BOOK THREE:
THE

LABYRINTH OF
LAW AND LIES

Chapter One: The
Punishment

Zara's Story

This is the margin story that
runs alongside Chapter 1's law
content. Here, you meet Zara—
rebellious daughter of Athelia and

lexander, sent on a "punishment
journey" to found a village in the
borderlands. Her mentor Severen
volunteers to accompany her.
Every site she chooses, he rejects.
nd with each rejection, she gets
angrier... while he gets more
atient.

The Throne Room

The throne room was too quiet.

Zara stood before her parents
with her arms crossed, wolf ears
flat against her skull, tail rigid.
She'd been summoned like a
common servant. Interrupted her
training for this.

"You've been reckless," Athelia
said. Her mother's voice carried
that professor tone—the one that
made grown examiners flinch.
"Dismissive of protocol. Arrogant
toward the council."

"I'm better than the council,"
Zara snapped. "Half of them
couldn't—"

"Enough." Alexander's wolf
Alpha command rippled through
the room. Zara's jaw clicked shut
involuntarily, and she hated it.
Hated that he could still do that.
She was twenty-five, not a cub.



Athelia leaned forward. "You
think you're ready to lead? Prove
it."

"What?"

"You will ride into the
borderlands. You will found a
village. Create its laws, establish its
governance, recruit settlers. You
will be its head."

Zara stared. "You're joking."

"Do | look amused?" Her
mother's emerald eyes were ice.

"A village? I've trained for—"

"You've trained to think you're
better than everyone else,"
Alexander said quietly. "Time to see
if you can actually build something
instead of just criticizing how
others do it."

Heat crawled up Zara's neck.
"Fine. I'll build your village. And
when | do, you'll—"

"I will accompany her, Your
Majesties."

Zara's head whipped around.

Severen stepped from the
shadows near the throne. Dark
hair, sapphire eyes that always
seemed to know things they
shouldn't, that infuriatingly calm
expression that made her want to
punch something.

"No," Zara said flatly.

"Yes." Athelia's voice held
finality. "Severen has been your
mentor since you were ten. He'll
ensure you don't get yourself killed
in the first week."

"I don't need—"

But her mother's eyes flicked to
Severen, held for a heartbeat too
long, and something passed
between them that made Zara's
skin prickle with unease.

Alexander's ears were flat. His
jaw tight. He looked like he wanted
to refuse but couldn't find grounds.

"When do we leave?" Severen
asked calmly.

"Dawn," Athelia said. "Pack for
weeks. The borderlands are...
unforgiving."

Day One - Dawn

The stable yard smelled of horse
and leather and hay dust.



Zara was there before dawn,
had been for an hour, checking and
rechecking her gear with hands
that wanted to shake but wouldn't.
She wouldn't give him that
satisfaction.

Storm—her gray mare,
temperamental and fast and hers—
stamped impatiently in the
predawn dark. The mare sensed
her mood. Always did.

Saddlebags. She checked them
again. Dried meat wrapped in
waxed cloth, the good stuff from
the palace kitchens that would last
weeks. Three waterskins, all full,
sealed tight. Flint and steel in their
tin box. Her bedroll—the one with
wool inner lining her father had
given her when she turned twenty.
Rope, coiled and secured. Knife
strapped to her thigh. Whetstone.
Small pot for cooking. Salt. A bag of
oats for Storm.

Everything in its place.
Everything she'd need to survive in
the wild.

Alone would have been better.
"Morning."

She didn't turn. Kept adjusting
Storm's cinch even though it was
already perfect. "You're early."

"So are you." Severen's
footsteps, quiet on the packed dirt.
The sound of his own horse—Night,
a black gelding with better
manners than Storm—shifting in
the neighboring stall. "Couldn't
sleep?"

"Slept fine."
"Liar."

She turned then, glaring. He
was checking Night's hooves,
running his hand down each leg
with the methodical care he'd
taught her when she was ten. Dark
hair tied back. Travel cloak.
Saddlebags already packed and
secured.

He looked up, caught her
watching. "Need help?"

"I've been packing my own gear
since | was ten."

"I know. | taught you." He

straightened, brushed dirt from his
hands. "Just being polite."

"Don't be."

His mouth twitched. Almost a
smile. "Noted."



