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Prologue
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The mage was laughing when she found him, which was inconvenient because he was also on fire. Not the burning kind of fire—she'd seen enough of that to know the difference—but the leaking kind, the sort that spilled from broken vessels and lit up basement walls like festival lanterns. Blue flames crawled across his shoulders and dripped from his fingertips onto the stone floor, where they pooled and flickered and refused to go out. He sat cross-legged in the center of a containment circle that had clearly stopped containing anything meaningful about three days ago, and he was laughing at something she couldn't see, his head thrown back, his throat exposed, like a man who had forgotten that people with bounties on their heads should probably cultivate some sense of self-preservation.

She had seventeen hours to get him out of the city. The fence who'd hired her was bleeding out in an upstairs room, and the people who'd put the knife in him were already asking questions at the harbor. The mage's bounty had tripled in the last week. Someone very powerful wanted him very badly, and the containment circle was failing, and he was sitting there laughing like none of it mattered, like the fire crawling across his skin was the funniest thing he'd encountered in years.

She stepped into the basement properly, letting her boots announce her presence on the stairs. The laughing stopped. The fire didn't. He turned his head toward her, and she saw his eyes for the first time—one brown, one consumed entirely by that same blue flame, flickering and restless and deeply, profoundly wrong. His smile was crooked and exhausted and not quite sane.

"Oh good," he said, his voice ragged from whatever they'd been doing to him down here. "Another person who wants me dead. I was getting lonely."

She drew her blade. Not to threaten him—she'd learned long ago that threatening mages was about as useful as threatening the weather—but because the fire was spreading, and the circle was cracking, and somewhere above them, heavy boots were starting to descend the stairs. She had seventeen hours. She had a dying fence and a broken mage and a reputation that said she never failed a contract. She had absolutely no idea what she was doing.

"I don't want you dead," she said, and watched his burning eye widen with something that might have been surprise. "I want you delivered. Get up. We're leaving."

He got up. The fire came with him. And the very bad quest began.
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Chapter 1: The Contract
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Twelve hours earlier, Kira had been drinking alone in a harbor tavern, calculating exactly how much longer she could afford to keep breathing. The math was not encouraging. She had fourteen copper marks to her name, a rented room she'd lose at dawn, and a reputation that had curdled from asset to liability somewhere in the last six months. The bartender kept glancing at her sword like he was trying to decide if she was the kind of trouble he should address now or the kind he could safely ignore until closing. She was neither, really. She was the kind of trouble that couldn't afford another drink and was too proud to admit it.

The tavern was called the Sinking Fortune, which felt appropriately prophetic. Ships creaked against the docks outside, and the smell of salt and rotting fish leaked through every crack in the walls. Kira had chosen it specifically because no one she knew would be caught dead here, which meant no one she knew could watch her count coppers and pretend she wasn't doing exactly that. The other patrons were dockhands and deckhands and a few people who looked like they were hiding from something more specific than generalized failure. She fit right in.

The man who sat down across from her didn't fit at all. He was too clean for the Sinking Fortune, too deliberate in his movements, and he was bleeding from a wound she couldn't see—she could tell by the careful way he lowered himself into the chair, the slight hitch in his breathing that said internal damage. He was also smiling, which meant he was either very confident or very stupid, and the way his eyes tracked the room before settling on her suggested it wasn't stupidity.

"Kira Voss," he said, not a question. "The Blade Without Shadow. The Last Contract. The woman who never fails."

"The woman who can't afford another drink," she said flatly, because if he was going to use old names, she might as well use honest ones. "What do you want?"

He slid something across the table. A purse, heavy enough that she could hear the coins shift inside. Gold, from the sound of it. More gold than she'd seen in one place since before everything went wrong. She didn't touch it. She'd learned that lesson a long time ago—you didn't touch payment until you knew what it was paying for, and you didn't know what it was paying for until you understood who was offering.

"I need something delivered," the man said. "Someone, rather. From here to the Veil Sanctuary, through the Ashwood and across the Siltwater and up through the Veiled Peaks. Quickly. Quietly. By someone who doesn't ask questions and doesn't fail contracts."

