks ago and found it solid.

Three hundred souls. Gone. Not killed. Not routed.

He looked at the map. He looked at the mark he'd made in red ink at the Veth Narrows — a small red mark, precise, the kind he made at positions he intended to hold. He picked up his pen and drew a careful circle around it, which was a notation that meant anomalous.

He did not make this notation often.

He left the tent and walked the camp with his hands behind his back, which was his customary posture when he didn't want anyone to approach him and also his customary posture always, so no one approached. His forces were efficient and they knew his requirements and he had spent three centuries training them to need minimal supervision, which meant that what they needed from him primarily was the signal that things were proceeding normally. He moved through the camp and radiated the signal. He checked the perimeter. He spoke to four subordinates about logistics, two about morale, one about a supply requisition that had been mis-filed three times and required the particular brand of patient-but-clarifying attention that prevented it from becoming a formal complaint.

He did this because the work was the work and the work did not stop because something unprecedented had happened.

And then he went back to his tent and sat with the maps in silence.

He had fought in the great campaigns. He had fought in skirmishes so small that history hadn't bothered to name them. He had fought in the centuries before the Compact drew its lines and in the constrained, rule-bound warfare that came after. He understood destruction in most of its forms — the clean destruction of fire, the slow destruction of siege, the creative destruction of supply lines and command structures and the morale of forces who could no longer trust their officers.

He did not understand removal.

The area he'd studied in Varath had been thoroughly documented before his forces arrived — not his forces specifically, a previous survey team, decades ago, the normal mapping of mortal geography that Hell undertook as a matter of course. The survey team had noted a stable city, a modest trading economy, no significant demonic or divine activity. Standard. And now the eastern flank.

He thought about the feel of it. The way the corruption moved when he watched it.

He had recognized something.

He was not ready to name it yet.

He opened a different drawer, a locked one, and withdrew a small bound record — not infernal archives, nothing official, but his own notes from centuries of personal observation, kept in a cipher that was probably crackable but would take long enough that anyone who cracked it had earned whatever they found. He turned to the section he wanted without difficulty. He'd read it enough times.

He read it again. He closed the book. He sat with his hands flat on the table and breathed through the information very carefully, the way you moved through a room you knew was trapped.

Then he had his senior commanders in for a briefing, during which he told them that the eastern situation was under investigation and forces should maintain current positioning. He answered questions with precision. He made no visible indications that anything unusual had occurred. Afterward, Veth — his second, the only one of his command who'd been with him long enough to read his silences — lingered.

"Sir," she said.

"Veth."

"The eastern report."

"Is being investigated."

"Is it something we've seen before?"

He considered her. She was asking in good faith, out of genuine professional concern, because she was competent and the eastern report had unsettled her too. He gave her the honest answer, which was a rare enough occurrence that she'd know to weight it appropriately.

"No," he said. "But we'll manage it."

She nodded and left. Aymer sat down again.

He'd been in Varath six days. He'd watched the fallen angel arrive on the third. She was operating independently, which meant she had no divine backing, which he'd known for years but which the manner of her work confirmed — methodical, alone, using older techniques, resourced by mortal labor rather than celestial provision. She was good. She had always been good. He found her competence irritating in a specific way that he associated with a small number of beings, all of them people he respected.

He hadn't made himself known immediately because he'd wanted to see what she made of it uninfluenced.

She'd identified the listening quality on day two. He'd made a note: she was always quick.

The thing in Varath was wrong in ways that had nothing to do with the normal wrongness of demonic activity or divine excess, and the angel knew it, and he knew it, and sitting here separately in their respective tactical frameworks was going to produce exactly nothing. He understood this. He also understood that approaching a fallen angel who had every reason to be hostile to his kind — and to him specifically, given their history, which was brief but memorable — required a degree of care that the situation did not leave a lot of room for.

He thought about the corruption moving through the stones. He thought about the eastern flank.

He thought about the name in his private notes, the one he'd been turning over for six days, pressing on like a sore tooth.

He stood. He took his coat from the back of the chair. He walked out of the tent and into the cold evening air and he went back toward the empty city, because the empty city was where the angel was, and because the thing in the stones was worse than she knew, and because he had learned over three centuries of careful, patient warfare that the only variable you couldn't account for was the one you refused to look at directly.

He would look at it directly.

