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    Chapter 1: The Army at the Edge of the Forest

    
    
  
  There were only footsteps.

Thousands of them — the particular sound that an army makes when it has stopped pretending to be quiet and has begun moving with the confidence of a force that expects to win. The rhythm was not a march, exactly. It was something older than that: the cadence of men who had walked a very long distance and who understood, in their bones and their blistered feet, that the walking was almost over and the fighting was about to begin.

The forest surrounding Sardon was a place that deserved better than this.

In ordinary times — which were, by definition, the times that armies did not traverse it — the forest was remarkable for its density of sound. The pine stands hosted colonies of mynahs that argued from dawn to dusk with the dedicated persistence of birds that believed every territorial dispute was worth having. The fern groves harboured smaller creatures whose movements created a continuous rustling that was, if you listened with attention rather than merely with ears, as complex and layered as a raga: the scurry of a bandicoot in the undergrowth, the deliberate progress of a monitor lizard along a fallen trunk, the cricket chorus that began at dusk and continued through the night with the disciplined endurance of musicians who had been trained by a master who did not tolerate silence.

But on this night, every creature in the forest had stopped.

The mynahs were silent. The bandicoots had retreated into burrows. The crickets had suspended their performance with the instinctive understanding that the audience for tonight's events was not interested in their contribution. The forest had emptied itself of every sound except the footsteps, and the footsteps were enough.

Lord Izanagi stood on the cliffside above the valley and watched his battalion advance.

He was not a man who needed to be present at the front of his forces in order to command them. His generals understood their orders; his captains had drilled the formations; his soldiers had trained for this particular march through this particular forest for the better part of two seasons. But Izanagi had come to the cliff anyway, because there are moments in the execution of a long-planned strategy when the architect wants to see the building rise, and this was his building, and it was rising.

The torchlight below was a river of fire.

From this elevation, the individual soldiers were invisible — swallowed by the darkness of the pine canopy — but their torches painted a line of amber light that wound through the forest like a serpent made of flame. The line was four kilometres long. At its head, the vanguard would be approaching the first of Sardon's outer perimeter wards — the shadow-cast detection barriers that the city's defenders had maintained for three centuries and that Izanagi's infiltrators had been systematically degrading for the past seven months. At its tail, the supply wagons were still emerging from the mountain pass where Izanagi's forces had assembled in secret, hidden from LoSC surveillance by the same geographical features that had hidden rebel shadow casters during the Purge.

The irony was not lost on him. The caves that had sheltered the persecuted now sheltered the persecutor. History, Izanagi had observed, did not repeat itself so much as it reversed itself, and the reversal was always uglier than the original.

He held his calloused hands crossed at the wrists behind his back — a posture he had adopted from his own master, decades ago, and that had become habitual in the way that the physical mannerisms of powerful men tend to persist long after the men who taught them have ceased to exist. His dark hair, grey-flecked at the temples, moved in the mountain wind. His chest was expanded, not from vanity but from the specific physiological response of a man who has been holding his breath for years and has finally exhaled.

This march was the first step. The victory would not be won tonight, or this week, or even this season. But it would be won. Izanagi had the patience that comes from having been patient for a very long time, and the certainty that comes from having eliminated every alternative.

As he surveyed the torchlight, his shadow cast companion — a luprinon, the massive wolf-like creature that had been bound to him since his mastery trials — materialised at his side with the silent precision of a beast that existed partially in the physical world and partially in the Shadow Realm and that regarded the boundary between the two as a suggestion rather than a rule. The luprinon's coat was the colour of deep twilight, shifting between purple and black as the wind ruffled its fur, and its eyes — amber, slitted, ancient — tracked the army below with the calculating attention of a predator evaluating not individual prey but the movement patterns of an entire herd.

"They march well," Izanagi said to the luprinon. He did not expect a verbal response, and he did not receive one. The luprinon communicated through the telepathic bond that all shadow casters shared with their cast companions, and what it communicated now was a calm, predatory readiness — the emotional equivalent of a blade that has been sharpened and is waiting.

Below the cliff, the army continued its advance. The torchlight serpent lengthened as more soldiers emerged from the mountain pass. Somewhere in the forest, a single mynah — braver or stupider than its fellows — issued a tentative call, then fell silent again as if it had remembered, belatedly, that silence was the appropriate response to an invasion.

Izanagi turned from the cliff.

There was work to do. The march on Sardon was the first movement in a composition that would require many more before it reached its conclusion, and Izanagi — who had spent his entire adult life composing this particular piece — intended to conduct every measure himself.

Three hundred kilometres south, in the LoSC Central Sanctuary, a boy named Kaito was trying to cast a shadow dragon.

He had been trying for the better part of an hour, which meant that his caster beam — the focused column of light that every shadow caster used to project their shadow symbols — had been active for long enough that the light-generation crystal at its base was uncomfortably warm against his palm, and the shadows it cast were beginning to wobble at the edges with the distinctive instability that indicated the crystal was approaching its thermal limit.

"You're going to burn out your beam," said Nigel, who was sitting cross-legged on the floor of the Shadowdome with his nose in a book — specifically, his copy of Essentials in Laws and Practices of Shadow Casting, which he had read so many times that the spine was held together by optimism and a strip of cotton bandage. "And when you do, I'm going to say 'I told you so,' and you're going to deserve it."

"I'm not going to burn out my beam," Kaito said, without conviction. He adjusted his hand positions in the light column, trying yet another configuration of finger placements that he had invented on the theory that documented shadow symbols could not possibly represent the complete catalogue of castable creatures. Somewhere in the infinite space of possible hand gestures, Kaito believed, there existed a shadow symbol that would produce a dragon — not the small, lizard-like shadows documented in the guidebook, but a genuine, enormous, flying, fire-breathing dragon of the kind that appeared in the illuminated manuscripts of the pre-Purge era.

The shadow on the dome wall flickered. For a moment, it resembled something with wings. Then it collapsed into an amorphous blob and dissipated.

"That looked like a pigeon," Nigel observed, without looking up from his book.

"It did not look like a pigeon."

"It looked exactly like a pigeon. A pigeon that had been stepped on."

Kaito deactivated his caster beam with the frustrated motion of a young man who had been told, repeatedly and by qualified authorities, that what he was attempting was impossible, and who had not yet accumulated enough failure to agree with them. He was seventeen — old enough to have completed his Dawn Trials, old enough to be weeks away from his Daylight Trials, old enough to have been training under Master Toshio for three years — but young enough that impossibility still registered as a challenge rather than a fact.

"You know what your problem is?" Nigel continued, turning a page. "You want to discover something new before you've mastered what's already known. Master Toshio has told you this. I've told you this. Sumi has told you this. The guidebook tells you this on literally the first page, which I know you haven't read because the first page of your copy is still crisp."

"The first page is a copyright notice."

"The second page, then."

Kaito sat down beside his friend and ran his hands through his hair — dark, perpetually dishevelled hair that resisted all attempts at discipline with the same determination that Kaito himself applied to resisting the established curriculum. He was built lean but strong, with the quick-twitch musculature of a caster who preferred speed and improvisation to the methodical, textbook-perfect technique that Nigel favoured. His eyes — brown, wide-set, permanently carrying the expression of someone who had just had an interesting idea and was about to do something inadvisable with it — surveyed the empty Shadowdome with the restless energy of a person who could not sit still unless unconscious.

"Where's Sumi?" he asked.

"Still practicing her komodon form. She asked us to stay and help her get extra reps, if you recall."

"I recall. I also recall that she's been at it for three hours and she was already better than both of us combined before she started."

"That's not the point. She wants to be perfect."

"She is perfect," Kaito said, then immediately wished he hadn't, because Nigel's eyebrows rose above the frames of his rectangular glasses with the precise, calibrated motion of a person who had been waiting for exactly this kind of slip.

"I'm going to pretend I didn't hear that," Nigel said, "because if Sumi heard you say it, she would kill you, and I don't want to witness a murder the night before our final practice session."

Kaito changed the subject with the desperate agility of a man leaping between rooftops. "We should get her dinner. The fazakai stall on the south terrace closes at ninth bell."

"Now that," said Nigel, closing his book with the satisfied air of a negotiator who had achieved his objective, "is the first intelligent thing you've said all evening."

The fazakai sauce stall was operated by a lonrelmian couple — non-casters, members of the ordinary civilian population that shared the Great Malgarian Plate with the shadow caster community — who had been feeding hungry young casters from this particular terrace for longer than Kaito had been alive. The sauce — a thick, slow-cooked preparation of spices and fermented grain that bore a suspicious resemblance to a particularly aggressive South Indian sambar — was served over steamed rice with a side of pickled root vegetables, and it was, by unanimous consensus of every caster who had ever eaten it, the best food available within the Central Sanctuary walls.

Kaito ordered three portions — two for immediate consumption, one packed in a clay pot for Sumi — and carried them across the lantern-lit terrace while Nigel navigated behind him with his nose already in his plate, eating with one hand and holding his guidebook open with the other, a feat of multitasking that should have been impossible but that Nigel performed with the practised ease of a person for whom eating without reading was as unnatural as reading without eating.

They ate in companionable silence — or rather, Kaito ate in silence while Nigel ate and muttered fragments of shadow casting law to himself, which was his preferred method of revision and which Kaito had long since learned to tune out the way residents of a busy street learn to tune out traffic noise.

The lanterns on the terrace cast long shadows across the stone floor. Kaito watched them idly, his mind drifting to tomorrow's Daylight Trials. The trials were the second of three examination stages that every aspiring LoSC officer had to pass — Dawn, Daylight, and Dusk — and they were, by reputation, the most unpredictable. The Dawn Trials tested knowledge and basic casting ability. The Dusk Trials, which came later, tested advanced combat and field readiness. But the Daylight Trials tested something harder to define: judgment, adaptability, the ability to respond to situations that the examiners designed specifically to be unlike anything the candidates had encountered in training.

Kaito was not worried about the combat portions. His casting was instinctive, fast, and creative — qualities that his examiners had praised and his master had cautioned him about in roughly equal measure, because instinct without discipline was, as Toshio frequently observed, "a loaded crossbow in the hands of a man who has not been taught to aim." Kaito understood the criticism. He simply disagreed with its premise.

What worried him — though he would not have admitted it to Nigel, and certainly not to Sumi — was the knowledge examination. Not because he was unintelligent, but because the specific form of intelligence that examinations tested — the ability to recall documented facts in the correct order and reproduce them on command — was not the form of intelligence that Kaito possessed. His intelligence was lateral, associative, prone to making connections between unrelated things and missing connections between related things, and it had a pronounced tendency to perform badly under the conditions of silence and stillness that examinations required.

"You're thinking about the written test," Nigel said, without looking up.

"How did you know?"

"Because you've stopped eating, and you only stop eating when you're either thinking about something unpleasant or when Sumi walks into the room. Since Sumi isn't here, the logical conclusion is that you're worrying about the test."

Kaito resumed eating. "I'll be fine."

"You will be fine. You studied the material. And if you get stuck, just remember: the examiners are testing whether you understand the principles, not whether you've memorised the exact wording. Write what you know in your own words. Your own words are usually... acceptable."

"Was that a compliment?"

"It was the closest I could get to one without feeling dishonest."

Kaito grinned. Nigel's friendship operated on a currency of gentle insults and quiet loyalty, and Kaito had learned to value both equally. They had been assigned as roommates on their first day at the Central Sanctuary, three years ago — Kaito, the impulsive son of a celebrated senior officer who had died in service before Kaito was old enough to remember him; Nigel, the cautious, bookish son of a lonrelmian family who had no shadow casting heritage and who had arrived at the Sanctuary with the bewildered expression of a person who had been told they possessed magical abilities and had not yet decided whether to be thrilled or terrified.

The friendship that had developed between them was, on the surface, improbable — the reckless caster and the cautious scholar — but it had the structural integrity of a friendship that had been built on the understanding that each person provided what the other lacked, and that the providing was not charity but necessity.

And then there was Sumi.

Katsumi — Sumi to everyone who knew her — had arrived at the Sanctuary a year after Kaito and Nigel, and had immediately complicated Kaito's life in ways that he was still attempting to categorise. She was their age, their training cohort, their fellow student under Master Toshio, and — in terms of raw casting talent — unambiguously the best of the three. Her shadow hound, Ranger, was the most stable and responsive shadow companion in their year. Her technique was precise where Kaito's was improvisational, disciplined where Nigel's was theoretical, and effective where both of theirs sometimes wasn't.

She was also, in Kaito's private and carefully concealed assessment, the most remarkable person he had ever met, a fact that he expressed primarily through the medium of annoying her, which he did with the frequency and dedication of a person who had not yet learned that the opposite of hostility is not the only alternative to indifference.

"Come on," Kaito said, gathering Sumi's packed dinner. "Master Toshio wants to see us tonight. We should get Sumi and head to the instruction room."

They left the terrace, carrying Sumi's fazakai sauce and the weight of tomorrow's trials, and walked through the lantern-lit corridors of the Central Sanctuary toward the Shadowdome where their friend was still practicing, because Sumi did not stop practicing until someone came to get her, and Kaito and Nigel had learned, long ago, that being the ones who came to get her was not a duty but a privilege.


  
    Chapter 2: Master Toshio's Last Lesson

    
    
  
  The instruction room at the Central Sanctuary was built for a different era.

Its vaulted ceilings rose three storeys above the stone floor, designed in the period when shadow casting instruction involved the summoning of creatures large enough to require vertical clearance — war elephants of shadow, great cats that stalked the upper galleries, the legendary shadow eagles whose wingspans could darken a courtyard. In the current era, with LoSC's strict documentation requirements and the prohibition on unsanctioned summoning within Sanctuary walls, the room's impressive dimensions served primarily as a reminder that things had once been bigger, wilder, and considerably less regulated.

Master Toshio sat at the instructor's table beneath the central dome, lit by a single overhead lamp that cast his shadow in four directions simultaneously — a deliberate design choice from the room's architects, who understood that a shadow caster should never be without material to work with. He was an old man — how old, exactly, his students could not determine, because Toshio deflected questions about his age with the same cheerful evasiveness he applied to questions about his past, his family, and the precise circumstances under which he had lost the smallest finger of his left hand.

What they knew was this: his beard was grey and long enough to reach his chest. His eyes were dark and carried the particular quality of attention that belongs to people who have seen enough to know what matters and what doesn't, and who have decided that the things that matter are usually smaller and quieter than the things that make noise. His voice was warm in the way that a kitchen fire is warm — steady, contained, the kind of warmth you don't notice until you leave the room and realise you're cold.

He was also, by the assessment of every senior officer who had trained under him, the finest shadow casting instructor the Central Sanctuary had produced in two generations. This assessment was based not on the number of officers he had trained — which was modest, because Toshio was selective — but on the quality of those officers, measured by their field performance, their survival rates, and the particular characteristic that Toshio valued above all others and that he referred to, with characteristic simplicity, as "good judgment."

"Good evening, Master Toshio," Kaito and Nigel said together, bowing their heads as they approached the table. The instruction room was empty except for the three of them — or rather, two of them, because the third was conspicuously absent.

There was a pause.

"I see you have failed to take my advice to stick together," Toshio said. His tone was friendly but pointed, the conversational equivalent of a finger tapping twice on a table to get attention. "Did I not tell you that the greatest strength you possess in your pursuit of mastering shadow casting comes from the bond of friendship the three of you share? Where is Katsumi?"

Kaito and Nigel exchanged the glance of two people who had been caught doing something they knew they shouldn't have been doing and who were now calculating the optimal ratio of truth to excuse.

It was Nigel who spoke first. "We were all practicing at the Shadowdome, Master. We arranged to meet here this evening as you requested. I'm sure Sumi will arrive any moment."

"Is that so?" Toshio leaned forward, and the lamplight deepened the lines around his eyes. "Let me guess. Sumi stayed behind to continue training while the two of you left to procure dinner. Is that fazakai sauce I detect?"

Kaito's eyes widened. Toshio's sense of smell was, like many of his senses, significantly more acute than his students expected. "Er, well, yes, Master, we did stop for food. But the portion you smell is the one we picked up for Sumi, so it's not as if we abandoned her. We had her in mind the entire time."

"Hmm?" Toshio's eyebrow rose. "Would you consider that an accurate assessment, Katsumi?"

Kaito turned and discovered, with the specific horror of a person who has been talking about someone and finds that someone standing directly behind them, that Sumi had entered the instruction room at some point during their conversation and was standing near the doors with her hands on her hips and Ranger — her shadow hound, a lean, powerful creature whose coat shifted between charcoal and deep violet — glaring at them from her side with the judgemental expression that only a shadow creature could produce.

"Well," Sumi said, "I wouldn't say they had me in mind, considering they didn't help me get the extra reps I asked for." Then her expression softened, and a small smile broke across her face — the particular smile that Sumi deployed when she had decided to forgive someone and wanted them to know it, which she accomplished more effectively than most people accomplished their entire emotional repertoire. "But I appreciate you remembering me enough to grab my favourite food. That was sweet, Kaito."

Kaito's heart performed the specific arrhythmia that it performed whenever Sumi directed a genuine compliment at him, and he was grateful that the dim lamplight concealed the flush that accompanied it.

"Very well, very well," Toshio said, waving his hand in the gesture of a man who had made his point and was now prepared to move on to more important matters. "But your fazakai will have to wait. I've called you here tonight for an important discussion. First — Sumi, may I respectfully ask you to order Ranger to dissipate? I'd prefer the poor creature be free to roam the Shadow Realm while we speak rather than force him to listen to me prattle on."

Sumi's eyes dropped — she never liked dismissing Ranger, and Ranger, who understood what was coming, lay down with his chin and belly on the stone floor and looked up at her with an expression that weaponised vulnerability with devastating precision.

"It's alright, Ranger," she said softly, kneeling to pat his head. "We'll be back together soon. You be a good boy now." The shadow spiral on Ranger's back illuminated, and the hound dissolved into a swirl of black and violet mist that drifted upward and dissipated into the darkness of the vaulted ceiling.

Kaito bit back a smile at Sumi referring to Ranger as a "good boy." Technically, shadow creatures were neither male nor female — they were constructs of the Shadow Realm given form by the caster's symbol and intention — but Sumi had assigned Ranger a gender, a personality, and an emotional life that she defended with the conviction of a person who believed that the things you love deserve to be treated as real, regardless of their technical classification.

Master Toshio cleared his throat.

"My students — or better, my dear friends, for that is surely what you have become to me — tomorrow you will undertake the Daylight Trials. The second of the three examinations that will determine whether you qualify to serve as officers in the Legion of Shadow Casters. You have trained hard, you have studied well — most of you," he added with a glance at Kaito that was affectionate rather than accusatory, "and I have no doubt that you will perform admirably."

He paused, and his expression shifted from the warmth of a teacher praising his students to the gravity of a man who was about to say something that mattered.

"But before we discuss tomorrow, I want to tell you a story. It is one I tell to every group of aspirants on the night before their Daylight Trials, and I tell it not because it is required — it is not in any curriculum — but because I believe that understanding where you come from is essential to understanding where you are going."

He began.

The story of shadow casting, as Toshio told it, was not the sanitised version that appeared in the LoSC training manuals. It was older, bloodier, and considerably more complicated.

"Shadow casting," Toshio said, "has existed for as long as shadows have existed, which is to say, for as long as there has been light. The first casters were not warriors or soldiers. They were artists. They discovered that certain hand positions, held in certain configurations within a beam of light, could produce shadows that were not merely dark shapes on a wall but living entities — creatures that emerged from the Shadow Realm and took physical form in our world. The first documented shadow cast was a small bird — a sparrow, according to the oldest texts — summoned by a woman named Liora in a cave illuminated by a single oil lamp. The bird lived for eleven seconds before dissolving back into shadow. Liora spent the next forty years of her life learning to make it live longer."

He described the centuries that followed: the gradual development of shadow casting from an art form into a discipline, the discovery of new shadow symbols, the emergence of communities of casters who lived apart from the non-casting population — the lonrelmians — and the growing tension between the two groups as shadow casting became powerful enough to be feared.

"And then," Toshio said, his voice dropping, "came the Purge."

The Shadow Caster Purge. The period — thirty years, an entire generation — during which shadow casting was outlawed across Malgar and casters were hunted, imprisoned, and killed by lonrelmian authorities who had decided that power they could not control was power they could not tolerate. The Purge destroyed communities, scattered families, and very nearly destroyed the art of shadow casting itself.

"Many masters died," Toshio said. "And with them, their knowledge. Shadow symbols that had been passed from teacher to student for centuries were lost because the teachers were killed before they could pass them on, and the written records were burned, and the students who survived were too young or too frightened to remember what they had been taught. We do not know how much was lost. We know only that what we have now — the documented symbols, the known shadow creatures, the techniques recorded in your guidebooks — represents a fraction of what once existed."

Kaito felt a chill that was not related to the temperature of the room. He thought about his dead father — a senior LoSC officer who had died in service when Kaito was an infant — and he thought about the unnamed casters who had died during the Purge, and he understood, with the particular clarity that comes from hearing a familiar story told by someone who makes you feel it for the first time, that the history of shadow casting was not a sequence of facts but a sequence of losses, and that every shadow he cast was made possible by someone who had died to preserve the knowledge of how to cast it.

Toshio continued. He described the political figure who had ended the Purge — Malvus Lorenzus, a lonrelmian politician who had spent decades advocating for caster rights, who had risen through the political system with the methodical persistence of a man who understood that justice achieved through patience is more durable than justice achieved through force.

"Lorenzus moved Malgar's capital to Central — what had once been the principal shadow caster hub — and established the Legion of Shadow Casters as an official governmental arm. LoSC gave casters legitimacy, structure, and protection. But it also gave them oversight. For the first time in history, shadow casters answered to a chain of command that included lonrelmians. This was the compromise that made peace possible. Not everyone accepted it gracefully."

He looked at each of them in turn.

"The system you serve — the ranks, the trials, the commissions, the documentation requirements — exists because of that compromise. It is imperfect. It is sometimes frustrating. But it is the system that prevented a second Purge, and I ask you to remember that when you find yourselves chafing under its rules."

There was silence in the instruction room. The shadows cast by Toshio's lamp had lengthened as the oil burned lower, and the old master's face was half-lit, half-dark, divided by the line that every shadow caster lived along — the boundary between light and darkness that was their medium, their material, and their metaphor.

"Now," Toshio said, and his voice returned to its usual warmth, "regarding tomorrow. The Daylight Trials will test your casting, your knowledge, and your judgment. I will not tell you what to expect because the examiners design each iteration differently, and foreknowledge would defeat the purpose. What I will tell you is this: the examiners are not looking for perfection. They are looking for readiness. Readiness means knowing what you can do, knowing what you can't do, and knowing the difference between the two."

"And after the trials?" Sumi asked, leaning forward. "You mentioned our first commission."

Toshio smiled — the wry, knowing smile of a man who had been waiting for this question and had prepared his deflection in advance. "You know perfectly well I cannot discuss your commission until you have passed the trials. But since you trained together as aspirants and will be examined together, you three will receive a joint assignment. Assuming you pass."

"Where will they send us?" Kaito asked, unable to contain himself. "Will it be far? Off the Great Malgarian Plate? To the Outer Islands?"

"I will say nothing more on the matter." But Toshio's eyes were smiling, and in the lamplight, Kaito thought he saw something that might have been pride — the particular pride of a teacher who has done his work and is about to see whether it holds.

"Now, go. Get rest. Don't stress about tomorrow. Be at peace and have confidence that your performances will be exceptional." He paused. "And eat your fazakai before it gets cold."

They bowed, expressed their thanks, and left the instruction room. As they walked through the corridors toward the Shadowdome to collect Sumi's dinner, Kaito replayed Toshio's words in his mind. The history of the Purge. The compromise that created LoSC. The masters who had died to preserve knowledge. The fraction of what once existed.

Somewhere in that fraction, Kaito thought, there was a shadow symbol that would produce a dragon. And if the symbol had been lost, that didn't mean it couldn't be found again. If Liora could spend forty years learning to make a sparrow live longer than eleven seconds, Kaito could spend however long it took to discover what had been lost.

Behind them, in the instruction room, Master Toshio sat alone. The lamp had burned very low. His shadow on the dome wall was thin and long, stretching toward the darkness at the edges of the room, and his expression — which his students could no longer see — was not the expression of a man who was at peace.

It was the expression of a man who knew something his students did not. Something about the commission he was about to assign them. Something about the road to Torcia. Something about what was waiting for them there.

He extinguished the lamp. The shadows disappeared. And in the darkness of the instruction room, Toshio sat very still, and listened to the silence, and wondered whether he was sending his students into something they were ready for, or whether readiness was a fiction that teachers told themselves to justify the act of letting go.


  
    Chapter 3: The Daylight Trials

    
    
  
  Morning arrived at the Central Sanctuary with the particular quality of light that exists only in places where the architecture was designed by people who understood that shadow casters need light the way musicians need silence — not as an absence of their art but as the medium through which their art becomes possible.

The training grounds occupied a terraced amphitheatre carved into the eastern face of the Sanctuary's central hill, oriented so that the first light of dawn entered from behind the examiner's platform and illuminated the examination floor with a broad, even brightness that cast long, workable shadows from every object and person on the field. The terraces rose in concentric semicircles above the floor, filled this morning with senior officers, instructors, visiting dignitaries, and — in the highest, most distant rows — the younger aspirants who had not yet reached their own trial stage and who watched the proceedings with the mixture of fascination and terror that belongs to people observing a thing they will eventually have to do themselves.

Kaito stood at the edge of the examination floor with Nigel and Sumi, wearing the standard aspirant's casting vest — a sleeveless garment with reinforced shoulders designed to allow unrestricted arm movement for shadow symbol formation — and trying very hard not to look at the crowd.

"Don't look at the crowd," Nigel said, because Nigel's approach to anxiety management was to identify the thing that would make it worse and then explicitly name it.

"I wasn't going to."

"You were going to. Your eyes were drifting upward. The crowd will not help you. Focus on the floor."

Sumi said nothing. She stood between them with her hands at her sides and her chin slightly raised and her expression communicating the specific calm of a person who had prepared thoroughly and was now simply waiting for the preparation to become relevant. Kaito envied that calm. He also suspected it was, at least partially, a performance — because Sumi's left thumb was pressed hard against the edge of her casting vest, the way it always pressed when she was managing an emotion she didn't want visible.

The head examiner — a senior officer named Commander Voss, a broad-shouldered woman with cropped silver hair and a reputation for fairness that did not extend to leniency — stepped onto the platform and addressed the aspirants.

"You have been called to the Daylight Trials," she said. Her voice carried across the amphitheatre without apparent effort. "The Daylight Trials assess three competencies: knowledge, casting proficiency, and adaptive judgment. You will be tested in all three. The format and content of each test will not be disclosed in advance. This is by design. The situations you will face in service will not announce themselves in advance either."

She paused.

"One additional note. The Daylight Trials are not a competition. You are not being ranked against one another. You are being assessed against the standard. The standard is clear: can you be trusted to perform your duties as a LoSC officer with competence, discipline, and good judgment? The examiners will determine whether you meet that standard. If you do, you advance. If you do not, you will be given the opportunity to retake the trials at the next scheduled session. There is no shame in a second attempt. There is shame only in a dishonest one."

The knowledge examination was conducted in a separate chamber — a long, low-ceilinged room with individual writing desks, each illuminated by its own lamp so that the aspirants' shadows fell on the parchment before them, a thoughtful touch that reminded them, even during a written test, of what they were.

Kaito stared at the first question.

Describe the three primary classifications of shadow creatures and provide two examples from each classification, including the shadow symbols required for their summoning.

He knew this. He had studied this. Nigel had quizzed him on this exact topic three days ago, and he had answered correctly, and Nigel had said "acceptable" in the tone that meant "correct." The knowledge was in his head. It was simply a matter of extracting it and placing it on the parchment in an orderly sequence, which was — for Kaito — roughly equivalent to asking a river to flow uphill. His thoughts did not move in orderly sequences. They moved in associations, tangents, spirals, and occasional sideways leaps that produced brilliant insights approximately ten percent of the time and incoherent nonsense the remaining ninety.

He wrote. The words came slowly at first, then faster as the associative engine of his mind found its rhythm and began producing sentences that were, if not precisely what the examiners expected, at least defensibly related to the question asked. He described the three classifications — corporeal shadows (physical beasts), elemental shadows (energy-based manifestations), and spectral shadows (incorporeal entities) — and provided examples with their symbols, drawing the hand configurations as diagrams in the margin because his verbal descriptions of physical gestures were, he knew, significantly less clear than pictures.

By the time he reached the final question — In what circumstances may a LoSC officer employ lethal shadow force against a civilian, and what documentation is required afterward? — his hand was cramped, his lamp was guttering, and his answers occupied fourteen pages of parchment that would have benefited from editing but that contained, he was reasonably confident, enough correct information to meet the standard.

He set down his writing instrument and looked around. Nigel was still writing — not because he was slow but because Nigel's answers were, characteristically, three times longer than necessary, with footnotes and cross-references and the occasional parenthetical digression into related topics that the examiners had not asked about but that Nigel felt they should have. Sumi had finished before both of them and was sitting with her hands folded, waiting, her expression betraying nothing.

The casting examination was conducted back on the amphitheatre floor, and it was here that the three aspirants' differences became most visible.

Sumi went first.

She activated her caster beam — a clean, stable column of white light — and formed the shadow symbol for her komodon with the precise, economical hand movements of a caster who had practised the gesture so many times that it had ceased to be a conscious action and had become an extension of her nervous system. The komodon materialised: a muscular, four-legged reptilian shadow creature with armoured plates along its spine and a tail that could shatter stone. It was beautifully formed — the shadow lines crisp, the proportions exact, the creature's movements fluid and responsive to Sumi's telepathic commands.

She ran it through a combat sequence: advance, flank, strike, retreat, hold. The komodon executed each command with the disciplined precision of a creature that respected its caster and trusted the caster's judgment. Then she summoned Ranger — her shadow hound — and demonstrated dual-creature coordination, directing both shadows in a pincer manoeuvre that the examiners observed with the controlled expressions of people who were trying not to look impressed.

Nigel went second.

His casting style was different from Sumi's: methodical, textbook-perfect, each gesture held for the prescribed duration with the patience of a person who believed that following the instructions was not a limitation but a form of respect for the people who had written them. He summoned his komodon — smaller than Sumi's, but stable and well-controlled — and his shreakle, a fast, bird-like shadow creature whose primary value was reconnaissance and harassment. His combat demonstration was not flashy but it was thorough, and the examiners nodded in the particular way that examiners nod when a candidate has demonstrated competence without providing any reason for concern.

Kaito went last.

He activated his caster beam and immediately felt the familiar surge of energy that casting produced in him — the specific biochemical response of a person whose talent exceeded their discipline, the feeling that Toshio had compared to "a loaded crossbow in the hands of a man who has not been taught to aim." Kaito's aim was, in fact, better than Toshio gave him credit for. His problem was not accuracy but impulse control — the tendency to cast first and think second, to improvise when the situation called for procedure, to reach for the creative solution when the standard solution was available and adequate.

He summoned his shreakle first — a fast, aggressive shadow bird that materialised with a screech and immediately began circling the amphitheatre in tight, predatory arcs. Then his komodon, which was larger than either Nigel's or Sumi's but less precisely formed — the shadow lines slightly blurred at the edges, the proportions approximate rather than exact, the creature's energy a little too high, a little too eager, like a dog that has been kept inside too long and is not entirely sure it remembers how to walk rather than run.

The combat sequence was effective. The examiners wrote notes. Kaito felt it had gone well — not perfectly, because nothing Kaito did went perfectly, but well enough, with enough flashes of genuine talent mixed in with the rough edges that the overall impression was of a caster who would be very good once he learned to be a little less interesting.

The adaptive judgment test was the one they hadn't prepared for, because you couldn't prepare for it, because the entire point was to assess how aspirants responded to situations they hadn't anticipated.

Commander Voss led the three of them into a section of the Sanctuary that Kaito had never entered — a sub-level of corridors and chambers that were used exclusively for examination scenarios. The corridors were deliberately disorienting: identical stone walls, identical lamps at identical intervals, no windows, no landmarks, no way to determine direction or distance.

"Your scenario is this," Voss said. "Somewhere in this maze, a senior officer has been incapacitated by an unknown hostile shadow cast. You must locate the officer, assess the threat, neutralise or contain the hostile shadow, and extract the officer to safety. You have forty-five minutes. The hostile shadow is real. The senior officer is an actor. The injuries are simulated. Everything else is genuine. Begin."

She left.

The three aspirants stood in the corridor and looked at one another.

"Together," Sumi said immediately. "We stay together. We cover each other's blind spots. Nobody goes solo."

"Agreed," Nigel said. "Sumi, you take point with Ranger — his tracking ability gives us the best chance of finding the officer quickly. Kaito, you and I cover the rear. Keep your beams ready but don't cast until we identify the threat."

Kaito nodded. The impulse to rush forward was strong — the corridor ahead was unknown, the scenario was exciting, and his body's response to excitement was to move — but Sumi's instruction was correct and Nigel's strategy was sound, and Kaito had learned, through three years of training and approximately two hundred arguments with Sumi about tactical patience, that the first thing you want to do in a crisis is usually the second thing you should do.

Sumi summoned Ranger. The shadow hound materialised, shook himself once — a habitual gesture that served no functional purpose but that Sumi had never trained out of him because she found it charming — and immediately pressed his nose to the stone floor, the Shadow Realm senses that supplemented his physical ones expanding outward in a search pattern that Sumi directed telepathically.

They moved through the corridors. Ranger led. Sumi followed, her caster beam active but her hands at rest — ready to cast but not casting, maintaining the state of alert readiness that Toshio called "the open hand." Kaito and Nigel walked side by side behind her, their own beams active, their shadows dancing on the walls as the corridor lamps flickered in the draught of their passage.

Ranger stopped at an intersection. His ears flattened. His lip curled, revealing shadow-form teeth that were, despite their incorporeal nature, entirely capable of inflicting physical damage.

"Contact," Sumi whispered. "Left corridor. Something's there."

They turned left. The corridor widened into a chamber — a low, square room with a single lamp in the ceiling that cast hard shadows in all four directions. In the centre of the room, a man in a senior officer's uniform lay on the floor in a position that suggested he had fallen suddenly. And in the far corner, a shadow creature crouched — a luprinon, similar to Lord Izanagi's but smaller, uncontrolled, aggressive, its eyes flickering with the instability of a shadow that had been cast and then abandoned by its caster, leaving it feral.

"Feral luprinon," Nigel said. "Its caster is gone. It's unstable. Standard containment protocol — triangulate, suppress, dissipate."

"Wait," Kaito said. He was looking at the shadow patterns in the room. Something was wrong. The lamp cast four shadows from each object — one in each cardinal direction — but the luprinon's shadows were wrong. There were five. One of them didn't match.

"There's a second shadow," he said. "Hidden behind the luprinon. Something else is in this room."

Sumi's eyes widened. She directed Ranger forward, and the shadow hound's growl deepened as he detected what Kaito had seen — a second hostile shadow, concealed in the overlap of the luprinon's multiple shadows, waiting for the aspirants to focus on the visible threat before striking from concealment.

"Ambush configuration," Sumi said. "Kaito, you take the hidden shadow. Nigel, contain the luprinon. I'll extract the officer with Ranger."

They executed. Nigel cast a containment barrier — a spectral shadow technique that created a cage of translucent shadow energy around the luprinon, holding it in place. Kaito cast his shreakle and directed it at the hidden shadow — a viperclaw, a fast, serpentine creature that struck from the darkness and that Kaito's shreakle intercepted mid-strike with a collision of shadow forms that sent both creatures tumbling across the chamber floor. Sumi and Ranger reached the officer, assessed that the simulated injuries were non-critical, and began the extraction.

The luprinon fought the containment. The viperclaw recovered and struck again. Kaito cast a second creature — his komodon — and used the two shadows in combination to drive the viperclaw into Nigel's containment barrier, trapping both hostile shadows. Sumi carried the officer past the battle on Ranger's back — the shadow hound strong enough to bear a human's weight for short distances — and reached the corridor.

"Clear!" she called.

Kaito and Nigel backed out of the chamber, maintaining the containment until they were far enough away to release it safely, then sprinted after Sumi. They found the exit. They delivered the officer to Commander Voss.

The elapsed time was twenty-seven minutes.

Voss looked at them. Her expression was unreadable — the professional blankness of an examiner who was not supposed to indicate the result during the examination. But her eyes moved to Kaito, and she said: "The hidden shadow. How did you detect it?"

"The shadow count was wrong," Kaito said. "Five shadows from one source when the lamp geometry should have produced four. The mismatch meant there was an additional shadow entity present."

Voss nodded once. She wrote something on her assessment slate.

And Kaito felt — not certainty, because certainty was a luxury he had never possessed — but something close to it. Something that felt like the beginning of readiness.


  
    Chapter 4: The Pledge and the Commission

    
    
  
  They passed.

The notification arrived the following morning — not through any dramatic ceremony or public announcement, but through the quiet, bureaucratic mechanism that LoSC used for all official communications: a sealed parchment scroll, stamped with the Legion's emblem, slid under the door of their quarters before dawn by a runner whose footsteps Kaito heard but whose face he never saw, because by the time he reached the door the corridor was empty and the scroll was lying on the stone floor with the understated authority of a document that knew its contents were important and did not need to be loud about it.

Nigel read it aloud. His voice was steady — Nigel's voice was always steady when reading official documents, because official documents existed within the domain of rules and procedures that constituted Nigel's natural habitat — but his hands shook, which told Kaito everything the voice did not.

"The Daylight Trial Examination Board has determined that the following aspirants have met the standard required for advancement to Junior Officer status within the Legion of Shadow Casters: Aspirant Kaito Nakamura. Aspirant Nigel Pemberton. Aspirant Katsumi Hayashi. The aforementioned aspirants are hereby summoned to attend the Shadow Caster Pledge ceremony at the Central Amphitheatre, tenth bell, on this day."

Kaito let out a yell that startled the occupants of the three adjacent rooms and produced a thump on the wall from the room to the left, followed by a muffled curse in a language Kaito didn't recognise.

"We passed!" he shouted, grabbing Nigel by the shoulders and shaking him with the enthusiasm of a person who had been restraining his emotions for twenty-four hours and had decided, upon receipt of good news, that restraint was no longer necessary.

"Yes, I gathered that from the document I just read," Nigel said, adjusting his glasses, which Kaito's shaking had displaced. "Perhaps we could celebrate in a manner that doesn't result in assault charges."

Sumi appeared at the doorway of her quarters across the corridor — she had received her own scroll — and her face wore an expression that Kaito had seen only twice before: once when Ranger had first materialised in response to her casting, and once when Master Toshio had told her that her technique was "without flaw." It was an expression of joy so complete and so unguarded that it transformed her face from its usual composed competence into something radiant, and Kaito stared at it for approximately two seconds longer than was strictly appropriate before Nigel elbowed him in the ribs.

