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What Came Before
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Kyra Vale, Cade Rowan, Leo Hart, and Lucius Vale escaped the Order’s attempted purge when Cade’s suppressed Inborn power broke free under direct threat. The confrontation exposed what the Order had buried since his induction: Cade was never Clayborn.

Pursuit replaced containment. With purge authority in effect, Inquisitor Vorlag pressed the hunt into the city’s hidden corridors and abandoned systems, forcing the group into constant motion.

Lucius Vale led them deeper into the Order’s infrastructure, relying on preparation and knowledge as his sigil-craft continued to fail. Leo Hart’s Marred condition worsened under sustained exposure, placing him beyond the Order’s existing classifications.

The conflict drew them into the Spire.

Inside, Kyra and Lucius accessed restricted archives and uncovered records deliberately erased from Order history. The truth of the founding was exposed: authority built on omission, doctrine enforced through control.

Grand Magister Valerius attempted to reassert command. The resulting confrontation fractured the Order from within. Valerius fell, and Inquisitor Vorlag emerged in control of an institution already breaking apart.

Kyra, Cade, Leo, and Lucius escaped the Spire alive.

In the aftermath, the Order splintered. Enforcement continued, but coordination failed. Certainty gave way to fragmentation.

The survivors withdrew from open movement and established a concealed refuge for others marked by the Order. There was no branding, no hierarchy, and no doctrine. Protection was offered without ownership.

They called it the New Covenant.
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Chapter 1 — The Covenant
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Six months after the Spire fell, the world had learned how to hold its breath.

The Covenant’s refuge did not announce itself. There were no sigils burned into stone, no banners, no sanctified geometry. It lived beneath the city instead—an abandoned maintenance sublevel threaded between transit arteries that had never been finished. Concrete ribs arched overhead. Conduit lines crawled along the ceiling like fossilized veins. The air smelled faintly of dust, oil, and human presence.

It was warded—but quietly.

Layered. Adaptive. Built to bend, not proclaim.

Kyra stood at the center of the open floor, sleeves rolled to her elbows, focus anchored in the space between her hands. Gold light threaded outward in narrow, deliberate strands—not flaring, not decorative. Living Kintsugi marks shaped themselves in the air, responding to intent rather than command.

“Again,” she said.

Across from her, a young man—early twenties, hands shaking despite his effort to hide it—drew in a careful breath. The air around him warped unevenly. A pulse of Aen surged, buckled, and snapped back like overstretched wire.

He flinched. “I—I lost it.”

“You didn’t,” Kyra said evenly. “You pushed.”

She stepped closer. The gold threads dissolved as she lowered her hands. “Inborn power doesn’t answer pressure. It answers consent. Don’t force it. Let it happen.”

He nodded, swallowing hard.

Around them, the Covenant trained.

A half-dozen newly discovered Inborn rotated through controlled exercises—no spectacle, no escalation. Restraint drills. Focus holds. Abort responses. Lucius oversaw them from the edge of the space, leaning heavily against a metal rail. He looked smaller than he once had, his frame thinner, his posture careful—but his eyes missed nothing.

“Stop,” he called to two recruits whose breathing had started to sync too tightly. “You’re compensating for fatigue. Reset before it becomes habit.”

They broke apart immediately.

Lucius’s authority no longer came from force. It came from knowing exactly when damage began.

Leo paced the perimeter.

He never entered the training circle. His path traced the outer wall, boots crunching softly over grit and fractured concrete. One hand skimmed the surface as he walked, fingers splayed, eyes unfocused—not absent, but listening.

“Stress line near the eastern conduit,” he said calmly. “Old. Dormant. Not a breach.”

Lucius nodded once in acknowledgment.

Kyra felt it too—not danger, not yet. Just pressure. Like the city shifting its weight overhead.

A crate scraped softly against concrete.

Sylvanus emerged from the access corridor with practiced ease, coat dusted with road grime that hadn’t come from any road. He set the crate down near the supply table and straightened, rolling one shoulder.

“Unbound channels are tightening,” he said without preamble. “Supply lines are still open, but they won’t stay invisible forever. You’re being discussed.”

Kyra glanced over. “By who?”

“Everyone who doesn’t like that you exist,” Sylvanus replied lightly. “And a few who are curious enough to pretend they don’t.”

Lucius shifted his weight. “Warnings?”

“Observations,” Sylvanus corrected. “Movement in the Wild-Blooded enclaves. Quiet questions. No calls for blood. Yet.”