The Veil Sanctuary. She almost laughed. Three weeks of travel through some of the most hostile territory on the continent, to a place that half the scholars in the known world insisted didn't actually exist. The Ashwood had been burning for thirty years, ever since the Mage War turned it into a wasteland that couldn't decide if it was alive or dead. The Siltwater ate magic whole and wasn't particularly kind to people who depended on it. The Veiled Peaks were called that because anyone who went too deep into them had a tendency to never come back out. And the sanctuary itself was a rumor, a story, a place where broken mages supposedly went to be fixed or contained or quietly disposed of, depending on who was telling the tale.

"The sanctuary's not real," she said.

"It's real enough for the people who want what I'm offering to protect." He leaned forward, and she saw the blood now, dark against the fabric of his coat, spreading slowly. Someone had put a knife in him, and recently. "The person I need delivered is a mage. A broken one. His magic is—unstable. Leaking. Getting worse by the day. The people who broke him want him back, and they'll burn this city to the ground to get him if they have to. The sanctuary is the only place that can help him. Or contain him, if it comes to that."

"Why me?"

"Because you're desperate enough to take a job no one else would touch, and competent enough to actually finish it." His smile flickered, dimmed. The blood was spreading faster now. "Because I'm dying, Kira Voss, and I don't have time to find someone better. Because that purse contains more gold than you've seen in five years, and there's twice as much waiting at the sanctuary when you deliver him alive."

She looked at the purse. She looked at the man, at the blood soaking through his coat, at the way his breathing was getting shallower. She thought about her fourteen copper marks and her rented room and the morning she'd have to face with nothing but her sword and her failure. She thought about the Ashwood and the Siltwater and the Peaks, about broken mages and impossible sanctuaries and jobs that no one else would touch.

"Where is he?" she asked, and the man's smile came back, brighter now, like he'd known all along what her answer would be.

The basement was worse than she'd expected, and she'd expected it to be bad. The building was a warehouse near the docks, the kind of place that had been abandoned and reclaimed and abandoned again so many times that it had forgotten what it was originally built for. The upper floors were empty except for the dying fence—his name was Maren, she'd learned, though it wouldn't matter much longer—and the signs of recent, violent visitors. The stairs to the basement were slick with something she chose not to examine too closely.

The containment circle at the bottom of the stairs had probably been impressive once. Containment circles usually were, when they were fresh and properly powered. This one had been drawn in salt and silver and something that looked like dried blood, and it was cracking along every line, fractures spreading outward like ice on a warming pond. The mage sat in the center of it, cross-legged and burning and laughing, and Kira understood immediately why Maren had been so desperate, why the bounty had tripled, why no one else would take this job.

The mage wasn't just broken. He was overflowing. Magic poured out of him in visible waves, that blue fire climbing his skin and dripping from his fingers, his hair floating in currents of power that had nothing to do with the still air of the basement. One of his eyes was consumed by flame, and the other—the brown one—tracked her with an awareness that suggested he wasn't as far gone as the laughing had implied. He watched her descend the stairs, watched her step over the cracking circle, watched her draw her blade. His smile didn't waver.

"Another person who wants me dead," he said, and she told him no, she wanted him delivered, and the surprise that flickered across his face was the first honest emotion she'd seen from him.

"Delivered where?"

"The Veil Sanctuary. Through the Ashwood, across the Siltwater, up through the Peaks." She kept her voice flat, professional. This was a contract. He was cargo. The fact that he was on fire and possibly insane was irrelevant to the transaction. "I'm told they can help you. Or contain you. Either way, you're not staying here."

"The sanctuary's not real," he said, echoing her own words from the tavern, and something about the way he said it—resigned rather than skeptical—made her think he'd had this conversation before.

"Real enough for the people who want you." The boots were getting closer on the stairs above them. Heavy boots, multiple pairs. The people who'd put a knife in Maren, coming to collect what they'd been promised. "We can debate theology later. Right now, you can come with me, or you can wait for them."

He tilted his head, considering. The fire on his shoulders flared brighter, then dimmed, like a candle in a draft. His brown eye studied her with an intensity that made her want to shift her weight, adjust her grip on her sword. He was looking at her like he was trying to solve a puzzle, and she was uncomfortably aware that she didn't know what the puzzle was.

"You're not afraid of me," he said finally. "Everyone else who's come down here has been afraid. The circles, the chains, the careful distance. But you walked right through the wards."

