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  CHAPTER ONE: TRENCH WARFARE

  
  




The mud didn’t just coat the boots; it ate them. It swallowed ankles and knees, a network of dark veins that smelled of copper, latrines, and the peculiar, ozone-tinged rot of spent mana.

Kal Stoneveil leaned against the trench wall, his shoulder digging into the wet sandbags. The burlap was rough against his armor, stained with the dark, crusty residue of old blood and black rain. He didn’t shiver. He’d stopped shivering two months ago. Now, the cold was just another piece of kit, a constant, heavy blanket draped over his bones, as familiar as the heavy mag-rifle across his lap or the bandolier of mana-crystals slung over his chest.

Above, the sky was a bruised purple, choked by the Ash-Cloud that had hung over the Borderlands for weeks. It filtered the daylight into a sickly, grey dusk, blurring the edges of the world.

Around him, the squad slept in fitful, twitching piles, huddled together for warmth on the duckboards. They were new bloods, mostly. Kids from the outer districts who thought the Border War was a chance for glory, a chance to earn a Clan name or a sponsorship. They hadn’t learned the truth yet. There was no glory in the Meat Grinder. There was only the mud, and the waiting, and the dead.

Kal watched a rat scurry along the parapet, its fur matted with slime. It paused, sniffing the air, then darted into a hole in the trench wall where the reinforcement runes had flickered and died.

Kal closed his eyes, focusing inward. He checked his core, a habit as involuntary as breathing. The kaleidoscope of his Omni-Path swirled in the darkness of his spirit—a fractured, dangerous thing. Unlike the pure, singular cores of the Highbloods, his was a mosaic of broken shards. He could feel the heavy, sullen weight of the Earth Aspect anchoring him deep in his gut, a cold, dense gravity. Next to it, the flickering, hungry heat of the Ember Aspect waited to be fed, vibrating with a manic energy that made his fingertips itch.

His core felt hollow, thrumming with the low-voltage ache of forty-percent capacity. Fatigue was a heavy blanket, Stage 2, compounded by the sharp bite of shrapnel in his thigh and the dull throb of bruised ribs. But his mind? Stable. Or as stable as it could be.

Stable. That was a laugh. He felt like a wire pulled too tight, humming with a frequency that would eventually snap. But “stable” was what the duty roster required, so stable he was.

A low rumble vibrated through the ground, shaking dust loose from the rotting timber supports. Kal’s eyes snapped open. He didn’t move, didn’t gasp. He just listened, tilting his head slightly, filtering the sound through the instincts drilled into him by the Meat Grinder.

The rumble grew, a deep, resonant thrumming that he felt in his teeth. It wasn’t the rhythmic stomp of a patrol beast. It wasn’t the chaotic thunder of a storm.

Artillery. Heavy siege-breakers.

“Incoming!” Kal roared, his voice cracking the heavy silence.

He didn’t wait to see if they moved. He grabbed the nearest recruit—a skinny boy named Jent who looked like he hadn’t started shaving yet—and hauled him under the overhang of the dugout.

“Get down! Mouths open!”

The recruits scrambled, eyes wide and white in the gloom. They dove into the mud, curling into balls, praying to whichever Aspect they worshipped.

The world turned white.

The impact didn’t have a sound, not at first. It was just pressure, a massive, crushing hand that slammed the air out of the trench. It felt like being punched in the chest by a giant. Then came the noise—a shriek of tearing earth and shattering stone that eclipsed all thought, a physical wall of sound that vibrated in the marrow of his bones.

Debris rained down. Mud, wood splinters, jagged stones. A wet thud landed near Kal’s boot—a severed hand, still clutching a ration bar. He didn’t look at it. He kept his head down, pressing his face into the wet earth, counting the seconds.

One. Two. Three.

Another explosion, closer this time. The ground heaved, throwing him against the wall. The reinforcement runes on the trench walls flared with a dying violet light, then shattered, spraying sparks into the mud.

Jent was screaming, a high, thin sound that cut through the chaos like a jagged wire.