Yet lingered between them.

The recruit in front of Kyra steadied himself and tried again.

This time, the air bent smoothly. Not power—control. A quiet, stable distortion that held for three heartbeats before fading on its own.

His eyes widened. “I did it.”

Kyra allowed herself a small smile. “You did.”

Relief broke across his face before he caught it, overwhelmed.

“Rotate,” Lucius said quietly.

Kyra nodded and raised her voice. “Switch.”

The group shifted positions. Boots scraped. Low conversation filled the space. Motion, constant and necessary.

Sylvanus watched it all with an unreadable expression. “You’re not building an army,” he said.

“No,” Kyra agreed. “We’re building people who survive.”

“For now,” he said. Not unkindly.

Kyra turned away, already moving toward the adjoining corridor before she consciously decided to.

Cade stood just beyond the threshold.

He leaned against the concrete wall, arms crossed, posture loose in the way that fooled no one who knew him. His attention tracked the room automatically—the recruits, Leo’s patrol, Lucius’s stance—before settling on Kyra.

Their eyes met.

Something unspoken passed between them. Familiar. Careful. Held together by effort.

Kyra stepped toward Cade and Leo felt the floor tense beneath his boots.

Not a breach.

Not a spike.

Just a subtle tightening along the perimeter, like a muscle pulling reflexively before pain.

He stopped mid-stride, fingers brushing the concrete wall as his attention snapped outward. The fractures were quiet—mostly. Old stress lines along the east conduit flexed faintly, lightless but alert, like nerves waking under skin. The Covenant’s wards hummed in layered interference, each frequency overlapping the next in a way that felt stable only because Leo had learned to recognize the difference between silence and suppression.

He exhaled slowly and kept moving.

Leo’s patrol never formed a perfect circle. He avoided patterns. Patterns bred complacency, and complacency was how fractures learned where to bite. He cut across the edge of the training space, boots crunching softly over grit, one hand trailing along the wall—not for balance, but for feedback.

Behind him, Kyra and Cade stood close enough that the air between them shifted. He didn’t look back. He didn’t need to. The fractures there were quiet, too—tightened, but controlled. Held.

For now.

Leo turned down the narrower corridor that wrapped the Covenant’s outer ring. The ceiling dropped here, conduit lines crowding close overhead, the concrete rougher where the old construction had been abandoned mid-plan. This was where the city pressed closest. Where the outside world leaned in and listened.

He paused, palm flat to the wall.

The hum was still there.

Not loud. Not sharp.

Wrong in the way of a note played just off-key.

Leo frowned.

“Nothing?” Kyra called softly from behind him.

He glanced over his shoulder. She hadn’t raised her voice—didn’t need to. The space carried sound strangely, bending it just enough that whispers traveled farther than shouts. Cade stood beside her now, attention divided between her and the room, posture still, restrained.

Leo shook his head once. “Nothing actionable.”

Kyra’s mouth tightened slightly. She didn’t like that answer, but she trusted it. “Let me know if it changes.”

“Always do,” Leo said.

He moved on.

The Covenant relied on him in ways none of them liked to say out loud. He felt things before sensors caught up. Before wards reacted. Before Kyra’s instincts flared or Lucius’s intellect reached for explanation. He was the early warning system, and everyone knew what that meant.

If Leo missed something, there would be no second chance.

He passed a junction where the wall had been reinforced with scavenged steel plating, the seams welded unevenly. The fractures there were louder—old, aggravated by the Covenant’s presence, resentful of the weight now pressing through them. Leo slowed, breath measured, letting his senses stretch just enough to read them without pulling.

They weren’t opening.

They were watching.

Leo straightened and continued.

Behind him, the Covenant shifted into its evening rhythm. Training voices faded into repair sounds—metal scraping, muted conversation, the low clatter of tools. Someone laughed briefly and stopped, as if remembering where they were. Food smells bled into the air from deeper inside the base, thin but real.

Life, trying to convince itself it was safe.

Leo reached the far perimeter and turned back, changing direction without warning. His path crossed closer to the central space this time, bringing him briefly parallel with Kyra and Cade. He caught the edge of their conversation—not words, just cadence. The careful pauses. The restraint layered into every movement Cade made.

Leo felt the fractures tighten again.

Still nothing breaking.

Still nothing spilling.

But the hum deepened, just a fraction, like something on the other side of the walls adjusting its grip.

Leo quickened his pace.