She finished with Storm,
checked the mare's hooves—all
clean, no stones caught—and
swung into the saddle. The leather
creaked. Storm shifted under her,
eager.

Severen mounted Night with
that easy grace that made
everything look effortless. He
settled into his saddle, gathered
the reins. "Ready?"

She didn't answer. Just wheeled
Storm toward the gate and rode.

The King's Road - Morning

The sun climbed. The palace fell
behind.

They rode through familiar
territory. Past farms where she'd
trained as a girl, where Marcus
Ironhand had taught her to use a
staff before her claws came in. Past
the miller's house where Old
Thomas would wave at passing
riders, where she'd stolen apples
as a cub and gotten her ears boxed
for it.

Every landmark a knife.

Severen rode beside her. Not
ahead—which would have been
leading. Not behind—which would
have been following. Just... beside.
Matching Storm's pace. Silent.

The road was hard-packed dirt,
well-maintained by the King's
engineers. Easy riding. Storm's
hooves made a steady four-beat
rhythm. Behind, Night's heavier
steps. Two horses. Two riders.

Heading into what her parents
called a "learning experience" and
what Zara knew was exile dressed
in prettier words.

Her hands tightened on the
reins.

"You're gripping too hard,"
Severen said quietly. Not criticizing.
Just... stating fact.

She looked down. Her knuckles
were white on the leather. Storm's
ears had flicked back, sensing the
tension through the reins.

She forced her hands to loosen.
Storm's stride smoothed out
immediately.

"Better," he said.

"I don't need a riding
instructor."



"Then stop riding like you're
going to battle."

She shot him a glare. He
looked... gods damn him, he looked
comfortable. Relaxed in his saddle,
one hand loose on the reins, dark
hair catching morning light. Like
this was a pleasant morning ride
instead of her entire life being
dismantled.

"Why did you volunteer?" The
words came out sharper than she
intended.

"Someone has to make sure
you don't declare war on the first
centaur patrol we encounter."

"I wouldn't—" She stopped. She
absolutely would.

His mouth curved. Not quite a
smile. Something more knowing.
Something that said he'd been
watching her for fifteen years and
knew exactly how she'd react to
everything.

"I hate you," she muttered.
"I know."

They rode.

Midday - The Stream

The sun reached its peak. The air
was warm, getting warmer. Zara's
thighs ached from hours in the
saddle but she'd die before
admitting it.

Severen reined Night to a halt
near a stream that cut across the
road. "Horses need water."

He was right. Damn him.

She dismounted, led Storm to
the water's edge. The mare drank
deeply, sides heaving slightly.
They'd been riding hard. Too hard,
probably.

Zara knelt upstream from the
horses, cupped water in her hands.
It was cold, tasted of stone and
moss and something green. Good.
Clean.

She drank, splashed water on
her face and neck. Her shirt was
sticking to her back with sweat.

Behind her, the rustle of cloth.
The clink of metal on metal.

"Here."

She turned. Severen was
holding out dried meat, flatbread
wrapped in cloth.



"I'm not hungry."

"Eat anyway. We're riding until
dusk."

"Don't tell me what to—"

"Zara." Quiet. But with an edge
underneath. "I'm not arguing about
food. Eat or don't. But if you
collapse from stubbornness, I'm
leaving you on the side of the
road."

She snatched the food from his
hand. Bit into the flatbread with
more force than necessary. It was
good—still warm from being
packed near his body heat, and
that made her angrier somehow
that he'd thought ahead about
keeping bread fresh.

They ate in silence. Storm and
Night grazed nearby, tearing at
grass with wet ripping sounds.

The meat was salt-cured
venison. The bread had honey
baked into it. Palace food. A
reminder of what she'd left behind.

"How far are we going?" she
asked finally.

"As far as it takes."
"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one | have." He
was checking Night's shoes now,
running his hand down each leg,
feeling for heat or swelling. "Your
village needs to be in the right
place. Not just the first place that
looks good."

"And you know where this 'right
place'is."

"I'll know it when | see it."

She wanted to throw the bread
at him. Instead she finished eating,
brushed crumbs from her hands,
and mounted Storm without
another word.

He followed. Always following.
Always there.

Afternoon - Leaving the
Road

The King's Road ended at a
crossroads marked by an old stone
cairn.