“Shut up,” Kal said. He didn’t yell. The words were flat, hard stones, dropped into the panic. He grabbed the boy’s face, forcing him to look at him. “Shut up. Check your seal.”

He pointed to the gas mask hanging at the boy’s belt. The Ash-Cloud would be next. The enemy didn’t just want to blow them up; they wanted to choke the life out of anyone left standing. They used alchemical gas, heavy green fog that turned lungs to fluid.

Kal pulled his own mask up, the leather slick with grime. He secured the straps, feeling the suction as it sealed against his skin. The hiss of the filtration rune engaging was a familiar comfort, a small promise of life in the face of death. He checked his rifle, racking the bolt. The mechanism was clean, despite the filth around him. He’d spent hours cleaning it, oiling every spring and gear. A weapon was a life. You took care of your life.

The shelling stopped as abruptly as it had begun. The silence that followed was worse. It was heavy, pregnant with violence. It was the inhalation before the scream.

Whistles blew down the line—shrill, frantic blasts that tore through the ringing in his ears.

“Stand to!” Sergeant Kaelen’s voice bellowed from the comms-link in Kal’s ear, distorted by static. “They’re coming! Fire at will! Sector 4 is open!”

Kal surged up the ladder, his boots finding purchase in the slime. He crested the trench lip, rifle tight against his shoulder, the stock pressing into the bruise from yesterday.

The battlefield was a moonscape of craters and churned earth, lit by the eerie green glow of lingering spell-fire and the flares drifting down from the sky. And through the smoke, they came.

Hundreds of them. Soldiers in the dark, spiked armor of the Ashen Pyre mercenaries, charging across no-man’s-land. They moved like a tide of steel and shadow, their battle-cries a dull roar. But they weren’t alone. Hulking shapes moved amongst them, towering over the infantry. Constructs. Golems of fused bone and iron, their eyes burning with crimson mana, their steps shaking the ground.

“Contact front,” Kal whispered, his voice muffled by the mask.

He exhaled, and the world slowed.

He didn’t spray fire like the recruits, wasting precious mana-bolts on the dark. He settled into the rhythm of the killer. He verified his range—three hundred yards. Windage—negligible.

He picked his target. An officer, shouting orders, waving a glowing saber that trailed sparks of Ember mana.

Kal squeezed the trigger.

The rifle bucked against his shoulder. A bolt of condensed force, glowing a pale blue, tore through the murky air. It took the officer in the throat. The man dropped without a sound, his saber falling into the mud, his light extinguished.

One.

Kal shifted his aim. A mercenary sprinter, using a Gale Aspect to blur across the ground. The soldier was a smear of motion, dodging craters and wire. Fast. Too fast for a recruit to track.

Kal didn’t track him. He tracked the path. He saw the line of the trench, the gap in the wire. He aimed three feet ahead of the blur and fired.

The sprinter ran purely into the bolt. It caught him in the chest, the kinetic impact spinning him around in a spray of red mist.

Two.

Beside him, Jent was firing wildly, screaming over the roar of his weapon, his bolts flying high into the night.

“Aim, you idiot!” Kal barked, shoving the boy’s shoulder to lower the muzzle. “Short bursts! Watch your heat!”

But the wave was crashing against the trench line now. The range closed to zero. The air filled with the smell of ozone and burning flesh.

A mercenary vaulted the sandbags, a serrated trench-knife flashing in the gloom. He landed on Jent, the impact driving the kid into the mud.

Kal reacted. He didn’t think; he just moved. The training took over, cold and precise.

He dropped his rifle—too long for this range—and stepped in. His hand blurred to the trench spike at his belt. A triangle of cold iron, simple, brutal, and silent.

He caught the mercenary by the collar, jerking him back. The man snarled, turning, his eyes wild behind his own mask. But Kal was already there. He drove the spike down.

It crunched through the armor at the collarbone, sinking deep into the lung. The mercenary went rigid, gasping, then slumped.

Kal shoved the body aside and hauled Jent up. The kid was sobbing, blood smearing his faceplate.