"I don't have time to be afraid of you." The boots were on the stairs now. Five pairs, maybe six. She could hear voices, sharp and commanding, giving orders. "I have time to get you out of here. Choose."

He stood. The fire came with him, climbing higher, spreading wider, responding to something in his movements or his mood. The containment circle shattered completely, fragments of salt and silver skittering across the stone floor. He rolled his shoulders, and for a moment the flames formed something like wings—vast, burning, beautiful—before collapsing back into the steady leak that crawled across his skin.

"I'm Theron," he said, and held out his burning hand like he expected her to shake it.

"Kira." She did not shake his hand. "Move."

The basement had a second exit—there was always a second exit, in buildings like this, if you knew where to look. She'd found it while Maren was explaining the contract, a gap in the foundation that led to a crawl space that led to a drainage tunnel that led to the harbor. The tunnel was narrow and dark and smelled like things she refused to think about, but it was empty, and it led away from the boots and the voices and whatever was about to happen in that warehouse.

Theron followed her without argument, which was unexpected. She'd braced herself for questions, protests, demands for explanation. Mages—especially powerful ones, especially broken ones—were not typically known for their cooperative natures. But he crawled through the gap in the foundation without complaint, folded himself into the tunnel with a flexibility that suggested he'd done this before, and kept pace with her through the darkness without asking where they were going. The only sounds were their breathing, the drip of water somewhere ahead, and the faint crackle of the flames that still leaked from his skin, casting flickering shadows on the tunnel walls.

They emerged on a stretch of rocky beach, well away from the docks. The sky was dark, but not dark enough—she'd lost time somewhere between the tavern and the warehouse, and dawn was closer than she'd calculated. They had perhaps four hours of darkness left, maybe less. The city would be waking soon, and the people hunting Theron would have resources, contacts, eyes everywhere.

"Can you dim that?" She gestured at the fire still climbing his arms. "You're visible from the water."

He looked down at himself, at the flames like they belonged to someone else. Something flickered in his expression—frustration, maybe, or embarrassment—and the fire guttered, dimmed, shrank down to barely-visible threads of blue light tracing the veins beneath his skin.

"Not all the way," he said. "Not anymore. It used to be—I used to be able to—" He stopped, shook his head. The flames pulsed brighter for a moment before settling back. "It doesn't stop. It just leaks. Constantly. Forever. Until there's nothing left to leak, I suppose."

"Will that happen before we reach the sanctuary?"

"Probably not." His laugh was short, humorless. "Unfortunately, something worse will probably happen first. My magic doesn't just leak, you see. It leaks wrong. It does things. Things I don't ask it to do, things I can't control. Healing things that shouldn't be healed. Burning things that shouldn't burn. And it attracts—" He stopped again, glancing over his shoulder at the darkness behind them.

"Attracts what?"

"Something that shouldn't exist. Something that feeds on broken magic, on the gaps where control used to be." He turned back to her, and in the dim light his burning eye seemed brighter, more alive than the rest of him. "I was going to tell you about it eventually. Full disclosure and all that. Seemed rude to spring it on you after you'd already agreed to the contract."

"Tell me now."

He did. They walked along the rocky shore while he talked, moving away from the harbor, away from the city, toward the treeline where the Ashwood began its slow invasion of the coast. He told her about the Hollowing—what the hunters called the creature tracking him, the thing that had been following him for months. He told her about how it first appeared the night his magic broke, how it fed on the wild energy pouring out of him, how it had gotten stronger with every feeding, how it was learning. He told her it wasn't just an animal anymore, wasn't just a predator. It was something closer to a storm, a hunger given form, and it wanted what was inside him badly enough to follow him across the continent.

"It's why the bounty keeps increasing," he said. "The people who broke me, they want me back because I'm valuable—or I was, before the breaking. But the Hollowing wants me for different reasons. And there are others who want the Hollowing, who think they can control it if they can just get their hands on the right bait. I'm the right bait." He spread his hands, flames flickering between his fingers. "Everyone wants something. I'm just trying to figure out what's left of me that's worth wanting."

They reached the treeline as the first gray light of dawn started seeping into the sky. The Ashwood loomed ahead, its trees twisted and blackened and somehow still alive, still growing, still reaching toward the light with branches that looked like they remembered burning. Smoke drifted between the trunks, though there was no visible fire—there was never visible fire, in the Ashwood. The burning was inside the trees, inside the ground, inside the air itself. The whole forest was smoldering, and had been for thirty years.