"Congratulations," Sumi said, and then — in a gesture that was entirely out of character and that Kaito would remember for the rest of his life — she stepped forward and hugged them both. Simultaneously. Her arms around both their shoulders, her face pressed between their necks, the three of them standing in the corridor in a configuration that was physically awkward and emotionally perfect.

"We did it," she whispered.

"We did it," Nigel confirmed.

Kaito said nothing, because his throat had closed, and because the feeling of Sumi's arms around his shoulders had short-circuited the connection between his brain and his mouth, and because some moments are better served by silence than by the things Kaito would have said if he'd been capable of speaking, which would probably have been something inadvisable.

The Shadow Caster Pledge was administered in the Central Amphitheatre at tenth bell, under the same morning sun that had illuminated the Daylight Trials the day before. The ceremony was simple — LoSC did not favour extravagance in its rituals — but it carried a weight that no amount of extravagance could have added and no amount of simplicity could diminish.

Commander Voss presided. The three aspirants stood on the examination floor, facing the terraces where the Sanctuary's officers and instructors had gathered. Master Toshio was in the second row — close enough for Kaito to see his face, far enough for his expression to be ambiguous, though Kaito thought he detected moisture at the corners of the old man's eyes that Toshio would have denied if asked.

"Raise your right hand," Voss said. "Repeat after me."

The pledge was ancient. It predated LoSC, predated the Purge, predated the political compromises that had shaped the modern shadow caster order. It had been spoken by casters for centuries — the same words, in the same sequence, binding each new generation to the same commitment.

I pledge my shadow to the service of the light. I pledge my strength to the protection of the weak. I pledge my knowledge to the pursuit of truth. I pledge my life to the Legion, and through the Legion, to the world. Where darkness threatens, I will stand. Where shadows fall, I will cast. Until the light returns, or until I am the light.

Kaito spoke the words. They felt heavy in his mouth — not the heaviness of reluctance but the heaviness of things that matter, the particular weight that language acquires when it stops being words and starts being promises. He thought of his father, who had spoken these same words. He thought of the casters who had died during the Purge and who had never had the chance to speak them. He thought of Master Toshio, who had spoken them decades ago and who had spent the years since ensuring that others could speak them too.

He thought of Sumi, standing beside him, speaking the same words at the same moment, and he thought: We are bound now. Not just to LoSC but to each other. Whatever comes next, we face it together.

Voss pinned the junior officer's insignia to their casting vests — a small, silver emblem in the shape of a caster beam with a shadow spreading from its base. It was unimpressive as jewellery but significant as a symbol, and Kaito touched it with his fingertips after Voss had moved to Nigel, feeling the cool metal and the weight of what it represented.

The commission briefing took place that afternoon in Master Toshio's instruction room — the same room where, two nights ago, he had told them the history of shadow casting and watched them leave with the expression of a man who knew more than he was saying.

Today, his expression was different. Today, Toshio looked like a man who was about to say the thing he had been holding back, and who was not entirely certain it was the right thing to say.

"Your first commission," he began, "is a delivery assignment."

Kaito's face fell. A delivery assignment. The least glamorous, least exciting, least heroic category of first commissions. Delivery assignments were given to junior officers who were deemed competent but unexceptional — officers whose abilities warranted a commission that required travel and basic field skills but not the combat readiness or strategic thinking that more advanced assignments demanded.

"Before you express the disappointment I can see forming on your face, Kaito," Toshio continued, "allow me to explain why this particular delivery assignment is not what it appears."

He produced a cylindrical canister from beneath his desk — a sealed metal tube, approximately thirty centimetres long, with LoSC markings and a wax seal bearing Toshio's personal sigil.

"Inside this canister is a sealed message. You will deliver it to Master Ganesh at the LoSC outpost in Torcia. Torcia is a city on the western coast, approximately twelve days' journey from Central on foot. You will travel together. You will not open the canister. You will not discuss its contents — which you do not know — with anyone. You will deliver it to Master Ganesh and no one else. Is that clear?"

"Yes, Master," they said in unison.

"Good. Now. The delivery itself is straightforward. The journey is not. The road to Torcia passes through the Varom Highlands — dense forest, limited settlements, difficult terrain. You will encounter wildlife, weather, and the possibility of bandits. You will be expected to handle these challenges using the skills and judgment you demonstrated in your trials."

He paused. His eyes moved to each of them in sequence — Sumi, Nigel, Kaito — with the evaluating attention of a man who was assessing not their abilities but their readiness to hear what he was about to say next.

"There is one additional matter. I have reason to believe — though I cannot confirm — that the contents of this canister are of interest to parties outside LoSC. I am telling you this not to frighten you but to ensure that you take the security of this delivery seriously. Do not let the canister out of your possession. Do not trust strangers who express interest in your journey or your cargo. And if you encounter a threat that you cannot handle — if you find yourselves in genuine danger — your priority is your own safety, not the canister. Is that understood?"

"Yes, Master."

"The canister can be replaced. You cannot." He said this with a matter-of-factness that concealed, Kaito sensed, a depth of feeling that Toshio was not prepared to display. "You depart at dawn tomorrow. Use the remainder of today to prepare your supplies, review your field protocols, and rest. You will need all three."

He stood, indicating that the briefing was concluded, and the three new junior officers rose from their chairs. But before they reached the door, Toshio spoke once more.

"One more thing. The road to Torcia is long, and you will learn things about yourselves on that road that you did not learn in this Sanctuary. Some of those things will be difficult. I want you to remember, when the difficult things come, that the three of you are stronger together than any of you is alone. That is not a platitude. It is an observation based on three years of watching you train, argue, and grow. You are ready. I would not send you if you were not."

He smiled — the warm, crinkled smile that was the closest Toshio came to open affection — and then he turned back to his desk, and they left.

In the corridor outside, Kaito turned to his companions.

"A delivery assignment," he said. "A delivery assignment!"

"You heard what he said," Sumi replied. "It's not what it appears. The canister is important. People outside LoSC want it. This isn't a milk run."

"Still. When I imagined our first commission, I imagined... I don't know. Hunting down a rogue caster. Defending a village from a shadow beast incursion. Something with combat."

"There may well be combat," Nigel said quietly. "Did you notice what Toshio didn't say? He didn't say who the interested parties are. He didn't say how he knows they're interested. And he didn't say what's actually in the canister. He told us not to open it, which means the contents are sensitive. He told us to prioritise our safety over the delivery, which means the threat is real. And he told us not to trust strangers, which means the threat is human, not animal."

Kaito looked at Nigel with the specific expression of a person who has just realised that his quiet, bookish friend has been paying a different kind of attention than he thought.

"You're right," he said.

"I'm usually right. You just don't usually notice."

Sumi cut in before the exchange could escalate into their standard pattern of competitive banter. "We have until dawn to prepare. I suggest we split up — Kaito, you handle supplies and provisions. Nigel, review the route maps and field protocols. I'll prepare our casting equipment and check our beams. We meet at the south gate at dawn. Agreed?"

"Agreed," they said.

They separated. Kaito walked toward the supply quarter, his hand resting on the junior officer insignia pinned to his vest. The silver was warming against his chest, absorbing his body heat, and he thought about the pledge he had spoken that morning and the road he would walk tomorrow and the canister he would carry and the unknown people who wanted it and the friends who would walk beside him.

He thought: This is what it means to be a shadow caster. Not the casting. Not the shadows. The walking toward something you don't fully understand, with people you trust, carrying something that matters.

And then he thought: I hope there are bandits. Just a few. Just enough to make it interesting.

Because Kaito was Kaito, and the prospect of danger was, for him, not a threat but an invitation, and he had spent his entire life accepting invitations that more sensible people declined.


  
    Chapter 5: The Road to Torcia

    
    
  
  They left Central at dawn, when the sky was the colour of watered silk and the air carried the particular chill that exists only in the hour before the sun clears the eastern ridgeline and begins the serious business of warming the Great Malgarian Plate.

The south gate of the Central Sanctuary was not the gate that visitors used. Visitors entered through the north gate — the ceremonial entrance, with its carved stone archway depicting the history of shadow casting in a frieze that wrapped around the entire gatehouse and that Nigel had, on multiple occasions, attempted to photograph in its entirety using a series of overlapping sketches that he kept in a journal dedicated exclusively to architectural documentation. The south gate was functional: a heavy wooden door in a stone wall, opened by a gate warden who checked their commission papers with the unhurried thoroughness of a man who had been checking papers for thirty years and who regarded every document, regardless of its urgency, as deserving the same careful attention.

"Commission to Torcia," the warden read aloud, squinting at the parchment. "Three junior officers. Delivery assignment. Authorised by Master Toshio." He looked at them over the top of the paper. "First commission?"

"Yes, sir," Sumi said.

"Thought so. You've got that look. Excited but pretending not to be." He stamped the paper, folded it, and handed it back. "Road to Torcia's straightforward for the first four days. Follow the western highway to the Varom crossing, then take the highland trail through the forest. The forest is where it gets interesting. Stay on the marked path. Don't wander. Don't cast at night unless you have to — the wildlife doesn't appreciate it. And if you meet anyone on the highland trail who asks where you're going, the correct answer is 'none of your business.' Clear?"

"Clear," they said.

"Good luck. And eat before you hit the highlands. The food up there is terrible."

The western highway was a proper road — paved with flat stones, maintained by LoSC engineering crews, wide enough for two wagons to pass abreast. It ran from Central's south gate in a straight line toward the distant mountains, crossing agricultural land that was flat, open, and populated by lonrelmian farming communities whose relationship with the shadow casters who protected them was cordial, pragmatic, and defined by the understanding that the casters would handle the dangerous things and the farmers would handle the food, and that both parties would benefit from not interfering with the other's work.

They walked in formation — Sumi at the front with Ranger materialised and scouting ahead, Kaito in the middle carrying the canister in a padded compartment of his pack, Nigel at the rear with his guidebook open and his eyes alternating between the text and the road with the practised rhythm of a person who had learned to read while walking without falling into ditches, though the ditches of the western highway were, admittedly, shallow and well-marked.

The first day was uneventful. They covered twenty-five kilometres before making camp at a waystation — a small, stone shelter maintained by LoSC for travelling officers, equipped with a fire pit, a water pump, and sleeping platforms that were uncomfortable in the specific way that all institutional sleeping surfaces are uncomfortable: flat, hard, and exactly the wrong temperature regardless of the season.

Kaito built the fire. Nigel cooked — he was, unexpectedly, the best cook among them, a skill he had acquired from his lonrelmian mother, who had taught him that the ability to feed yourself was not a domestic chore but a survival skill, and who had sent him to the Sanctuary with a collection of recipes written in her careful handwriting that Nigel kept in the same journal as his architectural sketches, treating both with equal reverence.

Dinner was rice with a spiced lentil preparation that Nigel had assembled from the dried provisions in their packs, supplemented with wild herbs that Sumi had identified along the road — she had an encyclopaedic knowledge of edible plants that she attributed to her grandmother, a healer in a coastal village who had taught Sumi that the natural world was not a backdrop to human activity but a participant in it.

"This is actually good," Kaito said, with the surprise of a person who had expected trail food to be an exercise in endurance rather than pleasure.

"Of course it's good," Nigel said. "My mother would disown me if I served bad food to my friends."

"Your mother would disown you if you served bad food to strangers."

"Also true."

Sumi ate in silence, cross-legged on the sleeping platform with Ranger beside her. The shadow hound was not eating — shadow creatures did not require food — but he was present, which was, for Sumi, the important thing. She had once explained to Kaito that keeping Ranger materialised was not about utility but about companionship, and that the energy it cost her to maintain his physical form was a price she paid willingly because the alternative — his absence — was a cost she was not willing to pay.

After dinner, they discussed the route. Nigel had the maps.

"Four more days on the highway," he said, spreading the parchment on the sleeping platform. "Then we reach the Varom crossing — that's the bridge over the Varom River at the base of the highlands. From there, it's the highland trail through the forest. Eight days in the forest, roughly. The trail is marked but not maintained — fallen trees, stream crossings, some elevation changes. We should expect to cover fifteen to eighteen kilometres per day in the forest, compared to twenty-five on the highway."

"And the threats?" Sumi asked.

"Wildlife, primarily. The Varom Highlands are home to several large predator species — including some shadow-adjacent fauna that can detect and react to caster energy. Bandits are a possibility in the lower reaches — the border between the highway and the highlands is a known area for opportunistic theft. Higher up, the main risk is terrain and weather."

"And the people Toshio warned us about?" Kaito asked. "The ones interested in the canister?"

Nigel folded the map carefully. "Unknown. We don't have enough information to assess that threat. All we know is that Toshio considered it significant enough to mention, and Toshio doesn't mention things that aren't significant."

They sat with that for a moment. The fire crackled. Outside the waystation, the night was dark — the moon had not yet risen, and the stars were the only illumination, scattered across the sky with the prodigal generosity of a universe that had more light than it knew what to do with and had decided to distribute it as widely as possible.

"First watch is mine," Sumi said. "Kaito, you take second. Nigel, third. Three hours each. Ranger will alert us to anything before we see it."

They agreed. Kaito lay on the sleeping platform, the canister in his pack beside his head, and stared at the stone ceiling of the waystation. He could hear Sumi's breathing — steady, controlled, the breathing of a person who was alert but not anxious — and Ranger's occasional shift of position, the click of shadow-form claws on stone.

He thought about the canister. What was in it? Toshio had said not to open it, and Kaito would not — he respected Toshio's instructions even when he didn't understand them — but the not-knowing was an itch in the centre of his mind that no amount of discipline could fully suppress. A message to Master Ganesh in Torcia. Sensitive enough to require hand delivery by LoSC officers rather than the standard courier network. Important enough that people outside LoSC wanted it.

What kind of message required that level of security?

He fell asleep before he could answer, which was probably fortunate, because the answers Kaito's mind generated in the absence of information tended to be more interesting than accurate, and interesting answers, in a situation that might involve genuine danger, were not necessarily the kind you wanted to fall asleep with.

The next three days on the highway were uneventful in the specific way that travel is uneventful when you are young, competent, and moving through a landscape that is beautiful but not dangerous. They passed farming villages where lonrelmian families watched them from doorways with the neutral curiosity that civilian populations directed at LoSC officers — not hostile, not friendly, simply watchful, the assessment of people who had learned that the presence of shadow casters was usually either very good or very bad and who were waiting to determine which.

They passed other travellers — merchants with carts, pilgrims heading to the coastal temples, a pair of senior LoSC officers returning from a commission who nodded at their junior officer insignias with the professional acknowledgment that one soldier gives another and that carries, in its brevity, a recognition of shared purpose that no words could improve.

On the third evening, they camped at the last waystation before the Varom crossing. The landscape had changed — the flat farmland was giving way to foothills, the road rising gradually toward the distant tree line of the highlands. The air was cooler, thinner, carrying the scent of pine and the mineral edge of mountain water.

Nigel was reviewing the route for the next day when Sumi, who had been sitting outside with Ranger, came back into the waystation with an expression that Kaito had learned to recognise as her "something is wrong but I'm not sure what" face.

"Ranger's been uneasy all evening," she said. "He keeps orienting toward the tree line. I can feel it through the bond — something in the forest is producing shadow energy. Something that shouldn't be there."

"Could be wildlife," Nigel offered. "The Varom Highlands have shadow-adjacent species. They produce residual shadow energy that a shadow hound would detect."

"This doesn't feel like wildlife. It feels deliberate. Controlled. Like a caster."

They looked at one another. The fire was low. The shadows in the waystation were long and deep, the kind of shadows that reminded you that darkness was not an absence but a presence, and that the things that lived in darkness were not absent but waiting.

"We proceed as planned," Sumi said after a moment. "But we travel in tight formation from the crossing onward. Ranger stays materialised at all times. And we don't discuss the canister where anyone might hear."

"Agreed," Kaito said.

He did not say what he was thinking, which was that the prospect of a real threat — a human threat, a caster threat, something more dangerous than trail hazards and weather — produced in him not fear but a specific, electric anticipation that was, he knew, exactly the kind of response that Toshio would have cautioned him about. The appropriate response to danger was vigilance. Kaito's response to danger was interest, and the gap between the two was the gap that separated a good officer from a reckless one.

He would try to be vigilant. He would probably also be interested. And he hoped — selfishly, irresponsibly, with the full awareness that hoping for danger was not a quality that responsible officers possessed — that whatever was producing shadow energy in the tree line would give him a chance to find out what he was capable of.

Because the trials had tested him against scenarios. The road to Torcia would test him against reality. And Kaito, who had never been satisfied with scenarios, wanted the real thing with an intensity that he could not justify and did not intend to suppress.


  
    Chapter 6: The Varom Highlands

    
    
  
  The Varom crossing was a stone bridge over a river that did not look like it needed a stone bridge.

The Varom River at this point was perhaps fifteen metres wide and appeared shallow — the kind of river that a confident person might attempt to ford on foot, and that an overconfident person would attempt to ford on horseback, and that both kinds of person would regret attempting because the Varom's depth was deceptive, its current was savage beneath the placid surface, and its bed was composed of stones that had been polished by centuries of water into surfaces as smooth and treacherous as oiled glass. The bridge existed because enough people had drowned attempting the crossing that the regional LoSC commander had authorised its construction, and the plaque on the bridge's northern abutment — weathered, barely legible — recorded the names of the eleven LoSC officers who had died in the river before the bridge was built, which was the kind of memorial that served simultaneously as a tribute to the dead and a rebuke to the living for not building the bridge sooner.

They crossed at midmorning. The bridge was deserted — no other travellers, no merchants, no LoSC patrols — and the absence of people in a place that should have had traffic produced in Kaito the same unease that silence produces in a room that should have sound. He said nothing about it, because Sumi's expression indicated that she had noticed it too, and because Ranger's ears were flat against his head, which was the shadow hound's physical manifestation of the low-grade alarm that Sumi could feel through their telepathic bond.

Beyond the bridge, the highway ended. Not gradually — there was no tapering, no transition from paved road to unpaved road to trail — but abruptly, as if the engineers who had built the highway had reached the river and decided that whatever lay beyond was someone else's problem. The highland trail began where the highway stopped: a narrow path of packed earth that wound upward through pine forest, marked at intervals by cairns of stacked stone that previous travellers had maintained over the years with the collaborative instinct of people who understood that keeping the trail marked was a form of kindness to strangers they would never meet.

The forest closed around them.

It was different from the forest that surrounded Central — older, denser, less managed. The pines here were enormous — trunks three metres in diameter, bark fissured into deep channels that harboured colonies of insects and small reptiles, canopy so thick that the sunlight reached the forest floor only in scattered patches that moved with the wind like spotlights operated by a stage manager who had not been given a script. The undergrowth was dense: ferns, moss, fallen branches crusted with lichen in shades of grey-green that suggested the lichen had been growing for longer than the trees and regarded the trees as recent arrivals.

The air was different too. Cooler by several degrees, heavy with moisture and the scent of pine resin and decomposing leaf matter — the particular smell of a forest that has been recycling itself for centuries and that has achieved, through the patient accumulation of dead things becoming soil becoming living things becoming dead things again, a closed-loop ecology that required nothing from the outside world except rain and light.

"Stay close," Sumi said. It was unnecessary — they were already close, the trail too narrow for anything else — but the instruction served a different purpose than its literal content. It was a reminder that they were in unfamiliar territory, that the rules of the highway no longer applied, and that the three of them were responsible for one another in a way that had been theoretical in the Sanctuary and was now immediate.

They walked for six hours on the first day in the highlands, covering twelve kilometres — less than Nigel had estimated, because the trail's gradient was steeper than the map indicated and because the stream crossings, of which there were four, required careful navigation over wet rocks that were exactly as treacherous as the Varom's riverbed and approximately one-tenth as lethal.

Camp that night was a clearing beside the trail, sheltered by a ring of pines that blocked the wind but admitted enough moonlight to cast working shadows. Kaito built the fire while Nigel cooked and Sumi established a perimeter with Ranger, directing the shadow hound in a wide patrol circle around the campsite.

"Anything?" Kaito asked when she returned.

"Ranger detected residual shadow energy to the northeast. Same signature as what I felt at the last waystation. Deliberate. Controlled. A caster."

"Following us?"

"I don't know. The energy is stationary. It could be a LoSC patrol. It could be a hermit caster — there are independent casters who live in the highlands outside LoSC jurisdiction. Or it could be someone else."

"The people Toshio warned us about."

"Possibly."

Nigel looked up from the cooking pot. "How far?"

"Three kilometres, maybe four. Far enough that we're not in immediate danger. Close enough that whoever it is could close the distance overnight if they wanted to."

They ate in silence — rice and dried fish, a meal that was functional rather than pleasurable and that tasted of salt and smoke and the particular flatness of food prepared by people who were thinking about something other than food. After dinner, they established the watch rotation and Kaito took first shift, sitting at the edge of the firelight with his caster beam ready and his eyes on the darkness of the forest.

The darkness looked back.

Not literally — there was nothing there that Kaito could see, no movement, no eyes, no shape in the shadows between the trees. But the feeling persisted: the sensation of being observed by an intelligence that was patient and deliberate and that was not in a hurry to reveal itself. Kaito had felt watched before — in the Sanctuary, during exercises, during the Daylight Trials — but those instances had been benign, the watchfulness of instructors and examiners. This was different. This watchfulness had intent.

He completed his shift without incident, woke Sumi for hers, and lay down on his bedroll with the canister tucked against his body. Sleep came slowly and brought dreams that were not quite nightmares but were not comfortable either — dreams of forests that were darker than forests should be, of shadows that moved without light to cast them, of a figure with a scarred face watching from a distance that was always the same no matter how far Kaito walked.

On the third day in the highlands, they encountered the bandits.

The trail had descended into a ravine — a narrow, steep-sided cut in the terrain where a stream had carved a path through the rock over millennia, creating a passage that was the only practical route through a ridge that was otherwise impassable without climbing equipment. The ravine was perhaps two hundred metres long, five metres wide, and thirty metres deep, with walls of exposed stone that were vertical and smooth and offered no handholds for climbing. It was, in tactical terms, a kill zone — a confined space with limited exits that any military strategist would have identified as an ambush site and that Nigel, who was reading the map, had identified as such approximately ten seconds before the ambush happened.

"This ravine is a problem," Nigel said, stopping at the entrance. "Single-file passage. High walls. Limited visibility around the bend. If someone wanted to trap us—"

"Too late," Sumi said, because Ranger had stopped and was growling, and the growl was not the low-grade warning that indicated distant shadow energy but the full-throated snarl that indicated immediate, close-range threat.

They appeared from both ends of the ravine simultaneously.

There were eight of them — four at each end of the passage, blocking the entrance and the exit. They were not shadow casters — Ranger's reaction was to the threat itself, not to shadow energy — but they were armed: short swords, crossbows, the kind of practical, well-maintained weapons that professional bandits carried, as opposed to the makeshift equipment of opportunistic thieves. Their clothing was nondescript — dark tunics, boots, hoods — and their movements were coordinated in the way that indicated training or, at minimum, extensive practice in the specific art of ambushing travellers in ravines.

The leader — identifiable by position rather than insignia, standing at the front of the group blocking the exit — was a heavyset man with a shaved head and a horizontal scar across his chin that suggested a past disagreement with a blade that had been resolved in the blade's favour. He held a crossbow aimed at Sumi's chest with the relaxed confidence of a person who had aimed crossbows at many people and who regarded the act as routine.

"LoSC officers," he said, noting their casting vests. "Junior officers, by the look of it. First commission?"

Nobody answered.

"Doesn't matter. Here's how this works. You give us everything in your packs — food, supplies, money, whatever you're carrying. Then you walk out of this ravine alive. Simple. Quick. Nobody gets hurt. Or," he tilted the crossbow slightly, "you try something heroic, and we find out whether LoSC training prepares you for getting shot. Your choice."

Kaito's hand was already at his caster beam. The light was poor in the ravine — the high walls blocked direct sunlight, leaving only the diffuse illumination of scattered reflections from the wet stone — but it was enough to cast. His shadows would be weak, less defined than in full light, but functional. He could summon his shreakle and his komodon simultaneously, use the shreakle to disable the crossbows and the komodon to create a barrier—

"Don't." Sumi's voice was low, steady, directed at Kaito without looking at him. "Eight of them. Four crossbows. Confined space. If we cast, someone gets shot before the shadows form."

She was right. The shadow symbols required hand movements that took two to three seconds to complete, and a crossbow bolt covered the five-metre distance between the bandits and the aspirants in approximately half a second. Even if Kaito's casting was faster than the trigger pulls — which was possible but not certain — the confined space of the ravine meant there was nowhere to dodge if the bolts came.

Sumi stepped forward. "We'll cooperate," she said. "No need for violence."

The leader smiled. "Smart girl. Pack—"

Ranger struck.

The shadow hound had not been dismissed. He had been positioned behind Sumi, out of the bandits' direct line of sight, and he had been waiting — not for Sumi's command but for the specific tactical moment that Sumi had identified and communicated to him through the telepathic bond: the instant when the bandit leader's attention was on Sumi's words and his trigger finger was relaxed.

Ranger's attack was not a lunge. It was a calculated displacement — the shadow hound barrelling into the leader's legs from the side, knocking him off balance and redirecting the crossbow skyward as the bolt released and struck the ravine wall twenty metres above, raining chips of stone on the passage below.

In the same instant, Sumi cast.

Her komodon materialised between the three officers and the rear group of bandits, its armoured bulk filling the ravine passage and creating a physical barrier that the four rear bandits could not pass. Simultaneously, Nigel cast his shreakle — the bird shooting down the ravine toward the front group, its shadow-form talons raking across the crossbow of the nearest bandit and knocking it from his hands.

Kaito did not wait for an opening. He made one.

His caster beam blazed to life and he cast his komodon — larger, less refined than Sumi's but faster to materialise because Kaito's casting speed compensated for his lack of precision — and directed it at the remaining armed bandits at the front, the shadow beast's charge scattering them against the ravine walls. Then his shreakle, which he sent high, above the ravine's walls, where the sunlight was strong and the shadow it cast on the bandits below was enormous, dark, and terrifying in the way that shadows are terrifying when they appear to come from something very large and very angry.

The fight lasted twelve seconds.

When it was over, six of the eight bandits had fled — scrambling up the ravine walls with an agility that suggested they had rehearsed their escape route as thoroughly as their ambush, which was the hallmark of professional bandits who understood that survival was more important than pride. The leader and one other were on the ground: the leader pinned under Ranger's weight, the other restrained by the combined bulk of Kaito's and Sumi's komodons.

Nigel collected the abandoned crossbows and short swords, bundling them efficiently. "We should move," he said. "The ones who ran will regroup. We don't want to be in this ravine when they do."

Sumi nodded. "Ranger, release." The shadow hound stepped off the bandit leader, who scrambled to his feet, his face a mask of fury and humiliation.

"You'll regret this," he said.

"Possibly," Sumi replied. "But not today."

They walked out of the ravine at a pace that was fast enough to be prudent and slow enough to be dignified, leaving the bandits behind in the narrow passage with their wounded pride and their absent weapons and the dawning realisation that three junior officers with shadow creatures had been considerably more than they had bargained for.

That night, they camped on high ground above the trail, in a position that was defensible rather than comfortable.

"Ranger's timing," Kaito said, replaying the fight in his mind. "You didn't command him. He moved before you—"

"I commanded him through the bond," Sumi said. "When I said 'We'll cooperate,' I was talking to the bandits. I was telling Ranger to wait for the moment. He knew."

"That was..." Kaito searched for the right word. "That was incredible."

Sumi shrugged, but the corner of her mouth twitched. "It was tactical. Ranger and I have practiced coordinated deception. The verbal compliance buys time while the telepathic command sets the ambush. Toshio taught us that the most effective defence often looks like surrender."

Nigel was examining the confiscated weapons, cataloguing them in his journal with the meticulous attention of a person who believed that information, even about mundane objects, might eventually prove useful. "These are professional-grade weapons," he said. "Maintained, balanced, expensive. These weren't desperate farmers turned bandits. They were hired."

The word hung in the air.

"Hired by whom?" Kaito asked, though the answer was already forming in his mind, and from the expression on his companions' faces, in theirs as well.

"We don't know," Nigel said carefully. "But Toshio warned us that parties outside LoSC are interested in the canister. And professional bandits in a ravine that happens to be on our exact route is... a coincidence that I'm not comfortable with."

"So someone knows where we are," Kaito said.

"Someone knows where we're going," Sumi corrected. "The route to Torcia is known. The ravine is a predictable ambush point. They didn't need to track us specifically — they just needed to position themselves along the route and wait."

"Which means there could be more," Nigel finished.

The fire was small — Sumi had insisted on minimal flame, enough for warmth but not enough to be visible from a distance — and its light cast their shadows on the pine trunks behind them, three shapes that moved when they moved and were still when they were still and that reminded Kaito, in the particular way that shadows remind shadow casters of their art, that the darkness was not their enemy but their material.

"Double watch tonight," Sumi said. "Two people awake at all times. We keep moving at first light."

Nobody argued. The highland trail stretched ahead of them, eight more days through forest that was beautiful and indifferent and populated by things — human and otherwise — that they could not see and could not predict and that were, somewhere in the darkness, waiting.


  
    Chapter 7: The Scar-Faced Man

    
    
  
  The shadow energy that Ranger had been detecting since the last waystation grew stronger as they climbed higher into the Varom Highlands.

Not closer — Sumi was careful to distinguish between intensity and proximity through the bond — but stronger, as if whoever was producing it had stopped concealing their presence and was now casting openly, without concern for detection. This was either the behaviour of someone who did not know they were being tracked, or someone who knew and did not care. Sumi suspected the latter, and the suspicion sat in her chest like a stone she could not swallow.

They had been walking for five days in the forest now. The trail had narrowed progressively — from a path wide enough for three to walk abreast, to a track that accommodated single file, to something that was, in places, less a path than a suggestion, marked by cairns that were increasingly sparse and by blazes on tree trunks that were increasingly old, the axe marks weathered to shallow depressions that you could miss if you weren't looking for them and that you could misidentify if you were.

The forest had deepened too. The pines were larger, older, their canopy so thick that the forest floor existed in a state of perpetual twilight — enough light to see by, enough darkness to cast in, the particular condition that shadow casters called "deep shade" and that was simultaneously the most comfortable and the most dangerous environment for their work. Comfortable because the shadows were everywhere, abundant, rich with the potential for casting. Dangerous because those same shadows could conceal threats that a caster would not detect until the threat was upon them.

Nigel had been tracking their progress on the map with increasingly frequent annotations — distances covered, landmarks passed, water sources identified and assessed — and his expression had acquired the particular quality of concentration that indicated he was processing information that he had not yet shared with the group.

"We're being paced," he said, on the evening of the fifth day, as they made camp in a hollow between two fallen pines. "The shadow energy Ranger's detecting — it's maintained a consistent distance from us for three days. Four kilometres, give or take. That's not coincidence. That's someone matching our speed."

"Could be a LoSC patrol shadowing us for protection," Kaito offered, though his tone indicated he didn't believe it.

"LoSC patrols identify themselves to other LoSC officers. It's protocol. Whoever this is doesn't want us to know they're there."

"But they're not hiding their shadow energy," Sumi said. "Which means either they can't suppress it — unlikely, if they're skilled enough to pace us for three days — or they're choosing not to."

"Intimidation," Nigel said. "They want us to know we're being followed. They want us to be afraid."

Kaito's jaw tightened. "I'm not afraid."

"I didn't say you should be. I said that's their strategy. The question is: what's ours?"

Sumi was silent for a long moment. Ranger sat beside her, his shadow-form body tense, ears oriented northeast — the consistent direction of the shadow energy source. Through the bond, Sumi could feel what Ranger felt: a cold, focused intelligence, patient and methodical, with an undercurrent of something that was not malice, exactly, but was adjacent to malice — the quality of a person who had decided that other people's interests were obstacles rather than considerations.

"We maintain our pace," she said finally. "We don't deviate from the trail. We stay in formation. And we prepare for the possibility that whoever is following us will make contact before we reach Torcia."

"And when they do?" Kaito asked.

"We respond proportionally. We don't escalate unless forced. And we protect the canister."

The contact happened on the seventh day.

They had entered a section of the trail that ran along the edge of a cliff — the highland dropping away to the left in a sheer face of exposed stone that descended two hundred metres to a river valley below. The trail was narrow here — barely a metre wide, with the cliff face on one side and the forest on the other — and the afternoon sun was low enough that the cliff cast its shadow across the entire trail, creating the deep-shade condition that made casting possible but visibility difficult.

Kaito was at the front — they had rotated the lead position since the bandit attack, and today was his turn. Nigel was in the middle, the canister in his pack. Sumi and Ranger brought up the rear.

Kaito saw the man before Ranger sensed him — which meant the man had suppressed his shadow energy entirely, shifting from the deliberate broadcasting of the past days to complete concealment, a transition that required exceptional skill and that changed the tactical situation fundamentally.

The man was standing in the middle of the trail, thirty metres ahead.

He was tall — taller than Kaito by a head — and lean in the way that a blade is lean, without excess, every physical dimension serving a functional purpose. He wore a dark cloak with the hood drawn back, revealing a face that was memorable for the wrong reasons: a vertical scar that ran from his left temple to his jaw, bisecting his eyebrow and leaving a white line through the dark stubble of his beard. His eyes were the colour of ash — grey, cold, flat, the eyes of a person who had learned to look at other people without seeing them as people.

His left hand was raised. In it, a caster beam blazed — not white, like the standard-issue beams that LoSC officers used, but tinged with a deep, amber red that Kaito had never seen before and that produced, on the trail surface, shadows that were not black but dark crimson, the colour of old blood.

At his side, a luprinon crouched — a shadow wolf, larger than Ranger, its coat shifting between black and deep purple, its eyes amber and slitted and focused on the three junior officers with the predatory assessment of a creature that was calculating not whether to attack but when.

"Stop," the man said. His voice was quiet but it carried with the particular clarity that belongs to voices that are accustomed to being obeyed.

They stopped.

"My name is Chirag," the man continued. "I'm not going to waste your time with introductions or explanations. You carry something I want. You have two choices. Surrender it willingly, and I let you go unharmed. Or I take it by force, and I cannot guarantee your physical integrity. Either way, I leave with the canister. The only variable is your condition when I do."

Kaito's caster beam was already active — he had activated it the instant he saw Chirag, his reflexes outpacing his judgment in the way that Toshio had cautioned against and that was, in this moment, the correct response regardless of what Toshio would have thought. His shadow on the cliff face was long and dark and ready.

"Who sent you?" Nigel asked from behind Kaito. His voice was calm — the calm of a person who was terrified but who had been trained to convert terror into analysis.

"I said I wasn't going to waste time with explanations. Did I stutter?"

"The bandits in the ravine," Sumi said from the rear. "Were they yours?"

Something flickered in Chirag's ash-coloured eyes — surprise, quickly suppressed. "Those amateurs? No. If I'd been in the ravine, we wouldn't be having this conversation, because you'd have surrendered the canister there and I'd be gone."

"Then how do you know about the ravine?" Sumi pressed.

Chirag's expression hardened. "I said: don't move. That includes your lips. I'll be doing the talking."

Silence. The cliff shadow lay across the trail like a dark river. The luprinon's ears were flat. Ranger's growl was a vibration that Kaito felt through the soles of his boots rather than heard with his ears.

"The canister," Chirag said. "Now."

Sumi stepped forward — past Nigel, past Kaito, positioning herself between Chirag and her companions with the deliberate motion of a person who has made a decision and is committed to it regardless of consequences.

"Fine," she said. "If it means you'll let us go, we'll hand it over. It's in the middle pack. May I reach for it?"

Kaito's heart stopped. Not figuratively — his pulse actually skipped a beat, the specific cardiac response of a person who has heard a friend say something that sounds like capitulation and who cannot determine whether it is genuine or strategic. He turned toward Sumi with wide eyes. So did Nigel.

But Sumi's face was composed. Perfectly, unnaturally composed. And her left thumb — the tell that Kaito had identified during the Daylight Trials — was pressed hard against her casting vest.

She was lying. She had a plan.

"Both your companions," Chirag said, pointing at Kaito and Nigel with his free hand. "Hands above your heads where I can see them. High. And not a single sudden movement while she reaches for it, or I strike without a thought."

Kaito raised his hands. Every instinct screamed to cast — his komodon, his shreakle, anything — but Sumi had a plan, and the three years of training and trust that bound them were, in this moment, stronger than instinct. He trusted her. He would wait.

Sumi crouched slowly, reaching for the pack that Nigel had set down. Her movements were deliberately slow — buying time, Kaito realised, stretching the seconds, giving whatever she was planning the space it needed to develop.

Chirag watched her with the focused intensity of a predator tracking prey. His ash-coloured eyes narrowed. "You're stalling," he said. "Whatever you're planning—"

The barynx struck from above.

It dropped from the cliff face — a massive, crocodilian shadow creature with a long-snouted jaw and savage hook claws on brawny front arms — and it landed on Chirag's luprinon with a force that shook the ground beneath their feet. The luprinon yelped — a sound that was simultaneously animal and otherworldly, the particular cry of a shadow creature in distress — and the barynx's jaws closed around its neck with the mechanical precision of a trap.

Chirag whipped around. His face — the face that had been composed and threatening and controlled — was a mask of shock and fury. The barynx was not Sumi's. It was not Kaito's or Nigel's. It was a shadow creature controlled by someone else — someone who had been concealed above them on the cliff face, someone whose casting skill was extraordinary enough to maintain a corporeal shadow creature in position, undetected, waiting for the precise moment to strike.

Before Chirag could respond, a second attack came from the forest side of the trail — a euobiloceros, an enormous four-legged shadow beast with two pairs of rounded, forked horns, charging out of the tree line with a speed that belied its massive frame. It hit Chirag and his wounded luprinon like a battering ram, slamming them against the cliff wall with an impact that sent cracks spiderwebbing through the stone.

Chirag was trapped — pinned between the cliff, the euobiloceros's horns, and the bulk of his dying luprinon. But he was not defeated. Through gritted teeth, he ordered his luprinon to dissipate — the shadow wolf vanishing in a swirl of dark mist — and in the space created by its absence, he dropped into a crouch and unleashed a barrage of dark flame from both hands.

Dark flame. Kaito had never seen it before. It was the opposite of shadow casting — not the manipulation of shadows cast by light, but the projection of shadow energy itself as a weapon, a technique that was documented in the oldest texts as forbidden, as dangerous, as requiring a corruption of the caster's bond with the Shadow Realm that most casters were unwilling to accept.

The crimson-tinged fire struck the euobiloceros's neck and belly, and the massive creature bellowed in pain and reared back. But the barynx, abandoning the dissipated luprinon, leapt into the fray. From its palms — a detail that Kaito registered with the analytical part of his mind even while the rest of his mind was occupied with raw astonishment — the barynx sprayed a viscous black liquid that splattered across Chirag's hands and chest.

Chirag's dark flame went out.

The liquid — whatever it was — had doused the fire like water on a candle. Chirag howled in rage, his hands streaming with black fluid, and reached for his caster beam to summon a replacement weapon. His beam ignited, his hands rose to form a shadow symbol—

A shuriken.