“Get your rifle,” Kal ordered, shaking him. “They’re breaching the line. If you stay down, you die. Up!”

He turned back to the parapet. The Constructs were at the wire.

One of the bone-iron golems, a monstrosity of welded plates and hydraulic pistons, tore through the razor-wire obstacles like they were cobwebs. It raised a massive arm and smashed a section of the trench wall, burying three defenders in an avalanche of soil. The screams were cut short.

It turned its burning eyes toward Kal.

Target identified. Threat level: High. Armor Class: Heavy.

Kal cracked his neck. He reached inward, past the fatigue, past the pain in his leg. He didn’t just touch the Aspect; he grabbed it. He pulled on the connection to the Earth Aspect. It felt like swallowing gravel, heavy and rough, filling his stomach with lead.

His skin took on a grey, slate-like sheen. His bones felt denser, heavier. Stone Skin. It cost him mobility, but against a Construct, speed didn’t matter as much as mass.

Then he reached for the Ember.

The heat flared in his veins, painful and sharp, fighting the cold of the Stone. It was the curse of the Omni-Path—the internal war. He channeled the fire, not into a blast, but into his hands. His trench spike began to glow, turning a dull, angry cherry-red, the heat radiating through his gloves.

The golem charged.

It was slow, lumbering, but it had the momentum of a freight train. Kal didn’t brace. You didn’t block a train.

He waited, counting the heartbeats. Thump. Thump.

The golem swung a massive fist, a blow meant to pulverize stone. Kal dropped, sliding through the mud, passing under the arc of the swing. The wind of it ruffled his hair, the heat of the creature’s boiler washing over him.

He came up behind the knee joint.

Strike.

He drove the superheated spike into the golem’s leg mechanism. The heat melted the lubrication, fused the gears. The iron shattered under the impact of the Stone-enhanced blow.

The golem stumbled, its leg locking up with a shriek of tortured metal. It crashed into the trench wall, roaring a sound like grinding gears.

But it wasn’t dead. It thrashed, its upper body twisting with unnatural flexibility. A secondary arm, smaller and tipped with a rotary blade, lashed out.

Kal barely brought his arm up in time. The blade screeched against his Stone-hardened skin, peeling back the magical defense but saving the flesh beneath. The impact threw him back into the mud.

He scrambled up, spitting grit. The golem was trying to rise, its one good leg digging a furrow in the earth.

Kal didn’t give it the chance. He leaped, finding purchase on the rough iron plating of its back. He scrambled up, ignoring the heat radiating from its core, ignoring the way the Ember mana in his blood burned him from the inside out.

The golem thrashed, trying to reach him, but Kal was too close. He reached the neck—a nest of exposed cabling and rune-scribed plating.

He placed his palm against the metal.

Discharge.

He dumped his remaining Ember mana into the construct. All of it. A pulse of white-hot energy, raw and uncontrolled, surged from his hand.

The runes overloaded. The golem’s eyes flickered and died. With a groan of failing hydraulics, the massive machine collapsed, face-first into the mud.

Kal rolled off before it hit, landing in a crouch. He was panting now, the backlash of the Omni-Path stinging his nerves like a thousand hornet stings. His vision blurred for a second, grey spots dancing in the dark.

“Stoneveil!”

He looked up. Sergeant Kaelen was waving from the command dugout, his face bloody, his helmet gone. “Fall back! Second line! They’ve overrun the flank! Code Black!”

Code Black. Total loss of position.

Kal looked down the trench. It was a slaughterhouse. The recruits were breaking, running, dying. The mercenaries were pouring over the top like black water, efficient and ruthless.

“Move!” Kal grabbed Jent by the harness again, practically throwing the kid toward the communication trench. “Go! Don’t look back!”

They ran.

The communication trench was narrow, a zig-zagging scar in the earth leading back toward the bunkers. It was choked with retreating soldiers, a bottleneck of panic. Wounded men were being dragged, leaving trails of dark blood in the mud. Supply crates were abandoned, kicked open, spilling valuable crystals into the filth.