He reached the eastern conduit again and crouched, pressing his palm flat against the concrete. The sensation there was clearer now—pressure without direction. Presence without form. It wasn’t the Order. It wasn’t a breach.

It was expectation.

Leo swallowed.

“Kyra,” he called, louder this time—not alarmed, but no longer casual. “I’m going to widen my sweep.”

She answered immediately. “Do it.”

Leo pushed to his feet and moved, boots striking faster now as he slipped deeper into the perimeter, following the hum as it threaded away from the Covenant’s heart.

The fractures shifted under him as he went.

Not opening.

Not closing.

Just making room.

And Leo moved with them, deeper into the edges of the space, already listening for the moment when quiet would finally decide to break.

The training floor emptied gradually.

Not all at once—never all at once. The Covenant didn’t dissolve so much as loosen, the intensity bleeding off in stages as recruits peeled away toward assigned quarters or workstations. Some lingered to rewrap hands or check bruises. Others drifted toward the makeshift mess area, voices low, exhaustion written into the way they moved.

Kyra stayed where she was until the last of them cleared the circle.

Only then did she let her shoulders drop.

The gold light threaded through her fingers faded, dissolving back into nothing as her hands lowered to her sides. The shift was subtle but complete—command giving way to fatigue, authority receding into something quieter. She rolled one shoulder, then the other, working tension out of muscles that hadn’t realized how tightly they’d been holding.

Lucius approached without urgency.

He walked slower than he used to. He masked it well—pace measured, posture upright—but Kyra noticed the way his weight favored one leg, the faint hitch when he stopped beside her.

“They did well,” he said.

“They did,” Kyra agreed. “No one pushed past threshold.”

Lucius nodded once, satisfied. “That’s the victory now. Knowing when to stop.”

She glanced at him. His face was drawn, lines deeper than they’d been six months ago, but his eyes were sharp. Still present. Still assessing.

“You should rest,” she said gently.

He smiled faintly. “I will. After I finish notes.”

Of course.

Lucius turned away, already reaching for a slate, his authority settling into its new shape—intellectual, advisory, no longer enforced by power. Kyra watched him go for a moment before turning back toward the space they’d claimed as their center.

Leo was still moving.

He never stopped entirely.

His patrol had narrowed now, steps slower, tighter to the inner perimeter. One hand brushed the wall as he passed, fingers splayed as if reading something beneath the surface. His expression was neutral, but his eyes tracked things no one else could see.

“Anything?” Kyra asked.

Leo shook his head. “Nothing actionable.”

That answer carried weight. It always did.

“But,” he added, after a beat.

Kyra waited.

“There’s a hum,” he said. “Not a breach. Not a pull. Just... pressure. Like the city’s holding something back.”

She nodded once. “If it shifts—”

“I’ll feel it first.” He offered a crooked half-smile. “Lucky me.”

She didn’t smile back this time. “Don’t ignore it.”

“I won’t.”

Leo continued on, boots echoing softly as he resumed his circuit. Kyra exhaled and turned away, letting the sounds of the Covenant settle into background rhythm—tools clinking, voices murmuring, generators cycling low and steady.

Normal.

As normal as it got.

She crossed into the adjoining corridor, the narrower space forcing the noise behind her to compress, fade. Concrete walls closed in, marked with chalk notes and hand-painted symbols that meant nothing to anyone outside this place.

Cade waited just beyond the threshold.

He straightened when he saw her, uncrossing his arms as if he hadn’t realized they were locked there. His presence filled the corridor in a way that had nothing to do with power—just awareness, contained and deliberate.

“You done?” he asked.

“For now.”

She stepped closer. Not touching. Just close enough to feel the warmth of him, the careful stillness he held himself in.

He noticed. Of course he did.

“You pushed them hard,” he said. Not a criticism. An observation.

“They needed it,” Kyra replied. “But not more than that.”

Cade nodded, eyes flicking briefly past her toward the training floor before returning. His attention was always split like that—present, but never fully relaxed.

“You were good,” he said. “With them.”

Kyra huffed quietly. “High praise.”

“I mean it.”

Something in his tone made her look at him more closely. There were faint shadows under his eyes, tension held too neatly in his posture. He stood like someone monitoring invisible fault lines, every movement pre-cleared in his head.

“You didn’t train,” she said.

It wasn’t an accusation. Just fact.

“No.” He hesitated. “Didn’t feel... necessary today.”

She studied him for a heartbeat longer, then nodded. “Okay.”

The word landed heavier than it looked.