It came from somewhere above — the cliff top, perhaps, or the canopy — a small, spinning shadow weapon that moved with a precision that was not just accurate but artistic, the work of a caster who did not merely cast but composed, and it struck Chirag's caster beam dead centre. Sparks erupted. The beam flickered, died, and its projected light vanished.

Without light, there were no shadows. Without shadows, there was no casting. And without casting, Chirag was a man with no weapons on a narrow trail with two hostile shadow creatures and three LoSC officers between him and any escape route that did not involve a two-hundred-metre drop.

He chose escape anyway.

As the euobiloceros reared for a second charge, Chirag leapt sideways — not toward the cliff edge but toward the forest, where the deep shade and the ancient pines offered cover that the narrow trail did not. He cleared the euobiloceros's horns by centimetres, dodged the barynx's swiping claws by less, and took a second shuriken in the shoulder — a hit that drew a sharp gasp but did not slow his sprint.

He vanished into the forest.

The battle had lasted perhaps thirty seconds.

"What," said Nigel, in the specific tone of a person who has processed an extraordinary sequence of events and has arrived at the conclusion that his vocabulary is inadequate to describe them, "just happened?"

Sumi's gaze was fixed on the forest where Chirag had disappeared. "We were rescued."

"By whom?"

The answer came from above. A figure descended from the cliff face — not climbing down but moving with the fluid, controlled motion of a person using shadow-enhanced agility, the kind of advanced technique that required years of training and that Kaito had only read about in Nigel's guidebooks. The figure landed on the trail with the quiet precision of a cat.

It was a woman. Middle-aged, compact, with close-cropped grey hair and a face that was weathered in the way that faces become when they have spent decades in sunlight and wind and have found the experience more interesting than damaging. She wore a LoSC casting vest — senior officer grade, with markings that Kaito did not recognise — and her caster beam, still active, projected a column of pure white light that was, somehow, steadier and brighter than any beam Kaito had ever seen.

The barynx and the euobiloceros stood at her sides — controlled, calm, their earlier ferocity replaced by the docile obedience of shadow creatures whose master's authority was absolute.

"My name is Commander Natasha," she said. "Master Toshio asked me to keep an eye on you."


  
    Chapter 8: Natasha's Gifts

    
    
  
  Commander Natasha built a fire with the efficient movements of a person who had built thousands of fires in thousands of locations and who regarded the process not as a camping skill but as a fundamental life competency, like breathing or situational awareness.

They had moved two kilometres from the ambush site — Natasha's insistence, delivered in a tone that did not invite discussion — to a sheltered hollow above the trail where a rock overhang provided cover from above and the terrain provided sightlines in three directions. Her barynx and euobiloceros had been dismissed to the Shadow Realm, but Ranger remained materialised at Sumi's side, his ears rotating in continuous surveillance of the surrounding forest.

"Sit," Natasha said, and they sat, because Commander Natasha was the kind of person whose instructions were followed not because of her rank but because of the unmistakable competence that radiated from her like body heat.

She looked at them. Her eyes — dark brown, deeply set beneath the grey fringe of her cropped hair — moved from face to face with the evaluating attention of an officer who was accustomed to assessing people quickly and who had learned, over decades, to trust her assessments.

"First," she said. "The man who attacked you is named Chirag. He is a rogue caster — not affiliated with LoSC, not subject to LoSC authority, and not constrained by LoSC rules. He was, briefly, a LoSC officer. He was expelled for unauthorised use of dark flame, which — as you witnessed — is a shadow casting technique that LoSC has banned for very good reasons."

"What reasons?" Nigel asked, because Nigel's response to being told that something was banned was to want to understand the technical rationale for the ban, on the theory that understanding the rule was the first step to following it correctly.

Natasha's expression suggested she appreciated the question. "Dark flame is not a shadow technique. It's a corruption of one. Standard shadow casting works with light — you project a beam, the beam creates shadows, you form symbols in the shadows to manifest creatures and objects. The shadows are the medium. Dark flame reverses the process. Instead of using light to create shadows, it uses the caster's own shadow energy as fuel. The energy comes from the caster's bond with the Shadow Realm — the same bond that allows telepathic communication with shadow creatures. Using dark flame degrades that bond. Over time, the caster's shadow creatures become unstable, aggressive, difficult to control. The caster themselves becomes... altered. More ruthless. Less empathetic. The bond with the Shadow Realm is not just a casting mechanism — it's a moderating influence on the caster's temperament. Dark flame erodes that influence."

"So Chirag is dangerous not just because of what he can do," Sumi said, "but because of what using dark flame has done to him."

"Precisely. He was talented — genuinely talented, one of the most promising junior officers of his generation. But he became fascinated with dark flame after discovering fragments of pre-Purge texts that described the technique. He taught himself. He practiced in secret. By the time LoSC discovered what he was doing, the damage to his bond was significant. He was expelled, and he disappeared into the highlands. That was eight years ago."

"And now he wants the canister," Kaito said.

"Now he wants the canister. Or rather, the people who employed him want the canister. Chirag is a mercenary — he works for whoever pays him. The question of who is paying him is one that Master Toshio and I have been attempting to answer for some time."

She gave them information in measured doses — enough to inform, not enough to overwhelm. Kaito recognised the technique from Toshio's teaching: provide the student with what they need to know, withhold what they don't, and trust them to ask for the rest when they're ready.

What they needed to know was this:

The canister they carried contained a message from Master Toshio to Master Ganesh, the LoSC commander in Torcia. The message concerned intelligence that Toshio had gathered about a growing threat to LoSC's authority — not a military threat, like Lord Izanagi's army in the north, but a political one. Factions within the lonrelmian government were manoeuvring to reduce LoSC's autonomy, to place shadow casters under stricter civilian oversight, and ultimately to weaken the Legion's ability to operate independently.

"This has happened before," Natasha said. "The political pressure that preceded the Purge began with exactly these kinds of proposals — reasonable-sounding restrictions that gradually accumulated until the shadow casters had been regulated into powerlessness. Toshio sees the pattern. Ganesh, who has connections in the lonrelmian political establishment, needs to see it too."

"But why hand-deliver a message?" Nigel asked. "Why not use the LoSC courier network?"

"Because the LoSC courier network passes through administrative channels that are, Toshio believes, compromised. Not by enemies — by bureaucrats who would read the message, decide it was alarmist, and either delay it or redact it. The courier system is secure against external threats but not against internal ones. Toshio needed the message delivered directly to Ganesh, by people he trusted, outside the official channels."

"And Chirag was hired to intercept it."

"Yes. By someone who either knows what the message contains or suspects its importance. Which means the threat Toshio describes in the message is not theoretical — it's active, and the people behind it are already taking steps to prevent LoSC from responding."

The weight of this settled over them like a second cloak. Kaito felt the canister in his pack — the same metal cylinder he had been carrying for seven days, its physical weight unchanged, its symbolic weight now immeasurably greater. A message about a political threat to LoSC. The possibility of a second Purge. The people trying to stop the message from getting through.

Their first commission was not a delivery assignment. It was the first move in a conflict that they had not known existed until five minutes ago.

"Why are you telling us this?" Sumi asked. Her voice was level but her eyes were intense — the particular intensity that Sumi displayed when she was processing information that mattered and constructing a response that would be both careful and honest.

"Because you deserve to know what you're carrying and why. And because knowing will make you better at protecting it. Ignorance is not security — it's vulnerability."

Natasha travelled with them for two days.

During those two days, she taught them things that the Sanctuary curriculum did not cover and that Toshio, constrained by LoSC regulations regarding what could be taught to junior officers, had not been permitted to teach.

She taught Sumi advanced shadow hound techniques — methods for extending Ranger's sensory range, for using his Shadow Realm perception to detect not just shadow energy but emotional states, for channelling the bond to enhance Sumi's own awareness of her surroundings. Ranger responded to the training with the eager competence of a shadow creature that had been waiting for someone to ask more of him than basic tracking and combat.

She taught Nigel the theory of shadow barriers — not the basic containment technique he had used in the Daylight Trials, but the advanced defensive applications that senior officers used in field operations: shields, wards, proximity alarms, the invisible perimeter defences that could be set around a campsite and that would trigger an alert if any shadow energy — or any physical presence above a certain mass — crossed the barrier line.

And she taught Kaito something he had not expected.

"Your instincts are good," she said, on the first evening, as they sat apart from the others by a stream that ran over moss-covered stones with a sound that was more like music than water. "Your casting speed is exceptional. Your creativity — the way you think laterally about shadow applications — is rare. These are genuine gifts."

"But," Kaito said, because there was always a "but."

"But you don't control them. You use them. There's a difference. Using a gift means deploying it when the situation demands it. Controlling a gift means choosing when not to deploy it. The best casters I've known — and I've known many, including your father — were not the ones with the most powerful casts. They were the ones who knew when to cast and when to wait."

"You knew my father?"

Natasha's expression shifted — a subtle change, barely visible in the firelight, but Kaito caught it: the particular contraction of features that accompanies a memory that is both treasured and painful.

"I trained with him. Before he became a senior officer. Before you were born." She paused. "He had the same gifts you have. The speed. The creativity. The tendency to act before thinking. And he learned — eventually, after considerable difficulty — to channel those gifts rather than be channelled by them. The difference between your father at seventeen and your father at thirty was the difference between a fire that burns whatever it touches and a fire that lights what needs to be lit."

Kaito said nothing. The stream moved over its stones. The sound was continuous and variable, the way water always is — never the same note twice, never the same rhythm, never silent. He thought about his father, who existed in his mind as an absence rather than a presence — a shape in the family story that was defined by the things other people said about him and the space he had left when he stopped being there to fill it.

"How did he die?" Kaito asked. He had asked this question before — of his mother, of Toshio, of the LoSC records office — and had received the same answer every time: "In service. The details are classified." It was the answer that LoSC gave to all families of officers killed in operations that the Legion had decided were too sensitive for public knowledge.

Natasha looked at him for a long time. The fire reflected in her eyes, which were steady and serious and carried the weight of a decision she was making in real time.

"Your father died protecting something that mattered," she said. "I cannot tell you more than that. Not because I don't want to, but because the circumstances of his death are connected to the situation you're in now, and knowing the details would put you at greater risk than you're already in."

"Connected to the canister?"

"Connected to the threat the canister addresses. Your father saw what Toshio sees now — the political manoeuvring, the effort to weaken LoSC. He tried to warn the right people. He was stopped. Not by dark flame or shadow creatures — by the quieter, more effective weapons of bureaucracy and betrayal."

The stream continued its song. The forest was dark around them. And Kaito understood, with a clarity that was physical rather than intellectual — felt in his bones, in his chest, in the tightness of his jaw — that the canister he carried was not just a message. It was a continuation of something his father had started and had not lived to finish.

"I'll deliver it," he said.

"I know you will."

On the morning of the third day, Natasha departed.

"This is as far as I go," she said. "From here, the trail descends into the western lowlands. Torcia is four days away. The terrain is easier but the approach to the city is more populated, which means more eyes. Be careful who you trust. Be careful what you say. And deliver the canister to Ganesh — no one else."

She gave them gifts.

To Sumi, a small crystal that enhanced caster beam stability — fitted to the base of her beam projector, it would produce a steadier, brighter light that cast sharper, more defined shadows. "Your technique is already excellent," Natasha said. "This will make it precise."

To Nigel, a slim journal bound in leather — not blank, but filled with shadow casting annotations in a hand that Kaito did not recognise. "This belonged to a master who died during the Purge," Natasha said. "It contains shadow symbols that are not in your guidebook. Some may be beyond your current ability. Study them anyway."

To Kaito, she gave nothing physical. Instead, she placed her hand on his shoulder and said: "Your father would be proud of you. Not because of what you can do, but because of who you are becoming."

Then she recalled her barynx and euobiloceros — the two massive shadow creatures materialising briefly beside her, their forms rippling with controlled power — and she walked into the forest, and the forest received her, and within thirty seconds she had vanished as completely as if she had never been there.

The three junior officers stood on the trail and looked at one another.

"Well," Nigel said, tucking the journal into his pack with the careful reverence of a person who had been given a holy text. "That was... a lot."

"Four days to Torcia," Sumi said. "Let's move."

They moved. The trail descended. The forest thinned. And the canister in Kaito's pack — the metal cylinder that contained a dead man's unfinished work and a living teacher's desperate warning — pressed against his spine with every step, its weight no longer the weight of metal but the weight of responsibility, which is heavier, and which does not diminish with distance.


  
    Chapter 9: The Western Lowlands

    
    
  
  The forest released them on the ninth day.

There was no gradual transition — no thinning of trees, no progressive increase in sunlight, no gentle introduction to the landscape beyond. The trail descended a final ridge, turned around a granite outcrop that was the last geological remnant of the Varom Highlands, and the forest ended. One step: pine canopy, shadow, the particular silence of ancient trees. Next step: sky, light, the wide-open western lowlands stretching to a horizon that was so distant it appeared to curve with the shape of the world.

Kaito stopped walking and breathed.

The air was different. Warmer by ten degrees, carrying the smell of grass and distant water and the particular warmth that earth produces when it has been absorbing sunlight all day and is releasing it slowly, like a kiln cooling after the fire has gone out. The landscape was rolling agricultural country — fields of grain, orchards of a fruit tree he didn't recognise, vineyards trained on wooden frames, and scattered farmsteads whose stone walls and tiled roofs suggested a prosperity that the highland settlements had not shared.

"Four days to Torcia," Nigel said, consulting his map. "The lowland road is well-maintained — we should be able to cover twenty kilometres per day. The road passes through three settlements before reaching the city. Torcia itself is on the coast."

"Any information about the settlements?" Sumi asked. She was scanning the lowland with the evaluating attention of a field officer entering unfamiliar territory — not paranoid, but alert, her awareness distributed across the landscape in the way that Natasha had taught her to distribute Ranger's sensory range.

"Market towns. Mixed caster and lonrelmian population. The LoSC presence is lighter here than in Central — Torcia's jurisdiction, not Central's. Different chain of command, different protocols."

"Meaning what?" Kaito asked.

"Meaning we can't assume the same level of support we'd get in Central's territory. If we need help, we'd have to request it through Torcia's LoSC office, which means through Master Ganesh, which means we'd have to reach Torcia first."

"So we're on our own."

"We've been on our own since we left Central, Kaito. We just had Natasha nearby for a while. Now we don't."

They walked the lowland road in the easy rhythm that nine days of travel had established — Sumi leading with Ranger, Kaito in the middle with the canister, Nigel at the rear with his map and his new journal of lost shadow symbols, which he had been studying during rest stops with the intense concentration of a person who had been given the intellectual equivalent of a treasure chest and was determined to catalogue every jewel.

The road was busy — a change from the empty highland trail that was simultaneously reassuring and unsettling. Merchants with carts of produce. Farmers driving livestock. Families travelling between settlements. A pair of LoSC officers in the distinctive western-territory casting vests — blue rather than grey, with different insignia — who nodded at them without stopping, the professional acknowledgment between officers that Kaito had come to recognise as the standard greeting of people who shared a profession and its burdens.

The first settlement they passed through was called Millhaven — a market town at the confluence of two rivers, its streets lined with stone buildings and its central square occupied by a market that was in full, chaotic operation. The noise was extraordinary after the silence of the highlands: vendors shouting prices, livestock bellowing in holding pens, children running between the stalls with the specific velocity of children who have discovered that adults in crowded markets are too distracted to enforce rules.

They did not stop. Sumi's instruction — "keep moving, don't draw attention, don't discuss the mission" — was delivered in the tone that Kaito had learned to recognise as non-negotiable. But Kaito's eyes roamed the market as they passed through, cataloguing the sensory abundance with the hungry attention of a person who had been eating trail food for nine days and who was now surrounded by cooked meat, fresh bread, fruit he had never seen before, and a stall selling what appeared to be fried dough balls in a syrup that smelled of cardamom and rosewater.

"Don't even think about it," Sumi said, without turning around.

"I wasn't—"

"You were. I can feel your desire through Ranger's bond. He's salivating, and shadow hounds don't salivate unless they're picking up intense emotional states from nearby humans. Keep walking."

Kaito kept walking. But he memorised the location of the fried dough stall, on the theory that they might pass through Millhaven again on their return journey and that advanced planning was a skill the Sanctuary encouraged.

The second settlement — Greenfield — was smaller, quieter, and notable primarily for its tavern, where they stopped for a meal that was not trail food and that Kaito consumed with the reverent attention of a person who had been given a religious experience in the form of roasted chicken.

The tavern was half-full — farmers, merchants, a few off-duty LoSC officers in the blue western-territory vests. The atmosphere was relaxed, conversational, the particular warmth of a place where people came not because they needed to eat but because they wanted to eat in company, and where the company was comfortable enough that strangers were tolerated and regulars were treated like family.

They sat in a corner booth — Sumi's choice, positioned with sight lines to both the entrance and the kitchen, and Kaito noted with private amusement that Sumi's field awareness had become so habitual that she now applied it to restaurant seating with the same tactical rigour she applied to campsite selection.

Ranger was not materialised — Sumi had dismissed him before entering the settlement, to avoid drawing the attention that a shadow hound inevitably attracted from civilian populations — but Sumi's awareness of the room was sharp enough that the absence of Ranger's sensory input was compensated by her own heightened alertness.

"Two more days," Kaito said, over a plate of roasted chicken, rice, and a vegetable preparation that tasted of turmeric and mustard seed and the particular depth that comes from food that has been cooked slowly by someone who considers cooking a form of devotion. "Then we deliver the canister and the commission is complete."

"The delivery is complete," Nigel corrected. "The commission isn't over until we report back to Toshio. And given what Natasha told us about the contents of that message, I suspect the commission is the beginning of something, not the end."

"You think Toshio will give us another assignment?"

"I think Toshio sent us on this assignment specifically because he intends to involve us in whatever comes next. Think about it — he could have sent senior officers. He chose us. Why?"

Sumi, who had been listening without speaking, set down her utensils. "Because senior officers report through the official chain of command. Their movements are tracked, their communications are monitored, their assignments are documented. Junior officers on their first commission are barely on anyone's radar. We're invisible."

"Invisible couriers," Kaito said. "That's... not exactly the heroic first commission I imagined."

"The heroic part isn't the assignment," Sumi said. "It's what happens when someone tries to stop us from completing it. Which has already happened twice."

Kaito conceded the point. The bandits. Chirag. Both attempts to intercept the canister. Both failed, but the fact of their occurrence — the evidence that someone had invested resources in stopping a message from reaching its destination — validated everything Natasha had told them about the seriousness of the threat.

"Has anyone noticed," Nigel said, lowering his voice, "that since Natasha drove Chirag off, there's been no sign of pursuit? No shadow energy, no surveillance, nothing. For three days."

"You think he's given up?"

"I think Chirag doesn't give up. He retreated because he was outmatched by Natasha. But Natasha is gone now, and Chirag doesn't know that — or does he? If he's been tracking us, he knows she traveled with us for two days and then left."

"Which means he might be waiting for confirmation that we're alone again before making another attempt," Sumi finished.

They looked at one another across the table. The tavern noise continued around them — laughter, conversation, the clatter of dishes — the sounds of a world that did not know about the canister or the threat it described or the people who wanted to suppress it.

"We leave at first light," Sumi said. "No more stops. Two days of hard walking. We reach Torcia and we deliver the canister to Ganesh and then this part is over."

They paid for their meal, left the tavern, and found a waystation on the outskirts of Greenfield. The sleeping platforms were, by the standards of the road, comfortable — a relative assessment that revealed how thoroughly nine days of trail sleeping had recalibrated their expectations. Kaito lay on his platform with the canister beside him and listened to the sounds of the settlement through the waystation walls: distant voices, a dog barking, the particular quiet that settled over small communities when the day's work was done and the night's rest had not yet begun.

He thought about Natasha's words. Your father would be proud of you. Not because of what you can do, but because of who you are becoming.

He thought about what he was becoming. A junior officer. A courier. A target. A link in a chain of information that connected Toshio's intelligence to Ganesh's political connections. A person who carried things that mattered and who was learning, gradually and with considerable difficulty, to value the carrying as much as the fighting.

He was still Kaito — impulsive, creative, interested in danger, prone to acting before thinking. But the road had added something to him that hadn't been there when he left Central. Not caution — that was Sumi's territory. Not knowledge — that was Nigel's. Something else. Something that might, if he was fortunate, eventually deserve to be called wisdom.

He fell asleep with his hand on the canister, and for the first time in nine days, he did not dream of shadows.


  
    Chapter 10: The River

    
    
  
  The attack came on the eleventh day, at the river crossing.

The river had no name on Nigel's map — it was marked only as a blue line with a ford symbol, indicating a crossing point where the water was shallow enough to wade. But the river that Nigel's map depicted and the river that they encountered were not the same river. Recent rains in the highlands — the kind of sustained, heavy rainfall that the western lowlands rarely experienced but that the mountains produced with regularity in early autumn — had swollen the water from a wadeable stream into a broad, fast-moving current that was chest-deep at the ford and considerably deeper anywhere else.

"We can't cross here," Nigel said, standing at the water's edge and watching a broken tree branch travel downstream at a speed that suggested the current would treat a human body with similar indifference. "The current is too strong. If one of us goes down mid-crossing, the others can't help without going down themselves."

"Is there another crossing?" Sumi asked.

Nigel consulted the map. "Two kilometres upstream, there's a bridge. Stone construction, marked as permanent. It'll add half a day to our route, but—"

"Half a day we can afford," Sumi said. "Let's go."

They turned upstream. The riverbank was muddy — the kind of soft, saturated ground that received footsteps with a sucking reluctance and released them with a squelch that was audible from twenty metres — and the going was slow, each step requiring deliberate effort to extract the trailing foot from the mud's grip. Ranger walked on the bank's higher ground, where the soil was drier, and Kaito envied the shadow hound's superior navigational instincts.

The bridge, when they reached it, was exactly what Nigel's map had promised: a stone arch spanning the river at a point where the banks rose steeply on both sides, creating a narrow gorge that channelled the swollen water into a thundering rush beneath the bridge's single span. The bridge itself was solid — built in the old style, with massive stone blocks fitted without mortar, held in place by their own weight and the geometric precision of their arrangement.

Kaito stepped onto the bridge first. The stone was wet — spray from the torrent below coated every surface — and his boots slipped on the first step before he adjusted his gait to the shorter, more deliberate stride that wet stone demanded. The bridge was five metres wide and forty metres long, with low stone parapets on each side that rose to waist height and that were, Kaito noted with the tactical awareness that the road had developed in him, insufficient to provide cover if someone shot at them from the banks.

He was halfway across when Ranger snarled.

Not the low-grade warning of detected shadow energy. Not the full-throated combat snarl of the bandit ravine. This was something else — a sound that Kaito had never heard from Ranger before, a sound that was closer to a scream than a growl, the specific vocal expression of a shadow creature that had detected something that terrified it.

"DOWN!" Sumi shouted.

Kaito dropped flat on the wet stone, and the dark flame passed over him.

It was not like the dark flame Chirag had used on the cliff trail — the twin streams of crimson shadow energy projected from both hands. This was a single, concentrated bolt — a lance of dark flame that was narrower, faster, and more intensely coloured, almost black, with edges that flickered between crimson and violet. It struck the bridge parapet two metres behind Kaito's prone body and the stone exploded.

Not cracked. Not chipped. Exploded — fragments of ancient masonry bursting outward in a spray of dust and shrapnel that peppered Kaito's back and legs through his casting vest. A section of the parapet, nearly a metre wide, was simply gone, leaving a gap through which the swollen river was visible forty metres below.

Chirag stood at the far end of the bridge.

He looked different from their last encounter. His cloak was gone — lost or discarded — and his casting vest was torn, the left sleeve missing entirely, revealing an arm that was covered in a pattern of dark lines that Kaito initially mistook for tattoos before realising, with a lurch of his stomach, that they were shadow burns. The physical manifestation of dark flame's corruption of the caster bond — lines of damaged tissue that followed the paths of the caster's shadow energy channels, marking the body the way rivers mark a landscape, through erosion.

His left arm, the one with the shadow burns, hung at an angle that suggested the shoulder injury from Natasha's shuriken had not fully healed. But his right arm was raised, and in his right hand, the amber-red caster beam blazed, and at his side, a new luprinon crouched — different from the first, larger, with eyes that were not merely predatory but frenzied, the instability of a shadow creature whose caster's bond with the Shadow Realm had degraded further since their last encounter.

"I told you," Chirag said, his voice carrying above the roar of the river below, "that I would get what I want. You had the opportunity to surrender the canister peacefully. You chose differently. Now I choose differently too."

He raised his right hand and fired a second bolt of dark flame.

The bolt was aimed at the bridge surface between Kaito and his companions — a deliberate targeting choice designed to separate him from Sumi and Nigel, to force them apart and deal with the isolated threat of the canister carrier. The stone cracked under the impact, a fracture line running across the bridge's width, and for a terrible moment Kaito felt the structure shudder beneath him, the ancient masonry absorbing the force of an attack it had never been designed to withstand.

The bridge held. But the crack was visible — a line of disturbed stone that ran from parapet to parapet, and the masonry on the downstream side was beginning to shift, the blocks loosening as the fracture weakened the arch's structural integrity.

"The bridge won't take many more hits," Nigel shouted from behind the crack. He and Sumi were on the near side, Kaito was on the far side — closer to Chirag, alone, with the canister on his back.

Kaito's caster beam was already active. The wet stone of the bridge provided poor shadow conditions — the spray from the river below diffused the light, creating soft-edged shadows that would produce weaker, less defined shadow creatures — but it was enough. He cast his shreakle, sending the shadow bird screaming toward Chirag in a diversionary attack that was not intended to inflict damage but to force Chirag to defend, to buy seconds while Kaito assessed the situation and formed a plan.

Chirag swatted the shreakle aside with a backhand of dark flame — the shadow bird dissolving on contact, its form unravelling like smoke in wind — and fired a third bolt at Kaito. Kaito rolled to the left, the bolt striking the parapet where he'd been a half-second earlier, and another section of stone disintegrated.

"You can't beat me," Chirag said, advancing along the bridge. His luprinon advanced with him, the shadow wolf's body low, its eyes locked on Kaito with the unwavering focus of a creature that had identified its target and was waiting for the command to kill. "Your friends can't reach you in time. Your shadow creatures are weak in this light. And the bridge is going to collapse in approximately three more shots, which will put you in a river that will kill you as efficiently as my dark flame. Give me the canister."

Kaito was on his feet now, backed against the remaining section of parapet on the upstream side, his caster beam blazing in his left hand while his right hand formed shadow symbols with the speed that was his greatest gift and that was, in this moment, the only thing standing between him and the specific category of death that involved either dark flame or drowning.

He cast his komodon — the muscular reptilian shadow that materialised between him and Chirag, its armoured plates absorbing the first dark flame bolt that Chirag directed at it. The komodon roared — a sound that shook the bridge and added its vibration to the river's roar — and charged Chirag, who sidestepped with the fluid grace of a fighter who had been dodging shadow creatures for years and who regarded a komodon's charge as a predictable inconvenience rather than a genuine threat.

But the charge was not the attack. The charge was the distraction.

While Chirag dodged the komodon, Kaito cast a second creature — not from his standard repertoire but from a symbol he had been practising in secret, a symbol he had found not in the official guidebook but in the margins of a text that Nigel had shown him months ago, a creature that the documentation classified as "theoretical" because no living caster had successfully summoned one since the Purge.

A shadow serpent. Not the small, documented vipers that were standard low-level casts. A constrictor — massive, four metres long, its shadow-form body as thick as Kaito's torso, materialising not on the bridge surface but on the bridge's underside, in the deep shadow beneath the arch where the spray and the darkness created conditions that were, for this particular creature, ideal.

The serpent rose from beneath the bridge like something emerging from a nightmare.

It came up through the gap in the destroyed parapet — the gap that Chirag's own dark flame had created — and it struck with the speed that constrictors possess in reality and that shadow constrictors possessed in amplified, terrifying abundance. Its coils wrapped around the luprinon before Chirag could react, constricting with a force that compressed the shadow wolf's form until the creature howled and began to dissolve.

Chirag's eyes widened. Not with fear — with recognition. He knew what a shadow constrictor was. He knew that the symbol had been lost during the Purge. And he knew, in that moment, that the junior officer he had dismissed as an easy target was something else entirely.

"Where did you learn that?" he demanded, his composure cracking for the first time.

Kaito did not answer, because he was too busy maintaining the constrictor — which required more energy than any shadow he had ever cast, the drain on his caster beam and his shadow bond pulling at his concentration like weights tied to his thoughts — and because the answer would not have helped Chirag and Kaito was not in the habit of helping people who were trying to kill him.

From behind the crack, Sumi acted.

She had not been idle during Kaito's battle. She had been waiting — calculating, positioning, communicating with Ranger through the bond — and now she sent Ranger across the crack in the bridge with a running leap that carried the shadow hound over the damaged section and onto Chirag's side of the span. Simultaneously, she cast her komodon to reinforce Kaito's position, and Nigel cast his barrier — the advanced technique Natasha had taught him — creating a containment field around Chirag that closed from three sides while the bridge's parapet sealed the fourth.

Chirag was trapped. His luprinon was dissolving in the constrictor's grip. His dark flame could break the barrier, but the time required to charge a shot powerful enough would give Ranger — who was already airborne, teeth bared, shadow-form eyes blazing — the opening to strike.

For a long moment, the combatants held their positions. The river roared below. The bridge trembled. And Chirag — scarred, burned, his corrupted caster bond visible in the shadow burns on his arm and the instability of his remaining shadow energy — looked at the three junior officers and the four shadow creatures arrayed against him and made a calculation.

He chose retreat.

His dark flame erupted — not at the officers or their shadows but at the bridge surface beneath his own feet, blasting a hole in the ancient stone that opened onto the river below. Before anyone could react, he dropped through the hole, and the river swallowed him.

Kaito lunged for the gap, looking down into the churning water, and saw nothing. The current was too fast, the water too dark with highland sediment, and Chirag — if he survived the fall — was already being carried downstream at a speed that made pursuit impossible.

"Is he dead?" Nigel asked, arriving at the gap and peering down beside Kaito.

"I don't know." Sumi stood behind them, her face taut with the effort of maintaining her komodon and processing the tactical situation simultaneously. "The fall is fifteen metres into fast water. Survivable for a strong swimmer. And Chirag is... resilient."

"He'll be back," Kaito said.

"Maybe. But not today. Today, we cross this bridge and we get to Torcia."

They crossed. The bridge held — barely, the crack widening with each step, the downstream parapet continuing to shift — but it held long enough for three junior officers and a shadow hound to reach the far bank, after which they did not look back, because looking back at things that might collapse was a waste of attention that was better directed forward.

Kaito dismissed his shadow constrictor. The effort of maintaining it had left him drained — his caster beam dim, his hands trembling, his vision slightly blurred with the particular fatigue that accompanied overextension of the shadow bond. But the constrictor had worked. The theoretical creature that no living caster had summoned since the Purge had materialised, fought, and held.

"That serpent," Nigel said, as they walked. His voice was the voice of a person who had witnessed something that conflicted with his understanding of documented reality and who was in the process of updating his understanding. "That was a shadow constrictor. Class Four corporeal. The symbol was lost during the Purge. How did you—"

"I found it," Kaito said. "In the margins of a text you showed me. The symbol was sketched as a diagram, not described in words. I practised it. I didn't know if it would work."

"You practised an undocumented shadow symbol — a Purge-era symbol — without knowing if it would produce a creature or blow up in your face?"

"I had a reasonable hypothesis."

"You had a hunch."

"Same thing."

Nigel opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again, and then shook his head with the expression of a person who has decided that further argument is pointless because his interlocutor is both right and insane and the combination does not yield to logic.

Sumi said nothing. But she was smiling — the small, private smile that she reserved for moments when Kaito did something that was simultaneously brilliant and reckless and that she would never admit she admired because admitting it would encourage him to do it again, which he would do anyway, because Kaito did not require encouragement to be reckless. He required only an opportunity.

They walked toward Torcia. Two more days. The canister was safe. The bridge behind them was crumbling. And somewhere downstream, a scarred man was either drowning or swimming, and the answer mattered less than the fact that the road ahead was clear and the mission was almost complete.


  
    Chapter 11: Ishaan's Report

    
    
  
  They smelled Torcia before they saw it.

The sea. Not the abstract, postcard notion of the sea — not "ocean breeze" or "salt air" — but the actual, physical, complicated smell of a coastline where a city of sixty thousand people lived and worked and fished and cooked and dumped their waste and launched their boats and dried their nets in the sun: salt, yes, but also fish — fresh fish and dried fish and the particular acrid edge of fish that had been dried in the sun for too long — and seaweed, and tar from the boatyards, and woodsmoke from the curing houses, and underneath it all, the clean mineral coldness of deep water that had travelled from the open ocean to this shore and that carried, in its molecular composition, the memory of every place it had been.

The smell reached them two hours before the city did. They were walking the final stretch of the lowland road — flat, paved, busy with traffic heading in both directions — when the wind shifted from the west and delivered the coast to their nostrils with the comprehensive generosity of a wind that believed every smell deserved equal representation.

"Torcia," Nigel said, unnecessarily.

The city appeared on the horizon as a smear of colour against the grey-blue line of the sea — terracotta roofs, white-washed walls, the dark verticals of harbour cranes and ship masts, and rising above it all, the LoSC signal tower on the hill behind the city, its beacon burning even in daylight with the steady, unwavering light that declared to anyone approaching from land or sea that this place was protected.

Sumi stopped walking. Not from exhaustion — they were all tired, eleven days of travel wearing on muscles and morale, but Sumi's discipline did not permit exhaustion to manifest as immobility. She stopped because Ranger had stopped, and Ranger had stopped because the shadow hound's sensory range, expanded by the techniques Natasha had taught Sumi, had detected something at the city's outskirts.

"Someone's coming toward us," Sumi said. "LoSC officer. Senior rank. Alone."

They waited. The figure resolved from the haze of distance into a man — mid-thirties, lean, wearing the blue western-territory casting vest with the additional markings of a LoSC Intelligence Officer: the embroidered eye-and-shadow emblem on the right shoulder that indicated a specialisation in information gathering rather than field operations.

He stopped ten metres from them and held up both hands, palms outward — the LoSC identification gesture that indicated peaceful intent.

"Junior Officers Kaito Nakamura, Nigel Pemberton, and Katsumi Hayashi?" he asked. His voice was precise, clipped, the voice of a man who treated words as currency and spent them carefully.

"Yes," Sumi said. "Identify yourself."

"LIO Ishaan Varma. LoSC Intelligence, Torcia division. Master Ganesh sent me to escort you into the city."

"Why does Master Ganesh know we're coming?" Nigel asked. The question was reasonable — their commission orders had specified delivery to Ganesh, but the orders had not included any provision for Ganesh to be notified in advance. If Ganesh knew they were coming, someone had communicated their mission outside the channels that Toshio had deliberately avoided.

Ishaan's expression — controlled, professional, revealing nothing — flickered for an instant with something that might have been approval at the question. "Master Ganesh has sources of his own. He was aware of Master Toshio's commission before you left Central. He's been tracking your progress — not directly, but through intelligence assets along the route."

"Including the bandits?" Kaito asked. "Were those Ganesh's people?"

"No. The bandits were hired by parties opposed to the message you carry. Ganesh's intelligence identified the bandit operation after the fact, not before. He regrets the encounter."

"And Chirag?"

Ishaan's face changed. The controlled professionalism tightened into something harder — the particular expression of an intelligence officer who has encountered a name that he considers dangerous and that he does not enjoy hearing in an open road where anyone might be listening.

"We should discuss Chirag inside the city," Ishaan said. "Not here."

Torcia was a port city with the layered architecture of a place that had been continuously inhabited for longer than most cities had existed. The oldest structures — the harbour walls, the market square, the foundations of the LoSC outpost — were built from massive blocks of the same grey stone that constituted the bridge they had crossed two days ago, the kind of stone that civilisations use when they intend to build things that outlast them. Over these foundations, centuries of subsequent construction had layered newer materials: brick, timber, plaster, tile, creating a cityscape that was, from a distance, picturesque and, from close range, chaotic.

The streets were narrow, winding, and crowded with the particular density of population that port cities produce — the combination of resident civilians, visiting sailors, merchants, travellers, LoSC officers, and the various categories of people who exist in port cities to service the needs of all the other categories of people. The noise was continuous: voices in three languages, the creak of rigging from the harbour, the cry of seabirds that circled the fish market with the patient avarice of creatures that had discovered an inexhaustible food source and had organised their entire social structure around exploiting it.

Ishaan led them through the streets with the practised efficiency of a man who knew every shortcut and who regarded the main thoroughfares as obstacles to be avoided rather than routes to be followed. They moved through alleys, across courtyards, through a covered market where the smell of spices — turmeric, cumin, coriander, the sharp bite of raw chillies — was so concentrated that Kaito's eyes watered, and through a door in a wall that he would not have identified as a door if Ishaan had not opened it.

The LoSC outpost in Torcia was not what Kaito had expected. The Central Sanctuary was imposing — a complex of stone buildings, training facilities, amphitheatres, and dormitories that occupied an entire hilltop and that announced, through its scale and permanence, the importance of the institution it housed. The Torcia outpost was modest — a converted merchant's house near the harbour, three storeys of whitewashed brick with blue shutters and a courtyard where a fountain — currently not functioning — stood beside a well-maintained herb garden.

"Master Ganesh prefers discretion to display," Ishaan explained, reading Kaito's expression. "The outpost's unassuming appearance is deliberate. Fewer people know what happens here, which means fewer people try to interfere with what happens here."

Master Ganesh received them in a room on the second floor that served as both office and library. The walls were lined with bookshelves — not the organised, catalogue-indexed shelves of the Sanctuary library but the dense, floor-to-ceiling accumulation of a person who acquired books the way other people acquire memories: constantly, compulsively, and without any intention of getting rid of them. The desk was buried under papers, maps, and correspondence that had been organised by a system that was not visible to the untrained eye and that Ganesh himself navigated with the unconscious precision of a person who knew where everything was and who regarded tidiness as a waste of time that could be better spent reading.

Ganesh himself was — not what Kaito had expected. Where Toshio was warm, patient, grandfatherly, Ganesh was sharp. Not unkind, but sharp — in his features, in his gaze, in the speed with which he processed information and the economy with which he communicated his conclusions. He was younger than Toshio by perhaps fifteen years — late fifties, with close-cropped grey hair, a neatly trimmed beard, and dark eyes that moved with the particular rapidity of a mind that was always several steps ahead of the conversation and that waited for the conversation to catch up with the impatience of a person standing at the front of a queue.

He took the canister from Kaito's hands.

The weight of it — the physical weight that Kaito had carried for eleven days, that had pressed against his spine on the trail and his chest at night and that had become so familiar that its absence felt like a missing limb — transferred from Kaito's grip to Ganesh's, and Kaito felt, simultaneously, relief and loss.

"You've done well," Ganesh said. He did not open the canister. He set it on his desk with the careful deliberation of a man who knows that the contents of a thing are sometimes less important than the fact that the thing arrived. "Toshio chose his couriers wisely."