The air was thick with the screams of the dying and the roar of the enemy pursuit.

Kal brought up the rear, walking backward, his rifle empty. He drew his sidearm—a heavy, large-bore revolver that kicked like a mule.

Bang.

A mercenary rounded the corner. The heavy slug took him in the chest, knocking him backward into his squadmates.

Bang.

Another one tried to climb the wall. Kal shot him in the leg, letting him fall to clog the path.

He counted the shots. Six. He flipped the cylinder, dump-loading a speed-loader with a practiced flick of his wrist. The brass casings tinkled into the mud, lost forever.

They reached the second line—concrete bunkers and heavy machine-gun nests built into the ridge. It was safer here, but the smell of fear was stronger, concentrated.

Kal practically threw Jent over the barricade and vaulted after him. He landed hard, his boots splashing in standing water.

“Report!” an officer screamed, grabbing Kal’s vest. It wasn’t Kaelen. It was a Lieutenant—clean uniform, wide eyes. Panic radiating off him like heat.

“First line is gone,” Kal said, brushing the man’s hand away. He felt cold, detached. “Constructs broke the hardpoints to the East. We need anti-armor on the ridge, or they’ll roll right over us within ten minutes.”

“Gone?” The Lieutenant looked past him, at the smoke rising from the forward trenches. “But… we were supposed to hold. Command said the line was unbreakable.”

“Man,” Kal said, stepping closer, his voice low. “Look at the smoke. Look at the bodies. Nothing is unbreakable.” He pulled a hydration flask from his belt and took a swig. It tasted of plastic and iodine, but it washed the taste of ash from his mouth. “Get your men on the wall, sir. Before they get here.”

The Lieutenant stared at him for a second, then blinked, snapping back to reality. “Right. Right! Squad A, to the wall! Squad B, prep mortar fire!”

Kal moved away. He didn’t belong to a squad. Not really. He was a specialist now. A cleaner. A survivor.

He found a spot on the firestep, checking his weapons again. The heat in his veins was fading to a dull ache, replaced by the deep, bone-weary exhaustion of the Earth Aspect’s recoil. The adrenaline was ebbing, leaving the cold to creep back in, finding every gap in his armor.

He looked out over the battlefield. The assault had stalled at the first line, the enemy regrouping, looting the dead. He could see them moving in the dark, scavengers picking over the bones of his squadmates.

It was a waste. All of it. The “glory” the recruits talked about was just a lie told by old men in warm rooms.

He looked at his hands. They were steady. Grime deeply embedded in the fingerprints, blood caked under the nails—some his, some theirs. He rubbed his thumb over the callous on his palm, feeling the rough texture.

He remembered when the sight of a dead body made him vomit. He remembered when he hesitated to strike, when he worried about the morality of killing a man who was just following orders on the other side.

That boy was dead. He’d died in the mud weeks ago, buried in a shallow grave along with his innocence.

“Kal?”

Jent was sitting nearby, hugging his knees. The kid had lost his helmet. His hair was plastered to his skull with sweat and mud. “Is… is it over?”

Kal looked at the grey sky, choked with smoke and ash. He listened to the distant boom of heavy artillery starting up again, the rhythm of the war machine that never slept. It was a heartbeat, slow and terrible.

He looked back at the kid. Jent was shaking, his eyes wide, looking for a lie. Looking for comfort.

“No,” Kal said softly. “It’s never over. Not until we’re dead or they are.”

He slotted a fresh power cell into his rifle and turned back to the dark. Waiting for the next wave. Waiting for the end. Or just waiting for tomorrow.

In the Meat Grinder, they were all the same thing.








  
  
  CHAPTER TWO: THE TRIAGE

  
  




The medical bunker reeked of the Meat Grinder—copper, ozone, and rot. Rhian of Riverbloom stood over the soldier on Table Four, a fisherman’s son from the west. His chest was a ruin of shattered ribs and punctured lung.

“Hold him,” Rhian ordered, her voice flat.

Two orderlies—local conscripts with barely enough training to wrap a bandage—pressed down on the boy’s shoulders and legs. Their hands were shaking.