Cade’s shoulders eased by a fraction, as if he’d been bracing for an argument that didn’t come.

They stood there for a moment, neither speaking, the corridor holding their silence without judgment. Behind them, life in the Covenant continued—repair crews moving, Leo’s footsteps circling, Sylvanus’s voice drifting faintly from somewhere deeper in the compound.

Here, it was quieter.

Kyra shifted her weight, turning slightly toward the private quarters branching off to the right. Not an invitation. Just movement.

Cade noticed anyway.

His gaze followed the turn. His jaw tightened—not with reluctance, but calculation.

“You tired?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said honestly.

He nodded once. “Me too.”

Kyra stepped forward, brushing past him into the narrow passage leading away from the corridor. Cade fell into step beside her, careful to match her pace, every movement measured as they walked deeper into the Covenant’s warren of lived-in space.

Behind them, the sounds of training faded.

Ahead, the corridor bent—and they moved with it.

The corridor narrowed as it curved, concrete giving way to a section of older construction—rougher walls, lower ceiling, the hum of the Covenant fading with each step. Cade keyed the lock without looking at it. The door slid open with a muted hiss, sealing the rest of the warren out behind them.

The room was small. Functional. A place claimed, not decorated.

A narrow bed. A low table cluttered with half-sorted notes. One dim light strip casting soft shadows along the walls. Nothing here belonged to the Order. Nothing here was ceremonial.

Kyra crossed the threshold first. Cade followed, stopping just inside the doorway.

For a moment, neither of them moved.

The stillness pressed in—not uncomfortable, but weighted. The kind that came after effort. After vigilance. After holding yourself together all day and realizing, all at once, that you could finally let go.

Kyra turned toward him.

Cade hadn’t taken his eyes off her.

She stepped closer. Not rushing. Giving him time. The space between them closed inch by deliberate inch until she could feel the heat of him, steady but restrained, like something braced behind glass.

Kyra rested her forehead against his, eyes closed, breathing him in. The day had stripped them both raw—orders given, recruits trained, decisions made that would echo later—but here, for a moment, there was only him.

Cade didn’t move.

His hands hovered at her waist, close enough that she could feel the warmth, but not quite touching. Like he was afraid that if he closed the distance, something inside him would slip.

“You don’t have to,” he said quietly. Not asking. Warning.

Kyra opened her eyes. “I know.”

She took his hands and placed them where they’d been hovering, guiding them to her hips. He tensed immediately, breath catching as if bracing for impact.

“Cade,” she murmured.

He shook his head once, barely. “I don’t always know where it stops,” he admitted. “When it starts, I mean. I keep thinking—what if I lose control and—”

She silenced him by closing the door behind them. The latch clicked softly, final and deliberate.

“You’re here,” she said. “With me.”

He searched her face like he was looking for cracks—signs of fear, doubt, hesitation. He found none. That scared him almost as much as the power did.

When he finally kissed her, it was careful. Measured. As if he were rationing himself.

Kyra kissed him back anyway, hands sliding into his shirt, grounding him with steady pressure. He stiffened for a heartbeat—then exhaled, surrendering just enough to lean into her.

His hand slipped under the hem of her shirt, warm against her skin. He froze instantly.

“Tell me if—”

She nodded once. “I will.”

That was all the permission he took.

He guided her backward, slow and controlled, until the edge of the bed pressed against the backs of her knees. His movements were deliberate, restrained—every touch chosen, nothing careless.

Kyra caught his face between her hands and met his eyes. “You’re not going to hurt me.”

Cade swallowed hard. He leaned his forehead against hers again, eyes closing as if committing the moment to memory.

“Stay,” she whispered.

He didn’t answer with words.

He answered by staying—by choosing her over the fear, just this once—and the world outside the room quietly, mercifully fell away.

The light strip dimmed automatically as the door sealed fully, casting the room into softer shadow.

Cade’s hand tightened slightly at her back as they shifted together, bodies aligning with careful intent, the bed creaking faintly beneath their combined weight as he followed her down—

—and the door remained closed, holding the rest of the Covenant at bay as the night continued to move.

Morning in the Covenant never arrived all at once.

It seeped in through layers of concrete and steel—through vents that carried the city’s distant pulse, through low light bleeding along corridor seams, through the subtle hum of wards adjusting as the outside world shifted. The refuge didn’t wake. It recalibrated.

Kyra woke to stillness.