"The message inside," Nigel began.

"I know what's inside." Ganesh's tone was not dismissive but final — the verbal equivalent of a door closing, not slammed but firmly shut. "The contents are sensitive and will be discussed only with those who have the clearance and the need. What I will tell you is that your delivery has confirmed intelligence that I have been gathering independently, and that the situation described in Toshio's message is more advanced than either of us feared."

"The political threat to LoSC," Sumi said.

Ganesh looked at her — a long, evaluating look that was not hostile but that contained an assessment. "Natasha briefed you."

"Yes."

"Good. Natasha's judgment in this matter is sound, and her decision to inform you was correct. You were carrying the message — you had a right to understand what you were carrying." He paused. "What else did Natasha tell you?"

"About Chirag. About dark flame. About the parties who hired him to intercept the canister."

"And about the connection to the Purge? The political manoeuvring?"

"Yes."

Ganesh nodded slowly. He turned to Ishaan, who had been standing by the door in the attentive silence of an intelligence officer whose primary skill was listening. "Ishaan, prepare a full briefing. These three need to understand what they've walked into." He turned back to the junior officers. "Not tonight. Tonight you eat, you sleep, you rest. You've earned it. Tomorrow morning, Ishaan will brief you on the current situation. After that, we'll discuss what comes next."

"What comes next?" Kaito repeated.

Ganesh's expression — sharp, assessing, several steps ahead — softened by approximately one degree. "Your first commission was a delivery. Your second commission, should you accept it, will be considerably more complicated. But that's for tomorrow."

He gestured toward the door. Ishaan led them out, down the stairs, and into the courtyard where the non-functioning fountain and the herb garden existed in the peaceful, domestic normality of a place that was, beneath its unassuming surface, a centre of intelligence operations in a shadow war that the three junior officers were only beginning to understand.

That night, Kaito lay in the guest quarters on the third floor of the outpost — a small room with a window that overlooked the harbour, where the masts of fishing boats swayed in a rhythm that was determined by the tide and the wind and that was, after eleven days of forest and highland and river, hypnotic.

He could hear the sea. Not the roar of surf — the harbour was sheltered, the water calm — but the continuous, low susurration of water against hulls and harbour walls, the sound of a body of water that was larger than comprehension and that expressed its magnitude not through volume but through persistence.

He thought about the canister. It was gone — delivered, mission complete, the metal cylinder now on Ganesh's desk where it would be opened and its contents would set in motion whatever response Ganesh and Toshio had planned. The object that had defined Kaito's existence for eleven days was no longer his responsibility, and the absence of that responsibility was a lightness that felt like vertigo.

He thought about Chirag. The scarred man who had fallen into the river. Who might be dead. Who probably wasn't. Who would, if alive, continue to pursue whatever mission he had been hired to pursue, because Chirag was the kind of person whose relationship with failure was not acceptance but escalation.

He thought about his father. The senior officer who had seen the political threat to LoSC years before Toshio. Who had tried to warn the right people. Who had been stopped. The connection between his father's death and his own first commission was a thread that ran through the centre of Kaito's life and that he was only now beginning to see.

He thought about Sumi, who was in the adjacent room and who was probably not thinking about him, and who was almost certainly thinking about the mission, which was, Kaito reflected, one of the many reasons he admired her and one of the many reasons she was better at this than he was.

He thought about Nigel, who was probably reading. Who was always reading. Who had transformed the journal Natasha had given him into a comprehensive cross-referenced index of lost shadow symbols, each one annotated with Nigel's characteristically thorough analysis and his equally characteristic margin notes questioning whether the symbols were real or whether the pre-Purge masters had been, in Nigel's precise wording, "insufficiently rigorous in their documentation."

He thought: We made it.

And then he thought: This is just the beginning.

And then he slept, and the sea rocked the harbour, and the city of Torcia went about its ancient, complicated, salt-smelling business in the darkness around him.


  
    Chapter 12: Secrets in the Head Council

    
    
  
  Ishaan's briefing room was a windowless chamber in the basement of the outpost, accessible through a door concealed behind a bookshelf in the library — a security measure that Kaito found simultaneously impressive and slightly absurd, like a spy novel that had become self-aware and decided to lean into its own clichés.

The room was lit by four caster beams mounted on iron brackets at each corner, producing a uniform, shadowless illumination that was, for a shadow caster, the equivalent of a white noise room: neutral, controlled, and designed to prevent any accidental casting within a space where sensitive information was discussed. The walls were lined with cork, the floor was bare stone, and the furniture consisted of a single table and enough chairs for the three junior officers, Ishaan, and the stack of documents that Ishaan had prepared with the comprehensive thoroughness of an intelligence officer who believed that briefings without documentation were conversations, and conversations were not briefings.

"What I'm about to tell you," Ishaan began, "is classified at the highest level of LoSC intelligence designation. It does not leave this room. It is not discussed in the corridors, the courtyard, the harbour, or any location where a third party — including other LoSC officers — might overhear. Is that understood?"

"Understood," they said.

Ishaan laid out the situation with the precision of a surgeon making an incision — cutting exactly where needed, no deeper, no shallower.

"The lonrelmian government — the Lonrelmian Ministry that oversees LoSC's operations — is not a monolith. It contains factions. Three are relevant. The first is the Moderates, led by Prime Minister Darian, who support the current arrangement: LoSC operates with significant autonomy under ministerial oversight, the shadow casters serve as peacekeepers and defenders, and the relationship between casters and lonrelmians is cooperative. This is the faction that has maintained stability for three decades."

He placed a document on the table — a diagram of the Ministry's structure, with names and connections drawn in Ishaan's meticulous hand.

"The second faction is the Restrictionists, led by Minister Varom — yes, the same family that the Varom Highlands are named for. The Varom family has lonrelmian political roots that predate LoSC's creation. They have never been comfortable with shadow casters operating outside direct civilian control. Minister Varom has spent the past five years introducing legislative proposals to restrict LoSC's authority: mandatory reporting of all shadow casts, civilian oversight of field operations, reduction of LoSC's independent budget, and — most critically — a proposal to require ministerial approval for any shadow casting operation that involves combat."

"That would make LoSC useless," Nigel said immediately. "Combat operations require immediate response. By the time you obtain ministerial approval, the threat has already—"

"Exactly. The proposals are designed not to improve oversight but to create bureaucratic delays that would render LoSC ineffective. The Restrictionists don't want to abolish shadow casting — that would be politically untenable. They want to control it so thoroughly that it exists in name only."

"The Purge by paperwork," Kaito said.

Ishaan looked at him. The intelligence officer's expression — always controlled — registered something that might have been surprise at the succinctness of the summary. "That is an accurate description."

"And the third faction?" Sumi asked.

"The third faction is the one we're most concerned about. They're not in the Ministry. They're not in LoSC. They're outside both structures, and their goals are different from the Restrictionists'. The Restrictionists want to control shadow casting. The third faction wants to use it."

He placed another document on the table — a map with locations marked in red.

"Over the past eighteen months, we've documented a series of incidents across the western territories: shadow creatures appearing in locations where no LoSC officer was present, dark flame attacks on isolated settlements, equipment thefts from LoSC supply depots, and — most concerning — the recruitment of rogue casters. Former LoSC officers, expelled or deserted, who have resurfaced in the employ of someone with significant financial resources and specific operational objectives."

"Chirag," Kaito said.

"Chirag is one of at least twelve rogue casters we've identified in the network. He's the most dangerous because of his dark flame capability and his willingness to use it. But the network is larger than any single operative."

"Who's running it?" Sumi asked.

Ishaan paused. The pause was not theatrical — it was the pause of a man who was about to say something that he had been holding back and that he knew would change the way his audience understood everything that had come before.

"We believe the network is being run by someone within the Lonrelmian Ministry. Someone with access to LoSC intelligence, the ability to track LoSC operations, and the political connections to shield the network from investigation. We don't have a name. What we have is a pattern: every time LoSC has attempted to investigate the network's activities, the investigation has been shut down by ministerial order. Every time Toshio or Ganesh has attempted to escalate the intelligence through official channels, the reports have been buried. And the message you carried — the one Toshio entrusted to you — contains the evidence we need to identify the person responsible."

"But you said you know what's in the message," Nigel said.

"I know the intelligence it contains. What I don't know — what Toshio included and I did not have — is the specific evidence linking the network to the Ministry. Toshio has a source. Someone inside the Ministry who has provided documentation that could identify the faction leader. That documentation is in the canister."

The briefing continued for two hours. Ishaan laid out timelines, incident reports, maps of rogue caster movements, intercepts of communications that had been encrypted using shadow casting techniques that LoSC's intelligence division had only recently learned to decode.

By the end, Kaito's head was full and his chest was tight with the particular anxiety that accompanies the realisation that you have been involved in something much larger than you understood, and that the involvement is not over.

"What does Ganesh want from us?" Sumi asked. Her voice was steady — Sumi's voice was always steady when it needed to be — but her eyes were intense, the particular intensity that meant she was processing information at a speed that her face could not fully represent.

"Master Ganesh wants to discuss that with you directly. He has a proposal. It's not an order — you're junior officers, and what he's going to suggest goes beyond the scope of a standard commission. You can refuse. But I should warn you: Ganesh is not accustomed to people refusing his proposals, and his reaction to refusal is not anger but disappointment, which is — in my experience — considerably worse."

Ishaan collected his documents with the same precision he'd used to lay them out, returned them to a locked case, and led them back up the concealed staircase.

As they emerged into the library, blinking in the sudden abundance of light from the windows, Kaito caught Sumi's eye. She looked at him with an expression he couldn't fully read — part calculation, part concern, part something else that he wanted to believe was trust but that might have been the general expression of a person who was processing too many things at once and whose face had defaulted to its most neutral configuration.

"This is bigger than us," she said quietly.

"Way bigger."

"And Ganesh wants us to stay involved."

"It seems that way."

She looked at him for a moment longer. Then she said: "I'm staying."

Kaito blinked. "I didn't ask if you were—"

"You were about to. And I'm telling you: I'm staying. Not because Ganesh wants me to, and not because the mission is exciting. Because the threat is real, and LoSC needs officers who know what's happening, and we know what's happening." She paused. "Also, we're already targets. Whether we stay involved or walk away, Chirag's employers know who we are. Walking away doesn't make us safer. It just makes us less useful."

"That's... incredibly pragmatic."

"I'm an incredibly pragmatic person."

Nigel appeared beside them, the journal of lost shadow symbols tucked under his arm. "I've been listening to your dramatic conversation from three metres away, in case you thought you were having a private moment. I'm staying too. For the record, my reasoning is approximately forty percent duty, thirty percent intellectual curiosity, and thirty percent the fact that Ishaan's documentation practices are exemplary and I want to study his filing system."

Kaito laughed — a genuine, full laugh, the first one in days, produced by the relief of knowing that his friends were beside him and the absurdity of Nigel's priorities and the specific joy of being seventeen and standing in a spy's library in a port city with the sea outside the window and an impossible mission ahead and two people who would walk through fire with him and who were, somehow, choosing to do so.

"Then we're all staying," he said.

"Was there ever any doubt?" Sumi asked, and the corner of her mouth lifted, and Kaito's heart performed its customary malfunction, and the three of them walked into the light of the library and toward whatever Master Ganesh had in store for them.


  
    Chapter 13: The Second Commission

    
    
  
  Master Ganesh's proposal was, as Ishaan had warned, considerably more complicated than a delivery assignment.

They met in his office the following morning — the same cluttered, book-lined room where they had surrendered the canister, now further cluttered by the addition of Ishaan's intelligence maps pinned to every available surface and by Ganesh himself, who was pacing the narrow aisle between his desk and the window with the kinetic energy of a man whose mind moved faster than rooms could accommodate.

"The evidence in Toshio's message," Ganesh began, without preliminary — he was not a man who warmed up conversations, he ignited them — "confirms what my own intelligence has suggested for months. The rogue caster network is being directed by someone in the Lonrelmian Ministry. Someone with the authority to access LoSC intelligence, redirect investigations, and suppress evidence. The documentation Toshio provided narrows the suspects to three individuals."

He stopped pacing and faced them. His dark eyes were alight with the particular intensity of a strategist who has been operating with incomplete information and who has just received the pieces he needs.

"Minister Varom, whom Ishaan briefed you about — the leader of the Restrictionist faction. Deputy Minister Calloway, who oversees the Ministry's intelligence liaison with LoSC. And Secretary Maren, who manages the Ministry's budget allocation for LoSC operations. Each of these three has the access and the motive. One of them — we don't know which — is the one directing the network."

"How do we find out which one?" Sumi asked.

"That is your second commission."

The room was silent. The sea breeze moved the papers on Ganesh's desk. Somewhere in the harbour below, a ship's bell sounded — a clear, metallic note that hung in the air like a question.

"I need you to travel to the Ministerial Capital," Ganesh continued. "The annual Governance Assembly convenes in two weeks — the event at which all three suspects will be present. During the Assembly, you will make contact with Toshio's source — the person inside the Ministry who provided the evidence. The source will identify the network's leader. You will confirm the identification, gather any additional evidence the source can provide, and return to Torcia with the intelligence."

"That's espionage," Nigel said. His voice was not accusatory but factual — the voice of a person who was identifying the correct category for what was being described.

"It is intelligence gathering conducted by LoSC officers in pursuit of a legitimate security threat. The distinction between that and espionage is a matter of legal framing, and legal framing is precisely what the person directing the network uses to protect themselves. We must be both effective and defensible."

"Who is Toshio's source?" Kaito asked.

"That information will be provided when you arrive at the Capital. For security reasons, the source's identity is known only to Toshio and myself. If any of you are intercepted before reaching the Assembly, the source must remain protected."

"And Chirag?" Sumi asked. "He's still out there. He'll know we're travelling again."

"Chirag is the reason I'm sending you and not senior officers. Senior officer movements are tracked through LoSC's administrative system — the same system that the Ministry insider has access to. Junior officers on their first assignment cycle are logged differently: minimal tracking, no itinerary reporting, no check-in requirements until the commission is formally closed. As far as the official records show, your first commission is still active. You're still delivering a message to Torcia. Nobody outside this room knows you've arrived."

The preparation took three days.

Ishaan briefed them on the Ministerial Capital — a large, inland city located at the political centre of the Great Malgarian Plate, where the Lonrelmian Ministry and its associated institutions were headquartered. The city was cosmopolitan, densely populated, and heavily surveilled — not by LoSC but by the Ministry's own security apparatus, which maintained a network of informants, watchers, and bureaucratic checkpoints that made anonymous movement difficult.

"You will travel as civilians," Ishaan said. "No casting vests, no LoSC insignia, no visible caster beams. Your shadow creatures must remain in the Shadow Realm unless absolutely necessary. You will be three young people travelling to the Capital for the public portions of the Governance Assembly, which are open to civilian attendance. This is your cover. It is plausible and unremarkable."

"And if we need to cast?" Kaito asked.

"Then the cover is blown and the mission is compromised. Casting is a last resort. The objective is intelligence gathering, not combat."

Kaito did not like this. His relationship with casting was the relationship of a musician with their instrument — it was not just what he did but how he understood the world, and being told to leave it behind was like being told to navigate without sight. But he understood the logic, and he had learned — on the road, in the ravine, on the bridge — that logic sometimes trumped preference.

Sumi, predictably, adapted to the civilian cover with the ease of a person who had always possessed the discipline to subordinate personal inclination to tactical necessity. She packed her casting vest, secured her caster beam in a concealed compartment, and rehearsed her cover story with the practiced fluency of someone who was, Kaito reflected, slightly too good at deception for comfort.

Nigel prepared differently. He studied. He read everything Ishaan provided — maps of the Capital, dossiers on the three suspects, protocols for the Governance Assembly, histories of the political factions involved — and he cross-referenced the information with his own notes and with the journal of lost shadow symbols that Natasha had given him, because Nigel's mind worked by connection, and the connections he made between apparently unrelated information were, more often than not, the connections that mattered.

"I've been reading the dossier on Secretary Maren," Nigel said, on the second evening, as they sat in the outpost's courtyard — the herb garden fragrant in the dusk air, the fountain still not functioning, the harbour visible over the low wall as a forest of masts and a glitter of lamplight on water. "Something doesn't fit. Maren's background is pure bureaucrat — no military service, no intelligence training, no known connections to shadow casting communities. The other two suspects — Varom and Calloway — both have histories that include interaction with caster operations. Varom through his family's political involvement, Calloway through the intelligence liaison role. But Maren? There's nothing."

"Which means what?" Sumi asked.

"Either Maren is a dead end and the network leader is Varom or Calloway. Or Maren is the most dangerous suspect precisely because there's nothing — because the absence of connections is itself a form of concealment. The best cover for involvement is the appearance of uninvolvement."

"That's very spy-novel of you, Nigel."

"We're literally in a spy's basement planning an undercover mission to a political assembly. I think spy-novel reasoning is appropriate."

Kaito laughed. But the laughter had an edge — the particular edge that humour acquires when the situation is serious enough that laughing is not frivolous but necessary, the psychological equivalent of stretching before a fight.

On the morning of departure, Ganesh met them in the courtyard.

He was not a man given to sentiment. His farewell was brief: instructions confirmed, contingency protocols reviewed, contact procedures established for the source meeting at the Assembly. But at the end, he paused, and the sharpness of his features softened fractionally.

"Toshio told me about the bridge," he said. "About the shadow constrictor."

Kaito felt a flush of pride that he immediately suppressed, because Ganesh's expression indicated that what was coming was not a compliment.

"The constrictor was impressive. And dangerous. You used a Purge-era symbol that you found in an undocumented source and that you had never tested under controlled conditions. It worked. It could also have not worked. The difference between what you did and what a rogue caster does is not ability — it's accountability. You are accountable to LoSC, to your team, and to yourself. That accountability is not a restriction on your talent. It is the framework that makes your talent safe."

"I understand," Kaito said. And he did — not with the surface understanding that accompanies an instruction accepted but not absorbed, but with the deeper understanding that comes from having lived the consequences of one's choices and having been fortunate enough that the consequences were survivable.

"Good." Ganesh turned to Sumi. "Katsumi. You've been leading this team since you left Central, whether your commission papers say so or not. Continue."

And to Nigel: "The journal Natasha gave you contains symbols that could change our understanding of shadow casting. Study them. But study them carefully. Knowledge without context is ammunition without a target — it can discharge in any direction."

He watched them walk out through the outpost's unassuming front door — three young people in civilian clothing, carrying no visible weapons, no insignia, nothing to mark them as LoSC officers or as participants in an intelligence operation that could determine the future of shadow casting on the Great Malgarian Plate.

The harbour was busy. Fishing boats departing for the morning catch. Merchants opening their stalls. The seabirds beginning their daily rotation over the fish market with the punctual opportunism of creatures that understood that human commerce produced waste and that waste, for a seabird, was breakfast.

They turned inland, toward the road that led to the Ministerial Capital, and the sea fell behind them, and the road opened ahead — new, unknown, populated by threats they could not see and allies they had not yet met and a mission that was bigger than three junior officers but that three junior officers had chosen to carry, because choosing was what they had learned on the road to Torcia, and carrying was what they had proven they could do.


  
    Chapter 14: The Forbidden Message

    
    
  
  The road to the Ministerial Capital was different from the road to Torcia.

The road to Torcia had been a journey through wilderness — forests, highlands, rivers, the kind of terrain where the primary threats were physical and the primary skills required were casting, combat, and the ability to sleep on hard surfaces without complaining. The road to the Capital was a journey through civilisation, and civilisation, Kaito was discovering, was considerably more difficult to navigate than wilderness.

They travelled as civilians. No casting vests, no LoSC insignia, no visible caster beams. Sumi had packed their equipment in unremarkable travelling bags that looked identical to the bags carried by the thousands of other young people converging on the Capital for the Governance Assembly's public sessions — students, political enthusiasts, aspiring bureaucrats, the various categories of idealistic young citizens who attended the Assembly the way sports fans attended tournaments, for the spectacle and the sense of participation.

Their cover was solid. They were three friends from a coastal town — Torcia, naturally, since that was a detail they could speak about with genuine knowledge — travelling to the Capital to attend the public debates and to see the city. It was a story that required no elaboration and invited no scrutiny, and they rehearsed it until the words had the flat, automatic quality of truth rather than the bright, careful quality of lies.

The road was busy. Market towns, coaching inns, rivers with proper bridges, villages where the smoke from cooking fires carried the smell of civilisation's staple products — bread, roasting meat, the particular sweetness of fruit being preserved in sugar for the approaching winter. They ate at roadside stalls where the food was cheap and good and anonymous, and they slept at inns where the beds were soft enough to be luxurious after weeks of trail sleeping and where the noise of other travellers through thin walls was a constant reminder that they were no longer alone.

On the fourth day, Nigel made a discovery.

They had stopped at a coaching inn on the outskirts of a market town called Westbridge — a three-storey timber building with a common room that was crowded with travellers heading to the Capital. Nigel had commandeered a corner table and was reading the journal of lost shadow symbols by the light of a tallow candle, his face wearing the expression that Kaito had learned to recognise as "intellectual earthquake in progress."

"Kaito," Nigel said, without looking up. "Come here."

Kaito crossed the common room, dodging a serving woman with a tray of ale mugs, and slid into the seat across from Nigel. "What?"

"The shadow constrictor you cast on the bridge. The symbol you found in the margins of that text. I've been cross-referencing it with the symbols in this journal, and I've found something."

He turned the journal so Kaito could see the page. The handwriting was old — not just decades old but centuries old, the ink faded to a pale brown, the letters formed in a calligraphic style that predated the standardised script used in modern LoSC documentation. But the drawings were clear: shadow symbols, hand configurations illustrated with the precise detail of a technical manual, each one annotated with notes in a language Kaito couldn't read.

"This is pre-Purge," Nigel said. "The annotations are in Old Malgarian — a written language that hasn't been used since the Purge destroyed the caster communities that spoke it. But the drawings are universal. Shadow symbols are shadow symbols regardless of the language used to describe them."

"And?"

"And your constrictor symbol isn't isolated. It's part of a sequence. Look." He pointed to a series of drawings that progressed across two pages — seven hand configurations, each building on the previous, each adding complexity to the shadow form. "The constrictor is the fourth in the sequence. The first three are simpler — variations on known serpentine shadows. But the fifth, sixth, and seventh..." He trailed off, his finger hovering over the final drawings.

Kaito looked at the seventh symbol. It was more complex than anything he'd seen — a hand configuration that required both hands working in coordination, the fingers interlocked in a pattern that was simultaneously beautiful and intimidating, like a mathematical equation that you could sense was important before you understood what it meant.

"What does the seventh one summon?" Kaito asked.

"I don't know. The annotation is in Old Malgarian, and my knowledge of the language is limited. But based on the progression — each symbol in the sequence producing a larger, more powerful serpentine shadow — the seventh would be..." He paused, choosing his words with the care of a scholar who was about to say something that sounded insane and who wanted to make sure the insanity was precisely articulated. "The seventh would be something very large. Very powerful. And very dangerous."

"A dragon?"

Nigel looked at him. "I was going to say 'a creature of extraordinary magnitude.' But... yes. Possibly. If the sequence follows the pattern of increasing size and capability, the seventh symbol could produce a shadow creature that is, functionally, what you've been looking for."

Kaito stared at the drawing. The seventh symbol. The dragon — or whatever it was. The thing he had been trying to find since he was old enough to hold a caster beam, the undocumented shadow that the Purge had erased and that everyone told him didn't exist.

It existed. It was drawn in a dead language in a journal that had been hidden for centuries and given to them by a woman who lived in the highlands and who had told Kaito that his father would be proud.

"We can't try it now," Nigel said, reading Kaito's expression with the fluency of a person who had been reading that expression for three years. "We're undercover. No casting. And even if we weren't undercover, attempting a Purge-era symbol of unknown capability in a crowded inn is exactly the kind of thing that Toshio, Ganesh, Natasha, and every responsible authority figure in our lives would describe as 'catastrophically reckless.'"

"I wasn't going to try it now."

"You were thinking about trying it now."

"Thinking about it isn't trying it."

"With you, the distance between thinking and trying is approximately three seconds."

Sumi appeared at the table, carrying three bowls of stew that she'd procured from the inn's kitchen with the quiet efficiency that characterised everything she did. She set the bowls down, registered the open journal between them, and raised an eyebrow.

"What are you two conspiring about?"

"Nigel found a sequence of shadow symbols that might include a dragon," Kaito said, because he was constitutionally incapable of not telling Sumi things that excited him.

Sumi looked at the journal. She looked at Nigel. She looked at Kaito. Then she picked up her spoon and said: "Eat your stew. We have a spy mission tomorrow. The dragon can wait."

The Ministerial Capital announced itself from a distance of thirty kilometres.

Not through sound or sight — the terrain was flat, the vegetation thick — but through density. The road, which had been progressively busier as they approached, reached a concentration of traffic that made forward progress a negotiation rather than a movement. Wagons, carriages, horses, pedestrians, all flowing toward the Capital in a stream that widened as tributary roads merged from every direction, creating a river of humanity that was noisy, chaotic, and scented with the particular combination of horse sweat, wheel grease, and human ambition that characterised mass movements toward political centres.

The city itself, when it finally became visible above the tree line, was enormous. Where Torcia was a port city — horizontal, spread along the coast, defined by its relationship with the sea — the Capital was an inland city that expressed its importance vertically. Spires, towers, domed government buildings, the soaring profile of the Ministerial Palace whose gilded roof caught the afternoon sun and threw it back at the approaching travellers with the aggressive hospitality of a structure that wanted to be seen and that had been designed specifically to ensure that it was.

They entered through the eastern gate — one of eight gates that punctuated the Capital's defensive wall, a structure that was, like Torcia's harbour walls, a relic of an era when cities expected to be attacked and that now served primarily as a traffic management system and a revenue collection point. The gate guards checked their travel documents — the civilian papers that Ishaan had prepared, impeccable forgeries that would withstand inspection by anyone short of a professional intelligence analyst — and waved them through with the bored efficiency of people who had processed ten thousand travellers that week and who were counting the hours until their shift ended.

Inside the walls, the Capital was a sensory assault. The noise of the streets — vendors, musicians, arguments, the clatter of wheels on cobblestone — was continuous and layered, each sound competing with every other sound in a democracy of volume that produced a result that was not so much heard as experienced, the way a swimmer experiences water: as an enveloping medium rather than a discrete stimulus.

The smells were equally dense: cooking food — every cuisine of the Great Malgarian Plate represented on a single street, from the spiced meat stalls of the northern districts to the seafood vendors who had transported their wares inland with the optimistic perishability of merchants who believed that speed could defeat biology — mixed with the urban baseline of horse manure, coal smoke, and the particular human density that occurs when a city designed for fifty thousand accommodates three times that number during a political event.

They found lodging in a boarding house near the Assembly district — a narrow building on a narrow street, three floors, rooms the size of closets, operated by a landlady who charged double rates during Assembly season and who justified the markup with the economic logic of a person who understood that demand, not quality, determined price.

Their rooms were on the third floor. Kaito's window overlooked the street, which was loud and bright and alive with the energy of a city that was about to host the most important political event of the year. Sumi's window overlooked a courtyard. Nigel's overlooked a wall, which he professed to prefer because "walls are quiet and don't distract from reading."

They had arrived. The Governance Assembly would begin in three days. Somewhere in the Capital, among the thousands of politicians, bureaucrats, officers, and citizens who had gathered for the event, was Toshio's source — the person who could identify the traitor in the Ministry.

And somewhere else — perhaps close, perhaps far — Chirag was either dead in a river or alive in the world, and the second possibility was the one that kept Kaito awake that night, staring at the ceiling of his closet-sized room, listening to the noise of a city that didn't know it was harbouring a conspiracy and a scar-faced man who wanted something that Kaito's team no longer had but whose mission had made them targets regardless.


  
    Chapter 15: The Governance Assembly

    
    
  
  The Governance Assembly opened on a morning that the weather had designed specifically for the occasion — clear sky, moderate temperature, a breeze from the west that carried enough freshness to make the assembled politicians look invigorated and enough warmth to ensure that the crowd of civilian attendees lining the approach to the Assembly Hall did not have cause to complain about standing outside for three hours waiting for the opening procession.

The Assembly Hall was the largest public building in the Ministerial Capital — a domed structure of white stone and polished granite that occupied an entire city block and that communicated, through its scale and its materials and the precision of its construction, the message that all government buildings communicate: that the people inside are important and that importance requires space.

Kaito, Sumi, and Nigel stood in the civilian gallery — a balcony that ran along the upper perimeter of the Assembly's main chamber, separated from the delegates' floor by a brass railing and by the less visible but more effective barrier of social hierarchy that determined who got to speak and who got to watch.

The delegates filed in. Kaito scanned the chamber, matching faces to the dossier photographs Ishaan had provided.

Minister Varom was easy to identify — a tall, silver-haired man in his sixties with the bearing of a person who had been powerful for so long that power had become a physical characteristic rather than an attribute. He moved through the chamber with the gravitational confidence of a man around whom other people orbited, and the other delegates oriented toward him or away from him with the unconscious alignment that powerful people produce in crowds.

Deputy Minister Calloway was smaller, quieter, a woman in her fifties with dark hair pulled back severely and eyes that moved constantly — scanning the chamber, noting faces, registering configurations of people with the habitual awareness of an intelligence professional. She sat near the back, which was not the position of a person who wanted to be overlooked but the position of a person who wanted to see everything.

Secretary Maren was the surprise. The dossier had described a bureaucrat — a paper-pusher, an administrator, a person whose power derived from proximity to budget allocation rather than from personal charisma or political influence. The person Kaito saw was younger than he'd expected — mid-forties, slight, with an unremarkable face and the particular stillness of a person who had learned that the best way to observe without being observed was to be forgettable.

"Maren is the one," Nigel whispered, his eyes on the Secretary.

"You can't know that from looking at him," Sumi whispered back.

"I can know that he's the most careful person in this room. Look at where he's sitting — equidistant from Varom and Calloway, visible to both, aligned with neither. That's not random seating. That's positioning."

The Assembly's opening session was ceremonial — speeches about governance, cooperation, the enduring partnership between lonrelmians and shadow casters, the kind of language that politicians used when they wanted to sound committed to principles they were actively undermining. Prime Minister Darian spoke about unity. Minister Varom spoke about responsibility. Deputy Minister Calloway spoke about security. Secretary Maren did not speak, because Secretaries did not speak at opening sessions, and this absence of speaking was, in itself, a kind of statement.

The contact was scheduled for the second day of the Assembly.

Ishaan's instructions had been specific: attend the public session on fiscal policy — a session so boring that it attracted minimal civilian attendance, which meant the gallery would be nearly empty and the chances of being overheard were minimal. At the mid-session recess, Sumi would proceed to the east corridor of the Assembly Hall, where she would find a drinking fountain beside a window overlooking the interior courtyard. She would wait there. The source would approach her.

The recognition protocol was a verbal exchange — innocuous phrases that would sound like casual conversation to anyone who overheard them but that were, in their specific sequence and wording, a confirmation of identity.

"Do you know if the fiscal session continues after the recess?" the source would ask.

"I believe it resumes at the second bell," Sumi would reply.

"I was hoping they'd extend the break. The discussion on tariff allocation was excellent."

No one who had attended the discussion on tariff allocation would describe it as excellent. This was the confirmation.

Sumi executed the protocol with the same precision she brought to shadow casting — every gesture measured, every word delivered with the flat, unremarkable tone of a person making conversation about a boring political session. Kaito and Nigel maintained their positions in the gallery, watching the corridor through the balcony windows, ready to intervene if the contact went wrong.

The source appeared at the drinking fountain at precisely the expected time.

She was a woman — sixty, perhaps older, with white hair pulled back in a style that was both practical and elegant, wearing the formal attire of a senior Ministry official: dark robes with the ministerial insignia on the left breast, sensible shoes, a face that was simultaneously kind and shrewd in the way that certain faces manage to communicate warmth and assessment in the same expression.

The verbal exchange was completed. The source looked at Sumi with eyes that were clear and steady and that contained — beneath the professional composure — a quality that Kaito would later describe to Nigel as "the look of a person who has been carrying something heavy for a very long time and has just seen someone who might help carry it."

"My name is Advisor Priya," the source said, dropping the pretence of casual conversation now that the protocol was satisfied. "I've been Toshio's contact in the Ministry for eleven years. What I'm about to tell you will determine the future of LoSC. Follow me."

Advisor Priya led Sumi — and, by extension, Kaito and Nigel, who followed at a discreet distance — through the Assembly Hall's staff corridors to a small office on the third floor that was, she explained, her personal workspace and one of the few rooms in the building that was not subject to Ministry surveillance.

"The surveillance blind spot is not accidental," she said, closing the door. "I arranged it three years ago by filing a maintenance request that reclassified this room as a storage facility. Storage facilities are not monitored. Bureaucracy is, in the right hands, a remarkably effective intelligence tool."

She sat behind her desk — a small, neat desk, in contrast to Ganesh's cluttered one — and looked at the three junior officers with the evaluating attention of a person who was about to trust strangers with information that could get her killed.

"The network leader," she said, without preamble, "is Secretary Maren."

Nigel's eyebrows rose. Not in surprise — in confirmation. He looked at Kaito and mouthed "told you."

"Maren has been building the rogue caster network for six years," Priya continued. "His official role as budget secretary gives him access to LoSC's financial records, operational budgets, and personnel files. He knows where every LoSC officer is stationed, how much every operation costs, and where the gaps in coverage are. He's used that information to position rogue casters in areas where LoSC's presence is weakest and to fund their operations through diverted budget allocations that are concealed in the legitimate accounts."

"How?" Nigel asked, his analytical mind already constructing the financial architecture of the scheme.

"Small amounts, distributed across hundreds of budget lines. No single diversion is large enough to trigger an audit. In aggregate, over six years, the total is substantial — enough to fund twelve rogue operatives, procure equipment, and establish safe houses across the western territories."

"And the political manoeuvring?" Sumi asked. "The Restrictionist proposals to limit LoSC's autonomy?"

"Maren is not a Restrictionist. He's using the Restrictionists. Varom's proposals to restrict LoSC serve Maren's purposes perfectly — they weaken LoSC through legitimate political channels, creating vulnerabilities that the rogue network can exploit. Maren feeds intelligence to Varom's faction — exaggerated reports of LoSC misconduct, fabricated incidents, selectively leaked internal documents — to fuel the Restrictionist agenda. Varom believes he's pursuing genuine reform. He doesn't know he's being manipulated."

"What's Maren's endgame?" Kaito asked.

Priya's expression — which had been composed, professional, the face of an advisor delivering a briefing — changed. The composure remained, but beneath it, something darker surfaced: the particular expression of a person who has contemplated a terrible possibility for so long that contemplation has become certainty.

"Maren wants to replace LoSC with a private shadow caster force under his personal control. Not accountable to the Ministry, not bound by LoSC's rules, not constrained by the compromises that created the Legion after the Purge. A force that uses shadow casting as a tool of personal power rather than public service."

"A private army," Kaito said.

"A private army of shadow casters who are loyal not to an institution but to a man. The rogue casters he's recruited are the beginning. Chirag is his most dangerous operative. But Maren's ambition goes beyond twelve mercenaries. He wants the entire infrastructure of shadow casting — the training, the resources, the institutional knowledge — redirected to serve his interests."

"And the evidence?" Sumi asked. "The evidence you provided to Toshio?"

Priya opened a drawer in her desk and removed a slim leather portfolio. "Financial records. Communication intercepts. Meeting minutes from private sessions between Maren and his operatives. And this." She placed a single sheet of parchment on the desk. "A letter from Maren to Chirag, written in Maren's own hand, authorising the interception of Toshio's message and instructing Chirag to eliminate the couriers if necessary."

The room was silent. The word "eliminate" hung in the air with the specific weight of a word that means death and that has been spoken in a room where the people it was meant for are still alive.

"He wanted us killed," Kaito said.

"He wanted the message stopped. Your deaths would have been a side effect that he considered acceptable."


  
    Chapter 16: The Escape

    
    
  
  They had the evidence. Now they had to leave the Capital alive.

Advisor Priya's portfolio — the leather case containing financial records, communication intercepts, and Maren's handwritten letter authorising their elimination — was in Sumi's bag, distributed between three concealed compartments that Sumi had sewn into the lining during the previous night with the practical foresight of a person who planned for contingencies the way other people planned meals.

"You cannot leave through the main gates," Priya said. She was standing at the window of her office, watching the courtyard below with the habitual vigilance of a person who had been operating inside enemy territory for eleven years and who understood that every moment of apparent safety was borrowed. "Maren's people monitor the gates during the Assembly. Every departure is logged. Three young civilians leaving the Capital on the third day of a seven-day event will trigger questions."

"Then how do we leave?" Nigel asked.

"The service tunnels beneath the Assembly Hall connect to the city's old drainage system. The drainage system exits beyond the eastern wall, near the river district. It's a three-kilometre walk underground, it's dark, it's unpleasant, and it's the only route out of the Capital that isn't watched."

"You've used it before," Sumi said. It was not a question.

"Twice. Both times to deliver intelligence to Toshio's couriers. Both times successfully." She paused. "The third time is the most dangerous. Maren is aware that someone inside the Ministry has been leaking information. He doesn't know who, but he's tightened security. The tunnel entrance in the basement is still accessible, but the route may be patrolled."

"Patrolled by whom?"

"Ministry security staff. Lonrelmian guards, not shadow casters. But Maren has also positioned rogue casters in the Capital — at least two, possibly more. If they detect shadow energy in the tunnels, they'll investigate."

"We're not carrying caster beams," Kaito said. "We packed them."

"You packed them in bags that you'll be carrying through tunnels where rogue casters may be searching for exactly the kind of equipment that junior LoSC officers would carry. The beams are shielded when inactive, but if you activate them — even briefly — the energy signature will be detectable."

"So we walk through dark tunnels, possibly patrolled, with no ability to cast."

"Yes."

Kaito looked at Sumi. Sumi looked at Nigel. Nigel looked at the map of the tunnel system that Priya had produced from her desk — a hand-drawn diagram that showed the route from the Assembly basement to the eastern exit, annotated with distances, junction points, and hazard notations.

"When do we go?" Sumi asked.

"Now. The afternoon session has begun — Maren is in the chamber, his attention is on the proceedings, and his security staff are concentrated at the public entrances. This is the window."

Priya led them to the basement.

The service tunnels beneath the Assembly Hall were a relic of the building's original construction — stone passages, two metres high and wide enough for two people abreast, built to accommodate the movement of supplies, waste, and the various unseen logistical operations that keep large institutional buildings functioning. They were lit by oil lamps at irregular intervals — some burning, some extinguished, the surviving flames casting pools of orange light that were separated by stretches of darkness so complete that the concept of "dark" seemed inadequate and "absence" more accurate.

Priya stopped at the junction where the Assembly's service tunnels connected to the older drainage system.

"From here, I cannot accompany you," she said. "My absence from the Assembly will be noted if it extends beyond the recess period. The tunnel continues south for one kilometre, then turns east. Follow the east branch for two kilometres. The exit is a grated opening beside the river. The grate is rusted but functional — push hard and it will open."