Severen turned north without
hesitating. Off the maintained road
onto a dirt track that looked like it
hadn't seen traffic in months.



"Where are we going?" Zara
demanded.

"Borderlands."
"That's not specific."
"It's accurate."

The track was narrower here.
The forest pressed in on both sides
—old growth, thick and dark. The
trees were different from the
palace grounds. Wilder. Less
tamed.

Storm's ears swiveled
constantly, tracking sounds. A bird
call. Something moving in the
underbrush. The forest was alive in
a way the cultivated palace
gardens never were.

Zara's hand drifted to the knife
at her thigh. Just checking it was
there.

"Nervous?" Severen asked.
"Aware."
"Good. Different things."

They rode in silence. The
afternoon stretched. The light
changed, going golden as the sun
dropped toward the western
horizon. Shadows lengthened
across the path.

Her thighs definitely ached now.
Her lower back too. She'd been in
the saddle since dawn with only
that one midday break.

But she'd die before
complaining.

Dusk - First Camp

Severen reined Night to a haltin a
small clearing just off the track.
"We camp here."

Zara looked around. The
clearing was maybe twenty feet
across, ringed by trees. A fire ring
in the center—old, from previous
travelers. Flat ground. Good
drainage.

She dismounted, legs
protesting. Ignored it. Started
unpacking Storm's saddlebags
while Severen did the same with
Night.

The routine was familiar. She'd
done this a hundred times on
hunting trips with her father.
Unsaddle the horse. Check for
saddle sores—none, good. Hobble
Storm so she could graze but not



wander. Brush her down, working
from neck to hindquarters in long
strokes that made the mare's eyes
half-close with pleasure.

By the time she finished,
Severen had a fire going. Small,
controlled. He'd hung a pot over it
on a tripod made of green
branches.

"I can cook my own food," she
said.

"Then you're welcome to. I'm
cooking mine." He added water
from his waterskin to the pot, then
dried beans, some kind of herb that
smelled sharp and good.

She laid out her bedroll on the
opposite side of the fire. As far
from him as possible while still
getting warmth.

The smell of cooking beans
filled the clearing. Her stomach
growled traitorously.

Severen ladled stew into a
wooden bowl, held it out. "Eat."

" donnt_n

"Zara. It's food. Not poison. Not
a marriage proposal. Just food." His
eyes caught the firelight. "Eat or
don't. I'm not your mother."

She took the bowl. It was warm
in her hands. The stew was actually
good—beans and dried meat and
whatever herbs he'd added. She
ate standing up, refusing to sit near
him.

Above them, stars began
appearing. The fire crackled. Storm

and Night grazed peacefully on
opposite sides of the clearing.

This was her life now. Camping
in the wilderness with a man she'd
known her whole life but didn't
trust at all.

"First day done," Severen said
quietly. "How do you feel?"

”Fine."
"Liar. Your legs are shaking."

They were. Slightly. From hours
in the saddle.

"Get some sleep," he said. "We
ride at dawn."

She finished the stew, set the
bowl by the fire, and crawled into
her bedroll without another word.

The ground was hard under her.
The sounds of the forest
surrounded them—rustling, bird



calls, something larger moving
through underbrush far off.

Across the fire, Severen lay in
his own bedroll, already seeming to
sleep.

But she didn't trust it. Didn't
trust him. Didn't trust any of this.

She lay there watching the
stars wheel overhead, listening to
the fire pop and settle, until
exhaustion finally dragged her
under.

Day Two - Dawn

Zara woke to birdsong and the
smell of smoke from a fire that had
burned down to coals during the
night. Her body ached in places
she'd forgotten could ache—lower
back, inner thighs, shoulders that
had tensed for hours while riding.
The ground had been harder than
she remembered from her hunting
trips, or maybe she was just out of
practice. Either way, she felt stiff
and sore and irritated before she'd
even opened her eyes.

She lay there for a moment,
cocooned in her bedroll, listening.
Storm was grazing nearby—she
could hear the mare's teeth tearing
at grass, the soft sound of chewing.
Night was somewhere beyond that,
his heavier breathing audible. And
across the fire ring, so faint she
almost missed it, the sound of
someone already awake and
moving.