Kira stopped at the edge, checked her supplies. Two blades, one long, one short. A pack with dried food and a waterskin that needed refilling. The purse of gold, heavy at her belt. Nothing else. No tents, no bedrolls, no medical supplies. She'd been planning to buy them with the gold, but that was before the warehouse, before the rushed extraction, before the timeline collapsed from seventeen hours to now, right now, keep moving or die.

"We'll need to forage," she said. "And find water. And not die in the meantime."

"I can help with one of those things." Theron stepped up beside her, studying the smoking forest with an expression she couldn't read. "Possibly two. Definitely not the third."

"Which two?"

"Foraging and water, probably. I'm quite good at finding things. Less good at the not-dying part, as you may have noticed." He glanced at her, and there was something almost apologetic in his expression. "I should warn you, the Ashwood reacts to broken magic. Not badly, necessarily. But strangely. We might encounter some—unusual situations."

"More unusual than a leaking mage and a feeding horror?"

"Different unusual." He stepped past her, into the smoke and shadow of the forest's edge. "Come on, deliverer. Let's see what kind of unusual today has in store."

The Ashwood was worse than she remembered. Kira had passed through it once before, years ago, with a company at her back and a clear path to follow. That had been bad enough—the perpetual twilight, the way sounds traveled wrong, the heat that seeped up from the ground like the earth itself was running a fever. This was worse because she was alone, or close enough to alone. One sword against whatever the Ashwood decided to show them. One mage who couldn't control his power. One contract that was starting to feel more like a death sentence with every step.

They walked for hours. The path wasn't really a path—it was more like a suggestion, a slightly-less-impossible route through the twisted trees and smoking undergrowth. Theron moved surprisingly well, his feet finding solid ground where she would have expected none, his burning hands reaching out to push aside branches before she even saw them. The fire that leaked from him didn't seem to bother the Ashwood. If anything, the forest seemed to welcome it, leaning toward him as he passed, its blackened leaves rustling in winds that didn't exist.

"It knows me," he said, when she asked. "Or it knows what I am. Broken magic, burning forest—we have something in common, I think. We're both supposed to be dead, and we're both too stubborn to admit it."

Noon came and went, marked only by a slight brightening of the perpetual smoke. They found a stream that wasn't quite boiling, and Kira filled the waterskin while Theron stood guard—or tried to. His idea of standing guard seemed to involve talking.

"So. Kira Voss. The Blade Without Shadow. I've heard stories."

"Stories are usually wrong."

"These ones were quite flattering. Something about single-handedly holding a mountain pass against fifty soldiers. Something about assassinating a duke while his entire court watched and never being seen. Something about—"

"Stories," she said again, "are usually wrong. Even the flattering ones."

"What really happened, then?"

She didn't answer. She capped the waterskin, checked the purse at her belt, listened to the Ashwood breathe around them. Somewhere in the distance, something screamed—a bird, maybe, or something that used to be a bird. The sound echoed through the smoking trees and faded into silence.

"We should keep moving," she said. "How much farther to the other side?"

"Two days, if we're lucky. Four, if we're not. The Ashwood doesn't like straight lines. It tends to—rearrange itself. Especially around broken magic." He paused, tilting his head like he was listening to something she couldn't hear. "It's already started, actually. The path we came in on doesn't exist anymore. Not really."

"What do you mean, doesn't exist?"

"I mean the forest closed behind us. Grew new trees, moved old ones. If you tried to walk back to the coast, you'd find something very different than what we left. The Ashwood remembers paths, but it doesn't like to share them." He shrugged, flames dancing across his shoulders. "We can only go forward now. Fortunately, forward is where we wanted to go."

They went forward. The Ashwood shifted around them as they walked, trees appearing where trees hadn't been, clearings vanishing between one step and the next. Kira kept her hand on her sword and her eyes on the smoke, watching for threats, but the threats didn't come from anywhere she expected. A root that hadn't been there a moment ago. A branch that swung without wind. A shadow that moved wrong, too fast, too deliberate, gone before she could get a clear look.

"Your creature," she said. "The Hollowing. Is that what I'm seeing?"