Rhian placed her gloved hands over the wound. The heat of the boy’s blood soaked through the fabric instantly.

She closed her eyes for a heartbeat, shutting out the screaming, the roar of the generators, the distant thud of artillery. She sought the cool, fluid stillness of the Tide Aspect. It was harder to find here, buried under the chaotic, jagged emotions filling the bunker, but it was there. A deep, silent current running beneath the world, indifferent to war.

She pulled on it.

Water mana flooded her veins, cool and numbing, a balm to her frayed nerves. She pushed it into her palms, visualizing the flow. Not a river, but a dam.

Stanch.

The blood flow slowed, obeying her will. It didn’t clot—that was too slow—it simply stopped, held in place by the pressurized barrier of her mana.

“Clamp,” she said, extending her hand without looking up.

An orderly slapped a haemostatic clamp into her palm. She worked quickly, her fingers slick with blood, tying off the severed artery buried deep in the torn muscle. The boy gasped, a wet, gurgling sound that rattled in his throat as his body remembered it needed to breathe.

“He’s drowning,” the orderly whispered, looking at the fluid filling the boy’s airway. “He needs suction.”

“I know,” Rhian said. “Drain.”

She shifted her mana, changing the frequency from a solid barrier to a siphon. She reached into the boy’s chest, not with her fingers, but with her awareness. She felt the fluid filling his lungs, the heavy, metallic weight of his own blood pooling where air should be.

She took hold of it and pulled.

A stream of dark red liquid rose from the wound, defying gravity, hovering in the air like a twisted ruby snake, before splashing into the waste bucket beside the table with a wet slap.

The boy’s breathing hitched, then settled into a ragged, desperate rhythm.

“Stabilize him,” Rhian said, stepping back. She wiped her hands on her apron, adding another layer of red to the stiff, stained fabric. “Move him to Post-Op. Next.”

“He… he might not wake up, Healer,” the orderly said, hesitating. He looked at the boy’s grey pallor.

Rhian looked at him. Her eyes were dark, rimmed with red from three days without sleep. “Then he dies in a bed, not on a steel table. Move him.”

She turned away before they could argue. There was no time for arguments. There was only the line.

The stretcher bearers were already bringing the next one. A heavy infantryman, missing an arm at the elbow. The cauterized stump was smoking. He was screaming, thrashing against the leather restraints, his remaining hand clawing at the air.

And behind him, another. And another. The line stretched out the bunker door, into the rain-slicked trench beyond, a conveyor belt of broken bodies fed into the machine.

Rhian took a breath, holding the copper taste in her lungs, and stepped forward.

* * *

Hours bled into one another. There was no time, only the rhythm of the work.

Assess. Treat. Tag.

Green: Walking wounded. Give them a pain-numbing potion, slap a regenerative patch on them, send them back to the line. They were the lucky ones. Or maybe the unlucky ones.

Yellow: Serious but stable. Surgery queue. Internal bleeding, compound fractures, severe mana-burns. They would wait in the hallway, moaning, hoping they didn’t turn Red.

Red: Critical. Immediate intervention. Arterial sprays, sucking chest wounds, crushed skulls.

Black: Expectant.

The Black tags were the hardest. Not because they died, but because she had to let them. It was a calculated cruelty, a math equation written in blood.

A girl was brought in, her lower body crushed by fallen masonry. Her spine was severed, her internal organs cooked by a secondary mana-flare. She was awake, her eyes darting around the room in panic.

Rhian looked at her, saw the pain etching deep lines into her young face, and felt the familiar twist of guilt in her gut. She could save her. She knew she could. It would take four hours of delicate nerve-knitting and half her mana reserves to purge the burn.

But in those four hours, ten others would die on the waiting tables.

Rhian took a black tag from her pouch. It felt heavy in her hand, heavier than a weapon. She pressed it into the girl’s trembling hand.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, leaning close so only the girl could hear. She placed a small, white pill on the girl’s tongue—a heavy sedative derived from Dream-Lotus. “Sleep now. It won’t hurt anymore.”