Not silence—there was always sound—but the kind that held, rather than pressed. Cade lay beside her, awake already, one arm folded beneath his head, the other resting with deliberate care along the edge of the mattress. Not touching her. Not pulling away either. Holding himself in check even now.

She turned slightly, watching him from inches away.

His eyes were open, unfocused, tracking nothing. Listening to everything.

“You didn’t sleep much,” she murmured.

He glanced at her immediately. Too quickly. Like he’d been waiting.

“I slept,” he said. Then, after a pause, “Just... lightly.”

She didn’t call him on it.

Kyra shifted, propping herself on one elbow. The sheet slid down her shoulder; Cade’s gaze flicked away on instinct, jaw tightening before he caught himself. He inhaled slowly, visibly grounding, like he did before using his power—even when he wasn’t using it.

The fear hadn’t vanished in the night.

It had just gone quiet.

She reached for him anyway, resting her hand against his chest. Felt his heartbeat—steady, controlled, carefully measured.

“You’re still here,” she said.

“So are you,” he replied.

It wasn’t reassurance. It was confirmation.

Around them, the Covenant resumed its rhythm.

Footsteps passed beyond the thin wall. A door opened somewhere down the corridor. Voices murmured—low, tired, functional. Life continuing because it had to.

Cade shifted, sitting up slowly, movements precise. He swung his feet to the floor and paused there, hands braced on his knees like he was preparing himself for gravity.

Kyra watched him, saying nothing.

“I didn’t want to wake you,” he said quietly.

“You didn’t,” she replied.

He nodded once, accepting that without argument. Reached for his shirt, pulled it on with careful control, every motion contained. When he stood, he kept a deliberate distance between himself and everything else in the room—as if proximity alone might tempt disaster.

Kyra followed more slowly, gathering herself without hurry. There was no indulgence in the moment, but no regret either. Just awareness. Choice.

They stepped into the corridor together.

The Covenant was already in motion.

Leo passed at the junction ahead, boots quiet against concrete, eyes scanning reflexively. He caught sight of them and slowed just long enough to nod. No questions. No commentary. Just acknowledgment.

“All clear,” he said. “Nothing restless.”

Kyra nodded back. “Good.”

Sylvanus emerged from a side passage moments later, sleeves rolled, expression neutral in the way that meant he was already cataloging ten variables at once. He gave them a look—brief, assessing—then inclined his head.

“Unbound channels are quiet,” he said. “No chatter worth elevating. Supply lines held overnight.”

“Overnight is enough,” Kyra replied.

“For now,” Sylvanus agreed, and moved on.

Cade lingered a half-step behind her as they walked, maintaining a careful distance from others in the corridor. Not withdrawn. Not hiding. Just... contained.

Kyra felt it. The effort it took. The cost of holding himself steady in a world that no longer offered him clean lines or safe margins.

They reached the open training space again—already reset, already waiting. Recruits filtered in from adjoining corridors, quieter than the night before, nerves tempered by routine rather than fear.

Lucius stood near the rail, posture easy, eyes sharp. He met Kyra’s gaze and gave a small nod. Not approval. Trust.

Cade stopped at the edge of the room.

“I’ll—” He hesitated. Chose his words carefully. “I’ll stay out of the circle today.”

Kyra studied him for a beat. Not challenging. Not conceding.

“Okay,” she said.

Relief flickered across his face—quick, unguarded—before he smoothed it away.

She stepped forward into the center of the floor, sleeves already rolling back, leadership settling over her like a second skin. Gold light threaded faintly at her fingertips as she raised her hands, attention shifting fully to the work ahead.

Behind her, Cade took position near the wall.

Watching.

Holding.

Choosing restraint one breath at a time.

The Covenant moved around them—alive, functioning, fragile.

And the day began.
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Chapter 2 — The Unstable Mend
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Cade stood with his back to the concrete wall, hands folded loosely behind him, and counted his breathing.

In for four.

Hold for two.

Out for six.

The Covenant moved around him in practiced rhythm—boots scuffing, voices low, tools clinking as the space reset itself for another day. Kyra was already at the center of the floor again, sleeves rolled, posture squared into leadership like armor she never forgot to remove.

Gold light traced faintly at her fingertips as she spoke to the recruits.

Cade didn’t look directly at it.

He kept his gaze fixed on the seam where wall met floor, where fractures liked to gather when people pretended they weren’t there.

Lucius’s voice cut across the space, calm and precise. “Reset. You’re anticipating instead of responding.”