He would just also take every precaution available to him while he did.
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​Chapter Three: The Worst Proposal
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​POV: Lyari

The scholar's name was Pen, which was either a mortal nickname or the most optimistic name a mortal had ever been given, and she arrived in Varath at dawn on Lyari's fourth day with a travel pack the size of a small wardrobe and the expression of someone who had been briefed extensively on a situation and was attempting to reconcile the briefing with the reality.

The reality being: a ruined city, an advancing corruption, a fallen angel, and a demon general who had apparently established a camp on the city's northwest edge and was — according to Pen, who'd passed through it — extremely organized.

"You've been watching him," Lyari said.

"I've been watching the situation," Pen said, with the careful diplomacy of someone who'd been told to be diplomatic. She was short and angular and somewhere in her fourth decade, with the ink-stained fingers and the flat practical gaze of a scholar who had spent enough time in the field to distrust anything that looked like a clean theory. "The Compact sent me."

"The Compact," Lyari repeated.

"The old agreements."

"I know what the Compact is." She'd been there when three of the major articles were drafted. She'd also been there when they'd been revised, supplemented, argued over in rooms that smelled of celestial politics and stale authority. She had very mixed feelings about the Compact. "What does the Compact want?"

Pen set her pack down with the care of someone who had breakable things in it. She produced a case, opened it, and removed a document that had the particular smell of extremely old binding agreements — that specific blend of formal power and paper and something that wasn't quite ozone but was adjacent to it. She placed it on the upturned crate that was serving as Lyari's table.

Lyari looked at it without touching it. "A mandate."

"A request."

"Those look different."

"The Compact is formally requesting," Pen said, with the slight emphasis of someone reading the room, "the cooperative assistance of available parties in addressing a threat to foundational realm stability." She paused. "There are only two available parties."

"Define available."

"Present in the affected zone and not currently under mandate from their respective—" Pen glanced at her notes. "Respective organizational authorities."

"You mean I'm available because Heaven didn't send me," Lyari said, "and because I have no one to answer to."

"And the General is available because Hell has not issued formal instructions regarding this specific situation."

"Yet." Lyari tapped the document without picking it up. "What does the Compact know about what this is?"

"Less than you," Pen admitted. "That's part of why we need someone on the ground."

"And the other part?"

"If this continues at its current rate of spread," Pen said, and she stopped being diplomatic and became simply exact, "the Compact's structural analysts project a foundational breach within—" She checked her notes again, unnecessarily, the gesture of someone who knew the number and didn't want to say it. "Forty days."

Lyari had a great deal of patience, built from centuries of practice. She did not, in this moment, feel any of it. "Forty days."

"The breach would be self-propagating after approximately day twenty."

Lyari sat down on a broken pillar. She looked at the document. She thought about the way the corruption had moved last night, the pulse of it, the listening quality. She thought about how fast it had grown in the six days since she'd arrived, which meant it had been here longer and growing slower before, which meant something had accelerated it.

She thought about the dog that hadn't barked.

"Show me the model," she said.

Pen produced three more documents, unrolled a map, and began to explain with the efficient clarity of someone who had practiced this explanation and also knew that the person receiving it was not going to need it simplified. Lyari listened. She asked four questions. Pen answered three of them completely and one of them with the honest acknowledgment that the Compact didn't know yet.

She was still processing when the tent flap opened.

She had not put up a tent flap. This was a doorway that had previously been a wall, and it did not have a flap. But the idiom held.

Aymer stepped into what remained of the room, looked at the map, looked at Pen, looked at Lyari.

"You're here early," he said to Pen.

"You knew she was coming," Lyari said.

"I had a reasonable probability estimate." He picked up the Compact document, read it with the focused speed of someone who retained everything on a first pass, and set it back down. "Forty days is optimistic."

"Thirty-five," Lyari said. "Maybe less. The rate accelerated four days before I arrived."

He looked at her. It was the look of someone recalibrating — not surprised, exactly, but adjusting. "You modeled it."

"I have a lot of free time and a limited amount of entertainment."

The corner of his mouth did something that was not quite a smile. "What accelerated it?"

"That's the interesting question."

Pen looked between them with the expression of someone who had been briefed on the history between these two parties and was currently discovering that the briefing had been adequate but not experiential. "The Compact has formally requested—"

"We heard you," Aymer said, not unkindly. He was looking at the map. "The request is the easy part." He turned to Lyari. "Tell me what you think accelerated it."

"Tell me what you recognized in the corruption signature," she said. "You recognized something on the first day. You've been sitting on it."

His expression did not change. That was, she had come to understand, its own category of change. "This isn't the conversation for that."