Of course he was already up.
Severen probably hadn't slept at
all, just lay there all night watching
the stars or communing with the
forest or whatever cryptic thing he
did when normal people were
unconscious.

She sat up, grimacing as her
muscles protested. Her hair was a
disaster—tangled and full of bits of
leaf and probably a spider or two.
She finger-combed it back, tied it
with the leather cord she kept
around her wrist, and crawled out
of the bedroll into the cool morning
air.

Severen was crouched by the
fire, coaxing it back to life with
small sticks and dry moss. He
looked up when she stood, and she
hated that he looked perfectly
rested. Dark hair still neat,
sapphire eyes clear and alert. Like



he'd stepped out of a palace bath
instead of sleeping on the ground
in the wilderness.

"Morning," he said. Not a
question. Just acknowledgment.

She grunted something that
might have been a greeting and
stumbled toward the edge of the
clearing to relieve herself behind a
convenient bush. When she came
back, the fire was crackling
properly and he'd set a pot of
water over it to heat.

"We have oats," he said,
gesturing to his saddlebag. "Or
dried fruit if you prefer cold."

"I can feed myself."

"I'm aware." He added oats to
the heating water, stirred with a
wooden spoon. "I'm cooking for
me. You're welcome to share or
not."

She wanted to refuse on
principle. But her stomach was
growling and the oats smelled good
—he'd added something to them,
cinnamon maybe, or some spice
she didn't recognize. And making
her own food would mean
unpacking her supplies and
cooking separately like a sulking
child.

She sat down across the fire
from him and waited.

He ladled oats into two wooden
bowls, handed her one with a
spoon. The porridge was thick and
warm and sweet, with dried berries
mixed in that burst on her tongue.
It was good. Damn him, it was
really good.

They ate in silence while the
sun climbed higher and the forest
woke up around them. Birds calling
to each other. Squirrels chattering
in the trees. Somewhere far off, the
sound of running water—probably
the same stream they'd stopped at
yesterday, following the track
north.

When she finished eating, she
rinsed her bowl with water from her
waterskin and started packing her
gear. Rolling the bedroll tight, tying
it with practiced efficiency.
Checking her saddlebags—
everything still secure, nothing had
gotten damp or damaged
overnight. The routine was
soothing in its familiarity.



Storm came when she whistled,
and Zara ran her hands over the
mare's legs, checking for any heat
or swelling from yesterday's ride.
Nothing. Good. She brushed Storm
down quickly, getting rid of the
dust and dried sweat from the
previous day, then saddled her
with steady hands. Blanket first,
smoothing it so there were no
wrinkles that would rub. Saddle
next, positioned just behind the
withers. Cinch tightened gradually
—not all at once, which would
make Storm hold her breath and
leave it loose.

By the time she finished,
Severen had Night ready and was
kicking dirt over the fire, making
sure every coal was properly
extinguished. He was methodical
about it, checking twice, which she
grudgingly had to admit was the
right thing to do. Forest fires
weren't something to risk, even
when you were irritated with your
traveling companion.

"Ready?" he asked, mounting
Night with that easy grace that
made it look effortless.

She swung into her own saddle
without answering and turned
Storm north.

Day Two - Morning

The track continued north through
forest that grew thicker as they
rode. The trees here were old—
massive trunks that would take
three people linking hands to circle,
branches so high overhead that the
canopy filtered the sunlight into
green-gold patterns on the forest
floor. It was beautiful in a way that
made Zara's chest tight.
Untouched. Wild. Nothing like the
carefully maintained palace
grounds where every tree was
planned and every path was swept.

This was real wilderness. The
kind her father talked about when
he told stories of his youth, before
he'd become Alpha of the palace
guard, before he'd met her mother
and everything had changed. She'd
always thought those stories were
exaggerated—how could anywhere
be truly wild when civilization had
spread so far? But riding through
these trees, she understood. There
were still places the kingdoms
hadn't reached. Places where the



old laws held and humans (or
wolves, or anyone else) were just
visitors passing through.

Storm's hooves made soft thuds
on the dirt track, muffled by
centuries of fallen leaves. Behind
her, Night's heavier tread. Two
horses. Two riders. The only sounds
besides the forest itself.

"What are you thinking?"
Severen asked after they'd been
riding for perhaps an hour.