The girl looked at her, understanding dawning in her eyes. A single tear cut a clean track through the soot on her cheek. She didn’t fight. She swallowed the pill. “Thank you,” she whispered.

Rhian held her hand until her eyes closed, until the grip went slack. Then she turned away, her heart hardening into a tight, cold knot. She shoved the feeling down, drowning it in the Tide. Emotions were a luxury for the living. Guilt was an anchor that would drag her under. She couldn’t afford either.

“Healer! We need you! High priority!”

The shout came from the triage entrance. Rhian pushed through the crowd of moaning soldiers, wiping sweat from her brow.

A group of Stoneveil skirmishers had just come in, dragging a makeshift stretcher. They weren’t gentle. On it lay a man in heavy, scorched armor. But it wasn’t Alliance armor. It was black, spiked, and etched with the burning runes of the Ashen Pyre Clan.

“Enemy combatant!” one of the wounded Alliance soldiers shouted from his cot, reaching for his sidearm with a shaking hand. “Kill him! Kill the bastard!”

“Stand down!” Rhian snapped, her voice cutting through the noise like a whip. She stepped between the soldier and the stretcher, her hands glowing softly with warning mana. “This is a medical facility. No weapons. Put it away.”

“He’s a Pyre dog!” the soldier spat, though he lowered the gun. “He killed Jace! I saw him!”

“And now he’s a patient,” Rhian said. She looked down at the man on the stretcher.

He was huge, a brute of a man with a jaw like a shovel and scars that crisscrossed his shaved head. But right now, he looked small. His armor was torn open, revealing a deep, festering wound in his gut. His skin was grey, his breathing shallow and rattling.

“Why is he here?” Rhian asked the Stoneveil sergeant who had dragged him in. “Why didn’t you leave him in the mud?”

“Captain wants him for intel,” the sergeant grunted, wiping slime from his helmet. “Said if he dies, it’s on us. Whatever he knows about the offensive—troop movements, rune codes—we need it.”

Rhian looked at the wound. Gut shot. Sepsis setting in. The edges of the wound were black and necrotic. He had maybe an hour.

“Table Two,” she ordered.

“You’re joking,” an orderly said, staring at her. It was Harlyn, her second-in-command. “Healer, look at the line! We have our own boys dying out here, and you want to fix him? He’s the enemy.”

“Table. Two,” Rhian repeated, enunciating every word, ice in her tone. “We treat the wounded. We don’t judge them.”

They moved him. The bunker went quiet, the resentment thick enough to taste in the air. Rhian ignored it. She stripped the armor off the enemy soldier, her hands moving with practiced efficiency.

The wound was bad. A serrated blade—likely a trench spike—had twisted in the gut, nicking the bowel. Poison was leaking into his blood, turning his veins black.

“I need antibiotics,” Rhian said. “And a purge potion.”

Harlyn crossed his arms. “We’re low on purge potions, Healer. Commander Vane ordered them rationed for officers. We have three left.”

“This man is an intelligence asset,” Rhian said, meeting his gaze. “Give me the potion.”

Harlyn hesitated, his jaw working. Then he spat on the floor and walked to the supply cabinet. He slammed the potion down on the tray with enough force to crack the glass.

Rhian uncorked it. She poured the blue liquid into the wound. The soldier thrashed, a guttural groan escaping his lips as the alchemical fire burned away the rot.

“Hold him down,” Rhian said.

No one moved.

She looked up. The orderlies were watching her, their faces hard, unyielding. The Stoneveil sergeant had stepped back, watching with crossed arms. They weren’t going to help. They wanted him to die.

“Fine,” Rhian said. “I’ll do it myself.”

She leaned her weight onto the soldier’s chest, pinning him with her forearm while her other hand glowed with the blue light of the Tide. She delved into the wound, knitting the torn flesh, fusing the bowel. It was messy, exhausting work. She had to fight the infection and the patient at the same time.