"No. The Hollowing feels different. Heavier. This is just the Ashwood playing." Theron didn't seem concerned. "It's testing us, I think. Seeing what we do when reality gets unreliable."

"What should we do?"

"Keep walking. Don't trust anything that wasn't there a moment ago. And probably don't try to fight the trees." He paused, considering. "I tried that once. It didn't end well."

She didn't ask for details. The afternoon stretched into evening, or what passed for evening in the perpetual smoke-filtered twilight. They found a clearing that seemed stable enough to stop in, and Kira set about making camp while Theron wandered the edges, his burning hands trailing along the blackened bark of the surrounding trees.

"You're communing with them," she said. It wasn't a question.

"Something like that. Asking permission, mostly. The Ashwood doesn't attack things it considers guests, and we need to be guests tonight." He pressed his palm flat against a trunk, and the flames climbed higher, spreading from his hand into the bark, into the tree itself. For a moment, the whole clearing glowed blue. Then it faded, and Theron turned back to her with something that might have been satisfaction. "Done. We have until dawn. After that, we're intruders again."

"How do you know all this?"

"I was here before. During the war." His expression flickered, closed off, opened again into something carefully neutral. "Not a good time to discuss. But I know the Ashwood better than most, and the Ashwood knows me. We have an understanding."

She wanted to ask what that meant—what war, what understanding, what had he done that the forest itself remembered him—but Theron was already settling onto the ground, his back against one of the blue-glowing trees, his eyes closing. The flames on his skin dimmed slightly, contracting, like they were settling in for sleep too.

"You should rest," he said, without opening his eyes. "I'll watch for the first few hours. The leaking wakes me up anyway—might as well be useful while I'm not sleeping."

"You need rest too."

"I need a lot of things. Rest is pretty far down the list." He cracked one eye—the brown one—and looked at her with something that might have been humor. "This is the part where you're supposed to argue, and I'm supposed to refuse, and we go back and forth until one of us gives in. I've done this dance before. But I should tell you, I'm very stubborn, and I genuinely don't sleep well anymore. The magic doesn't let me. So you might as well take the offer."

She didn't want to take the offer. She didn't like sleeping near people she didn't know, in places she couldn't trust, with nothing but a contract and a purse of gold between her and disaster. But she was exhausted—the kind of exhausted that made mistakes, that got people killed—and they had at least three more days of this ahead of them. She needed to be sharp. She needed to be ready.

"Wake me at moonrise," she said, and wasn't surprised when he laughed.

"There's no moonrise in the Ashwood. The smoke blocks everything. But I'll wake you when it feels like midnight. Close enough."

She found a spot across the clearing from him, her back to a tree that had accepted the blue fire, her sword across her knees. The ground was warm—everything in the Ashwood was warm—but not unpleasantly so. The smoke filtered the last light of evening into something soft and almost peaceful. She closed her eyes and listened to the forest breathe, to the crackle of Theron's flames, to her own heartbeat slowing toward sleep.

"Kira." His voice, soft, from across the clearing.

"What?"

"Thank you. For taking the contract. For not being afraid." A pause. "Most people are afraid."

She didn't know what to say to that. She wasn't not afraid—she just didn't have room for fear right now, not when there was so much else to carry. But that felt like too much to explain to a stranger, even a stranger she was crossing a burning forest with.

"Get some rest," she said instead. "We have a long way to go."

She slept. The Ashwood burned around them, dreaming its thirty-year-old dream of fire and survival, and she slept, and Theron watched, and the night passed without disaster.

The disaster came at false dawn.

Kira woke to Theron's hand on her shoulder, his grip urgent, his flames burning brighter than she'd seen them yet. The clearing was still blue-lit, still safe, but there was something in his expression that made her reach for her sword before she was fully conscious.

"We have a visitor," he said, and his voice was steady in the way that meant he was working very hard to keep it steady. "Not the Hollowing. Something else. Something the Ashwood sent."

She was on her feet in seconds, blade drawn, back to the tree. The smoke at the edge of the clearing was thicker than it had been, churning, forming shapes and dissolving them again. She saw something that might have been a face. Something that might have been hands. Something that might have been eyes, hundreds of them, watching from the gray.

"What does it want?"

"To talk, I think. The Ashwood doesn't usually send emissaries. This is—new." Theron stepped up beside her, his burning hands raised, not in threat but in greeting. "We should hear what it has to say."