She looked at them — three young people in civilian clothes, standing in a dimly lit tunnel beneath a building full of politicians, carrying evidence that could bring down one of the most powerful men in the Ministry.

"Be careful," she said. "Not just with Maren's people. Be careful with the evidence itself. It represents eleven years of my work and the work of people who came before me and who did not survive long enough to see it used. It matters. It matters more than any of us."

Then she turned and walked back toward the Assembly, and the tunnel swallowed her footsteps, and she was gone.

They moved through the tunnels in single file — Sumi at the front, navigating by the map's landmarks and by Ranger's sensory input, because she had made a decision that Kaito supported and Nigel accepted: Ranger would be materialised. The risk of detection was real, but the risk of walking blind through potentially patrolled tunnels was greater. Ranger's senses — shadow-enhanced hearing, smell, and the ability to detect shadow energy at range — were the difference between advance warning and ambush.

The tunnels were wet. The drainage system had not been maintained in decades — perhaps longer — and water seeped through cracks in the stone ceiling, pooling on the uneven floor, creating a surface that was sometimes ankle-deep and always slippery. The smell was the smell of old water in enclosed spaces: mineral, organic, faintly sour, the particular odour of a system designed to carry waste that had outlived its original purpose and had settled into the patient decomposition of things that nobody cared about enough to clean.

They moved without speaking. Communication was through gestures — Sumi's hand signals, adapted from LoSC field protocols, indicating direction, pace, and threat level. The silence was not comfortable but it was necessary, and the three of them had spent enough time together, in enough dangerous situations, that the absence of words did not create the absence of communication.

At the one-kilometre junction, where the tunnel turned east, Ranger stopped.

His body — materialised, glowing faintly with the ambient shadow energy that all shadow creatures produced — went rigid. His ears oriented forward. His growl was not audible but felt — a vibration in the tunnel floor that Kaito registered through his boots and that translated, through experience and instinct, into the specific message: something ahead.

Sumi raised her fist. Stop.

They stopped. The tunnel stretched ahead into darkness. The nearest oil lamp was thirty metres behind them, and its light reached this far only as a suggestion, a faint warmth in the air that was more psychological than physical. Ahead, nothing. Darkness, water, stone, and whatever Ranger had detected.

Sumi closed her eyes. She was communicating with Ranger through the bond — the silent, telepathic exchange that allowed her to see what the shadow hound saw and feel what he felt. When she opened her eyes, her expression was controlled but tight.

"Two people," she whispered. "Forty metres ahead, at the east junction. Armed. Not moving. They're waiting."

"Ministry guards?" Nigel whispered.

"Ranger detects shadow energy. Low-level, suppressed, but present. They're casters."

Rogue casters. Positioned in the tunnel. Waiting for exactly the kind of escape that Priya had described.

"Maren knows about the tunnels," Kaito whispered.

"Maren knows about Priya's route. He may not know about Priya herself, but he's anticipated that someone would use the tunnels to extract information." Sumi's voice was barely audible, her lips close to Kaito's ear, the warmth of her breath a counterpoint to the cold of the tunnel. "We need an alternative."

Nigel had the map. In the darkness, he traced the tunnels by touch, his fingers following the ink lines that Priya had drawn. "There's a secondary branch," he whispered. "Fifty metres back, on the left. It's not annotated — Priya may not have known about it, or she may have dismissed it as a dead end. But the drainage system would have had multiple outlets. If this branch runs south-east, it could exit near the river district, just south of the main outlet."

"Or it could be a dead end," Kaito said.

"Or it could be a dead end."

Sumi made the decision in three seconds. "We take the branch. If it's a dead end, we reassess. Moving forward into a known ambush is not an option."

They retreated — slowly, quietly, each step placed with the deliberate care of people who understood that sound carried in stone tunnels and that the two casters ahead were listening for exactly the kind of sound that retreating footsteps produced.

The secondary branch was where Nigel's touch-reading of the map had indicated — a narrow opening in the left wall, partially concealed by a collapse of loose stone that looked accidental but might have been deliberate concealment. They squeezed through the gap one at a time, Sumi first, then Kaito, then Nigel, with Ranger flowing through in the liquid way that shadow creatures moved through tight spaces, his form adapting to the opening like smoke through a keyhole.

The branch tunnel was narrower — barely wide enough for single file, with a ceiling so low that Kaito had to duck. The floor was drier than the main tunnel, which suggested either better drainage or less water ingress, and the air was different — colder, with a faint current that indicated the tunnel connected to an exterior opening. Moving air meant an exit.

They followed the current.

The exit was not a grate. It was a hole.

The tunnel ended in a section of collapsed wall where the drainage system's stone lining had given way to raw earth, and through the earth, some combination of water erosion and root growth had created an opening that was approximately one metre in diameter and that led, based on the quality of light filtering through it, to the outside world.

Kaito went first. He crawled through the opening — earth on his knees, roots scraping his back, the taste of soil in his mouth — and emerged into daylight that was so bright after the tunnel darkness that he had to shield his eyes with both hands and stand blinking for ten seconds before his vision adjusted.

They were on the riverbank. The eastern wall of the Capital was visible to the north — a grey line against the sky, distant enough that the gate guards would not be able to identify individual people at this range. The river — broad, slow, muddy with the sediment of the agricultural lowlands — ran between reed-covered banks that provided natural concealment from the road that paralleled the wall.

Sumi emerged from the hole. Then Nigel. Then Ranger, who shook earth from his shadow-form coat with the dignified annoyance of a creature that regarded crawling through dirt as beneath his station.

They were out. The evidence was safe. The rogue casters in the tunnel were waiting for an arrival that would not come.

"South," Sumi said. "Follow the river until we're clear of the Capital's surveillance range. Then we hit the road to Torcia."

They moved south through the reeds, three civilians with dirt on their clothes and evidence in their bags and the particular lightness of people who have escaped from a place they were not supposed to escape from and who are aware that the escape is not over until they are very far away.


  
    Chapter 17: The Pursuit

    
    
  
  They ran.

Not immediately — for the first two hours after emerging from the tunnel, they walked south along the riverbank, concealed by reeds that were tall enough to hide three crouching people and a shadow hound, moving with the deliberate pace of travellers who were in a hurry but who understood that running attracted attention and attention attracted pursuit. The Capital's eastern wall receded behind them until it was a line, then a smear, then a memory, and the agricultural lowlands opened around them with the wide, flat indifference of landscape that did not care who walked across it or why.

They reached the road at midday and joined the flow of traffic heading south — the same road they had taken from Torcia, now travelled in reverse, crowded with the same mixture of merchants, farmers, and travellers that had characterised their northbound journey. They were three civilians among thousands. Anonymous. Invisible.

For approximately six hours.

The first sign was Ranger.

They had stopped at a roadside stall in a village whose name Kaito did not catch — the kind of small settlement that existed primarily to service travellers and that measured its prosperity not in buildings or population but in the quality of its food stalls, which was, in this case, excellent. Kaito was eating a flatbread stuffed with spiced potato and onion that had been cooked on a convex iron griddle by a woman whose technique suggested decades of practice and whose pricing suggested an accurate understanding of how much hungry travellers would pay for food that smelled that good.

Sumi was not eating. She was standing apart from the stall, her hand on Ranger's head, her eyes closed, her face wearing the expression that indicated deep communion with the shadow hound's sensory perception.

"We're being followed," she said, opening her eyes.

Kaito set down the flatbread. "How far?"

"Two kilometres. Three people. Moving fast — faster than foot traffic. Mounted, probably. Ranger detects shadow energy from at least one of them."

"Chirag?"

"I can't confirm identity at this range. But the energy signature is strong. Stronger than a standard caster."

They looked at one another. The road was busy — the traffic flow dense enough that pursuit on horseback would be slowed by the congestion. But the traffic would thin as evening approached, and mounted pursuers would gain ground rapidly on foot travellers.

"Options," Sumi said, in the clipped tone that meant she was processing tactical alternatives and wanted input.

Nigel spoke first. "We leave the road. The terrain east of here is forested — not highland forest but lowland woodland, dense enough to slow horses and provide cover. If we can reach the treeline before they close the gap, we can lose them in the forest."

"And if they have a tracker? A shadow creature that can follow our energy signature?"

"Then we can't lose them regardless of terrain. In which case, the forest gives us better defensive positions than the open road."

"Kaito?"

"I agree with Nigel. Road is exposed. Forest gives us options." He paused. "And if it is Chirag, I want to be somewhere with good shadow conditions when we meet him."

Sumi nodded. "East. Now."

They left the road — not running, not yet, but walking with the purposeful velocity of people who had a destination and a deadline and who regarded the flat, open farmland between the road and the distant treeline as an obstacle to be crossed as quickly as dignity permitted.

The treeline was eight hundred metres from the road. They covered it in ten minutes, the last two hundred at a jog that Kaito's trail-hardened legs handled without complaint but that his lungs — still recovering from the tunnel's bad air — protested with a burning that he ignored because ignoring physical discomfort was, at this point, a skill he had developed to professional grade.

The forest received them. Not the ancient, cathedral pines of the Varom Highlands — these were lowland trees, deciduous, their canopy thinner, their undergrowth denser, the kind of forest that was more difficult to walk through but easier to hide in. They pushed fifty metres into the trees before Sumi called a halt.

"Here," she said. "Defensible ground. Sight lines through the undergrowth. Shadow conditions adequate." She was already assessing the light — the afternoon sun filtering through the canopy, creating a patchwork of light and shadow on the forest floor that was not ideal for casting but was workable. "Nigel, barrier. Kaito, you're with me on offense. And for the love of everything sacred, nobody remove their civilian clothes until we confirm the threat. If these are Ministry guards, not casters, we can talk our way out. If they're casters..." She trailed off.

"If they're casters, we cast," Kaito finished.

"If they're casters, we cast."

They came through the forest ten minutes later.

Three of them. On foot — they had abandoned their horses at the treeline, which meant they were experienced enough to know that mounted pursuit through dense woodland was slower than dismounted pursuit. Two were strangers — men in dark clothing, no insignia, carrying the compact, efficient weapons of professional operatives. Rogue casters, Kaito assumed, based on the caster beams visible at their belts.

The third was Chirag.

He looked worse than he had on the bridge. The shadow burns on his left arm had spread — climbing past the shoulder, visible now on the left side of his neck, dark lines that pulsed faintly with the corrupted shadow energy that was, Kaito understood now, slowly consuming the man from the inside. His face was thinner, his eyes more deeply set, and the scar that ran from temple to jaw seemed more prominent, as if the flesh around it had receded while the scar tissue remained, the topography of his face reshaping itself around its most violent feature.

But his right hand was steady, and his caster beam burned with the same amber-red intensity, and his voice, when he spoke, carried the same quiet authority that demanded obedience not through volume but through the implicit promise of consequences.

"I admire your persistence," Chirag said. He stopped twenty metres from their position, his two companions flanking him. "The bridge was creative. The tunnel was resourceful. But you're out of tricks, out of allies, and out of road. The woman who protected you in the highlands isn't here. The spy you met at the Assembly can't help you now. And the evidence you're carrying — Priya's evidence, don't bother denying it — belongs to people who will use it more effectively than your LoSC masters ever could."

"You know about Priya," Sumi said. Her voice was steady but Kaito could see, in the tension of her jaw, the recalculation happening behind her eyes — Priya compromised, the source exposed, the implications cascading.

"Maren has known about Priya for six months. He allowed her to operate because her intelligence provided a useful map of what Toshio and Ganesh knew. Now that the intelligence has been extracted, her usefulness has ended. As has yours."

"You're lying," Nigel said. "If Maren knew about Priya, he would have shut her down before she could hand over the evidence."

"He tried. The rogue casters in the tunnel were there to intercept you. You escaped through a route we didn't anticipate — congratulations on that — but the result is the same. You're standing in a forest with three casters who outclass you, carrying evidence that you cannot protect, and the only question is whether you hand it over voluntarily or whether I take it from your bodies."

Chirag's luprinon materialised at his side — the frenzied, unstable shadow wolf that Kaito remembered from the bridge. The two companions activated their beams simultaneously, and their shadows — standard LoSC-type creatures, a shreakle and a komodon — materialised with the crisp precision of well-trained casters.

Three against three. Plus shadow creatures. In a forest with mixed shadow conditions. With evidence that could not be lost.

Sumi looked at Kaito. Kaito looked at Sumi. And in that look — a single, sustained moment of eye contact that contained no words but communicated everything — they made a decision.

Sumi spoke first. "Nigel. Barrier. Full perimeter. Buy us thirty seconds."

Nigel's barrier snapped into place — the advanced technique Natasha had taught him, a dome of compressed shadow energy that enclosed their position and that would resist physical and shadow attacks for approximately the time Sumi had specified. Thirty seconds. Maybe forty. Not more.

Inside the barrier, Sumi turned to Kaito. "The constrictor. Can you do it again?"

"Yes."

"Can you do the fifth symbol? The one after the constrictor in the sequence?"

Kaito's breath caught. The fifth symbol — the next in the Purge-era progression that Nigel had discovered in the journal. He had studied it. He had traced the hand configuration in the air a hundred times during their journey. He had not tested it. He had no idea what it would produce.

"I don't know what it summons."

"Neither do I. But whatever it is, it's more powerful than the constrictor, and the constrictor was enough to drive Chirag off a bridge. We need more than enough."

Outside the barrier, Chirag's dark flame struck the dome's surface. The barrier flickered. Nigel grunted with the effort of maintaining it.

"Twenty seconds," Nigel said through clenched teeth.

Kaito raised both hands. The fifth symbol required coordinated movement — both hands working in unison, fingers interlocking in a pattern that was more complex than anything in the standard LoSC curriculum. He formed the configuration. His caster beam blazed. The shadows on the forest floor — dappled, inconsistent, the mixed light of a deciduous canopy — responded to the symbol with a convulsion that Kaito felt through the soles of his feet.

Something was forming.

Not on the forest floor. Not among the trees. In the shadow beneath the barrier itself — in the darkness that Nigel's dome created on the ground — something massive was coalescing, a shape that was serpentine but larger than the constrictor, much larger, its form still incomplete but its presence already overwhelming, a pressure in the shadow bond that was like trying to hold a river in his hands.

"Ten seconds," Nigel gasped.

The barrier shattered.

Chirag's dark flame punched through the dome and struck the ground between them, and the force of the impact threw Kaito backward. He hit a tree, the breath driven from his lungs, his hands — still locked in the fifth symbol — losing their configuration.

The forming shadow dissipated. Whatever it had been — whatever the fifth symbol would have produced — it was gone, unfinished, a promise of power that had been interrupted by the mundane reality of being thrown into a tree.

Chirag advanced. His luprinon was at his side, teeth bared. His companions were circling — the shreakle overhead, the komodon on the right flank.

Sumi intercepted.

Her komodon struck Chirag's luprinon from the left, and Ranger — who had been dismissed to preserve energy — materialised at full combat readiness, larger than Kaito had ever seen him, the shadow hound's form expanded by the combat-enhancement techniques that Natasha had taught Sumi and that Sumi had been practising in every spare moment since.

Nigel, his barrier broken, switched to offense — casting a shreakle of his own, sending it at the companion caster's komodon in a diversionary attack that pulled the enemy's shadow creature away from their flanking position.

Kaito hauled himself to his feet. His back screamed. His hands trembled. But his caster beam was still active, and the forest floor was covered in shadows, and he was Kaito Nakamura — the son of a senior officer who had died protecting something that mattered — and he was not going to lose.

He cast the constrictor. The fourth symbol — proven, tested, the shadow serpent that had driven Chirag off the bridge. It formed faster this time — his familiarity with the symbol translating into speed that surprised even him — and the constrictor struck the companion caster on the left flank, wrapping around the man and his shadow creature simultaneously, constricting with a force that made the man scream and his shreakle dissolve.

One down.

Chirag roared. His dark flame erupted — not a bolt but a sustained stream, directed at Sumi's komodon. The shadow beast absorbed the first three seconds of fire before its form began to destabilise, the dark flame corroding the shadow energy that gave it substance.

Ranger leapt. The shadow hound's trajectory was calculated with the precision that Sumi and Ranger's bond made possible — not at Chirag but at his caster beam, the source of the dark flame, the physical instrument that channelled his corrupted shadow energy into weaponised form. Ranger's jaws closed on Chirag's right forearm, and Chirag screamed — a sound that was not just pain but fury and surprise, the specific vocal expression of a person who had been hurt by something he had underestimated.

The dark flame went out. Chirag's beam, clamped in Ranger's jaws, sparked and died.

Sumi's voice cut through the chaos: "Nigel! Contain!"

Nigel's barrier technique, repurposed from defence to restraint, snapped around Chirag — not a dome but a cage, a close-fitting containment field that locked around Chirag's body and held him in place. The second companion, seeing his leader restrained and his partner incapacitated by the constrictor, made the calculation that all sensible mercenaries make when the odds have shifted: he ran.

The forest was silent except for the breathing of five people — three standing, one restrained, one wrapped in a shadow serpent — and the low growl of a shadow hound that had not yet received the command to release.


  
    Chapter 18: What Chirag Knew

    
    
  
  Chirag did not struggle against Nigel's containment barrier. This was not resignation — Kaito could see the calculation happening behind the ash-coloured eyes, the assessment of a man who was evaluating his options and who had concluded that waiting was, at this moment, more productive than fighting. Chirag was a strategist. Even restrained, even with his caster beam destroyed and his luprinon dissolved, he was thinking. And a thinking Chirag was, in some ways, more dangerous than a fighting one.

"Release me," Chirag said. His voice was calm. "I have information you need."

"You have information we'll take," Sumi corrected. "Release is not part of the exchange."

She was standing three metres from the barrier, her casting vest retrieved from her bag and belted on, her caster beam active. The pretence of civilian cover was gone — there was no longer any point in concealment, not with a battle's evidence scattered across the forest floor and one unconscious rogue caster wrapped in Kaito's shadow constrictor.

Chirag's gaze moved from Sumi to Kaito to Nigel, assessing each of them with the clinical attention of a man who was revising his estimation of opponents he had previously dismissed. "You've improved since the bridge. The constrictor was faster this time. And the boy—" his eyes settled on Kaito — "attempted the fifth symbol. He failed, but the fact that he attempted it at all tells me he has access to knowledge that LoSC doesn't teach."

"The fifth symbol isn't your concern," Nigel said.

"Everything about shadow casting is my concern. It's been my entire life — the study of it, the mastery of it, the exploration of what it can become when it's freed from the restrictions that LoSC imposes. You think I'm a villain. I understand that. But what I am is a caster who refused to accept that the current understanding of shadow casting is the final understanding."

"You're a mercenary who takes money to kill people," Kaito said.

Something shifted in Chirag's expression — a crack in the composure, a flash of something that was neither anger nor pride but something older and more complicated: the particular bitterness of a person who has been reduced, in the eyes of others, to the worst thing they have done.

"I was an LoSC officer," Chirag said. "Third in my cohort. Specialisation in advanced casting theory. I discovered dark flame not because I was searching for forbidden knowledge but because I was researching the historical texts for my doctoral thesis on pre-Purge casting techniques. The texts described dark flame as dangerous — and it is. They also described it as a natural extension of the shadow bond — which it is. The danger comes from uncontrolled use, not from the technique itself. I proposed a research programme to study dark flame under controlled conditions. LoSC rejected the proposal. When I continued the research independently, they expelled me."

"And then you became a mercenary."

"And then I had no institution, no resources, no legitimacy. Maren offered all three. Not because he cares about shadow casting — Maren cares about power, nothing else — but because a rogue caster with dark flame capability was useful to his agenda. I accepted because the alternative was irrelevance."

Sumi's expression had not changed during Chirag's speech. She was listening — Kaito could see that — but she was listening with the analytical detachment of an intelligence officer evaluating a source rather than the emotional engagement of a person hearing a sympathetic story.

"You said you have information we need," she said. "What information?"

Chirag's eyes narrowed. "Maren's timeline. You think you have time to return to Torcia, present the evidence, and mount a political challenge through legitimate channels. You don't. Maren is moving faster than Ganesh realises."

"How fast?"

"The Governance Assembly ends in four days. On the final day, Minister Varom will introduce the Autonomy Restriction Act — the comprehensive legislation that Maren has been engineering for years. It doesn't just restrict LoSC's operations. It dissolves the Legion's independent command structure and places all shadow caster operations under a new Ministry bureau — a bureau that Maren will head."

"Varom is introducing legislation that gives Maren control?"

"Varom doesn't know that. The Act is drafted to create a new oversight bureau with an appointed director. Varom believes he'll appoint one of his own allies. But Maren has already secured the appointment through backroom agreements with a coalition of minor ministers who owe him favours — favours purchased with the same diverted budget funds that Priya documented."

The implications cascaded through Kaito's mind like dominoes falling. Maren dissolves LoSC's independence. Maren takes control of the new bureau. Maren has legitimate authority over all shadow caster operations. The rogue network becomes the official network. The private army becomes the public military. And Maren, who has already demonstrated his willingness to order assassinations, commands the entire infrastructure of shadow casting on the Great Malgarian Plate.

"Four days," Nigel said. His voice was flat with the particular intensity of a person who is doing maths that he doesn't like the results of. "We're five days' walk from Torcia. Even if we move at maximum speed, we can't reach Ganesh in time for him to mount a challenge before the vote."

"You can't reach Ganesh at all," Chirag said. "Maren has positioned operatives along the Torcia road. Now that you've escaped the Capital with Priya's evidence, he'll have every route covered. Walking to Torcia is not an option."

"Then what is?" Kaito demanded.

Chirag looked at him. The ash-coloured eyes were steady, calculating, and beneath the calculation, something else — something that Kaito wanted to call sincerity but that might have been the desperation of a man who had run out of alternatives and was attempting to negotiate his way to the only remaining exit.

"Present the evidence at the Assembly itself. Not through political channels — Maren controls those. Present it publicly. On the Assembly floor. Before the vote on the Autonomy Restriction Act. Force Varom and the delegates to see what Maren has done — the diverted funds, the rogue network, the assassination orders. Make the conspiracy public. Maren's power depends on secrecy. Remove the secrecy and the power collapses."

"And why would you help us do that?" Sumi asked.

"Because Maren betrayed me." The composure cracked again, wider this time. "I accepted his offer because he promised resources for my research. He promised legitimacy — eventual reintegration into LoSC under new terms. Instead, he used me as a weapon and discarded me when I became inconvenient. The shoulder injury from your Commander Natasha — Maren could have arranged medical treatment. He chose not to. I am a tool to him, nothing more. And I have spent enough of my life being a tool."

Silence. The forest. The unconscious companion still wrapped in the constrictor. Ranger's low, continuous growl.

Sumi looked at Kaito. Kaito looked at Nigel. The communication was wordless — the three-way exchange of assessment that they had developed over three years of training and two weeks of field operations and that was, at this point, as fluent as spoken language.

"If you're lying," Sumi said to Chirag, "and this is a trap designed to deliver us back to the Capital and into Maren's hands, I want you to understand what will happen. Ranger will track you across any terrain on this Plate. Kaito will summon creatures you have never seen. And Nigel will document every detail of your involvement for the LoSC tribunal that will eventually find you. There will be no running. There will be no hiding. And there will be no mercy."

Chirag met her gaze. "I understand."

"Then talk. Everything. Maren's operatives, their positions, the security at the Assembly, the timing of the vote. Everything."

Chirag talked.

He talked for two hours.

The intelligence he provided was detailed, specific, and verifiable — the kind of information that a person produces when they have decided to burn every bridge they have and want the fire to be thorough. Maren's operative positions along the Torcia road. The security protocols at the Assembly Hall. The schedule of the final day's proceedings. The identity and location of every rogue caster in Maren's network.

Nigel recorded everything in his journal, cross-referencing Chirag's intelligence with Priya's evidence and Ishaan's earlier briefing, constructing a comprehensive picture of Maren's operation that was, by the time Chirag finished speaking, the most complete intelligence assessment of a domestic threat that LoSC had ever possessed.

"The vote is scheduled for the afternoon session on the final day," Chirag said. "The morning session is public debate on the Act — delegates present arguments for and against. The civilian gallery is open. If you can reach the Assembly Hall and access the gallery, you can present the evidence during the debate, before the vote."

"Present it how?" Kaito asked. "We can't just stand up in the gallery and start reading financial documents."

"The Assembly's procedural rules include a provision for civilian testimony during public debates. Any citizen can request permission to address the delegates on the topic under discussion. The request is processed by the Assembly's protocol officer. If the request is granted, the citizen has fifteen minutes to speak."

"And if the request is denied?"

Chirag's scarred face produced something that was almost a smile. "Then you improvise. Which, based on my experience with you three, is not a skill you lack."

They made their decision that night, sitting in the forest with the evidence in their bags and a restrained enemy at their feet and the stars visible through the canopy in patches that looked like windows in a dark ceiling.

"We go back to the Capital," Sumi said. "We present the evidence at the Assembly. We stop the vote."

"It's a trap," Nigel said. Not arguing — stating a possibility that needed to be acknowledged. "Chirag could be feeding us disinformation to deliver us back to Maren."

"He could be. But the intelligence he's provided is consistent with Priya's evidence and Ishaan's briefing. The details about operative positions — we can verify some of those before we reach the Capital. If even half of what he's told us checks out, the rest is likely accurate."

"And if it doesn't check out?"

"Then we adjust. But the fundamental calculus hasn't changed: we have evidence of a conspiracy to destroy LoSC, and the vote that completes the conspiracy happens in four days. Getting to Torcia takes five. The only option that stops the vote in time is going back."

"Toshio would tell us to return to Torcia," Nigel said. "Report to Ganesh. Let the senior officers handle it."

"Toshio isn't here. Ganesh isn't here. Natasha isn't here. We are here. And the evidence is here. And the clock is ticking."

She looked at Kaito. "You haven't said anything."

Kaito was looking at the stars through the canopy. The windows in the dark ceiling. The light from impossibly far away, arriving after impossibly long journeys, still bright enough to see by.

"My father tried to stop this through official channels," he said. "He reported to the right people. He followed protocol. And he was stopped — by bureaucracy and betrayal. Natasha told us that. Priya confirmed it. The official channels are compromised. The legitimate authorities are being manipulated. If we go back to Torcia and try to do this the proper way, we'll be stopped the same way my father was."

He looked at Sumi. "We go back. We present the evidence. We stop the vote. And we do it because it's the right thing to do, and because we're the only ones who can, and because being seventeen and scared and outmatched is not a reason to let someone destroy the thing we've sworn to protect."

Sumi's mouth curved — the small, private smile. "That's the most responsible thing you've ever said."

"Don't get used to it."

"I wouldn't dream of it."

They turned north. Toward the Capital. Toward the Assembly. Toward whatever was waiting for them in a city that was four days away and that did not know it was about to become the site of the most important confrontation in LoSC's history since the Purge.


  
    Chapter 19: The Assembly Floor

    
    
  
  They reached the Capital on the morning of the final day.

The journey back had taken three days — faster than the outbound trip because they were not walking but running, covering the distance with a sustained urgency that burned through their supplies, their energy reserves, and the last of Nigel's dried rations, which he surrendered without complaint because food, at this stage, was a secondary concern to the imperative of reaching the Assembly before the afternoon vote.

Chirag travelled with them.

This was Sumi's decision, and it was the most controversial decision she had made since leaving Central. Kaito had argued against it — the risk of bringing a rogue caster into the Capital, into the Assembly itself, was enormous. Nigel had been neutral, which was Nigel's way of saying he saw merit in both positions and was waiting for the stronger argument to reveal itself. Sumi's argument was pragmatic: Chirag knew the Assembly's security layout, he knew Maren's operative positions, and his testimony — a rogue caster confirming the network's existence and Maren's role — was more powerful than any document.

"Documents can be dismissed as forgeries," Sumi had said. "A living witness cannot."

"A living witness can be killed before he testifies," Kaito had countered.

"Which is why we'll make sure he doesn't die before he testifies."

Chirag, for his part, had accepted the arrangement with the quiet compliance of a man who understood that his survival depended on cooperation and who was, perhaps, beginning to discover that cooperation — genuine cooperation, undertaken not as a tactic but as a choice — felt different from the transactional relationships that had defined the past eight years of his life.

They entered the Capital through the same tunnel exit they had used to escape — the collapsed drainage opening on the riverbank, which had not been discovered by Maren's operatives because collapsed drainage openings were, by definition, the kind of infrastructure that nobody maintained, inspected, or paid attention to. They crawled through the hole, emerged into the drainage tunnels, and navigated back toward the Assembly Hall.

The tunnels were empty. The rogue casters who had been stationed at the east junction were gone — recalled, perhaps, to other positions now that the tunnel ambush had failed. Sumi sent Ranger ahead as a scout, the shadow hound's sensory range sweeping the passages for threats, and found none.

They emerged in the basement of the Assembly Hall at mid-morning. Above them, through layers of stone and history, the final day's proceedings were already underway — the low rumble of debate, amplified by the domed chamber's acoustics, filtering down through the building's structure like the heartbeat of an institution that did not know it was under threat.

The civilian gallery was accessible from the third floor — a staircase from the basement service corridors led to the upper levels, emerging in a hallway that connected to the gallery's entrance. Ishaan's original briefing had included the building's floor plan, and Nigel navigated from memory with the confidence of a person whose relationship with maps was not merely professional but devotional.

The gallery was half-full. The morning session — the public debate on the Autonomy Restriction Act — had attracted more civilian interest than the fiscal policy discussions, but fewer attendees than the opening ceremony. This was useful: enough people to provide cover, few enough that they could find positions with clear sight lines to the speaker's platform.

Sumi positioned them. Kaito and Chirag in the centre of the gallery, where the civilian testimony petition would be submitted. Nigel at the east end, with the evidence portfolio and a clear view of both the delegates' floor and the gallery exits. Sumi herself at the west end, with Ranger dismissed but her awareness at maximum extension, monitoring the hall's security presence for any sign that Maren's operatives had detected them.

The debate was already heated. Minister Varom was speaking — his silver hair and commanding presence dominating the speaker's platform as he outlined the case for the Autonomy Restriction Act with the polished rhetoric of a politician who believed absolutely in what he was saying and who did not know that his belief had been engineered by the man sitting twenty metres to his left.

Secretary Maren sat in his customary position — equidistant from Varom and Calloway, visible to both, aligned with neither. His face was composed. His hands were folded. He watched the debate with the patient attention of a man who was watching a plan unfold exactly as designed.

Kaito studied Maren's face and tried to reconcile what he saw — a mild, forgettable bureaucrat — with what he knew: a man who had built a private army, diverted public funds, manipulated political allies, and ordered the assassination of three junior officers whose only crime was carrying a message. The gap between appearance and reality was so vast that it produced in Kaito a specific, visceral revulsion — not for the evil itself, which was abstract, but for the disguise, which was personal. Maren looked like a man you would trust. He was a man who would have you killed.

The morning debate concluded at noon. The Assembly recessed for one hour before the afternoon vote.

During the recess, Kaito submitted the civilian testimony petition.

The protocol officer — a tired bureaucrat in a rumpled uniform who had been processing petitions for seven days and who regarded each new submission with the weary patience of a man who had heard every kind of citizen complaint and who was counting the days until the Assembly ended — accepted the petition without reading it.

"Name?"

"Kaito Nakamura."

"Topic?"

"The Autonomy Restriction Act."

"For or against?"

"Against. With evidence of criminal activity related to the Act's sponsors."

The protocol officer looked up. His weary expression sharpened. "Criminal activity?"

"Financial fraud, corruption, and conspiracy to undermine LoSC operations. We have documented evidence."

The protocol officer was silent for a long moment. Then he stamped the petition, filed it in the afternoon session's agenda, and said: "You'll be called after the second round of delegate statements. Fifteen minutes. Don't be late."

The afternoon session opened with the tension of a room that sensed, without understanding how, that something was about to happen.

The delegates filed in. Varom took his position at the speaker's platform. Calloway sat in her observation post at the rear. Maren assumed his central seat with the same composed, forgettable expression.

The civilian gallery was fuller now — word had spread, in the way that word spreads in political assemblies, that the afternoon session might include something unexpected. Journalists occupied the front row of the gallery, their pens ready, their attention focused with the particular intensity of people whose professional purpose was to witness and record.

The second round of delegate statements concluded. The protocol officer approached the speaker's platform.

"The Assembly recognises a civilian testimony petition," he announced. "Kaito Nakamura, citizen of the Great Malgarian Plate, requests fifteen minutes to address the delegates on the topic of the Autonomy Restriction Act."

A murmur ran through the chamber. Civilian testimony was unusual — most citizens who attended the Assembly were content to observe — and the protocol officer's announcement introduced a variable that the delegates had not anticipated.

Kaito stood.

His heart was hammering. His hands — the same hands that had formed shadow symbols, that had summoned a constrictor, that had attempted the fifth symbol — were trembling. He was not afraid of Chirag or dark flame or river crossings. He was afraid of this: standing in front of three hundred politicians and saying the truth and hoping that the truth was enough.

He walked down the gallery stairs to the speaker's platform. The delegates watched him — some curious, some impatient, some openly dismissive of a seventeen-year-old in civilian clothes who had the audacity to address a governmental assembly.

Maren watched him too.

And in Maren's eyes — those mild, forgettable eyes — Kaito saw the moment of recognition. The bureaucrat's composure cracked, repaired itself, and cracked again, and in the crack, Kaito saw something that was not composure at all but panic, the specific panic of a man who has built a conspiracy on secrecy and who has just seen the person who carries the evidence walk into the one place where secrecy cannot be maintained.

Kaito reached the platform. He placed his hands on the podium. He looked out at the Assembly — three hundred faces, three hundred representatives of the political structure that governed the Great Malgarian Plate, three hundred people who had the power to protect LoSC or destroy it.

He took a breath.

"My name is Kaito Nakamura," he said. "I am a junior officer of the Legion of Shadow Casters, and I am here to present evidence that the Autonomy Restriction Act is the product of a criminal conspiracy led by Secretary Maren to seize personal control of all shadow casting operations on the Great Malgarian Plate."

The chamber erupted.

He spoke for fourteen minutes and thirty-seven seconds — Nigel timed it, because Nigel timed everything, and because the fifteen-minute limit was not a suggestion but a rule, and because Kaito's tendency to exceed time limits was a known liability that required external monitoring.

He presented the evidence. Priya's financial records — the diverted budget allocations, the hundreds of small transfers that aggregated into a fortune. The communication intercepts — messages between Maren and his operatives, including Chirag, detailing operations against LoSC assets. The handwritten letter — Maren's own hand, authorising the interception of Toshio's message and the elimination of its couriers.

He did not shout. He did not accuse. He let the documents speak — holding each one up for the delegates to see, reading key passages in a voice that was steady and clear and that betrayed, only in the slight tremor at the edges, the effort required to stand in front of three hundred powerful people and tell them that one of their own was a traitor.

The delegates listened. Some in shock. Some in fury. Some in the particular stillness of people who had suspected something was wrong and who were hearing, for the first time, confirmation of their suspicions.

Varom's face was a landscape of collapsing certainties. The silver-haired minister who had championed the Autonomy Restriction Act with genuine conviction was watching the foundation of that conviction dissolve, and the expression on his face was not anger but grief — the specific grief of a man who has discovered that his principles have been used as tools and that the weapon he has been building for years was designed to be pointed at the people he was trying to protect.

Calloway's face was different. The intelligence officer at the back of the chamber was not shocked — she was calculating, her eyes moving between Kaito, Maren, and the exits with the rapid assessment of a professional who was determining whether intervention was necessary and, if so, what kind.

And Maren.

Maren sat in his chair with his hands folded and his face composed and his eyes absolutely, terrifyingly empty. The mild bureaucrat was gone. What remained was the face beneath the face — the face of a man who had been exposed and who was processing, with the speed of a mind that had been manipulating systems for years, the options available to him.

Kaito finished speaking with twenty-three seconds to spare.

"The evidence is here," he said, gesturing to Nigel, who held up the portfolio. "It is complete, documented, and verifiable. I ask the Assembly to suspend the vote on the Autonomy Restriction Act pending a full investigation into Secretary Maren's activities."

The chamber was silent. Three hundred people. Three hundred held breaths. The acoustics of the dome amplified the silence, turning it into a physical presence, a weight that pressed on every person in the room.

Then Prime Minister Darian stood.

"The vote is suspended," he said. "Security — detain Secretary Maren."

And the Assembly moved.


  
    Chapter 20: What Comes After

    
    
  
  Maren did not go quietly.

When the Assembly security officers approached his seat — four men in the formal grey uniforms of the Ministerial Guard, their faces set with the professional neutrality of people who had trained for this scenario without ever believing they would execute it — Maren's composure held for three seconds. Then it shattered.

He stood. His chair scraped against the marble floor with a sound that was small and sharp and that was, somehow, louder than any sound in the silent chamber. His hands — the hands that had signed the letter authorising Chirag to eliminate three junior officers — came up, palms outward, in a gesture that was simultaneously surrender and defiance.

"This is a fabrication," he said. His voice was steady but his face was not — the mild bureaucrat's mask was gone, replaced by something raw and furious and, beneath the fury, afraid. "The documents are forged. The testimony is from a rogue caster — a criminal — who has been bribed or coerced into making accusations against a sitting government official. This Assembly is being manipulated by LoSC to prevent legitimate oversight—"

"Secretary Maren." Prime Minister Darian's voice was granite. "You will have the opportunity to respond to the evidence in a formal hearing. This is not that hearing. Security, proceed."

The guards reached him. Maren's right hand moved — not toward a weapon but toward his breast pocket, where something was concealed, something that produced a faint amber glow that was visible through the fabric.

A caster beam. Maren had a caster beam.

The realisation hit the chamber like a physical force. A Ministry official — a lonrelmian bureaucrat — carrying shadow casting equipment. The implications were staggering: either Maren had learned to cast, which should have been impossible for a non-caster, or the beam was modified to channel shadow energy without the caster bond, which was a technology that LoSC's researchers had theorised but had never developed because the ethical implications were —

Chirag moved.

He was on his feet before anyone else in the gallery reacted — vaulting the brass railing of the civilian gallery with an agility that his injuries should not have permitted, dropping four metres to the delegates' floor, and sprinting toward Maren with the single-minded velocity of a man who knew exactly what that amber glow meant and who was determined to prevent what was about to happen.

"Modified beam!" Chirag shouted. "He's going to cast! It doesn't need a bond — it draws energy from proximity! Everyone GET BACK!"

The Assembly dissolved into chaos.

Delegates scrambled from their seats. Security guards drew weapons. The journalists in the gallery pressed against the railing, their professional instinct to witness overriding their personal instinct to flee. And Maren — his composure completely gone, his face a mask of desperation — pulled the modified caster beam from his pocket and activated it.

The beam projected a column of light that was wrong. Not the clean white of a standard caster beam or the amber-red of Chirag's corrupted beam, but a pulsing, unstable violet that flickered like a dying star and that cast shadows on the chamber floor that were not black but iridescent, shifting through colours that shadows should not possess and that produced, in every shadow caster in the room, an instinctive, visceral revulsion — the sensation of the shadow bond being pulled at, distorted, corrupted by something that was using shadow energy without respecting the connection that made shadow energy safe.