The question surprised her. He
didn't usually ask things like that.
Usually he just stated facts or
asked practical questions about
distance or terrain.

"That it's quiet," she said finally.
"Does that bother you?"

She considered. At the palace,
there was always noise. Guards
training in the yard. Servants
moving through hallways. Council
members arguing in meeting
rooms. Her mother's students
asking questions. Her father's pack
communicating in the constant low-
grade awareness that came with
wolf bonds. Even alone in her
room, she was never truly alone—
she could always hear the pulse of
the palace around her, feel the
weight of all those lives
intersecting.

Here, there was just forest. Just
trees and birds and the creak of
saddle leather and Storm's
breathing.

"No," she said, and realized it
was true. "l thought it would. But it
doesn't."

"Good." He was riding beside
her again, matching Storm's pace
exactly. "Quiet teaches you things
noise drowns out."

"Like what?"

"Like what you actually think
versus what everyone else has told
you to think. Like what you want
versus what you're supposed to
want." He glanced at her. "Like who
you are when no one's watching to
judge."

She wanted to snap something
cutting back, but the words stuck in
her throat. Because he wasn't
wrong. At the palace, she'd always
been aware of herself as a
performance—the princess, the
Alpha's daughter, the Guardian



Queen's heir. Every action was
measured against expectation.
Every word was weighed for how it
would be perceived.

Out here, there was no one to
perform for except him. And he
already knew all her worst qualities
—he'd been her mentor for fifteen
years. He'd seen her throw
tantrums as a child, seen her sulk
through lessons, seen her
arrogance and her temper and her
pride.

There was nothing to hide.

It should have felt vulnerable.
Instead it felt like taking off armor
she hadn't realized was chafing.

"I hate that you're right," she
muttered.

His mouth curved. "I know."

They rode on. The sun climbed
higher, warming her back through
her shirt. The forest smelled of pine
sap and earth and something green
and growing. Storm's ears were
forward, alert but not alarmed.
Content to follow the track, trusting
Zara to guide her.

It occurred to Zara that she
hadn't been this relaxed in months.
Maybe years. And that annoyed her
almost as much as it comforted
her.

Day Two - Afternoon

They stopped to rest and water the
horses at a small creek that
crossed the track around midday.
The water was clear and cold,
tasting of stone and snowmelt from
mountains she still couldn't quite
see through the trees. Zara
splashed her face and neck,
grateful for the coolness. The day
had gotten warm as the sun
reached its peak, and even in the
shade of the forest canopy, she
was starting to sweat.

Severen was checking Night's
hooves again, methodical about it.
She watched him work for a
moment—the careful way he ran
his hands down each leg, the
gentle firmness when Night tried to
pull away, the way he cleaned out
each hoof with a pick to make sure
no stones had gotten lodged in the
frog. It was the same way he'd
taught her to care for horses when
she was ten years old, and



watching him do it now brought
back memories she'd half-
forgotten. Hours in the stable,
learning to read horses' moods,
learning what a healthy hoof looked
like versus one that was developing
thrush or had an abscess forming.

He'd been patient with her even
when she'd been a bratty child who
thought she knew better than
everyone. Patient in a way her
other tutors hadn't been.

She looked away,
uncomfortable with the direction of
her thoughts, and pulled out some
of the dried meat and flatbread
from her saddlebags. They ate
standing up, watching the horses
graze on the grass near the creek.
Storm kept close to Zara,
occasionally bumping her shoulder
with her nose as if checking that
she was still there. Night was more
independent, ranging farther but
always keeping Severen in his line
of sight.

"How much farther are we
going today?" Zara asked, breaking
the comfortable silence.

"Until dusk. There's another
clearing about three hours north
that's suitable for camp."

"You've been this way before."

It wasn't a question, but he
nodded anyway. "Many times."

"When?"

"Before you were born. Before
your parents crossed the barrier.
Before..." He trailed off, and
something shifted in his
expression. Something old and
distant and painful.

Zara found herself curious
despite her irritation with him.
"Before what?"

"Before | learned that some
things are worth waiting for." He
whistled for Night, and the horse
came trotting back. "Mount up.
We're losing daylight."

She wanted to press, but
something about the set of his
shoulders told her the conversation
was over. So she whistled for Storm
and swung back into the saddle,
following him north.