Sweat dripped from her forehead, stinging her eyes. Her mana reserves, already dangerously low, began to ache, a deep throb in her core.

Just a little more. Close the tear. Flush the poison.

The soldier’s eyes snapped open. They were amber, burning with the Ember Aspect.

He grabbed her wrist.

His grip was like iron, even in his weakened state. Rhian gasped, but she didn’t flinch. She looked him in the eye.

“Let go,” she said calmly, though her heart hammered against her ribs. “Or you bleed out right here.”

The soldier stared at her, confusion warring with aggression in his gaze. He looked at the blue light of the Tide magic on her hands, then at his own gut, where the pain was receding.

Slowly, his grip loosened.

“Why?” he rasped. His voice was deep, like grinding stones. “Why save… enemy?”

“Because I’m a healer,” Rhian said. “And because my Captain wants answers. Now lie still.”

She finished the stitch, sealing the skin with a final, draining pulse of mana. She stepped back, her knees trembling with sudden exhaustion. She grabbed the edge of the table to steady herself.

“He lives,” she said to the room. “Restrain him. If he tries anything, sedate him. But he stays alive.”

“For now,” the Stoneveil sergeant said, stepping forward. He looked at the prisoner with a hungry, cruel grin. “Good work, Healer. The Interrogators will be pleased. He’s going to wish you had let him die.”

Rhian felt a chill that had nothing to do with the cold. She realized then what she had done. She hadn’t saved a man. She had preserved a piece of meat for the butchers. She had used her gift to ensure he could be tortured.

“Get him out of here,” she said, her voice hollow.

As they dragged the prisoner away, the medical bunker door banged open again.

“Healer! We need a Healer!”

Lieutenant Kaelen stumbled in, carrying a body in his arms. He was covered in mud, his face a mask of desperation.

It was Jent. The recruit from Kal’s squad. The one who had just started shaving.

Rhian rushed forward, adrenalizing spiking through her exhaustion. “Table One! Clear it!”

Kaelen laid the boy down. Jent wasn’t moving. His face was pale, waxy. His chest was still.

“He took a stray round,” Kaelen gasped, his voice breaking. “We tried to stop the bleeding, but… I carried him. I ran.”

Rhian placed her hands on the boy’s chest. She pushed her mana in, searching for a heartbeat, for a spark of life.

Nothing.

She pushed harder, pouring her own energy into him, trying to jumpstart the heart. “Come on. Come on, Jent.”

Nothing. The boy was cold. The connection to his spirit was severed. He had been gone before they even reached the door.

Rhian stared at his face. He looked so young. A child, playing soldier.

“Healer?” Kaelen asked softly. “Can you…?”

Rhian pulled her hands back. They were shaking violently now. She couldn’t stop them.

She looked at the empty purge potion bottle on the tray next to Table Two. The potion she had used on the enemy soldier.

If she had still had it… could she have saved him? If she hadn’t spent her mana knitting the Ashen Pyre soldier’s bowel, would she have been strong enough to restart Jent’s heart?

The question hit her like a physical blow, staggering her.

She had traded a friend for an enemy. She had traded a boy for an interrogation subject.

“He’s gone,” she whispered.

She stepped back, bumping into the tray. The instruments clattered to the floor—scalpels, clamps, saws—loud in the sudden silence.

She looked at the black tags in her pouch. She looked at the line of wounded still waiting at the door, their eyes pleading.

She felt the Tide waver, the calm surface cracking. The grief, the anger, the sheer, crushing futility of it all rose up, threatening to drown her. She wanted to scream. She wanted to burn the bunker down. She wanted to sleep for a thousand years.

She closed her eyes, forcing a breath. Not now. You can’t break now. If you break, they all die.

“Next,” Rhian said. Her voice cracked, just once, before steadying into something brittle and hard. “Bring me the next one.”

She didn’t look at Kaelen. She didn’t look at Jent’s body as they covered his face with a sheet. She turned back to the table, her hands raised, ready to fight the death she knew she couldn’t defeat.

It was going to be a long night. And tomorrow, the Meat Grinder would be hungry again.