Maren's shadow formed. Not a creature — not a komodon or a shreakle or a luprinon — but a shape, an amorphous mass of dark energy that expanded from the violet light like ink spreading in water, formless but powerful, driven not by the precise hand symbols of trained casting but by the raw, channelled desperation of a man who had no bond with the Shadow Realm and who was forcing his way in through a door that was never meant to be forced.

The shadow mass struck the nearest security guard and the man went down — not dead, not injured in any visible way, but collapsed, his consciousness overwhelmed by the proximity of unbound shadow energy that his human nervous system could not process. A second guard fell. A third.

Chirag reached Maren.

The rogue caster's hand closed around the modified beam — not to take it but to redirect it, to point the violet light upward, away from the delegates, toward the dome ceiling where the shadow mass could dissipate without harming anyone. Maren fought — clawing at Chirag's hand, screaming words that were lost in the chamber's acoustics — but Chirag was stronger, his scarred, shadow-burned body hardened by years of dark flame practice, and the beam rotated upward.

The shadow mass hit the dome.

The ceiling — two centuries of polished stone, painted with murals depicting the history of the Great Malgarian Plate — absorbed the impact. The murals cracked. Dust rained down. The shadow mass spread across the dome's interior surface like a stain, and for a terrible moment, the entire chamber was dark — the violet light extinguished, the shadow mass blocking every other light source, and three hundred delegates and spectators were plunged into a darkness that was not the absence of light but the presence of something that devoured light.

Then Kaito cast.

He cast from the gallery — his caster beam blazing to life in his left hand, the white light cutting through the shadow mass like a blade through smoke. His right hand formed the symbol — not the constrictor, not the fifth symbol, but the simplest, most fundamental symbol in the LoSC curriculum: the light-anchor, the first thing every shadow caster learned, the technique that stabilised light in an environment where shadow energy was destabilising it.

The light-anchor held. The white light solidified, pushing back the shadow mass, creating a sphere of stable illumination in the centre of the chamber that expanded outward like a sunrise in a bottle. Sumi cast a second light-anchor from the west end of the gallery. Nigel cast a third from the east. Three points of stable light, triangulated across the chamber, pushing the shadow mass toward the dome and compressing it against the ceiling.

Chirag, still holding Maren's modified beam, twisted the device in his hand and crushed it.

The violet light died. The modified beam — the technology that should not have existed, that channelled shadow energy without a bond, that turned a bureaucrat into a weapon — sparked, crackled, and went dark.

The shadow mass, without a power source, began to dissolve. It took thirty seconds — thirty seconds during which the chamber held its collective breath and the three light-anchors burned and the dust from the cracked dome settled on the delegates' heads like grey snow.

Then it was over.

The aftermath was measured in hours, days, and consequences.

In the first hour, Maren was detained — properly this time, with LoSC containment protocols rather than Ministerial Guard procedures, because the modified caster beam had demonstrated that Maren's threat was shadow-related and therefore under LoSC jurisdiction. He was placed in a containment cell in the Assembly Hall's basement, surrounded by Nigel's barrier technique, and he sat there with his hands folded and his eyes empty and the particular stillness of a man who has played every card in his hand and lost.

In the first day, the Autonomy Restriction Act was withdrawn. Minister Varom — his face aged by ten years in twelve hours, his silver hair seeming less distinguished and more exhausted — stood before the Assembly and announced the withdrawal with the formal brevity of a man who did not trust himself to speak at length because speaking at length might reveal the depth of his humiliation.

"I was deceived," he said. "The Act was conceived in good faith and corrupted by bad actors. I withdraw it, and I offer my resignation from the Restrictionist coalition."

Prime Minister Darian did not accept the resignation. "You were deceived because the deceiver was skilled," Darian said. "Your principles are not invalidated by the fact that someone exploited them. Stay. Reform. And help us ensure this never happens again."

In the first week, Maren's network was dismantled. Ishaan's intelligence, combined with Chirag's testimony and Priya's documentation, provided the LoSC investigation with a comprehensive map of every operative, every safe house, every diverted fund. The twelve rogue casters were apprehended — some peacefully, some not — and the financial diversions were reversed.

Advisor Priya was exonerated. Her eleven years of covert intelligence work were acknowledged in a classified commendation that would never be made public but that was, for Priya, sufficient. "I didn't do it for recognition," she told Sumi, in a private meeting at the Assembly. "I did it because the alternative was watching something I loved be destroyed from within."

Chirag's situation was more complicated. He was a rogue caster — expelled from LoSC, guilty of multiple attacks on LoSC officers, responsible for damage to property and threats to life. But he was also the person who had provided the intelligence that made the Assembly confrontation possible, and who had physically prevented Maren from using the modified beam against the delegates. His case was referred to a LoSC tribunal, and the outcome — expected to be a conditional pardon with mandatory rehabilitation and monitoring — would take months to determine.

"I don't expect forgiveness," Chirag said to Kaito, on the day the tribunal referral was announced. They were standing in the Assembly Hall's courtyard — a strange place for a conversation between a junior officer and the man who had tried to kill him, but strangeness had become the baseline for Kaito's life and he was no longer surprised by it. "I made choices. The consequences are mine. But I want you to know — the fifth symbol. The one you attempted in the forest. If you can master it, it will change everything."

"What does it summon?"

Chirag's scarred face produced the almost-smile that Kaito had seen once before. "Something that hasn't existed since before the Purge. Something that LoSC thought was a myth. Something that is, if the old texts are accurate, the most powerful shadow creature ever cast."

"A dragon."

"Study the symbol. Practice it. And when you're ready — when you're truly ready, not just brave — try it. But Kaito." The almost-smile faded. "Ready means more than fast. Ready means controlled. The fifth symbol requires more than power. It requires the kind of discipline that doesn't come naturally to you. Which is why it will be the hardest thing you've ever done, and the most important."

They returned to Torcia.

Master Ganesh received them in his cluttered office with an expression that was, for Ganesh, the equivalent of a standing ovation: both eyebrows raised and the corner of his mouth lifted by approximately two millimetres.

"You were supposed to bring back intelligence," he said. "You brought back the collapse of a conspiracy, the detention of a Ministry official, the withdrawal of hostile legislation, and a rogue caster who is voluntarily cooperating with LoSC for the first time in eight years. This is... more than I asked for."

"We improvised," Sumi said.

"I noticed." He looked at each of them — the same evaluating gaze, but warmer now, tempered by something that might have been respect or might have been the particular pride that a mentor feels when students exceed expectations by such a margin that the expectations themselves seem, in retrospect, inadequate. "Your second commission is complete. Your commission reports will be filed, your service records updated, and your status advanced to full junior officer grade — effective immediately."

He paused.

"And your third commission — should you accept it — begins next month."

Kaito grinned. Nigel's eyebrows rose in the way that indicated simultaneous excitement and apprehension. Sumi's mouth curved.

"We accept," they said.

That evening, Kaito sat alone on the roof of the Torcia outpost.

The harbour spread below him — boats rocking at anchor, lamplight reflecting on the water in broken lines of gold, the sea beyond the harbour mouth dark and vast and patient. The air smelled of salt and fish and the particular warmth that lingered in stone buildings after the sun went down, the thermal memory of a day that was over but not gone.

He thought about the road. The western highway. The Varom Highlands. The bandits. The bridge. The tunnels. The Assembly floor. The dome cracking. The light-anchors burning. The words he had spoken to three hundred people and the silence that followed.

He thought about his father. The senior officer who had seen the threat and tried to stop it through official channels and been stopped himself. The man whose unfinished work Kaito had carried in a metal canister and whose fight Kaito had continued — not through official channels but through the specific, reckless, thoroughly unofficial channel of standing in front of a governmental assembly and shouting the truth.

Your father would be proud of you. Not because of what you can do, but because of who you are becoming.

Natasha's words. He turned them over in his mind, examining them the way Nigel examined documents — carefully, thoroughly, looking for the meaning beneath the meaning.

Who was he becoming? A junior officer. A shadow caster. A person who had summoned a Purge-era creature and attempted a symbol that had not been cast in centuries. A person who had friends who would walk through fire with him and a teacher who had trusted him with something that mattered and a dead father whose legacy was not a shadow but a light.

He was becoming someone who could carry things. Not just canisters — ideas, responsibilities, the weight of other people's trust. The road to Torcia had taught him that carrying was not weakness but strength, and that the things worth carrying were always heavier than you expected and always lighter than you feared.

The sea rocked the harbour. The boats swayed. The lamplights broke and reformed on the water's surface, and Kaito watched them and felt — for the first time since he had stood in the Central Sanctuary and failed to cast a dragon — that he was exactly where he was supposed to be.

The dragon could wait. But not forever.

The fifth symbol lived in his mind, its hand configuration burned into his muscle memory by weeks of secret practice. He would master it. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. But soon. Because the road ahead was longer than the road behind, and whatever waited on that road would require everything he had — every shadow, every friend, every lesson learned in the space between departure and arrival.

He went downstairs. Sumi and Nigel were in the common room — Sumi reading, Nigel annotating, Ranger asleep beside the cold fireplace in the particular boneless sprawl that shadow hounds adopted when they felt safe, a position so lacking in dignity that Sumi would have dismissed him to the Shadow Realm rather than let anyone see it if Kaito hadn't already seen it a hundred times and if Ranger hadn't already demonstrated that his lack of dignity in repose was inversely proportional to his ferocity in combat.

"Tea?" Nigel asked, without looking up.

"Please."

Nigel poured. The tea was strong and dark and slightly bitter and exactly right — the specific flavour of a beverage prepared by a friend who knew how you liked it and who provided it without being asked, which was, in its small way, a form of love.

Kaito sat. Sumi looked up from her book. Their eyes met, and in the meeting, there was everything — the road, the fight, the future, the specific gravity of two people who have been through something together and who know, without saying it, that they will go through whatever comes next together too.

"Third commission next month," Kaito said.

"Third commission next month," Sumi agreed.

"Any idea what it is?"

"No. But whatever it is, we'll handle it."

"Because we're LoSC officers?"

"Because we're us."

And the sea moved, and the night settled, and the three of them sat in the firelight of a converted merchant's house in a port city on the edge of the world, drinking tea and reading and being, for one evening, simply young and alive and together, before the next road opened and the next journey began.


  
    Chapter 21: The Shadow Realm's Memory

    
    
  
  The morning after the Assembly's upheaval, Kaito woke to a sensation he had never experienced before.

It was not pain — not exactly. It was a pressure behind his eyes, a tightness in his temples, and a quality of awareness that was simultaneously heightened and distorted, as if the world had been shifted two degrees to the left and everything he was looking at was almost in the right place but not quite. The ceiling of his room in the Torcia outpost — whitewashed plaster, a crack in the northeast corner that he had memorised during his first sleepless night in the city — appeared normal but felt wrong, the way a familiar face feels wrong in a dream where everything is accurate but nothing is real.

He sat up. The pressure intensified. Behind his eyes, something moved — not a physical movement but an awareness of movement, as if a current in a river he couldn't see had shifted direction and the new direction was toward him.

The shadow bond. The connection between Kaito and the Shadow Realm — the metaphysical substrate from which all shadow creatures emerged and to which all shadow creatures returned — was doing something it had never done before. It was reaching for him.

Standard shadow casting was initiated by the caster: you activated your beam, formed the symbol, and called the creature forth from the Shadow Realm through an act of will. The bond was passive — a channel, a conduit, a connection that existed to be used. But what Kaito was feeling now was not passive. The bond was active. The Shadow Realm was reaching through it, toward him, with an intent that was not hostile but was unmistakably deliberate.

He found Sumi in the courtyard, where she was standing beside the non-functioning fountain with Ranger materialised at her side and an expression on her face that told him everything he needed to know before either of them spoke.

"You feel it too," he said.

"Ranger woke me an hour ago. He was agitated — not threatened, not alarmed, but... aware. Something in the Shadow Realm has changed." She paused. "I think it's connected to what happened at the Assembly. The modified beam. The unbound shadow energy that Maren released. It disturbed something."

"Disturbed the Shadow Realm?"

"The Shadow Realm is not a place, Kaito. It's a dimension of consciousness — that's what Natasha's journal says, that's what the pre-Purge texts describe. It responds to shadow energy the way an ocean responds to a stone thrown into it. What Maren did — channelling shadow energy without a bond, forcing a connection that was never meant to be forced — was the equivalent of throwing a boulder. The ripples are still spreading."

Nigel appeared in the courtyard doorway with his journal under his arm and his hair in the particular state of disarray that indicated he had been awake for hours and had prioritised reading over grooming. "I've been cross-referencing Natasha's journal with Ishaan's intelligence reports," he said, without preliminary. "The modified caster beam that Maren used — the technology that channels shadow energy without a bond — it's not new. The pre-Purge texts describe something similar. They called it a 'siphon.' And the texts are very clear about what happens when a siphon is used: the Shadow Realm reacts."

"Reacts how?" Kaito asked.

Nigel opened the journal to a page that was dense with Old Malgarian text and annotated in his own meticulous handwriting. "The texts describe a phenomenon called 'resonance.' When a siphon forces unbound shadow energy into the physical world, the Shadow Realm compensates by strengthening its existing bonds — the legitimate connections between casters and the Realm. Every shadow caster within range of the siphon's effect would experience an intensification of their bond. Stronger connection. Sharper awareness. Greater access to shadow energy."

"That's what I'm feeling," Kaito said. "The pressure. The awareness."

"Yes. And there's more. The resonance doesn't just strengthen existing bonds — it reveals latent ones. The texts describe casters who, after a siphon event, discovered abilities they didn't know they had. Symbols they couldn't form before became accessible. Creatures they couldn't summon became available. The resonance is the Shadow Realm's immune response — it floods the existing bonds with energy to counteract the damage caused by the siphon."

Sumi's eyes were wide. Not with fear — with recognition. "Ranger's range has expanded. Since I woke up, his sensory perception extends further than I've ever felt. I can detect shadow energy at twice the distance I could yesterday."

"And I can feel the fifth symbol," Kaito said. The words came out before he could evaluate them, before the analytical part of his mind could assess whether saying them was wise. But they were true. The pressure behind his eyes, the heightened awareness, the sense of the Shadow Realm reaching toward him — it was connected to the fifth symbol in the Purge-era sequence. The hand configuration that he had attempted in the forest and failed to complete. He could feel it now — not as a diagram in a journal but as a pattern in his muscles, a shape that his hands wanted to form, a creature that was waiting on the other side of the bond and that was, for the first time, close enough to touch.

"We need to talk to Ganesh," Sumi said.

Ganesh listened to their account with the particular stillness that indicated he was processing information at a speed that would have been overwhelming for a less disciplined mind.

"Resonance," he said, when they finished. "I've heard the term. Toshio mentioned it once, years ago, in a context I didn't fully understand. He was discussing the Purge — specifically, the period immediately after the Purge, when the surviving shadow casters reported a sudden, dramatic increase in their casting abilities. The historical explanation was psychological — the trauma of the Purge producing a heightened state of awareness. But Toshio believed the explanation was physical. The siphons used during the Purge — the devices that the Purge's architects used to strip shadow energy from captured casters — triggered a resonance event. The Shadow Realm flooded the remaining bonds to compensate for the ones that were destroyed."

"And the same thing is happening now," Nigel said. "Maren's modified beam was a siphon. A crude one, compared to the Purge-era devices, but functionally identical. It forced unbound shadow energy into the Assembly chamber, and the Shadow Realm is responding."

"How widespread is the effect?" Ganesh asked.

"Unknown. The pre-Purge texts describe resonance as localised — strongest near the siphon event, diminishing with distance. But the strength of the response depends on the strength of the siphon. Maren's beam was active for less than a minute. The Purge's siphons operated for years. The current resonance may be temporary."

"Or it may not be."

"Or it may not be."

Ganesh stood and walked to his window. The harbour was visible below — the familiar scene of boats and water and light — but he was not looking at the harbour. He was looking at something beyond it, something that existed in the space between the visible world and the shadow world that ran beneath it like a river beneath a road.

"If the resonance strengthens the bonds of existing casters," he said slowly, "then every LoSC officer within range is experiencing what you're experiencing. Enhanced perception. Greater access to shadow energy. Potentially, access to symbols and creatures that were previously beyond their ability."

"The fifth symbol," Kaito said.

Ganesh turned. His sharp eyes found Kaito's with the precision of a blade finding its mark. "Tell me about the fifth symbol."

Kaito told him. The journal. The seven-symbol sequence. The constrictor as the fourth. The fifth as the next in the progression — larger, more powerful, unknown. His attempt in the forest — the massive form beginning to coalesce before Chirag's dark flame interrupted the casting. And now, this morning, the feeling that the fifth symbol was closer than it had ever been, that the creature it summoned was not just theoretically accessible but practically available, waiting on the other side of a bond that the resonance had widened.

Ganesh was silent for a long time. When he spoke, his voice was measured in a way that indicated he was choosing each word with the care of a man handling something that might explode.

"The fifth symbol in the Purge-era serpentine sequence is not unknown," he said. "It is classified. LoSC has records — sealed records, accessible only to senior commanders — that document the fifth, sixth, and seventh symbols. The creatures they summon were known before the Purge. They were among the reasons the Purge happened."

"The reasons?"

"The Purge was not simply an act of political oppression. It was a reaction — a terrified, disproportionate, ultimately catastrophic reaction — to the power that shadow casters had accumulated. The seventh symbol in the serpentine sequence summons a creature that the pre-Purge casters called a Leviathan. A shadow dragon. It is real. It was cast — twice, in the centuries before the Purge — and both instances produced creatures of such devastating power that the lonrelmian population's fear of shadow casters became, in their eyes, justified."

The room was very quiet. The harbour sounds — boats, water, seabirds — continued outside the window, indifferent to the revelation that was occurring on the other side of the glass.

"The Purge was caused by dragons," Kaito said.

"The Purge was caused by fear. The dragons were the catalyst. And the sealed records exist because LoSC's founders, after the Purge, decided that the serpentine sequence should never be taught again. Not because the creatures are inherently dangerous — all shadow creatures are dangerous — but because the power they represent is so far beyond the scale of normal casting that it destabilises the balance between casters and non-casters. A caster who can summon a Leviathan is not a soldier or a peacekeeper. They are a force of nature. And forces of nature cannot be governed."

Kaito felt the fifth symbol in his muscles. The pattern his hands wanted to form. The creature waiting on the other side of the bond.

"I can feel it," he said. "The resonance is making it accessible."

"I know." Ganesh's voice was quiet but it carried the weight of a man who was about to say something that he had been thinking about for a long time. "And that is why I'm going to ask you something that goes against everything LoSC teaches."

He paused.

"I'm going to ask you not to try it. Not yet. Not because you can't — the resonance may well give you the power to succeed. But because succeeding without understanding what you're summoning is more dangerous than failing. The fifth symbol summons a Greater Serpent — not the Leviathan, but its precursor. A creature of immense power that requires not just casting ability but emotional control, mental discipline, and a bond with the Shadow Realm that is deep enough to contain what comes through."

"And if I'm not ready?"

"Then the Greater Serpent does not obey. It manifests, it acts, and it acts according to its own nature rather than your intent. The two instances of the Leviathan — both ended in destruction. Not because the casters were weak, but because they were not ready."

Kaito looked at his hands. The hands that had formed the constrictor on the bridge. The hands that had attempted the fifth symbol in the forest. The hands that were, right now, tingling with the resonance's energy, wanting to form the pattern, wanting to reach through the bond and touch whatever waited on the other side.

He closed his hands into fists.

"I'll wait," he said.

"Thank you."


  
    Chapter 22: Chirag's Trial

    
    
  
  The LoSC tribunal convened in Torcia three weeks after the Assembly crisis.

The tribunal was held in the outpost's largest room — the converted merchant's warehouse on the ground floor that served, depending on the occasion, as a training hall, a storage facility, and the venue for the kind of institutional proceedings that required space, formality, and the particular atmospheric gravity that came from stone walls, high ceilings, and the knowledge that decisions made within those walls would determine the course of a person's life.

Three senior commanders presided. Commander Natasha, who had travelled from the Varom Highlands for the occasion and who occupied the central chair with the composed authority of a woman who had spent decades making judgments about people and who trusted her judgments because they were, consistently and without exception, correct. Commander Deshpande, the head of LoSC's Western Division, a compact man with silver temples and the precise diction of a career officer who regarded imprecision in language as a moral failing. And Commander Vikram, the head of LoSC's Internal Affairs Division, whose presence indicated that the tribunal was not merely judicial but investigative — that the questions being asked were not only about Chirag's past but about LoSC's future.

Chirag stood before them in the centre of the room. He was not restrained — the tribunal's protocols did not require physical restraint for a cooperating defendant — but the absence of restraint was itself a form of pressure, because it placed the responsibility for Chirag's behaviour on Chirag himself, and the weight of that responsibility was visible in the tension of his shoulders and the particular stillness of his hands, which were clasped behind his back in a position that was simultaneously formal and defensive.

Kaito sat in the observers' gallery — a row of chairs along the east wall — with Sumi and Nigel. They were present as witnesses, required by tribunal protocol to be available for questioning, and Kaito watched the proceedings with the divided attention of a person who was simultaneously observing a formal process and remembering the moments when the defendant had tried to kill him.

Commander Natasha spoke first. "Chirag Devendra. Former Junior Officer, LoSC Central Division, expelled eight years ago for unauthorised practice of dark flame casting. You are before this tribunal on charges of rogue casting, assault on LoSC officers, destruction of LoSC property, conspiracy to obstruct LoSC operations, and — most seriously — participation in a criminal network directed by Secretary Maren of the Lonrelmian Ministry. How do you respond?"

Chirag's voice was steady. "I acknowledge all charges. I do not contest the facts."

"Then what is the purpose of this tribunal?" Commander Deshpande asked, with the particular impatience of a man who regarded uncontested charges as administrative formalities that did not require the attention of three senior commanders.

"The purpose," Chirag said, "is to provide context. Not as mitigation — I am not asking for mercy. I am asking to be understood."

He spoke for forty minutes. His account was detailed, chronological, and unflinching — the kind of testimony that a person produces when they have decided that the truth, however unflattering, is preferable to the version of themselves that silence would allow others to construct.

He described his discovery of dark flame — not as a deliberate search for forbidden knowledge but as an accidental encounter during legitimate research. He described the fascination that followed — the intellectual excitement of understanding a technique that bridged the gap between standard casting and the theoretical limits of the shadow bond. He described his proposal to LoSC for a controlled research programme, and the proposal's rejection, and the frustration that rejection produced in a young officer who believed that knowledge should be pursued rather than feared.

He described the choice to continue researching independently. The months of secret practice. The gradual discovery that dark flame's effects on the caster bond were not just theoretical but physical — the shadow burns that appeared on his arm, the changes in his shadow creatures' behaviour, the subtle alterations in his own temperament that he noticed only in retrospect, the way a person notices weight gain only when their clothes stop fitting.

He described the expulsion. The loss of identity, community, purpose. The years in the highlands, living outside LoSC's jurisdiction, practising dark flame because it was the only thing he had left and because stopping felt like admitting that the years of research had been wasted.

And he described Maren. The approach — casual, professional, a bureaucrat offering resources to a rogue caster in exchange for "occasional consulting work." The gradual escalation of requests — from intelligence gathering to surveillance to intimidation to violence. The moment when Chirag realised that "occasional consulting" had become full-time employment in a criminal enterprise, and that the resources Maren had promised — the research facilities, the legitimacy, the eventual reintegration into LoSC — were lies, deployed with the same strategic patience that characterised everything Maren did.

"I was a weapon," Chirag said. "Not a person. Not a researcher. Not a caster. A weapon. And I accepted that role because the alternative — acknowledging that I had destroyed my career, my bond, and my integrity for nothing — was a truth I was not willing to face."

The tribunal was silent. Natasha's expression — composed, evaluative, revealing nothing — was the expression of a woman who had heard testimony from hundreds of people and who was capable of distinguishing genuine remorse from performed contrition with the same precision that she distinguished genuine shadow creatures from illusions.

"The tribunal will deliberate," Natasha said. "The defendant will be informed of the ruling within forty-eight hours."

The ruling came in twenty-four.

Conditional pardon. Five years of supervised rehabilitation under LoSC oversight. Mandatory assessment of dark flame's effects on the caster bond, with the possibility of eventual restoration to limited service if the assessment indicated sufficient recovery. And — the condition that surprised everyone except Nigel, who had predicted it with characteristic analytical accuracy — assignment to a new LoSC research division, tasked with studying dark flame under controlled conditions.

"They're giving him what he asked for in the first place," Nigel said, when the ruling was announced. "The research programme he proposed eight years ago. LoSC rejected it then because they were afraid of the knowledge. Now they're afraid of the ignorance — of not understanding a technique that their enemies are using."

"Maren's modified beam," Sumi said. "If Maren could build a siphon — a device that channels shadow energy without a bond — then someone else can too. LoSC needs to understand dark flame to defend against it."

"And Chirag is the only living expert."

"Which makes him valuable. Which is why the pardon is conditional, not unconditional. They need him. But they don't trust him."

Kaito said nothing. He was thinking about Chirag's testimony — the description of fascination becoming obsession, of obsession becoming isolation, of isolation becoming exploitation. The trajectory was clear, and it was not unique to Chirag. It was the trajectory of any person whose gifts exceeded the institution's ability to contain them, and who chose — or was forced — to pursue those gifts outside the institution's boundaries.

He thought about the fifth symbol. The Greater Serpent. The creature that waited on the other side of a bond that the resonance had widened and that Ganesh had asked him not to try.

He thought about Chirag's words: Ready means more than fast. Ready means controlled.

He thought about his father, who had been, by all accounts, both fast and controlled, and who had died anyway.

And he thought: The difference between Chirag and me is not talent. It's not even discipline. The difference is that Chirag was alone. And I'm not.

Chirag found Kaito the evening after the ruling.

They sat on the harbour wall — an unlikely pair, the junior officer and the rehabilitating rogue, separated by experience and age and the specific history of attempted murder, but connected by the thread of shadow casting that ran through both their lives and that was, Kaito was beginning to understand, a connection more fundamental than friendship or enmity.

"The tribunal's research division," Chirag said. He was looking at the sea — the same sea that Kaito watched from his rooftop, the same water, the same salt, the same vast patience. "They want me to study dark flame. To document it. To understand why it degrades the bond and whether the degradation can be reversed."

"Can it?"

"I don't know. The shadow burns—" he raised his left arm, where the dark lines were visible even in the twilight, mapping the channels of corrupted shadow energy beneath his skin — "are physical manifestations of bond degradation. They may be permanent. Or they may respond to treatment. There's no precedent because no one has studied this under controlled conditions. That's the point."

"You'll be the test subject and the researcher."

"Yes. Which is a conflict of interest that would concern any ethical review board. But LoSC's ethical review process for dark flame research consists of three senior commanders, a locked room, and the understanding that conventional ethics are inadequate for unconventional problems."

Kaito almost laughed. It was the kind of observation Nigel would make — dry, precise, framed by an awareness of institutional absurdity that was simultaneously critical and affectionate.

"The fifth symbol," Kaito said. Because the question had been living in him since the forest, and Chirag was the only person who had spoken about it with the specificity of someone who knew what they were talking about.

"The Greater Serpent. Yes." Chirag's gaze remained on the sea. "I can tell you what the old texts say, though the old texts are not complete and may not be accurate. The Greater Serpent is the fifth in a seven-stage serpentine progression. Each stage produces a creature of increasing size, power, and autonomy. The first three stages — the shadow vipers — are semi-autonomous: they respond to the caster's will but have limited independent behaviour. The fourth — the constrictor you summoned — is fully autonomous: it can act independently within the parameters of the caster's intent. The fifth stage — the Greater Serpent — is something else."

"Something else how?"

"The Greater Serpent is not just autonomous. It is sentient. It has awareness, memory, and — according to the texts — personality. When you summon a Greater Serpent, you are not creating a tool. You are meeting an entity. The entity exists in the Shadow Realm, and the summoning brings it into the physical world, but it does not create it. It was always there. The symbol is a door, not a blueprint."

Kaito felt the hair on his arms rise. Not from cold — the evening was warm, the harbour air gentle — but from the recognition that what Chirag was describing was not a casting technique. It was a relationship.

"How do you know this?" he asked.

"Because I tried it."

The words hung in the harbour air. The boats rocked. A seagull cried. The sun was below the horizon and the sky was the colour of bruised fruit — purple, orange, the transitional palette of a world shifting from day to night.

"Eight years ago," Chirag continued. "Before my expulsion. I had found the sequence in the same texts that your journal contains. I studied the symbols. I practised them in secret, the way you practised the constrictor. I mastered the first four stages — including the constrictor, which I cast successfully three times. Then I attempted the fifth."

"What happened?"

"The Greater Serpent manifested. Partially. The form began to coalesce — enormous, at least ten metres long, the body as thick as the mainmast of a ship. I could feel its awareness through the bond — not hostile, not obedient, but... evaluating. It was assessing me. And it found me..." He paused. "Insufficient."

"Insufficient how?"

"My bond was already damaged by dark flame. The shadow burns had begun. The Greater Serpent sensed the corruption — the degradation of the connection between me and the Shadow Realm — and it rejected the summoning. Not violently. It simply... withdrew. The form dissolved. The awareness receded. And the fifth symbol stopped working for me. Not because I couldn't form it, but because the creature on the other side chose not to respond."

"It chose."

"It chose. That is the fundamental difference between the Greater Serpent and every other shadow creature in the standard curriculum. Every other creature is summoned by the caster's will. The Greater Serpent must consent to be summoned. And it consents only for casters whose bond is strong, uncorrupted, and — this is the part that the texts are least clear about — worthy."

"Worthy of what?"

Chirag turned from the sea and looked at Kaito. The scarred face, the ash-coloured eyes, the shadow burns climbing his neck — all the markers of a life spent pursuing knowledge that had consumed the pursuer. But in his eyes, beneath the damage and the regret, there was something that looked like hope. Not for himself — for Kaito.

"Worthy of the relationship. The Greater Serpent is not a weapon. It is a companion. Like Sumi's Ranger, but vastly more powerful and vastly more demanding. It requires a bond that is not just strong but deep — a connection built on trust, not dominance. The pre-Purge casters who successfully summoned Greater Serpents described the experience as a partnership. The creatures chose to fight alongside them. Not because they were commanded to, but because the caster had earned their respect."

"And the Leviathan? The seventh symbol?"

"I don't know. I never progressed beyond the fifth, and the texts I found did not describe the sixth or seventh in detail. But if the pattern holds — if each stage requires a deeper bond and a more worthy caster — then the Leviathan requires something that may be beyond any single person."

The harbour lamps were lit. Their reflections broke on the water's surface, golden fragments that reformed and broke and reformed again, a continuous cycle of destruction and creation that was both beautiful and pointless and that Kaito watched because watching was easier than thinking about what Chirag had told him.

"Thank you," Kaito said.

"Don't thank me. Prove me right."

"Right about what?"

"That you're the one who can do what I couldn't. That the fifth symbol isn't the end of the sequence but the beginning. And that the Shadow Realm's resonance didn't happen at random — that it happened because you were in the Assembly, because the bond it strengthened was yours, and because whatever comes next requires someone with your gifts and your friends and your infuriating tendency to attempt things that should be impossible."

Kaito looked at the sea. The last light was fading. The harbour was settling into its evening routine — boats secure, lamps lit, the city withdrawing into the quiet warmth of its buildings and its people and its ten thousand years of continuous habitation on this particular coast.

"I'll try," he said.

"I know you will. Just don't try alone."


  
    Chapter 23: Training in Torcia

    
    
  
  The weeks that followed the tribunal were the closest thing to normalcy that Kaito had experienced since leaving Central.

Not normal by civilian standards — their days were structured around training, intelligence briefings, and the ongoing investigation into Maren's network, which was producing new revelations with the regularity of an archaeological dig where every layer of soil contained something that needed to be documented, analysed, and cross-referenced with everything else. But normal by the standards of three junior officers who had, in the space of a single commission, travelled across the Great Malgarian Plate, survived multiple assassination attempts, infiltrated a political assembly, exposed a government conspiracy, and triggered a resonance event in the Shadow Realm.

By those standards, training in Torcia's courtyard every morning was positively domestic.

Ganesh had assigned Ishaan as their training supervisor — a choice that surprised Kaito until he understood the logic. Ishaan was not a combat specialist. His casting was competent but not exceptional, his shadow creatures were standard-issue, and his physical conditioning was adequate for an intelligence officer but unremarkable for a field operative. What Ishaan possessed, in abundance, was the ability to analyse, plan, and prepare — the skills that converted raw talent into effective capability and that were, Ganesh observed, "the skills you three need most, because your raw talent is already alarming and what it lacks is direction."

The training was structured in three rotations.

Sumi's rotation focused on advanced bond techniques. Natasha had begun the work during their two days in the highlands; Ishaan continued it with the systematic thoroughness that characterised everything he did. Sumi practised extending Ranger's sensory range — pushing the shadow hound's perception beyond the three-kilometre radius that Natasha had established, working toward the five-kilometre range that senior LoSC scouts maintained. She practised emotional detection — reading the feelings of people within Ranger's range, distinguishing fear from anger, hostility from anxiety, the subtle gradations of human emotional states that a shadow hound's perception could detect and that a skilled caster could interpret through the bond.

The work was exhausting. Each session left Sumi drained — her caster beam dimmed, her eyes heavy with the particular fatigue that accompanied deep bond work — and each session left Ranger in a state of heightened sensitivity that took hours to subside. But the results were measurable. By the end of the second week, Sumi could detect individual shadow energy signatures at four kilometres and emotional states at two. By the end of the third week, she could distinguish between three different rogue casters at the outer edge of Ranger's range and identify their emotional states with enough accuracy to predict whether they were threatening, neutral, or afraid.

"This is intelligence work," Ishaan told her, during one of the afternoon review sessions that he conducted with the meticulous formality of a man who believed that practice without analysis was exercise, not training. "What you're doing — the detection, the emotional reading, the pattern recognition — this is not combat casting. This is shadow intelligence. LoSC has never had an officer with this capability. You are, as far as I can determine, the first shadow intelligence specialist in LoSC's history."

Sumi's expression — characteristically composed — did not change. But Ranger's tail wagged, which was the shadow hound's physical manifestation of Sumi's suppressed pride and which Sumi immediately suppressed by dismissing Ranger to the Shadow Realm with the slightly too-fast gesture of a person who was embarrassed by their own emotions and who did not want those emotions broadcast by an empathic dog.

Nigel's rotation focused on barrier techniques and tactical analysis. The barrier work that Natasha had introduced — defensive domes, proximity alarms, containment cages — was expanded under Ishaan's guidance into a comprehensive defensive toolkit that included mobile shields, directional barriers that could deflect specific types of shadow energy, and the advanced technique of barrier networking: connecting multiple barriers into a coordinated defensive system that could protect a large area and that adapted in real time to the type and direction of incoming threats.

The tactical analysis was Nigel's natural environment. Ishaan provided him with case files — real LoSC operations, past and present — and Nigel dissected them with the surgical precision of a mind that saw patterns the way musicians heard harmonies: instinctively, comprehensively, and with an aesthetic appreciation for the elegance of well-executed strategy.

"You see connections," Ishaan said, reviewing one of Nigel's analyses — a forty-page document that cross-referenced a twelve-year-old border patrol operation with the current Maren investigation and that identified structural parallels that nobody had noticed because nobody had been looking for them. "Most officers see individual data points. You see the relationships between data points. That's rare."

"It's not rare," Nigel said. "It's systematic. The relationships exist in the data. Anyone who takes the time to look for them will find them."

"The ability to take the time — the patience, the attention, the willingness to read forty reports when most people stop at four — that is the rare part."

Kaito's rotation was different.

His mornings were spent on casting — standard casting, not the Purge-era symbols that occupied his private thoughts. Ishaan drilled him on precision: the exact angles of hand configurations, the optimal light conditions for different shadow creatures, the relationship between casting speed and shadow stability. Kaito's natural speed was his greatest asset, but Ishaan was relentless in demonstrating that speed without precision was volatility — impressive when it worked, catastrophic when it didn't.

"You form the komodon symbol in one point four seconds," Ishaan said, after a session in which Kaito had summoned and dismissed his komodon twenty times in succession. "That's faster than any officer in LoSC's current roster. But your hand angle at the third position is consistently two degrees too wide, which produces a komodon whose left flank is structurally weaker than its right. In a combat situation, an opponent who noticed that asymmetry would target the weak flank. Two degrees of imprecision, invisible to the casual observer, creates a vulnerability that could cost you the fight."

"Two degrees," Kaito repeated.

"Two degrees. Fix it."

Kaito fixed it. Not immediately — the muscle memory of one point four seconds did not yield easily to correction — but over the course of a week, through repetition that was tedious and necessary and that taught him something that Natasha had told him and that he was only now beginning to understand: the difference between using a gift and controlling a gift was not a difference of ability but a difference of attention.

His afternoons were spent differently. Ganesh had given him access to the outpost's restricted archive — a locked room on the second floor that contained documents classified at levels that junior officers were not normally permitted to read. The archive included the sealed records that Ganesh had mentioned: the documentation of the serpentine sequence's fifth, sixth, and seventh symbols, recorded by LoSC's founders in the aftermath of the Purge and sealed by order of the first Grand Commander with instructions that they should not be opened unless the circumstances of the Purge repeated themselves.

"The circumstances are repeating themselves," Ganesh had said, when he handed Kaito the key. "Not exactly — Maren was not the Purge, and the resonance is not the cataclysm. But the pattern is similar enough that the sealed records are relevant, and you are the person most likely to need them."

Kaito read. He read the accounts of the two pre-Purge Leviathan summonings — detailed, technical narratives written by witnesses who had seen the shadow dragons manifest and who had struggled to describe, in the language available to them, creatures that exceeded the descriptive capacity of language itself. He read the analysis of the serpentine sequence — each symbol documented with hand configurations, energy requirements, and the specific bond conditions necessary for successful summoning. He read the testimony of the casters who had attempted and failed — some surviving the failure, some not — and he read the conclusions of the LoSC founders, who had sealed the records with the following notation:

The serpentine sequence represents the apex of shadow casting. Its power is real, documented, and devastating. Its danger lies not in the power itself but in the requirements it places on the caster. The Greater Serpent requires emotional maturity. The Basilisk requires moral clarity. The Leviathan requires a bond of absolute trust between caster and creature — a bond that none of the surviving witnesses could describe adequately and that none of the failed casters possessed. We seal these records not to suppress knowledge but to protect the unprepared. When a caster is ready for the Leviathan, they will know. And we hope — with the cautious hope of people who have seen what the Leviathan can do — that such a caster will not emerge until the world has need of them.

Kaito read the passage three times. He sat in the locked room, surrounded by centuries of sealed knowledge, and he thought about readiness.