"Then we're not having a productive conversation yet."

They looked at each other across the map. Outside the broken wall, the wind moved through the empty streets of Varath. Pen had the stillness of someone who knew when to be furniture.

"I'll share what I know," Aymer said, "when I've confirmed it."

"And in exchange?"

"Your containment data. You've been marking this for four days. You have the most complete map of its behavior currently in existence."

This was, irritatingly, true. "Fine." She looked at Pen. "We'll take the Compact's mandate under consideration."

"There's a deadline—" Pen started.

"The deadline is forty days," Lyari said. "We have slightly more than that. We'll use two of them to confirm what we each know before committing to a framework that assumes cooperative function." She paused. "No offense."

"None taken," Pen said, with the faint relief of someone who had been prepared for considerably worse.

Aymer moved toward the door. He stopped without turning around, which was a specific kind of power display she'd categorized years ago under annoying but effective. "Your data or mine first?"

She thought about it. Thought about the forty days, the self-propagating breach on day twenty, the pulse in the stones at two in the morning when everything was quiet.

"Mine," she said. "My data establishes the parameters. What you know explains them."

A pause.

"Tomorrow," he said. "At the first corruption site. Bring the full markings."

"I always bring the full markings," she said. "That's what markings are for."

He left.

Pen let out a breath she'd been holding with professional composure. "That," she said, "went better than projected."

"The projections were pessimistic," Lyari said, still looking at the door. "We both know what's at stake."

"Do you trust him?"

The question landed in a specific place. Lyari picked up the Compact document, turned it over in her hands, set it back down. She thought about the way he'd read it — the slight pause at the forty-day figure that someone less practiced at stillness would have missed.

"I trust him to be exactly what he is," she said. "That's enough to start with."

Pen wrote something in her notes. Lyari didn't ask what.

She went back to her marking data and began to transcribe it in clean lines, preparing for a meeting she had not agreed to attend and was absolutely going to attend, because the corruption was growing and the timeline was forty days and she had not, despite several good reasons to start, learned how to look away from things that were wrong.

She suspected this was not going to get easier.

She was correct.
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​Chapter Four: Terms and Conditions
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​POV: Aymer

The first corruption site was a temple.

It had been a temple to something mortal and local — one of the small gods that sprang up in places where humans had lived long enough to need something to pray to, regional deities with regional concerns, gods of good harvests and safe crossings and children born without complications. Aymer had no particular feelings about small gods. They existed, they served a function, they occasionally caused administrative friction in the grand machinery of infernal operations, and they died when their worshippers forgot them. This one had been called, according to the faded inscription above the door, the Keeper of the Threshold. It had a wide, low altar room and a courtyard that had once had a fountain and eight columns that were still standing, which was more than could be said for most of the rest of Varath.

The corruption had found it first. Of course it had. It always found the threshold places.

Lyari arrived before him, which he had expected. She was crouched at the base of the altar with her marking tools spread around her in a precise semicircle — the iron stylus, a set of measuring cords, a small pot of the chalky substance she used for longer-term notations. She did not look up when he arrived. He did not announce himself. He walked the perimeter of the room first, slowly, reading what she'd marked in the three days prior.

The markings were good. Better than good — they were the most thorough behavioral mapping of a corruption event he had seen in several centuries of studying corruption events, and she'd done it alone with hand tools in bad lighting, and the notations in the margin of each primary mark were precise and occasionally acerbic. One read: moved 2.3 inches northeast overnight, no visible catalyst, I am beginning to find this personally offensive. Another read simply: wrong.

He paused at that one. Wrong. Just the word, circled twice.

"That one's from the first night," she said, without turning around.

"I know."

"You have the same notation in your records."

He did. He had written it in his cipher in the cramped shorthand he used when he was writing quickly, when the observation preceded the analysis: wrong. Three letters. He had never felt, in three centuries, that three letters had done more work. "Your perimeter map."

She held it out over her shoulder without looking. He took it. It was a large sheet of rough mortal paper covered in layered markings — each day's boundary in a different notation style, producing a palimpsest of spread that told a story about acceleration that the numbers alone wouldn't convey. He studied it for a long moment.

"You're right about the acceleration point," he said. "Four days before your arrival."

"What happened four days before my arrival?"

"What I'm going to tell you," he said, "I have not confirmed to my satisfaction. I want that on record."

She stood up and turned around. She had flour on her coat sleeve, from the granary, and she hadn't noticed or hadn't cared. She looked at him with the particular quality of attention she brought to things she was about to take apart. "Noted."