The afternoon stretched long
and warm. The track began to
climb gradually, and Zara could
feel Storm's breathing deepen as



they worked their way uphill. Not
steep enough to be difficult, but
noticeable. The trees were
changing too—fewer of the
massive old growth, more mixed
forest with aspens and smaller
pines. The light was different here,
brighter, filtering through leaves
that rustled in a breeze she hadn't
felt lower down.

Her thighs were burning again
from hours in the saddle, and her
lower back had developed a
persistent ache that she kept trying
to stretch away by shifting her
weight. Two days of hard riding
after months of mostly training on
foot was making itself felt. But
she'd die before complaining, so
she kept her seat and her mouth
shut and watched the trees go by.

Severen glanced at her once or
twice but said nothing. Which was
probably smart of him, because if
he'd offered to stop early because
she looked tired, she might have
actually murdered him.

Day Two - Evening

The clearing Severen had
mentioned came into view as the
sun was starting its descent toward
the western horizon. It was larger
than the previous night's camp—
maybe thirty feet across, with a
clear fire ring in the center and
evidence that many travelers had
used this spot before. The ground
was trampled flat in places, and
there were marks on some of the
surrounding trees where people
had tied horses or hung supplies
out of reach of ground animals.

Zara dismounted with a groan
she couldn't quite suppress. Her
legs actually shook when her feet
hit the ground, and she had to hold
onto Storm's saddle for a moment
to steady herself.

"Sore?" Severen asked, and
there was no mockery in it. Just
observation.

"I'm fine."

"Liar. But stubborn. I'll give you
that." He was already unpacking
Night's saddlebags, moving with
efficient economy of motion.
"There's a stream about fifty yards
east if you want to wash before we
make camp."



The offer was tempting. She
could feel the dust and sweat on
her skin, the grit in her hair. But
accepting would feel like admitting
weakness.

Then again, staying dirty out of
spite was also childish.

"Watch Storm," she said, and
walked east.

The stream was exactly where
he'd said it would be—a narrow
band of cold, clear water running
over smooth stones. Zara stripped
off her shirt and splashed water
over her face, neck, arms. It was
shockingly cold, mountain runoff,
and it made her gasp. But it felt
good. Cleansing. She dunked her
whole head under, came up
sputtering and dripping, and used
her fingers to work the worst of the
tangles out of her hair.

When she walked back to the
clearing, dripping and shivering
slightly in the evening air, Severen
had already started a fire and was
setting up camp. He'd unsaddled
both horses and was brushing
Night down with long, steady
strokes. Storm was hobbled
nearby, already grazing
contentedly.

Zara grabbed her bedroll and
laid it out on the opposite side of
the fire from where his was already
positioned. Same as last night. As
far apart as they could be while still
sharing warmth and safety.

He glanced up at her wet hair
but said nothing. Just finished with
Night and moved to Storm, giving
the mare the same careful
attention. Zara watched for a
moment, then went to help—
because Storm was her horse and
it felt wrong to let someone else do
all the work, even if that someone
was annoyingly competent.

They worked in silence. Zara
brushing Storm's left side while
Severen worked the right. The
mare stood patiently, enjoying the
attention. When they finished,
Severen checked Storm's hooves
while Zara examined the saddle for
any places where the leather might
be rubbing or the padding might
have compressed unevenly.

Everything was fine. The gear
was holding up well. Storm was
healthy. They'd covered good



distance today without pushing the
horses too hard.

"You take good care of her,"
Severen said quietly.

"You taught me how."

"l taught you the mechanics.
You care because you love her." He
straightened, meeting her eyes
across Storm's back. "There's a
difference."

She didn't know what to say to
that, so she said nothing. Just hung
Storm's saddle on a low tree
branch where it would air out
overnight and went to sit by the
fire.

Severen cooked again—more of
the bean stew with herbs, and
some kind of flatbread he made in
a pan over the fire. The bread
puffed up as it cooked, filling the
clearing with a smell that made her
stomach growl audibly. He flipped
them expertly, waited until they
were golden on both sides, and
handed her one wrapped around
dried meat and some kind of
cheese he'd been keeping cool in
his saddlebag.