The smoke parted. What stepped through was not human, was not quite inhuman, was something in between—a figure made of ash and ember, its form flickering like flame, its eyes the same blue as the fire that leaked from Theron. It stood at the edge of the clearing and looked at them with an expression that was impossible to read.

"Broken one," it said, and its voice was the crackle of burning wood. "You've come back."

"I've come through," Theron corrected. "There's a difference. I'm not staying."

"No." The figure tilted its head, studying him. "No, you're not. Not yet. But you will. Eventually. Everything broken returns to the burning places. It's where healing happens." Its gaze shifted to Kira. "You carry him. Why?"

"Contract," she said, because it seemed like the right amount of truth.

"No." The figure moved closer, and the heat in the clearing increased, became oppressive, became nearly unbearable. "You carry him because you choose to. Contracts are paper. Choice is fire. You have fire in you, blade-carrier. Not the kind that burns. The kind that decides."

"Is there a point to this?" Kira kept her voice level, her sword ready. She didn't know if you could fight a creature made of ash and ember, but she was willing to find out if she had to.

"The point is a warning. A gift. The Ashwood offers it freely, because the broken one asked our permission, and because we remember what he was before the breaking." The figure raised one flickering hand, pointed toward the north. "The thing that hunts him is close. Closer than he knows. It fed well last night—there were others in the forest, travelers who did not ask permission, who did not carry fire. It found them. It is stronger now."

Theron went pale. The flames on his skin flickered, guttered, flared back brighter. "How close?"

"Hours. Maybe less. It learns faster than you do. It remembers the shape of your leaking, and it follows the trail." The figure turned back to the smoke, already beginning to dissolve. "The Ashwood cannot stop it. Cannot slow it. We can only warn. Run, broken one. Run, blade-carrier. Run until you cannot run anymore, and then decide what kind of fire you want to be."

It was gone. The smoke swallowed it whole, and the clearing was just a clearing again, blue-lit and warm and utterly silent.

Kira looked at Theron. Theron looked at the north.

"We should go," he said.

"Yes."

They went. They left the clearing and the blue-lit trees and the Ashwood's strange hospitality, and they ran. Or walked fast, at least—running through the Ashwood was suicide, with roots that moved and ground that shifted and smoke that could turn solid without warning. But they moved, faster than they had the day before, pushing through the twisted forest with something like desperation.

Theron's magic leaked brighter as they went, responding to his fear or his urgency or something else entirely. Blue fire trailed behind him, marking their path like a beacon. Kira wanted to tell him to dim it, to hide it, but she understood now that he couldn't. The leaking wasn't something he controlled. It was something that happened to him, constantly, relentlessly, whether he wanted it to or not.

"Tell me about it," she said, as they climbed over a fallen trunk that hadn't been there moments ago. "The Hollowing. What happens if it catches us?"

"It feeds. On me, primarily—on the broken magic, on the gaps where control used to be. But it's not picky. Anything with enough life in it will do in a pinch." His breathing was getting ragged, his steps less sure. "It doesn't kill, exactly. It empties. Takes everything that makes you you and leaves behind a shell. I've seen what's left afterward. It's worse than dying."

"Can we fight it?"

"You can't. Your blades won't touch it—it's not solid enough. I can, maybe, if I let the magic go completely, let it pour out without trying to contain it. But that might kill me anyway, and it would definitely attract more of them. Hollowings hunt in packs when they get big enough. This one is still alone. I'd like to keep it that way."

They kept moving. The Ashwood twisted and reformed around them, trees appearing and disappearing, paths opening and closing. Theron seemed to know which way to go—or the forest was guiding him, leading him toward something—and Kira followed, because following was all she could do.

Noon came. Afternoon came. The smoke thickened, turned acrid, burned in her lungs. Theron was flagging, his steps getting slower, his flames getting wilder. The magic was draining him. She could see it happening, watch the exhaustion claim him one stumbling step at a time.

"We need to stop," she said.

"We can't stop. It's still coming."

"You're going to collapse if we don't."

"I'm going to collapse anyway. Might as well collapse while moving." He tried to grin, but it came out wrong, too sharp, too brittle. "Keep up, deliverer. I'm not letting you fail your contract because I got tired."

They kept moving. The afternoon stretched into evening. The smoke turned from gray
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