He told her what he knew.

Not everything. He was not going to tell her everything on day one — that was not caution, that was just sense. But the relevant portion: that the signature in the corruption had a quality he recognized from infernal historical records, records old enough that most of Hell's current hierarchy had never had occasion to read them. That the quality was associated with a name. That the name was the Architect. That the Architect had, according to those records, been imprisoned in the space between realms at the cost of significant divine and infernal power, during a period before the Compact, before the formal separation of the realms, before most of what currently existed had been defined.

He watched her face while he spoke. She was very controlled, but there was a specific point — he timed it — at which her expression shifted. Not surprise. Recognition.

"You know that name," he said.

"I know that name." She looked at the altar. "From the divine side. It was in the oldest records — the ones that predate the main celestial archives, the ones that were copied and recopied so many times that most of what remained was notation and the original text was mostly gone. The Architect was referenced in the context of the separation." She paused. "She was against it."

"The separation of the realms."

"She believed it was a violence done to the fundamental nature of existence." Lyari said it flatly, without editorializing. "She lost. She was imprisoned."

"And now the imprisonment is failing."

"Now the imprisonment is failing," she agreed.

They stood in the temple in silence for a moment. Outside, the morning wind moved through the empty city, and the corruption at the edges of the altar room pulsed once, gently, like a slow heartbeat.

"I need your full map data," Aymer said. "Not just the perimeter. The behavioral notes, the margin notations, everything."

"I'll copy it."

"Today."

"It'll take time." She looked at him with mild challenge in it. "I have one set of hands."

"I'm aware." He looked around the temple. He made a decision. "I'll send Veth. She can scribe while you work."

"You're assigning your second to copying duty?"

"She's efficient and she won't ask unnecessary questions."

Lyari considered this. "Fine. What are you giving me in exchange?"

"My modeling of the eastern spread. My forces have been tracking a parallel event — less advanced, different pattern, but the same signature. Combined with your data it will give us a more complete picture of the scope."

"How much more complete?"

"The eastern event is approximately three hundred miles from here and moving west," he said. "The rate of convergence, if the two corruption zones are connected — which I believe they are — gives us a different timeline than the Compact's."

Something moved behind her eyes. "Different how?"

"Shorter," he said. "Significantly."

Another silence. She picked up her marking tools and began to pack them away, methodically, with the efficiency of someone who was using a physical task to think. He waited. One of the first things he had learned, very early in a very long existence, was that waiting was not a passive act. Waiting was how you learned which variables you hadn't yet accounted for.

"You went to the Compact before coming to me," she said.

"I provided information to the Compact. The Compact's mandate structure did the rest."

"That's a very careful distinction."

"I'm a careful person."

She looked up at him. "You bound me to this without asking me."

"The Compact's mandate requires cooperative engagement from parties present in the affected zone," he said. "You were already present. You were already engaged. The binding is a formality."

"The binding," she said, very precisely, "is not a formality. It constrains my movements, my independent action, my ability to make decisions without reference to your position. That is not a formality. That is a leash."

He held her gaze. "Yes."

The honesty seemed to stop her, briefly. She had been prepared, he thought, for deflection. For the careful legal language he'd used a moment ago. The simple yes landed differently.

"Did you do it to control me," she said, "or because it was operationally efficient?"

"The second," he said. "You were the only functional option for this alliance. The binding ensures you remain an option even if the situation becomes one where you'd prefer not to be."

"And you knew I'd prefer not to be."

"I knew you'd weigh the options and arrive at cooperation," he said. "I just removed the possibility of the other outcome."

She stared at him for a long moment. He had known, going into this conversation, that this part would be difficult. He had also known that she would rather have the truth than a managed version of it, and that giving her the managed version would cost him more in the long run than the short-term discomfort of her current expression.

"That is," she said, "genuinely one of the most infuriating things anyone has ever said to me."

"I've been told I have a talent for it."

"Don't." She held up a hand. "Don't make a joke out of it. Tell me something true instead."

He considered. "The binding constrains me as well. I cannot act against your direct interests within the scope of the mandate. If I had wanted a tool I would have found a different mechanism. I wanted a partner who couldn't be removed from the equation by outside pressure." A pause. "Including pressure from Hell."

She absorbed this. He watched her work through it — the implications, the structural logic, the thing he'd left slightly implicit that she would catch because she always caught the implicit things.

"Hell doesn't know about the full scope of this," she said.
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