It was delicious. Warm bread,
melted cheese, savory meat. She
ate it in four bites and tried not to
look too eager when he offered her
a second one.

"You're a better cook than most
of the palace kitchen staff," she
said before she could stop herself.

His mouth curved. "Don't sound
so surprised. I've been traveling for
a long time. You learn to cook or
you starve."

"How long?"
"Longer than you'd believe."

She wanted to ask more—to
press him on all the cryptic things
he'd said over the years, all the
hints that he was older than he
looked, that he'd seen things she
couldn't imagine. But the firelight
was warm and her muscles were
finally starting to unknot, and she
was too tired to pick a fight.

So she just ate her second
flatbread wrap and watched the fire
and listened to the evening sounds
of the forest settling in for night.

"Get some sleep," Severen said
eventually. "Tomorrow's going to be
harder."



“Why?"

"Because we start looking for
sites. And | start teaching you how
to see what makes a place worth
defending."

She wanted to argue that she
already knew how to evaluate
terrain. But something about the
way he said it—like this was going
to be different from anything she'd
learned before—made her pause.

"Fine," she said, and crawled
into her bedroll.

The ground was just as hard as
the night before, but somehow she
was so tired it didn't matter. She
was asleep before she'd finished
listening to the fire crackle and

pop.

Day Three - Dawn

Zara woke before Severen for the
first time. The sky was still that
deep blue-gray that comes just
before true dawn, and she lay in
her bedroll for a moment savoring
the small victory of being awake
first. It felt like winning something,
even though she knew it was petty.

She extracted herself from the
bedroll as quietly as she could and
went about her morning routine.
The fire had burned down to ash
and a few glowing embers. She
added kindling carefully, blowing
gently until flames caught and
grew. There was satisfaction in that
too—in doing the work herself, in
not needing him to do everything.

By the time the water was
heating for oats, Severen was
stirring. He sat up, ran a hand
through his dark hair, and watched
her for a moment without
speaking. She ignored him and
focused on cooking, adding oats
and dried berries to the pot.

"You're up early," he observed.
"Couldn't sleep."
"Thinking about yesterday?"

She didn't answer. Ladled oats
into two bowls, handed him one
without looking at him. They ate in
silence as the forest woke around
them—birds starting their morning
calls, squirrels beginning their
endless search for food, the light
growing steadily brighter through
the trees.



When breakfast was done and
the camp packed, when the horses
were saddled and the fire
completely extinguished, Zara
swung into Storm's saddle and
looked at Severen.

"Today," she said, "we find a
site. And you're going to tell me
yes."

His mouth curved. "If you find
the right one."

"1 will."

"Then let's see."

Day Three - Morning

They rode north again, following
the track as it climbed higher into
the foothills. The terrain was
changing—Iless forest, more open
land with scattered groves of trees.
Meadows appeared between
stretches of woodland, grass tall
and green with late spring growth.

Zara found herself evaluating
everything they passed. That
clearing—too small, barely enough
room for a handful of buildings.
That hillside—too steep, impossible
to farm. That valley—no clear
water source visible. She was
starting to see what he meant
about thinking long-term, about
considering not just what looked
good but what would actually work.

It annoyed her that he was
right. That his constant rejections
were actually teaching her
something.

Around mid-morning, the track
split. One branch continued north
into the mountains. The other
curved west, following what looked
like an old game trail.

Severen took the western
branch without hesitation.

"Why that way?" Zara asked.

"Better land for what you need.
North gets too rocky, too cold. Not
enough growing season."

She wanted to argue but
couldn't find grounds. He was right
—she could see the mountains
looming ahead on the northern
route, jagged and snow-capped
even in spring. Beautiful but harsh.
Not ideal for farming.

The western track led them
through increasingly open country.



More meadows, more clearings.
And then, cresting a low hill around
midday, Zara saw it.

Day Three - Midday: The
Perfect Meadow

The meadow spread out below
them like something from a
painting. Rolling green hills, gentle
slopes perfect for farming. A river—
not a creek but an actual river—cut
through the center, wide and clear.
Forest lined the northern edge,
dense enough for lumber and
hunting but not so thick it would be
impossible to work with. The land
had a natural rise on the eastern
side that would be perfect for
defensive positioning.