He was not ready. He knew that with the clarity that comes from honest self-assessment, which was a skill he had not possessed before the road and which the road had taught him at the specific cost of discovering how much he didn't know. He was fast. He was talented. He was brave — or reckless, depending on who you asked, and the honest answer was probably both. But emotional maturity was a work in progress. Moral clarity was a concept he was still defining. And absolute trust — the bond of perfect partnership between caster and creature — was something he had glimpsed in Sumi's relationship with Ranger but had not yet achieved with any creature of his own.

The fifth symbol waited. The Greater Serpent waited. And Kaito — for the first time in his life — chose to wait with them rather than rushing toward them, because waiting was not the same as giving up, and readiness was not the same as delay, and the old texts were right: when he was ready, he would know.

In the evenings, the three of them gathered in the outpost's common room and talked.

Not about the mission — or not only about the mission. They talked about other things: Nigel's mother, who had sent a letter via LoSC courier that described the family's mango harvest in such loving detail that Nigel read passages aloud and Kaito's mouth watered. Sumi's grandmother, the coastal healer, who had apparently responded to the news of Sumi's first commission by sending a package of dried herbs and a note that said, in its entirety: "Stay healthy. Don't trust anyone who doesn't feed their animals." Kaito's mother, who had not written, because Kaito's mother expressed her emotions through silence and her love through the absence of complaint, and who was, Kaito knew, proud of him in the specific, fierce, uncommunicative way that characterised their family's relationship with feelings.

They talked about food. Nigel described his mother's lonrelmian cooking in terms that were simultaneously nostalgic and analytical — "the ratio of mustard seed to coconut in her sambar is exactly three to one, and any deviation produces a flavour that is technically acceptable but spiritually wrong." Sumi described her grandmother's fish curry — "she uses kokum instead of tamarind, which gives it a sweetness that people from the coast recognise and people from inland describe as 'unusual,' which is inland people's polite way of saying they don't understand it." Kaito contributed his own culinary autobiography: a childhood of institutional meals at the Sanctuary, supplemented by the street food of the settlements surrounding Central, which was cheap, plentiful, and prepared by vendors whose hygiene standards were, in Nigel's diplomatic phrasing, "aspirational."

They talked about the future. Not the immediate future — the third commission, the ongoing investigation, the political aftermath of the Assembly — but the longer future, the one that existed beyond commissions and crises and that would, eventually, become the shape of their adult lives.

"I want to build an intelligence network," Sumi said, one evening, with the matter-of-fact certainty of a person who had identified their purpose and was simply informing others of its existence. "Not like Priya's — one person, working alone, risking everything. A proper network. Officers trained in shadow intelligence, positioned across the Plate, connected through bond communication, providing real-time threat assessment to LoSC command. What happened with Maren should never have been possible. It was possible because LoSC's intelligence capability was inadequate. I intend to fix that."

"I want to catalogue the lost knowledge," Nigel said. "The Purge destroyed centuries of shadow casting research. Natasha's journal is a fragment. The sealed archives are another fragment. But there are more fragments — in private collections, in archaeological sites, in the oral traditions of communities that survived the Purge. Someone needs to find them, document them, and make them available to LoSC researchers. I want to be that someone."

"And you?" Sumi looked at Kaito.

Kaito thought about it. He thought about the fifth symbol. The Greater Serpent. The Leviathan. The sealed records and their description of absolute trust. He thought about the road to Torcia, and the road back, and the roads that lay ahead.

"I want to be ready," he said. "For whatever comes."

Sumi's mouth curved. "That's not a career plan."

"It's the only honest answer I have."

"Then it's enough."


  
    Chapter 24: The Political Aftermath

    
    
  
  The dismantling of Maren's network produced consequences that rippled through the political landscape of the Great Malgarian Plate like stones dropped into still water, each ripple intersecting with others to create a pattern of disruption that was both predictable in its general shape and surprising in its specific effects.

The most immediate consequence was the restructuring of the Lonrelmian Ministry's relationship with LoSC.

Prime Minister Darian, whose political instincts had been sharpened rather than dulled by the crisis, recognised that the existing oversight model — the model that Maren had exploited — was fundamentally flawed. Not because oversight was wrong, but because the oversight had been designed to catch the wrong things. The Ministry had been watching for overt LoSC misconduct — unauthorised operations, budget overruns, the kind of visible transgressions that political institutions were designed to detect. It had not been watching for covert ministerial corruption — the subtler, more dangerous threat that came from within the oversight structure itself.

"The watchman was the thief," Darian said, in a speech to the Assembly that was broadcast across the Plate and that was, by the standards of political speeches, unusually honest. "We built a system to prevent shadow casters from abusing their power, and we failed to consider that the people watching the shadow casters might abuse theirs. This failure is ours — the Ministry's, the Assembly's, mine — and the correction must be equally ours."

The correction took the form of a new oversight framework — developed jointly by the Ministry and LoSC, with input from Advisor Priya and Commander Natasha and a dozen other people whose expertise in the intersection of politics and shadow casting made them essential participants in a process that was, by any measure, the most significant reform of caster-civilian relations since the founding of the Legion.

Ganesh was deeply involved. The sharp-featured master spent weeks in the Ministerial Capital, participating in committee meetings and closed-door negotiations with the patience of a man who understood that political reform was not a sprint but a marathon and who was, despite his preference for direct action, surprisingly skilled at the kind of indirect, incremental persuasion that political reform required.

Ishaan kept the junior officers informed through daily intelligence summaries that were, in Nigel's assessment, "models of concise analytical writing" and that were, in Kaito's assessment, "really long."

The key elements of the new framework were these:

First: LoSC's internal command structure would be preserved. The Autonomy Restriction Act had been withdrawn, and the principle of operational independence — the ability of LoSC commanders to authorise and execute shadow casting operations without ministerial pre-approval — was confirmed as essential to the Legion's effectiveness. This was the victory that Toshio and Ganesh had been fighting for, and it was secured not through political manoeuvring but through the simple, devastating evidence of what happened when that independence was undermined.

Second: the Ministry's oversight would be reformed. Instead of a single budget secretary with unchecked access to LoSC financial records — the role that Maren had exploited — a joint committee of Ministry and LoSC representatives would oversee the Legion's budget, operations, and personnel decisions. The committee would include representatives from both institutions, preventing either from monopolising information.

Third: a new intelligence-sharing protocol would be established. The old system — in which LoSC intelligence was reported through Ministry administrative channels that were, as Toshio had warned, vulnerable to bureaucratic interference — would be replaced by a direct reporting line between LoSC intelligence officers and the Prime Minister's office. The line would bypass the Ministry's administrative apparatus entirely, eliminating the bottleneck that Maren had used to suppress intelligence reports.

And fourth — the element that surprised everyone — a formal research programme into dark flame and other advanced casting techniques would be established under joint LoSC-Ministry authority. The programme would be led by Chirag, under the supervision of Commander Natasha, and its mandate would be comprehensive: to study the techniques that the Purge had driven underground, to understand their capabilities and risks, and to develop countermeasures against their misuse.

"This is unprecedented," Nigel said, when Ishaan briefed them on the fourth element. "LoSC has never authorised research into dark flame. The technique has been classified as forbidden for three hundred years."

"The classification was based on the assumption that forbidding something prevents its use," Ishaan replied. "Maren's modified caster beam demonstrated that the assumption was wrong. Someone built a siphon — a device that channels shadow energy without a bond — using knowledge that LoSC refused to study. If LoSC had studied dark flame when Chirag first proposed it, the siphon might have been anticipated. Instead, it was a surprise. LoSC cannot afford to be surprised again."

Minister Varom's trajectory was more complex.

The silver-haired politician, whose Restrictionist agenda had been the legitimate political vehicle that Maren had hijacked, was not destroyed by the crisis. He was transformed by it. The discovery that his principles had been manipulated — that his genuine concern about LoSC's unchecked power had been exploited by a man whose own unchecked power was far more dangerous — produced in Varom not the expected political collapse but an unexpected political evolution.

He did not resign from the Assembly. He did not abandon the Restrictionist position — the belief that civilian oversight of shadow casting was necessary and appropriate. But he reframed it. Instead of arguing for restrictions that would weaken LoSC, he argued for partnerships that would strengthen both LoSC and the Ministry.

"I was wrong about the method," he said, in a private meeting with Ganesh that Ishaan — who had intelligence contacts everywhere — subsequently briefed the junior officers about. "I was not wrong about the principle. Shadow casters possess extraordinary power. That power must be accountable — not to suppress it, but to ensure that the people who wield it are worthy of the trust that accountability represents."

Ganesh, who had spent decades regarding Varom as an adversary, responded with the careful recalibration of a strategist who recognised that former enemies could become valuable allies. "We agree on more than you realise," he said. "LoSC has always believed in accountability. What we resist is the specific form of accountability that treats shadow casters as suspects rather than partners."

"Then let us find a form that treats you as partners."

It was the beginning of a relationship that would, over the following months and years, reshape the political landscape of the Plate more profoundly than any legislation — a relationship built not on trust, exactly, but on the shared recognition that distrust was more expensive than cooperation and that the cost of the Maren crisis had been high enough to justify the investment.

Deputy Minister Calloway's trajectory was simpler and darker. The intelligence officer who had sat at the back of the Assembly with her constantly scanning eyes was, it transpired, not innocent. She had not been part of Maren's network — her crime was different and, in some ways, worse. She had suspected Maren's corruption for years. She had gathered her own intelligence. She had documented patterns of financial irregularity and personnel manipulation that overlapped significantly with Priya's evidence. And she had done nothing with it.

Not because she was afraid — Calloway was not a person who was easily afraid. But because the knowledge gave her power. Information about Maren's corruption was leverage, and leverage was, for an intelligence officer whose career depended on the accumulation and strategic deployment of leverage, too valuable to surrender to a process that would consume it.

"She was banking it," Ishaan explained, with the cold precision of one intelligence officer describing another. "Saving the information for a moment when revealing it would benefit her most. A promotion. A political appointment. A negotiation. She wasn't protecting Maren — she was waiting for the optimal moment to destroy him, and the optimal moment never came because Priya's evidence and your testimony pre-empted it."

"That's repugnant," Kaito said.

"That's intelligence work at its worst. The line between gathering information to serve an institution and gathering information to serve yourself is thin, and Calloway crossed it. Her failure was not incompetence — it was a moral failure. She had the power to stop Maren years ago and chose not to because stopping him was less valuable than knowing about him."

Calloway was removed from her position. Quietly — the Ministry preferred quiet removals to public ones, on the theory that institutional credibility was damaged as much by the spectacle of corruption as by the corruption itself. She was not prosecuted — her inaction, however morally repugnant, was not technically criminal — but her career in the Ministry was over, and her intelligence files were transferred to LoSC, where they became part of the comprehensive picture of Maren's operation that Nigel was, with Ishaan's guidance, assembling into the definitive account.

The investigation into Maren himself continued.

He was held in the Assembly Hall's containment facility — the same basement cell where Nigel's barrier had been erected on the day of his arrest — and he was subjected to the kind of methodical, exhaustive interrogation that LoSC's Internal Affairs Division conducted with the patience of an institution that measured investigations not in days but in months.

Maren cooperated. Not fully — he was a strategist to the end, parcelling out information in calculated doses designed to maximise his leverage — but enough to confirm the structure of his operation and to identify the remaining elements of his network that had not been captured in the initial sweep.

The modified caster beam was the investigation's most significant finding. The device — which had been recovered from the Assembly floor after Chirag crushed it — was examined by LoSC's Technical Division and found to be a sophisticated piece of engineering that combined standard caster beam technology with a modified crystal array that had been specifically designed to channel shadow energy without passing it through the caster bond. The design required materials that were not commercially available — shadow crystals of a specific resonance frequency that could only be obtained from deep within the Shadow Realm itself.

"This means someone entered the Shadow Realm physically," Commander Vikram reported to Ganesh, in a briefing that the junior officers attended as observers. "Not through the bond — through a physical aperture. The crystals in Maren's device show molecular structures consistent with direct extraction from the Shadow Realm's crystalline substrate. Someone went in and took them."

"Who?" Ganesh asked.

"Unknown. But the techniques required for physical Shadow Realm entry were documented before the Purge and destroyed during it. If someone has rediscovered those techniques..."

"Then the resonance event is not the last surprise we're going to encounter."

The room was silent. The investigation continued. And somewhere in the locked, classified, carefully guarded files of LoSC's Internal Affairs Division, a new threat assessment was being drafted — one that addressed not the political conspiracies of ambitious bureaucrats but the deeper, more fundamental question of what happened when the boundary between the physical world and the Shadow Realm was breached by people who did not care about the consequences.


  
    Chapter 25: Sumi's Network

    
    
  
  The third commission arrived on a Tuesday.

Ganesh delivered it personally — not through the formal commission papers that LoSC's administrative system generated with the bureaucratic precision of an institution that documented everything, but in a private meeting in his office, with the door closed and the harbour visible through the window and his expression set in the particular configuration that indicated the information he was about to share was classified, consequential, and not to be discussed outside the room.

"The investigation into Maren's modified caster beam has produced a lead," he said. "The shadow crystals used in the device — the ones extracted from the Shadow Realm — were not obtained by Maren himself. He purchased them. From a supplier."

"A supplier of Shadow Realm crystals," Nigel said. The analytical mind was already working — Kaito could see it in the slight narrowing of Nigel's eyes, the tilting of his head, the physical manifestations of a brain that was sorting information into categories and looking for the category that this new data point belonged to. "That implies a market. Which implies regular access to the Shadow Realm. Which implies—"

"Which implies that physical Shadow Realm entry is not a lost technique rediscovered by a single individual," Ganesh finished. "It is an ongoing operation. Someone — or some group — has been entering the Shadow Realm, extracting materials, and selling them. How long this has been happening, how extensive the operation is, and who is running it — these are the questions your third commission is designed to answer."

Sumi leaned forward. "Where does the lead point?"

"South. The supplier Maren purchased from was based in the Southern Provinces — a region that LoSC's coverage has historically been thin because the population density is low and the shadow casting community is small. The supplier's identity is known — a merchant named Harlan Voss, who operates out of a trading post in the port town of Meridia. Voss has been arrested by the Southern Division, but he's not the source. He's a middleman. The crystals come from somewhere further south — possibly from the Uncharted Territories beyond the Plate's southern border."

The Uncharted Territories. Kaito had heard the name in passing during his training at Central — a vast, largely unexplored region south of the Great Malgarian Plate that was, according to LoSC's geographical surveys, a mixture of dense tropical forest, volcanic highlands, and coastal wetlands that no lonrelmian settlement had successfully colonised and that no LoSC officer had thoroughly mapped. The region was not uninhabited — there were reports of scattered communities, indigenous populations whose relationship with shadow casting was unknown — but it was, in the practical sense, terra incognita.

"You want us to go to the Uncharted Territories," Kaito said. Not a question. A recognition.

"I want you to go to Meridia. To interrogate Voss. To follow the supply chain south. And to determine whether the source of the shadow crystals is a single individual, a small operation, or something larger." Ganesh paused. "I am sending you because the resonance event has given your team capabilities that no other unit possesses. Sumi's intelligence range. Nigel's analytical skills. And your casting ability, Kaito — which, whether you're ready for the fifth symbol or not, is the strongest in LoSC's active roster."

"What about Chirag's research division?" Nigel asked. "His expertise in dark flame and modified casting technology would be relevant."

"Chirag is not field-ready. His rehabilitation programme requires controlled conditions, and the Southern Provinces are not controlled conditions. He will provide technical briefings before your departure, but he will not accompany you."

The preparation for the third commission was different from the first.

The first commission had been a delivery assignment — simple in concept, complicated in execution, the kind of mission that was given to junior officers because it was supposed to be safe and that had become unsafe through the specific intervention of a conspiracy that nobody had anticipated. The third commission was an investigation — complex in concept, uncertain in execution, the kind of mission that required skills the three of them had not possessed when they left Central and that they had acquired, through a combination of instruction and necessity, on the road.

Sumi took the lead on intelligence preparation. The shadow intelligence capabilities she had developed during training in Torcia were, for this mission, not supplementary but primary. The Southern Provinces were vast, the Uncharted Territories were larger, and the ability to detect shadow energy at range — to scan the landscape for the signatures of shadow crystals, caster activity, and Shadow Realm proximity — was the difference between searching blind and searching with purpose.

She spent a week refining her techniques with Ishaan's guidance. The sessions were intense — four hours each morning, pushing Ranger's sensory range to its limits and then past them, mapping the threshold between reliable detection and uncertain impression, calibrating the bond's sensitivity to the specific energy signatures of shadow crystals.

"The crystals have a distinctive resonance," Ishaan explained, during one of the technical briefings. "Standard shadow energy — the kind produced by caster beams and shadow creatures — is dynamic. It fluctuates, responds to intent, adapts to conditions. Crystal energy is static. It doesn't change. It sits in the spectrum like a fixed point — a constant frequency that you can tune to and track across long distances."

Sumi absorbed the information with the systematic thoroughness that characterised her approach to every form of knowledge. She practised on the training crystals that Ishaan provided — small fragments of shadow crystal obtained from LoSC's Technical Division — learning to distinguish their static signature from the dynamic background of a world saturated with shadow energy.

"I can detect them," she reported, at the end of the week. "At range. Ranger's perception can identify crystal signatures at seven kilometres in open terrain, less in dense environments. The signal is clear — nothing else in the shadow spectrum has the same fixed-frequency pattern."

"Seven kilometres," Ishaan said. "That's further than any detection range I've seen documented."

"The resonance," Sumi said. "It's still active. The bond is still enhanced. I don't know how long it will last, but while it does, Ranger and I are operating at a level that was not previously possible."

Nigel's preparation was archival and strategic. He read everything available on the Southern Provinces — geographical surveys, population reports, trade records, the scattered intelligence assessments that LoSC's Southern Division had produced over the decades. He mapped the known trade routes, identified the settlements that might serve as staging points for a crystal supply chain, and constructed a logistical model of how shadow crystals might move from the Uncharted Territories to Meridia to Maren's workshop.

"The supply chain has to follow the rivers," he said, presenting his analysis to the team in the common room with the visual aids — maps, charts, annotated documents — that he produced with the instinctive thoroughness of a person for whom analysis without documentation was thinking without breathing. "The terrain south of Meridia is dense tropical forest — no roads, no infrastructure, no settlements large enough to support overland transport. The only practical route is the Verada River, which runs south from Meridia into the Uncharted Territories. Anything coming out of the Territories would travel north on the river."

"So we follow the river south," Kaito said.

"We follow the river south. And we look for signs of crystal extraction — mining activity, processing facilities, the kind of infrastructure that a regular supply operation would require. If this is an ongoing operation, there will be evidence. Mining leaves traces. Transport leaves traces. Commerce leaves traces."

Kaito's preparation was physical and casting-related. He trained with Ishaan on precision casting — the two-degree correction that had occupied his first weeks in Torcia was now ingrained, and his komodon was structurally perfect at one point four seconds. He trained on environmental adaptation — casting in low-light conditions, in dense vegetation, in the humid tropical heat that characterised the Southern Provinces and that affected shadow energy in ways that a caster trained in the temperate highlands of Central had to learn to compensate for.

And he practised the constrictor. Not the fifth symbol — he had agreed with Ganesh to wait — but the fourth, the shadow serpent that had proven its value on the bridge and in the forest. He practised speed. He practised control. He practised sustaining the constrictor for extended periods — maintaining the shadow serpent's form and coherence while simultaneously managing his komodon, a dual-casting technique that was uncommon among junior officers and that produced, when executed correctly, a combat capability that was equivalent to having two officers' worth of shadow creatures under a single caster's control.

"Dual casting," Ishaan observed, watching Kaito maintain both the komodon and the constrictor during a training session. "That's a senior officer technique. Where did you learn it?"

"I didn't learn it. I tried it and it worked."

Ishaan's expression — the particular combination of admiration and concern that Kaito's natural ability frequently produced in his instructors — was identical to expressions that Toshio, Natasha, and Ganesh had all worn at various points during Kaito's career.

"It works because the resonance is enhancing your bond," Ishaan said carefully. "The enhanced bond gives you the bandwidth to maintain two creatures simultaneously. But the resonance may be temporary. If it fades, dual casting may become significantly more difficult. Practice it — absolutely — but don't make it a crutch. Your single-creature casting must remain strong enough to carry you if the dual capability diminishes."

"Understood."

"And Kaito? The constrictor is a Purge-era creature. Every time you summon it, you're reaching into a part of the Shadow Realm that LoSC doesn't fully understand. The resonance may be making that reach easier, but easier is not the same as safe. Be aware of what you're drawing on."

Chirag's technical briefing was held on the day before departure.

He met them in Ganesh's office — the rehabilitating rogue caster looking marginally healthier than he had at the tribunal, the shadow burns on his arm and neck no longer spreading (the first measurable success of Natasha's research programme) but not yet receding. His manner was formal — the manner of a person who was aware of his ambiguous status and who compensated for that ambiguity with professionalism.

"The shadow crystals in Maren's device," he began, "are not natural formations. They're cultivated."

"Cultivated?" Nigel's eyebrows rose.

"Shadow crystals can form naturally in regions of high Shadow Realm proximity — places where the boundary between the physical world and the Shadow Realm is thin and where shadow energy seeps through in concentrated form. The crystals are essentially solidified shadow energy. But the crystals in Maren's device show patterns of growth that are too regular to be natural. They were grown. Deliberately. By someone who understood the crystallisation process well enough to control it."

"Which means the source isn't a mine," Sumi said. "It's a laboratory."

"A farm, more likely. Crystal cultivation requires specific conditions — proximity to the Shadow Realm boundary, stable temperature, consistent shadow energy levels. You can't do it in a building. You need a location where the boundary is naturally thin and where you can maintain the growth conditions over extended periods. Weeks, at minimum. Months, more likely."

"And the Uncharted Territories would have those conditions?"

"The Southern border of the Great Malgarian Plate is known to have thin Shadow Realm boundaries — geological surveys have documented elevated shadow energy readings for decades. The Uncharted Territories are the most likely location for a crystal farm because they offer the necessary conditions and the necessary obscurity. Nobody patrols them. Nobody surveys them. If you wanted to cultivate shadow crystals without being detected, the Territories would be ideal."

He provided additional technical details — the expected energy signatures of cultivated crystals, the environmental indicators of Shadow Realm proximity, the physical characteristics of boundary thinning that Sumi should watch for through Ranger's perception. And then, as the briefing concluded, he turned to Kaito.

"The Southern Provinces are different from the north," he said. "The shadow energy levels are higher, the ambient resonance is stronger, and the bond between casters and the Shadow Realm is more... present. You'll feel it. The fifth symbol will feel closer. The creatures on the other side of the bond will feel more accessible."

"I know."

"Do you? Because the feeling of accessibility is not the same as actual readiness. The closer you feel to the Greater Serpent, the more tempting it will be to try. And the more tempting it is, the more critical it becomes that you don't. Not until you know — with certainty, not just confidence — that you're ready."

"How will I know the difference?"

Chirag's scarred face was serious. "Confidence says 'I can do this.' Certainty says 'I understand what this requires.' One is about your power. The other is about your judgment. The Greater Serpent cares about the second."

They departed the next morning. Ganesh saw them off at the outpost's door — the same unassuming door through which they had left for their first commission, the same courtyard, the same herb garden, the same non-functioning fountain. But nothing was the same. They were different people now — shaped by roads and fights and revelations and the particular education that comes from carrying something important through dangerous territory and discovering, at the end, that the most important thing they carried was each other.

"Be thorough," Ganesh said. "Be careful. And be back."

"We will," Sumi said. And the three of them walked south, toward the harbour, toward the ship that would take them to Meridia, toward the Uncharted Territories and whatever waited there — crystal farms, Shadow Realm boundaries, the mysteries of a region that no LoSC officer had explored and that three junior officers were about to map with shadow intelligence and analytical precision and the particular unstoppable determination that characterised a team that had already done the impossible and that regarded the merely improbable as routine.


  
    Chapter 26: The River South

    
    
  
  The ship to Meridia was called the Coastal Wanderer, and she was, in every respect that mattered to a passenger who cared about comfort, a disappointment.

She was a cargo vessel — a flat-bottomed, wide-beamed transport designed for the coastal trade routes that connected Torcia to the southern ports, optimised for carrying goods rather than people and possessing accommodations that reflected this priority with the architectural honesty of a structure that had never pretended to be anything other than what it was: a floating warehouse with a rudder.

Their cabin — singular, because the Wanderer had only one passenger cabin and it was the size of a generous closet — contained three hammocks, a porthole that did not open, and a smell that suggested previous passengers had included livestock. Nigel examined the cabin with the evaluative attention of a person cataloguing the conditions of an experiment and said: "This is worse than the tunnel."

"The tunnel didn't move," Kaito said, as the ship lurched through the harbour mouth and the hammocks swung in synchronised protest.

"The tunnel didn't smell like goats."

The voyage took four days. They sailed south along the coast — the Great Malgarian Plate's western shoreline sliding past the porthole in a slow panorama of cliffs, beaches, fishing villages, and the occasional river mouth that opened inland like a vein in the landscape. The weather was warm and getting warmer as they moved south, the temperate climate of Torcia giving way to the subtropical humidity of the middle coast and then, as they rounded the cape that marked the transition to the Southern Provinces, to the full tropical heat that characterised the region and that settled on them like a warm, wet blanket that could not be removed.

Kaito had never been this far south. The landscape was different — greener, lusher, the vegetation pressing against the coast with an urgency that suggested the forest was trying to reclaim the narrow strip of civilisation that humans had carved between the trees and the sea. The trees themselves were different: not the pines and oaks of the north but broad-leafed tropical species whose canopies merged into a continuous green ceiling that blocked the sky and created, beneath it, a world of filtered light and green shadow that was simultaneously beautiful and claustrophobic.

Sumi spent the voyage working. She stood at the ship's bow each morning — Ranger materialised, both of them oriented south, their combined perception sweeping the coastline and the inland territory for shadow energy signatures. The exercise was partly training — maintaining and extending her detection range during travel — and partly operational intelligence gathering: mapping the shadow energy landscape of the Southern Provinces, identifying concentrations and anomalies that might indicate the proximity of the crystal supply chain they were seeking.

"The baseline energy is higher here," she reported, on the second evening. They were sitting on the cargo deck — the only space on the Wanderer that was large enough for three people to sit simultaneously without touching — eating rice and dal from tin plates that the ship's cook had provided with the aggressive generosity of a man who believed that food quality was irrelevant as long as quantity was sufficient. "Ishaan was right about the southern regions. The shadow energy levels are measurably elevated compared to the north. Ranger's perception is... fuller. More detailed. Like switching from candlelight to sunlight."

"The Shadow Realm boundary is thinner here," Nigel said, cross-referencing her observations with the geological surveys he had been reading since boarding. "The tectonic structure of the southern plate creates conditions that reduce the barrier between dimensions. It's not unique to this region — similar conditions exist in isolated pockets across the Plate — but the southern coast has the most extensive thin-boundary zone documented."

"Which is why the crystal farm is here," Kaito said.

"Which is why the crystal farm is almost certainly here. The conditions are ideal: thin boundary, elevated shadow energy, dense vegetation providing concealment, low population density providing obscurity. If you were designing a location for covert shadow crystal cultivation, this region would be the blueprint."

Meridia appeared on the morning of the fourth day.

It was not what Kaito had expected. Where Torcia was a port city — bustling, commercial, defined by the traffic of goods and people through its harbour — Meridia was a river town: a settlement built at the point where the Verada River met the coast, its buildings straddling both banks of the river and connected by wooden bridges that spanned the brown, slow-moving water with the structural optimism of engineering that prioritised convenience over durability.

The town was small — perhaps five thousand inhabitants, a fraction of Torcia's population — but it was busy. The river was the primary transport route for the Southern Provinces, and everything that moved between the coast and the interior moved through Meridia: timber, agricultural products, minerals, the miscellaneous commerce of a region that produced raw materials and consumed manufactured goods and that measured its economic activity not in the transactions of individual merchants but in the volume of cargo that passed through its docks each day.

They disembarked at the river wharf — a timber platform extending into the Verada's sluggish current, where cargo boats were tied three-deep and where the air smelled of river mud, tropical vegetation, and the particular combination of wood smoke and cooking oil that characterised settlements where food preparation was a continuous, outdoor activity.

Ishaan had arranged their accommodation: a boarding house operated by a retired LoSC officer named Devi Prasad, whose relationship with LoSC had evolved from active service to passive support to the informal intelligence-gathering role that retired officers in remote postings inevitably assumed, whether they wanted to or not.

Devi was a small woman in her sixties — wiry, brown-skinned, with silver hair cut short and eyes that evaluated newcomers with the professional assessment of a person who had spent thirty years distinguishing threats from visitors. She met them at the boarding house door — a two-storey wooden building on the river's east bank, surrounded by a garden of tropical plants that were, unlike Ganesh's herb garden, thriving with the aggressive vitality of vegetation in a climate that regarded growth as a default state and that required deliberate intervention to prevent.

"Ganesh sent word," Devi said, by way of greeting. "Three junior officers. Third commission. Crystal supply chain investigation." She looked at them — three young people in travel-worn clothes, carrying unremarkable bags, accompanied by a shadow hound that was materialised and that was, in the humid tropical air, panting with the specific discomfort of a creature adapted to the Shadow Realm's constant temperature encountering the physical world's thermal variability. "You look tired. Come in. Eat. Then we'll talk about Voss."

The boarding house was clean, simple, and mercifully cool — thick wooden walls and a thatched roof providing insulation against the tropical heat, ceiling fans powered by a water wheel in the garden providing circulation, and the particular atmosphere of a space that was maintained by a person who valued order and who expressed that value through the meticulous arrangement of furniture, the precise stacking of books, and the total absence of dust.

Devi fed them. The food was southern — rice, sambar, a rasam that was so perfectly seasoned that Nigel paused mid-bite and stared at his plate with the expression of a person who had just encountered a religious experience in liquid form.

"My mother's recipe," Devi said, noting Nigel's expression. "Adapted for southern ingredients. The tamarind here is different — sweeter, less astringent. You have to adjust the proportions."

"It's perfect," Nigel said, with the simple sincerity of a person for whom food was not just sustenance but communication, and for whom this particular communication was saying something that words could not adequately express.

Harlan Voss was being held in Meridia's LoSC holding facility — a converted warehouse near the river docks that served as the Southern Division's local operations centre. The facility was modest — three rooms, a holding cell, and an office that doubled as a briefing room — and it was staffed by a single LoSC officer, Lieutenant Anand, whose jurisdiction covered the entire southern coast and whose workload was, by his own assessment, "the work of twelve people distributed among one person with inadequate resources and no backup."

Anand was a tall, thin man in his thirties with a moustache that he maintained with the meticulous attention that some men gave to their appearance and that Anand gave to his facial hair as a form of psychological compensation for the professional neglect that characterised his posting. He was competent, overworked, and grateful — specifically grateful that Ganesh had sent three officers, because the crystal investigation had been consuming his limited resources for weeks and the arrival of reinforcements was, in his words, "the first good thing that has happened to this posting since I was assigned here four years ago."

Voss was in the holding cell. He was a large man — mid-fifties, heavy-set, with the weathered complexion and calloused hands of a person who had spent his life in physical work and who had accumulated, through decades of river trade, the kind of commercial knowledge that made him valuable as a middleman and dangerous as a source of intelligence.

Sumi conducted the interrogation. Not because she was the most intimidating — that was Kaito's department, and even Kaito's intimidation factor was limited by the fact that he was seventeen — but because her shadow intelligence skills made her the most effective questioner. Ranger sat beside her during the interrogation, the shadow hound's empathic perception providing real-time emotional feedback that Sumi could read through the bond: truth, evasion, fear, calculation, the micro-fluctuations of human emotional states that accompanied speech and that betrayed, with clinical reliability, the difference between what a person was saying and what they were feeling.

Voss was cooperative — not out of principle but out of the pragmatic calculation that cooperation with LoSC was preferable to the alternative, which was prosecution, imprisonment, and the destruction of the commercial network that represented his life's work.

"The crystals come from upriver," he said. His voice was deep and gravelly, the voice of a man who had spent decades shouting over river noise and bargaining in river-port markets. "Sixty, maybe seventy kilometres south of Meridia. There's a settlement — not a real settlement, more of a camp — on the west bank of the Verada, near where the river passes through a gorge. The gorge is where the boundary is thinnest. The crystals grow there."

"Grow naturally?" Nigel asked.

"Not exactly. The people at the camp — there's maybe a dozen of them — they do something to encourage the growth. I don't know the details. I'm a trader, not a scientist. They give me the crystals, I transport them to buyers. Maren was my biggest client, but not my only one."

"Who else?" Sumi asked.

Ranger's perception registered a spike of fear — Voss's emotional state shifting from cooperative calculation to genuine anxiety. The shift was significant: whoever Voss's other clients were, they were scarier than LoSC.

"There are people," Voss said slowly, "who come from further south. Beyond the gorge. Beyond the Territories. They don't look like lonrelmians. They don't speak Malgarian. And they don't buy crystals. They buy information."

"What kind of information?"

"About LoSC. About the Ministry. About the political structure of the Great Malgarian Plate. They want to know how the Plate is governed, how the Legion operates, where the strongest casters are stationed. I've been selling them reports for three years. I thought they were academics — researchers studying our civilisation from the outside. But the last time they came..." He paused. His hands were trembling — not with cold, not with illness, but with the specific tremor of a person who was about to say something that frightened him. "They demonstrated casting. One of them. She raised her hand — no beam, no symbols, no equipment — and a shadow creature materialised. Not a standard creature. Something I've never seen. And she did it without any of the tools your casters use."

The room was silent. The implications were enormous. Somewhere south of the Uncharted Territories, there existed a civilisation — or at least a group — of shadow casters who operated without caster beams, without the symbol system that LoSC's entire infrastructure was built on, and who were, apparently, interested in the Great Malgarian Plate's political and military structure.

"What did the creature look like?" Kaito asked. His voice was steady but his heart was racing.

"Like a bird. A very large bird. Made of shadow but also light — it glowed, like the edges of a sunset. I've never seen anything like it."

Sumi looked at Kaito. Kaito looked at Nigel. The wordless communication passed between them — the shared recognition that the third commission had just become significantly more complicated and significantly more important than anyone had anticipated.

They were not just tracking a crystal supply chain. They were approaching the boundary of a world they didn't know existed.
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  They departed Meridia at dawn on a flat-bottomed river boat that Devi had procured from a fisherman whose loyalty to LoSC was secured not by ideology but by the practical consideration that Devi had been buying his fish for fifteen years and that a customer of that longevity deserved cooperation.

The boat was narrow, shallow-drafted, and propelled by a single sail that caught the morning breeze from the coast and converted it, with the inefficient enthusiasm of old canvas, into forward motion that was barely faster than the river's current. Kaito sat at the bow, watching the Verada River unfold ahead of them — brown water, green banks, the jungle pressing close on both sides with the vegetative insistence of an ecosystem that regarded the river as an interruption rather than a boundary.

Lieutenant Anand had provided a local guide — a river trader named Rajan who knew the Verada from Meridia to the gorge and who was, despite his civilian status, the closest thing to a southern territories expert that LoSC's meagre local resources could produce. Rajan was a small, dark man in his fifties with forearms that were roped with the specific musculature of a person who had spent decades pulling oars and hauling cargo, and with a face that was creased and weathered in a way that made him look simultaneously ancient and indestructible.

"The gorge is two days upriver," Rajan said, steering the boat with a tiller that was lashed together with frayed rope and apparent faith. "The river narrows past the third bend. After that, the banks get steep. Rock walls. The jungle grows right up to the edge — you can't see the river from above, and you can't see the land from the river. It's like travelling through a tunnel made of stone and trees."

"Have you been to the camp?" Sumi asked.

"No. I stop at the gorge entrance. The people there — the ones Voss deals with — they come out to trade. They don't invite visitors in." He paused. "I've heard things, though. From other traders. They say the gorge glows at night. Not fire — something else. Blue light. Purple. The kind of light that shadows make when they're thick enough to see."

"Shadow energy luminescence," Nigel murmured. "Concentrated shadow energy in a thin-boundary zone would produce visible light in the violet-to-blue spectrum. The sealed records describe the phenomenon — it was documented during the Purge, in areas where caster communities had established prolonged contact with the Shadow Realm."

"How concentrated are we talking?" Kaito asked.

"Very. The luminescence threshold is orders of magnitude above ambient shadow energy levels. If the gorge is visibly glowing, the Shadow Realm boundary there is not just thin — it may be essentially permeable. A location where physical passage between the dimensions is possible without technological assistance."

Sumi closed her eyes. Ranger was materialised at her side, his shadow-form body oriented south, his senses extended to their maximum range. When she opened her eyes, her expression confirmed what Nigel's analysis suggested.

"I can feel it," she said. "Even at this distance. The crystal signature is... enormous. Not individual crystals — a field. An entire geological formation saturated with shadow energy. Ranger's perception is saturated — the signal is so strong that distinguishing individual elements within it is like trying to identify individual instruments in an orchestra playing at full volume."

The river narrowed on the second day.

The broad, sluggish waterway that had characterised the journey from Meridia compressed between limestone cliffs that rose vertically from the water's edge, their surfaces slick with moisture and draped with cascading vegetation — ferns, orchids, the trailing roots of trees that had established themselves on the clifftops and that sent their roots down the rock face in search of the water below. The sky, visible as a strip of blue between the cliff edges, was narrow enough that direct sunlight reached the river only at midday, and the rest of the time, the gorge existed in a permanent twilight that was both beautiful and oppressive.

The light was different here. Not just reduced — altered. The shadows cast by the cliff walls and the overhanging vegetation had a quality that Kaito had never seen: they were deep, dense, and faintly luminous, the edges of the shadows glowing with the violet-blue light that Rajan had described and that Nigel had identified as concentrated shadow energy. The effect was subtle — visible only when you looked directly at the shadow's edge — but it was pervasive, and it produced in Kaito a sensation of being submerged in something rather than standing beside it.

The shadow bond was singing.

That was the only way he could describe it. The connection between his consciousness and the Shadow Realm — normally a background presence, a channel that he accessed through deliberate casting — was active, vibrant, humming with an energy that was not his own. The resonance that had begun after the Assembly crisis and that had been gradually fading during the weeks in Torcia was not fading here. It was intensifying. The gorge was amplifying it — the thin boundary, the saturated shadow energy, the geological conditions that made this location a natural conduit between dimensions — and the amplification was not gentle. It was insistent.

He could feel the fifth symbol. Not as a theoretical hand configuration memorised from a journal. Not as a pattern traced in the air during private practice. He could feel it the way he felt his own heartbeat — as a rhythm, a presence, an activity happening inside him that required no conscious initiation. The Greater Serpent was on the other side of the bond, and the bond was wide open, and the creature's awareness was pressing against his consciousness with the patient, evaluating attention that Chirag had described.

Not yet, he told himself. Not yet.