Cade felt it anyway—the shift in the air when Kyra corrected someone’s stance, when her power brushed the edge of release and pulled back again. Controlled. Confident. Safe.

Not like his.

He tightened his grip behind his back without realizing it.

Kyra’s voice carried. “Again. Slower.”

A recruit faltered. Recovered.

Cade exhaled.

He’d stayed out of the circle yesterday. And the day before that. And the day before that.

No one had said anything. That was the problem.

He could feel his power even now, coiled tight beneath his skin, restless in the way it got when he didn’t give it an outlet. Not spiking. Not flaring.

Waiting.

A vibration rippled faintly through the floor—too small for anyone else to notice. Cade felt it immediately, like a nerve twitch.

He shifted his weight.

Leo crossed the far edge of the room, boots silent, eyes unfocused as his hand brushed the wall. He paused, head tilting slightly.

“Nothing,” Leo said after a beat. Then, quieter, “Just pressure.”

Kyra acknowledged him with a nod without breaking cadence.

Cade swallowed.

Pressure was everywhere now. In the walls. In the city above them. In his chest.

He should be in there, he told himself. Training. Learning. Doing something instead of standing still and pretending restraint was the same as control.

But restraint was the only thing he trusted.

A recruit’s power wavered—barely—but Cade felt it like a static shock. His pulse jumped. The air around him tightened, responding before he could stop it.

The metal rail beside him creaked.

Cade froze.

He forced the pressure down, locked his jaw, counted again.

In for four.

Hold for two.

Out for six.

The rail settled.

No one noticed.

That was worse.

Kyra glanced his way—not sharply, not accusingly. Just checking. Their eyes met for half a second, and something unspoken passed between them.

Concern.

Restraint.

A question neither of them asked.

Cade looked away first.

He hated that about himself.

Lucius dismissed the group in stages, peeling the intensity off the room layer by layer. The recruits dispersed toward stations and quarters, voices rising slightly now that the edge had dulled.

Kyra stayed where she was.

So did Cade.

Eventually, she crossed the floor toward him, movements economical, attention still half on the space around them. She stopped a careful distance away—not touching.

“You okay?” she asked.

It was a neutral question. Open. No trap in it.

“Yes,” Cade said immediately.

Too fast.

Kyra studied him—not searching for a lie, exactly, but listening for strain. “You didn’t train.”

He nodded once. “Didn’t feel stable.”

She didn’t argue. That almost made it worse.

“Okay,” she said again, the word steady but weighted. “We can start light tomorrow. Just grounding. No output.”

Tomorrow. Always tomorrow.

Cade felt the coil tighten again, subtle and sharp.

“I don’t want to—” He stopped himself. Reframed. “I don’t want to risk anyone.”

Kyra held his gaze. “You’re not a risk just for existing.”

He didn’t answer.

Because he didn’t trust himself to say it out loud.

Movement rippled through the space as Leo changed direction abruptly, boots angling toward the eastern conduit. His pace had quickened—not alarmed, but intent.

Kyra noticed immediately. “Leo?”

He lifted a hand without looking back. “Still nothing. I just want a wider sweep.”

She nodded once. “Keep me posted.”

Cade watched Leo go, the way the fractures seemed to lean toward him as he passed.

He envied the clarity of Leo’s role. Guardian. Sensor. Necessary, even when unstable.

Cade was just... contained.

Kyra turned back toward the circle, already shifting gears, leadership reasserting itself with practiced ease. “All right. Reset stations. We’ll run containment drills next.”

The recruits moved.

Cade stayed where he was.

The wall behind him hummed faintly—not breaking, not yielding. Just holding.

He pushed off it at last and took a single step forward—

Then stopped.

The air tightened around his ribs, power responding to intention before he could rein it in. Not enough to move anything. Enough to warn him.

Cade lowered his foot back where it was.

Kyra didn’t see it.

Leo was already gone down the corridor.

The Covenant kept moving.

And Cade remained at the edge of the room, hands folded behind his back again, choosing stillness over motion—one careful breath at a time—as the fractures waited to see how long he could keep it that way.

Cade forced himself to move.

Not into the circle—not toward the recruits—but away from the wall that had become too familiar beneath his shoulders. He crossed the open floor at a measured pace, boots quiet against concrete, careful not to brush anyone as the Covenant reset itself for the next sequence.

Motion helped.

Not because it loosened the coil under his skin—nothing did that—but because it gave the power somewhere not to go. Intent without escalation. Direction without release.
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