The boat rounded a bend, and the gorge opened into a natural amphitheatre — a widening of the river where the cliffs receded and the banks sloped gently upward to a flat area of ground that was, unmistakably, the site of human habitation. There were structures — not buildings in the conventional sense but shelters constructed from a combination of natural materials and something else, something that glowed with the same violet-blue luminescence as the shadows and that appeared to be, on closer inspection, shadow energy made solid. Shadow architecture. Crystallised shadow energy shaped into walls, roofs, and walkways that connected the shelters in a network of luminous pathways.

"The crystal farm," Nigel breathed.

It was more than a farm. It was a settlement. And standing on the riverbank, watching their approach with expressions that were neither welcoming nor hostile but evaluating — the expression of people who were assessing newcomers and who had not yet decided how to classify them — were the inhabitants.

There were perhaps twenty of them. Men and women, ranging in age from young adults to elderly, dressed in clothing that was unfamiliar — not lonrelmian, not Malgarian, woven from fibres that had a subtle iridescence that suggested they were made from materials that did not exist on the Great Malgarian Plate. Their skin tones ranged from dark brown to a pale bronze that Kaito had never seen, and their postures — upright, centred, with a physical ease that suggested complete comfort in their environment — communicated a confidence that was not aggressive but absolute.

And their shadows were wrong.

Not wrong in the way that Maren's shadow had been wrong — the formless, destructive mass produced by the siphon. Wrong in the way that a three-dimensional object looks wrong when you've only ever seen two-dimensional representations. Their shadows were complex — layered, textured, moving with a fluidity that was independent of the light sources producing them. The shadows of the settlement's inhabitants did not merely follow their bodies. They accompanied them. Like Ranger accompanied Sumi, but integrated — not separate creatures but extensions of the casters themselves.

A woman stepped forward from the group. She was tall — taller than Kaito, taller than anyone in the group — with silver-streaked black hair and a face that was simultaneously young and old in the way that certain faces are, where the bone structure suggests youth and the eyes suggest centuries. She wore the same iridescent clothing, and her shadow — her complex, layered, impossible shadow — moved around her like a living cloak.

She spoke. The language was not Malgarian. It was musical, tonal, with a cadence that rose and fell like water over stones. Kaito didn't understand a word.

But Ranger did.

Sumi's hand went to the shadow hound's head. Her eyes widened. "Ranger can understand her. Through the bond. The language — it's not verbal. It's being transmitted through shadow energy. She's speaking with words but communicating through the shadow bond. Ranger is picking up the meaning beneath the language."

"What is she saying?" Kaito asked.

Sumi listened. Ranger listened. The woman's musical voice continued, her shadow moving in patterns that Kaito was beginning to recognise as punctuation — emphasis, emotion, the nonverbal accompaniment that transformed speech into communication.

"She says..." Sumi's voice was hushed. "She says they've been waiting for us. Not us specifically — for casters from the north. From the Great Malgarian Plate. She says the resonance event was felt here too. She says the Shadow Realm is changing. And she says we need to understand what's happening before it's too late."

"Too late for what?"

Sumi looked at him. Her expression — the composed, analytical mask that she wore like a second skin — had cracked, and behind it was something that Kaito had rarely seen on Sumi's face: wonder.

"Too late for everything. She says the boundary between the Shadow Realm and the physical world is dissolving. Not just here — everywhere. The resonance was a symptom. The crystals are a symptom. And what's coming — what happens when the boundary fails completely — is something that hasn't happened since before human civilisation existed on this world."

The woman on the riverbank extended her hand. Her shadow extended with it — reaching toward Kaito across the water, across the gap between their cultures and their histories and their fundamentally different understandings of what shadow casting was and what it could become.

The shadow touched him. Not physically — through the bond. A connection, caster to caster, older than language and deeper than understanding. And in that connection, Kaito felt what she wanted him to feel: the scope of what was coming. The dissolution. The merging. The end of the boundary that separated two dimensions and the beginning of something new.

Something terrifying.

Something magnificent.

"We need to go ashore," Kaito said.
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  They went ashore.

The riverbank was soft — black soil mixed with fine sand, the kind of ground that recorded footprints with the fidelity of a diary and that would, Kaito thought, make tracking trivially easy for anyone who wanted to know who had been here. But the settlement's inhabitants were not concerned with concealment. They had been waiting. And people who waited did not hide.

The tall woman — whose name, Sumi translated through Ranger's bond-mediated interpretation, was Nalini — led them from the riverbank into the settlement with the unhurried grace of a person who was accustomed to being followed and who did not need to look back to confirm that she was.

The settlement was extraordinary.

Up close, the shadow architecture that Kaito had observed from the river was even more remarkable. The structures were not buildings in any conventional sense — they were grown, the way crystals were grown, shaped from solidified shadow energy into forms that were simultaneously organic and precise. The walls curved. The roofs arched. The pathways between structures glowed with the violet-blue luminescence of concentrated shadow energy, and the glow was not static but responsive — brightening when people walked on them, dimming when they moved away, the architecture interacting with its inhabitants through the same shadow bond that connected casters to their creatures.

"The structures are alive," Nigel whispered. He had stopped walking and was staring at a wall with the expression of a person who had just discovered that everything they knew about a subject was incomplete. "Not alive like a plant or an animal. Alive like a system. The shadow energy in the structures is connected to the Shadow Realm — it's drawing energy continuously, maintaining itself, responding to the bond signatures of the people who live here. This is not construction. This is cultivation."

"They've been doing this for centuries," Sumi said. Her voice had the particular quality of someone who was receiving information through multiple channels simultaneously — Ranger's bond perception, her own caster awareness, and the conventional sensory input of her eyes and ears — and who was struggling to integrate it all into a coherent understanding. "Nalini's shadow communication carries context — history, emotional memory. She's not just telling us who they are. She's showing us. They've lived here for... a very long time. Before the Great Malgarian Plate was settled by lonrelmians. Before the Purge. Before the Legion."

"Before everything we know," Kaito said.

"Before everything we know."

Nalini led them to the settlement's central structure — a circular space, open to the sky, ringed by crystallised shadow energy that had been shaped into seats arranged in concentric circles like an amphitheatre. The space was clearly a meeting place — a location designed for collective gathering, for the exchange of information among a community that communicated not just through spoken language but through the shadow bond that connected every person in the settlement to every other person and, through them, to the Shadow Realm itself.

The other inhabitants gathered. Twenty-three people — Kaito counted them, because counting was something concrete and concrete things were useful when everything else was overwhelming. Men and women, young and old, their complex layered shadows accompanying them like personal atmospheres, each shadow unique in its patterns and movements the way fingerprints were unique, the visible expression of an individual's specific relationship with the Shadow Realm.

Nalini stood at the centre of the amphitheatre and spoke. Sumi translated, Ranger's perception converting the tonal language and shadow-bond communication into meaning that Sumi relayed in a quiet, continuous narration.

"We are the Sandhya," Sumi translated. "The Twilight People. We have lived at the boundary between the Shadow Realm and the physical world since before the division between the two was considered important. In the time before the Purge — the time your history calls the Golden Age of casting — our ancestors taught the first casters of the Great Malgarian Plate to access the Shadow Realm. The symbols your Legion uses were derived from our techniques, simplified for casters whose bond with the Realm was new and whose understanding of it was incomplete."

"They're the source," Nigel said, his analytical mind racing. "The origin of shadow casting on the Plate. The pre-Purge communities didn't develop casting independently — they learned it from these people."

Nalini continued. Sumi translated.

"The Purge did not reach us. We withdrew. The boundary here is thin enough that we could retreat partially into the Shadow Realm, existing in the space between dimensions, invisible to lonrelmian searchers. We remained in that state for three centuries. We watched. We waited. And we observed the Great Malgarian Plate rebuild its relationship with shadow casting through the Legion — a crude instrument, by our standards, but an honest one."

"Crude," Kaito murmured. "She called LoSC crude."

"In context," Sumi said, "she means it as a compliment. Crude but functional. Like a stone axe compared to a surgeon's scalpel — less precise but effective for its purpose."

Nalini's expression — calm, attentive, radiating the same patient evaluation that had characterised her greeting — did not change. But her shadow shifted, and Sumi's translation paused as new information flowed through Ranger's perception.

"She's getting to the reason they've been waiting for us," Sumi said.

And then Nalini said the thing that changed everything.

"The boundary is failing," Sumi translated. Her voice was steady but her hands were not — a tremor that Kaito noticed because he had never seen Sumi's hands shake. "Not thinning. Not weakening. Failing. The division between the Shadow Realm and the physical world — the fundamental separation between two dimensions of reality — is collapsing."

"The resonance," Nigel said.

"The resonance was a symptom. The first visible symptom of a process that has been underway for decades. The boundary has been deteriorating since the Purge — slowly, imperceptibly, the way a dam deteriorates when its foundations are undermined. The Purge's siphons damaged the boundary. Three centuries of that damage accumulating, compounding, spreading through the dimensional substrate — and now the boundary is approaching a critical threshold."

"What happens when it fails?" Kaito asked.

Sumi listened. Ranger listened. Nalini spoke. Her shadow — the living, layered, impossible shadow — expanded, and in its expansion, Kaito felt something through his own bond: a vision. Not visual — experiential. A sense of what the boundary's failure would mean, transmitted through the shadow connection that Nalini had established and that bypassed language entirely.

He felt the Shadow Realm. Not as a distant dimension accessed through casting. Not as a theoretical substrate that produced shadow creatures. He felt it as a place — vast, complex, populated by entities that existed at scales and with capabilities that made even the Leviathan seem modest. He felt the boundary between that place and this one, and he felt the boundary's weakness — the cracks, the thinning, the points where the two dimensions were already bleeding into each other.

And he felt what would happen when the boundary failed completely: the merging. Not destruction — not apocalypse — but a fundamental change in the nature of reality. The physical world and the Shadow Realm becoming one. The separation that humans had always taken for granted — the boundary between what was material and what was shadow — ceasing to exist.

"It's not an ending," Sumi translated, her voice barely above a whisper. "It's a transformation. The world doesn't end. It changes. Everything changes. The way humans interact with shadow energy, the way shadow creatures exist in the physical world, the way reality itself is structured — all of it transforms."

"When?" Nigel asked. The single word contained the weight of every analytical question he had ever asked — not just curiosity but urgency, the need to quantify a threat so that it could be addressed.

"She doesn't know exactly. Years. Perhaps decades. The deterioration is accelerating — the resonance event accelerated it further. But the process is not instantaneous. There is time."

"Time for what?"

"Time to prepare. That is why we are here." Sumi's translation continued, her voice finding a steadiness that was not natural but willed — the composure of a person who was choosing to be calm because the alternative was not useful. "The Sandhya have been preparing for the boundary's failure for centuries. They have techniques — methods of managing the relationship between the Shadow Realm and the physical world — that can ease the transition. Not prevent it — the failure is inevitable — but guide it. Shape it. Ensure that the merging produces a new equilibrium rather than chaos."

"And they need us," Kaito said. Not a question.

"They need the Great Malgarian Plate. The Plate is the largest concentration of shadow casters in the world. The Legion, for all its crudeness, represents a network of bonded casters that spans an entire civilisation. When the boundary fails, those bonds will be the anchor points — the structures around which the new reality organises itself. If the bonds are strong, the transition is manageable. If the bonds are weak, or corrupted, or broken..."

"Chaos," Nigel finished.

"Chaos."

They sat in the amphitheatre until the stars appeared.

The gorge sky was narrow — a strip of darkness between the cliff edges — but the stars within that strip were bright, brighter than they had any right to be, their light intensified by the shadow energy that saturated the atmosphere and that turned the night sky into something that was not just dark but luminous, a ceiling of light above a floor of shadow, the boundary between them as thin and beautiful and fragile as everything else in this place.

Nalini's people brought food. It was unlike anything Kaito had tasted — grains he didn't recognise, cooked with spices that had no equivalent in Malgarian cuisine, served in bowls that were made of the same crystallised shadow energy as the settlement's structures and that warmed to the touch when held, responding to the holder's body heat through the shadow bond.

The food was good. Not just edible — genuinely, remarkably good, with flavours that were complex and surprising and that produced, in Kaito's mouth, the specific sensation of eating something that had been prepared with care by people who regarded food as communication and who were, through this meal, communicating hospitality.

Nigel was writing. Of course he was writing. His journal was open and he was recording everything — the settlement, the structures, Nalini's revelations, the technical implications of boundary failure, the political implications of the Sandhya's existence — with the compulsive thoroughness of a mind that processed the world by documenting it and that was currently processing more new information than it had encountered in the previous seventeen years combined.

Sumi was sitting with Ranger. The shadow hound was in her lap — a position he had not occupied since puppyhood, when he had been small enough to fit and when the distinction between "dignified combat animal" and "pet" had not yet been established. But the day's revelations had overwhelmed even Ranger's professional composure, and the creature had climbed into Sumi's lap and curled there with the specific need of a being that sought comfort from its closest companion, and Sumi had not objected because she needed the same thing.

Kaito sat apart. Not distant — he could see his friends, could hear Nigel's pen scratching, could feel Ranger's warmth through the bond that connected all shadow casters to all shadow creatures — but apart, because he needed to think, and thinking required space.

The fifth symbol lived in his muscles. The Greater Serpent waited on the other side of the bond. And the boundary between the Shadow Realm and the physical world was dissolving, and the world was going to change, and three junior officers from the Legion of Shadow Casters were sitting in a settlement that had existed before their civilisation and that was offering to help them survive a transformation that their civilisation had caused.

He thought about readiness. Ganesh's request: Don't try it yet. Chirag's warning: Certainty, not confidence. The sealed records: When a caster is ready, they will know.

He looked at his hands. The hands that had formed the constrictor on the bridge. The hands that had held the evidence at the Assembly. The hands that had been trembling with resonance energy since the gorge and that were, right now, still.

Not trembling. Not restless. Not reaching for the symbol.

Still.

And in the stillness, Kaito felt something that was not the Greater Serpent and not the resonance and not the overwhelming pressure of new knowledge. He felt certainty. Not the certainty of "I can do this" — Chirag had been right about the difference. The certainty of "I understand what this requires."

It required trust. Not trust in his own power — he had that, and it was not enough. Trust in the bond. Trust in the Shadow Realm. Trust in the creature that waited on the other side of the symbol and that would, if his trust was genuine, consent to be summoned.

Trust in the relationship.

He closed his eyes. He formed the fifth symbol.

Not with his hands — with his consciousness. The hand configuration was a physical expression of an intention, but the intention was what mattered. The intention to connect. The intention to invite. The intention to meet, as equals, the entity that lived in the Shadow Realm and that had been evaluating him since the resonance began.

The bond opened.

And the Greater Serpent answered.

It did not manifest. Not fully — not in the physical world, not as a visible shadow creature that could be seen and measured and documented. The gorge was too small. The amphitheatre was too enclosed. And the Greater Serpent was — as Chirag had warned — very, very large.

But Kaito felt it. Through the bond, he felt its awareness brush against his consciousness the way a hand brushes against a hand in greeting — gently, deliberately, with the controlled power of a creature that could destroy and was choosing not to. He felt its size — enormous, serpentine, a presence that occupied the Shadow Realm the way a mountain occupied a landscape, not through movement but through mass, through the sheer gravitational fact of existing.

And he felt its evaluation. Not judgment — evaluation. The Greater Serpent was assessing him, as Chirag had described: measuring his bond, his intent, his worthiness. And this time — unlike Chirag's experience, unlike the failed attempt in the forest — the evaluation did not end in withdrawal.

The Greater Serpent did not withdraw. It stayed. It maintained the contact. It held the bond open, and through the bond, it communicated — not in words, not in language, but in the direct, unmediated transmission of meaning that was the shadow bond's oldest and most fundamental form of communication.

It communicated acceptance.

Not obedience. Not submission. Not the servant-master relationship that characterised standard shadow casting. Partnership. The willingness to work together. The consent that Chirag had described — the creature choosing to answer the caster's call because the caster had earned, through trust and discipline and the specific quality of readiness that was not fast but controlled, the right to be answered.

Kaito opened his eyes. The amphitheatre was unchanged — Nigel writing, Sumi and Ranger together, the crystallised structures glowing, the stars bright in the narrow sky. Nalini was watching him. Her expression — the same evaluating attention she had worn since they arrived — had shifted. She was smiling. A small smile. A knowing smile. The smile of a person who had seen what she hoped to see.

She spoke. One word. Musical, tonal, transmitted through the shadow bond so that its meaning arrived in Kaito's consciousness without the intermediary of translation.

Ready.

Kaito looked at Sumi. Sumi looked at him. Nigel looked up from his writing. Three friends. Three officers. Three casters at the threshold of a world that was about to change in ways they couldn't fully comprehend.

"We need to go home," Kaito said. "We need to tell Ganesh. We need to tell LoSC. We need to prepare."

"Prepare for what exactly?" Nigel asked, with the particular combination of curiosity and apprehension that characterised his response to every new and terrifying piece of information.

Kaito smiled. "Everything."

Sumi's mouth curved. The small, private smile. "Then we'd better start."

The stars burned. The gorge glowed. The Greater Serpent waited in the Shadow Realm, patient and vast and newly partnered with a seventeen-year-old caster from the Great Malgarian Plate who had started this journey trying to cast a dragon and who had ended it discovering that the dragon was the least of what was coming.

The road ahead was longer than any road behind. But the road behind had taught them that roads were not obstacles — they were invitations. And the three of them had never refused an invitation yet.

The river waited. The boat waited. The world waited.

They stepped forward, together, into whatever came next.


  
    Chapter 29: Nalini's Teaching

    
    
  
  The Sandhya did not teach the way LoSC taught.

At Central, instruction was structured — curricula, schedules, examinations, the institutional apparatus of an organisation that believed knowledge was best transmitted through systems and that measured its effectiveness through assessment. At the Sandhya settlement, instruction was organic — Nalini would appear beside Kaito in the morning, without announcement, and begin speaking, and what she said was sometimes a lesson and sometimes a story and sometimes a question, and the distinction between these categories was, Kaito was beginning to understand, a distinction that the Sandhya did not recognise because, for them, all three were the same thing.

They stayed at the settlement for five days. Five days during which the world outside the gorge — LoSC, the Ministry, the Great Malgarian Plate and its political complexities — seemed to recede into an abstraction, replaced by the immediate, overwhelming reality of a place where the Shadow Realm was not a distant dimension but a neighbour, separated from the physical world by a boundary so thin that you could feel it the way you feel the surface tension of water: present, real, and easily broken.

Nalini's teaching focused on what she called "bond architecture" — the internal structure of the connection between a caster and the Shadow Realm. In LoSC's framework, the bond was simple: a channel between the caster's consciousness and the Realm, activated by the caster beam and directed by hand symbols. It was a pipe — you turned it on, you pointed it, you sent intent through it. The Sandhya's understanding was fundamentally different.

"The bond is not a channel," Sumi translated, as Nalini spoke in her musical, tonal language, her shadow shifting and flowing in patterns that served as punctuation, emphasis, and illustration simultaneously. "The bond is a relationship. It has memory. It has preference. It develops over time, the way a friendship develops — not through transactions but through sustained, honest contact. Your Legion teaches casters to use the bond. We teach casters to inhabit it."

"Inhabit it how?" Kaito asked.

"By being present in it. Not just when you cast — always. The bond does not switch on when you activate your beam and switch off when you deactivate it. It is continuous. It is alive. And when you are present in it — when you allow it to carry your awareness and you carry its — the bond deepens. It grows. It becomes capable of things that a transactional bond cannot achieve."

She demonstrated. Without a caster beam — she did not possess one, had never possessed one — she extended her hand, and her shadow moved. Not in response to light. In response to intent. The shadow flowed from her body like a living stream, crossed the amphitheatre floor, and coiled around a crystal formation on the far side of the space, lifting it gently and setting it down in a new position. Shadow telekinesis — the manipulation of physical objects through shadow energy, without the intermediary of a shadow creature.

"That's impossible," Nigel said. His voice was flat — the particular flatness that indicated his analytical framework was being dismantled and rebuilt in real time. "Shadow energy cannot interact with physical matter without a shadow creature as an intermediary. That's — that's fundamental. That's the first principle of casting theory."

"That is the first principle of your casting theory," Sumi translated. "It is not the first principle of ours. Shadow energy is a dimension of reality. Physical matter is a dimension of reality. The boundary between them is the only thing that prevents direct interaction. Where the boundary is thin — as it is here — direct interaction becomes possible. Where the boundary fails entirely — as it will — direct interaction becomes the norm."

Kaito stared at the crystal formation that Nalini had moved with her shadow. The implications were staggering. If shadow energy could interact directly with physical matter — if the boundary's failure meant that every shadow caster on the Plate would gain the ability to manipulate the physical world through their bond — then the coming transformation was not just a change in conditions. It was a change in the fundamental capabilities of every bonded caster. A change that would make every shadow caster on the Great Malgarian Plate extraordinarily powerful.

And extraordinarily dangerous.

"The Purge," he said slowly. "The Purge happened because lonrelmians were afraid of what shadow casters could do. If the boundary fails and every caster gains direct manipulation ability..."

"Then the fear that caused the Purge becomes rational," Nigel finished. "The Purge was an overreaction to a perceived threat. But if casters can move physical objects with shadow energy — if the theoretical limit on caster power is removed — then the threat is no longer perceived. It's real."

Nalini listened to the exchange — or rather, felt it through the shadow bond that allowed her to perceive the meaning beneath the language — and her expression shifted. The patient evaluation was gone. What remained was concern. Not alarm — the Sandhya, Kaito was learning, did not do alarm — but the measured, careful concern of a people who had been thinking about this problem for three centuries and who understood that the solution was not simple.

"This is why the bonds must be strong," Sumi translated. "When the boundary fails, the bonds between casters and the Shadow Realm will determine everything. Strong bonds — bonds built on trust, on sustained presence, on the honest relationship between caster and Realm — will produce casters who can manage the new reality. Weak bonds — bonds that are transactional, superficial, used as tools rather than inhabited as relationships — will produce casters who cannot control what they access."

"And corrupted bonds?" Kaito asked, thinking of Chirag. Thinking of dark flame. Thinking of the shadow burns that mapped the damage of a bond that had been stressed past its tolerance.

"Corrupted bonds will be the greatest danger. A corrupted bond in the current world produces dark flame and shadow burns — localised damage, contained by the boundary. A corrupted bond in a world without a boundary will produce... we do not have a word for it. We have never seen it. But the pre-collapse theories describe a phenomenon in which corrupted shadow energy, no longer contained by the boundary, propagates through the physical world without limit. An infection. A contagion of corrupted reality."

The amphitheatre was silent. The crystallised structures glowed. The river murmured below. And the weight of what they were learning pressed on them with the patient, irresistible gravity of truth.

Each of the three officers received instruction tailored to their specific bond.

Sumi's sessions with Nalini focused on Ranger. The shadow hound's empathic perception — already enhanced by the resonance — was, in the Sandhya's framework, an indicator of an unusually deep bond. Nalini taught Sumi techniques for extending that bond: maintaining Ranger's materialised state for longer periods, allowing the hound's perception to blend with her own rather than remaining a separate channel, and — most remarkably — allowing Ranger to communicate directly with other shadow creatures without Sumi's conscious mediation.

"Ranger is not your tool," Sumi translated, with a slight smile that indicated the translation was producing a familiar message. "He is your partner. When you trust him to operate independently — to make decisions, to initiate communication, to act according to his own judgment — the bond deepens. Not because you have given him freedom, but because your trust has made the bond large enough to contain two independent minds rather than one mind directing another."

Sumi practised. On the third day, she achieved something that made Nigel put down his pen and stare: Ranger, materialised and standing alone on the riverbank, independently communicated with one of the Sandhya's shadow companions — a luminous, fox-like creature whose form shifted between solid and translucent — without any conscious input from Sumi. The two shadow creatures touched noses, exchanged what appeared to be information through direct shadow-bond contact, and Ranger then returned to Sumi and transmitted the information through their bond.

Shadow-creature networking. The ability for bonded creatures to communicate with each other independently, sharing intelligence across bonds, creating a web of shadow perception that spanned multiple casters and their companions.

"This is how the Sandhya communicate across distances," Sumi realised. "Not through technology or couriers. Through their shadow companions. Each companion talks to every other companion, and the information flows through the bonds to the casters. It's a network. A shadow internet."

"Please don't call it that," Nigel said.

"I'm going to call it that."

Nigel's sessions focused on what Nalini called "structural perception" — the ability to perceive the architecture of the Shadow Realm itself rather than just the creatures within it. Standard LoSC training taught casters to see shadow creatures, shadow energy, and shadow effects. The Sandhya taught Nigel to see the boundary — to perceive the dimensional membrane that separated the Shadow Realm from the physical world and to identify its structural characteristics: thickness, stability, permeability, the stress patterns that indicated where the boundary was weakening and where it remained strong.

"Think of the boundary as a surface," Sumi translated, as Nalini guided Nigel through the perception exercises. "A surface that can be mapped, measured, and monitored. Your barriers are crude versions of this perception — you create a localised boundary when you cast a barrier, and you can sense the stress on that barrier when it's attacked. What I am teaching you is the ability to perceive the natural boundary with the same precision. To map it. To predict where it will weaken next. To identify the points where intervention — reinforcement, repair — can slow the deterioration."

Nigel took to structural perception with the intellectual ferocity that characterised his engagement with any new system. Within two days, he could perceive the boundary's surface in the immediate vicinity of the settlement — a shimmering, translucent membrane that was visible, he reported, "not with the eyes but with the bond. It's like seeing a soap bubble from the inside. You can sense its curvature, its tension, the points where it's thinnest."

"The barrier specialist becomes the boundary specialist," Sumi observed.

"The principles are identical," Nigel said, with the particular excitement of a theorist who had discovered that two apparently separate domains were actually the same domain viewed from different angles. "Barriers are manufactured boundaries. The natural boundary between the Shadow Realm and the physical world is just a barrier at a dimensional scale. If I can perceive it, I can eventually learn to reinforce it."

"Can you?" Kaito asked. "Reinforce the boundary?"

"I don't know. Not yet. But the perception is the first step. You can't fix what you can't see."

Kaito's sessions were the most personal. Nalini did not teach him techniques. She did not demonstrate abilities. She sat with him, in the amphitheatre, in the quiet glow of the crystallised structures, and she talked — through Ranger's translation, through the shadow bond that connected them as casters, through the direct, unmediated communication that the thin boundary made possible.

She talked about the Greater Serpent.

"The creature you have contacted is ancient," Sumi translated. "Older than the Sandhya. Older than human civilisation. It exists in the Shadow Realm as a fundamental entity — not created by casting, not summoned by casters in the way that your standard creatures are summoned. It was always there. The serpentine sequence — the seven symbols — is not a creation technique. It is a communication protocol. Each symbol represents a deeper level of communication with entities that are, in essence, the Shadow Realm's own consciousness."

"The Shadow Realm has consciousness?" Kaito asked.

"The Shadow Realm is consciousness. It is a dimension of awareness that exists parallel to the physical dimension of matter. The entities within it — your shadow creatures, the Greater Serpent, the Leviathan — are not creatures in the biological sense. They are expressions of the Shadow Realm's awareness, given form by the bond between casters and the Realm. When you summon a komodon, you are not creating a creature. You are asking the Shadow Realm to express a portion of its awareness in a form that you can perceive and interact with."

"And the Greater Serpent?"

"The Greater Serpent is a larger portion. A much larger portion. When you formed the fifth symbol and the Greater Serpent answered, the Shadow Realm was offering you access to a deeper layer of its awareness. The partnership that you felt — the consent, the evaluation — was the Realm itself evaluating whether you were ready to perceive more of what it is."

The implications were vertiginous. If shadow creatures were not separate entities but expressions of the Shadow Realm's consciousness — if the bond between casters and the Realm was not a connection to a power source but a relationship with a sentient dimension — then everything Kaito understood about casting was simultaneously correct and incomplete. The techniques worked. The symbols worked. The creatures were real. But the framework that explained them — the LoSC framework of channels and energy and summoning — was a simplified model of something vastly more complex.

"When the boundary fails," Kaito said slowly, "the Shadow Realm's consciousness merges with the physical world."

"Yes."

"And every bonded caster becomes a point of contact between a sentient dimension and physical reality."

"Yes."

"And the quality of that contact — the strength and health of the bond — determines whether the merge produces partnership or chaos."

"Yes." Nalini smiled — the knowing smile, the smile of a teacher whose student had arrived at the conclusion that the teaching was designed to produce. "Now you understand why the bonds must be strong. And now you understand why you are ready for the Greater Serpent. Not because you are powerful — many casters are powerful. Because you understand that the bond is not about power. It is about relationship."

On the fifth morning, Nalini gathered them in the amphitheatre for a farewell.

"You must return to your people," Sumi translated. "The knowledge you carry — about the boundary, about the bonds, about the coming transformation — must reach the Great Malgarian Plate's casters before the boundary deteriorates further. The Sandhya will continue our work here — reinforcing the boundary in this region, preparing for the merge. But the Plate is your responsibility. The Legion is your instrument. And the bonds of every caster in the Legion must be strengthened."

She looked at each of them — Sumi, Nigel, Kaito — with the evaluation that had characterised every interaction, but softer now, warmer, the evaluation of a teacher who was releasing students into a world that would test them and who trusted — based on five days of observation and centuries of experience — that they were ready.

"We will send representatives," Sumi translated. "Sandhya who will travel to the Great Malgarian Plate, who will teach your casters what we have taught you. But first, you must prepare your people. The Sandhya's existence will be... difficult for your institutions to accept. A civilisation of shadow casters who existed before the Plate was settled, who practice casting without beams, who communicate through the shadow bond. Your politicians will be afraid. Your commanders will be suspicious. You must be the bridge."

"We will," Sumi said. Not a translation — her own words, spoken directly, with the certainty that had become the foundation of everything she did.

Nalini's shadow reached toward them — all three of them — and touched their bonds gently, a farewell that was both physical and metaphysical, a final gift of connection from a woman who had waited centuries for this moment and who was trusting three young people with the future of two worlds.

They walked to the river. They boarded the boat. Rajan, who had waited at the settlement's edge with the patient pragmatism of a man who did not understand what was happening but who understood that his passengers were doing something important, pushed off from the bank and caught the current.

The settlement receded behind them. The gorge narrowed around them. The river carried them north, toward Meridia, toward the coast, toward the Great Malgarian Plate and the Legion and the world that was about to change.

Kaito sat at the bow, watching the water, feeling the Greater Serpent's presence in the bond — steady, patient, waiting — and thinking about bridges. The bridge he had fought on. The bridge Nalini had asked them to be. The bridge between the Shadow Realm and the physical world that every caster represented and that would, when the boundary failed, become the most important structure in existence.

He was ready. Not ready to summon the Greater Serpent — that would come when the need arose. Ready to do the work. Ready to strengthen the bonds. Ready to prepare the world for what was coming.

Ready to be the bridge.


  
    Chapter 30: The Road Home

    
    
  
  The return to Meridia took two days.

The river carried them north through the gorge — the limestone cliffs sliding past, the violet-blue luminescence of the shadow-saturated walls fading as they moved away from the settlement and the boundary's thinnest point. Kaito watched the glow diminish with the particular ache of a person leaving a place that had changed them, a place they would return to but not yet, and not soon enough.

Rajan navigated the river in silence. The guide had not asked what had happened at the settlement — had not asked about the glowing structures, the people whose shadows moved independently, the five days that his passengers had spent in a place that he had never been invited to enter. Rajan was a river man, and river men understood that the river carried more than cargo, and that some things were transported without being discussed.

The gorge opened into the wider river valley on the second morning, and the tropical forest reasserted itself — green walls on both sides, the canopy closing overhead, the birds and insects resuming their continuous commentary on the world's activity with the professional indifference of creatures that regarded human affairs as irrelevant to the more important business of eating, mating, and defending territory.

Sumi was different. The change was subtle — Kaito might not have noticed it before the road to Torcia, before the weeks of proximity that had taught him to read her the way Nigel read documents — but it was real. She was more present. Not more alert — she was always alert — but more connected, as if the Sandhya's teaching about bond inhabitation had activated something in her that made her aware of everything: the river's current, the forest's sounds, Ranger's perception, Kaito's heartbeat, Nigel's pen. She was not merely observing the world. She was participating in it at a level that made observation seem passive by comparison.

"I can feel the boundary everywhere," she said, on the evening before they reached Meridia. They were anchored in a quiet bend of the river, the boat tied to a root that protruded from the bank like a beckoning finger, the tropical night settling around them with its characteristic combination of heat, humidity, and the dense chorus of nocturnal insects that made silence impossible and conversation a competition. "Not just in the gorge. Here. The boundary is everywhere — it runs through the world like a membrane, separating the Shadow Realm from physical reality at every point. And I can feel where it's thin. Where it's stressed. Where it's starting to crack."

"How widespread are the cracks?" Nigel asked. He had his journal open — he always had his journal open — and was recording Sumi's observations with the systematic urgency of a person who understood that first-hand bond perception data was unprecedented in LoSC's records and that documenting it was not just useful but historically necessary.

"They're everywhere. Not large — hairline fractures, most of them, too small to produce visible effects. But they're distributed across the entire range of Ranger's perception. The boundary isn't failing at one point and spreading outward. It's deteriorating uniformly. The whole structure is weakening simultaneously."

"Which means the merge, when it happens, will be global," Nigel said. "Not localised. The entire boundary will fail at roughly the same time, across the entire world."

"Yes."

The word hung in the tropical air. Global. The entire world. Not a local event that could be managed by a single division or a single mission or three junior officers with expanded bond capabilities. A planetary transformation that would require the coordinated response of every shadow caster on the Great Malgarian Plate — and, if the Sandhya's representatives succeeded in making contact, every shadow caster beyond it.

"We need Ganesh," Kaito said. "We need Natasha. We need Toshio. We need every senior commander in LoSC to understand what's coming and to begin preparing their divisions."

"We need more than LoSC," Sumi said. "We need the Ministry. We need Varom's reformed coalition. We need the political structure to support a preparation effort that will require resources, coordination, and public communication on a scale that LoSC has never attempted."

"And we need Chirag's research division," Nigel added. "The dark flame research is directly relevant — if corrupted bonds are the greatest danger during the merge, then understanding bond corruption and developing repair techniques is the highest priority."

They looked at each other. Three junior officers on a flat-bottomed boat in a tropical river, carrying knowledge that would change the world and feeling, despite the enormity of what they knew, the specific, grounding certainty that they were the right people in the right place at the right time.

Not because they were the most powerful. Not because they were the most experienced. But because they had walked the road. They had carried the evidence. They had stood on the Assembly floor and told the truth. They had found the Sandhya and learned what the Sandhya had to teach. And they had done all of it together — not as individual heroes but as a team, a unit, three people whose combined capabilities exceeded the sum of their individual abilities because the bonds between them were as strong as the bonds between them and the Shadow Realm.

"When we get back to Torcia," Sumi said, "I'm going to request a meeting with Ganesh, Natasha, and Toshio. Joint command briefing. Full disclosure of everything we've learned — the Sandhya, the boundary deterioration, the merge, the bond architecture. And I'm going to propose the creation of a new LoSC division: Shadow Intelligence and Boundary Operations. A division dedicated to monitoring the boundary, strengthening caster bonds, and coordinating with the Sandhya for the merge."

"You've been planning this the whole trip," Kaito said.

"I've been planning this since Nalini's first lesson on bond architecture."

"You're going to ask to lead it."

"I'm going to ask to build it. Leading comes later."

Kaito smiled. It was the smile of a person who was watching someone he cared about step into the role they were born for, and who felt, in watching, both pride and the particular bittersweet awareness that stepping into a role meant stepping away from the road — the shared, intimate, dangerous road that the three of them had walked together and that had been, for all its hardship, the best experience of his life.

"We'll still be a team," Sumi said, reading his expression with the same perception that allowed her to read shadow energy at seven kilometres. "Different roles. Different responsibilities. But the same team."

"Promise?"

"Have I ever broken a promise to you?"

"You've never made a promise to me."

"Then this is the first. And I don't break the first."

Meridia received them with the indifferent bustle of a river town that measured time in cargo volumes and that regarded the arrival of three young people on a flat-bottomed boat as an event too small to register against the daily flow of commerce and humanity that constituted its existence.

Devi was waiting at the boarding house. She had tea prepared — southern tea, strong and sweet, made with jaggery instead of sugar and cardamom that she ground fresh each morning with a stone mortar and pestle that had, she informed them, belonged to her grandmother and that was, she maintained, the only legitimate instrument for grinding cardamom because mechanical grinders destroyed the volatile oils and produced a flavour that was technically cardamom but spiritually something lesser.

They sat in Devi's kitchen and drank tea and ate the crispy dosa that she had prepared with the particular attention of a woman who expressed care through food and whose dosa batter — fermented for twenty-four hours with precisely measured rice and urad dal — was the kind of food that made Kaito understand, with a clarity that transcended hunger, that home was not a place but a feeling, and that the feeling could be found in unexpected kitchens with unexpected people who ground their cardamom by hand.

Lieutenant Anand arrived within the hour. He had intelligence to share — developments in the Maren investigation, communications from Ganesh, logistical arrangements for their return to Torcia — but the intelligence could wait, because Devi had made dosa and Devi's dosa did not wait for intelligence.

They ate. They drank tea. They sat in a kitchen in a river town at the edge of the known world and they were, for thirty minutes, simply young and alive and fed and together, and the world's impending transformation was, for those thirty minutes, irrelevant.

Then Sumi set down her cup and said: "We need to send a message to Ganesh. Priority communication. Classified."

And the work began again.

The message to Ganesh was composed by Nigel — because Nigel's writing was precise, comprehensive, and free of the emotional content that Kaito's writing tended to include and that Sumi's writing tended to suppress, and because a classified intelligence communication required the specific tone of factual urgency that was Nigel's natural register.

The message contained: the Sandhya's existence and location. The boundary deterioration. The merge prediction. The bond architecture teaching. Sumi's intelligence about the boundary's global crack distribution. Kaito's contact with the Greater Serpent. The recommendation for a joint command briefing and the creation of a new division.

Anand transmitted the message through LoSC's priority communication system — a shadow-bond relay network that connected LoSC outposts across the Plate and that delivered classified communications with a speed that rivalled any physical transport system. The message would reach Ganesh within hours.

"What do we do while we wait?" Kaito asked.

"We prepare," Sumi said. "We practice what Nalini taught us. We strengthen our bonds. We plan the briefing."

"And we eat more dosa," Nigel said, because some truths were more important than intelligence assessments and because Devi's dosa was, by any rational standard, one of those truths.

They waited. They prepared. They practised. And they ate dosa.

And the Greater Serpent waited in the Shadow Realm, patient and vast and newly partnered with a young caster who was learning, day by day, that readiness was not a destination but a practice, and that the practice was not solitary but shared, and that the sharing was not a concession to weakness but the source of strength.

The boundary trembled. The merge approached. The world stood on the threshold of a transformation that would change everything.

And three junior officers of the Legion of Shadow Casters — sitting in a kitchen in a river town, drinking tea that was made with hand-ground cardamom and sweetened with jaggery — were ready.

Not ready because they were powerful. Not ready because they were brave. Ready because they were together.

And together was the only readiness that mattered.
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