Zara could see it all in her mind
immediately. The main buildings on
that rise. Fields spreading across
the southern slopes where the sun
would hit them longest. The river
providing water for drinking,
irrigation, power if they wanted to
build a mill. The forest for
resources. Everything a village
would need, all in one place.

It was perfect. Absolutely
perfect.

She urged Storm down the hill
toward the meadow, her heart
beating faster. This was it. This was
the place. He couldn't possibly
reject this one—it had everything.
Water, farmland, defensible terrain,
resources. Everything.

She reined Storm to a halt in
the center of the meadow and
turned to face Severen, triumph
already rising in her chest.

"Here," she said. Not a
question. A declaration. "This is it.
This is where we build."

Severen sat on Night at the
edge of the meadow. He didn't
dismount. Didn't even move closer.
Just looked at her with those
sapphire eyes that gave nothing
away.

"No," he said quietly.

The word hit her like cold water.
"What do you mean 'no'? This is
perfect. This has everything we
need—"

"Look around you, Zara.
Actually look."



She looked. Saw the same
perfect meadow. The same river,
the same rolling hills, the same—

Wait.

There. At the edge of the forest.
Stones. Not natural stones. Carved
stones, arranged in a pattern.
Boundary markers.

Her stomach sank.

"Centaur jurisdiction," Severen
said, his voice still quiet but
carrying across the meadow. "See
those markers? This is their
summer grazing territory. Has been
for thousands of years. You build
here, you start a war with a people
who have held this land since
before your kingdom existed."

"Then we negotiate—"

"With what leverage? You're
one wolf with an attitude problem.
They're a herd of two hundred
warriors who've held this land for
three thousand years."

Her jaw clenched. "I could—"

"You could die in the first
skirmish. Move."

"Don't tell me to—"

"Princess." His voice dropped,
went soft. Dangerous. "l said
move."

She wanted to argue. Wanted
to plant her horse right here and
make him acknowledge this was
perfect. But something in his tone
—ancient, immovable—made her
wheel her mount north.

"This is ridiculous," she snarled.

"This is jurisdiction. First lesson:
pretty isn't enough. You need
authority to claim territory. Learn
the boundaries before you try to
cross them."

"I'm not here for a lesson—"

"No, you're here for a
punishment. I'm here to make sure
you learn something from it."

She dug her heels in. Her horse
surged forward, leaving him
behind.

His laughter followed her. Low,
rich, infuriating.

Day Three - Afternoon

They rode in tense silence after
leaving the meadow. Zara kept



Storm at a punishing pace, pushing
forward like she could outrun her
frustration. Behind her, Night's
steady hoofbeats followed,
unhurried. Severen wasn't chasing
her. He didn't need to. He knew she
had nowhere to go except forward.

The anger burned hot in her
chest. Perfect wasn't good enough.
Resources and terrain and
defensibility weren't good enough.
Because of boundaries she couldn't
see until it was too late. Because of
jurisdictions that predated her
entire kingdom.

She was learning, she realized
bitterly. Just not the lessons she
wanted.

The afternoon sun was warm on
her back, and Storm was starting to
tire from the hard pace. Zara
forced herself to slow down, to let
the mare catch her breath. By the
time Severen caught up, they were
walking through a narrow valley
between two ridges.

"There's a stream ahead," he
said quietly. "We should water the
horses."

She didn't answer. Just followed
the sound of running water until
they found the stream—narrow but
clear, cutting through rocks worn
smooth by years of flow.

They dismounted. The horses
drank. Zara splashed cold water on
her face and neck, trying to cool
the heat of anger and
embarrassment. When she
straightened, Severen was
watching her.

"You're learning faster than |
expected," he said.

"I'm failing faster than |
expected."

"Failure is part of learning. You
think your mother got everything
right the first time?"

Zara looked at him sharply. "My
mother crossed the barrier on her
first try."

"After months of preparation.
After learning everything she could
about jurisdiction and examination
and what the barrier would test.
She didn't just walk up and
demand entry." He crouched by the
stream, refilled his waterskin.
"You're three days in, Zara. Give
yourself time."



She wanted to stay angry, but
the words took some of the edge
off. Three days. They might be out
here for weeks.

"How long did you wait?" she
asked quietly. "Before... before
whatever you're waiting for."

He stood, met her eyes.
"Longer than you'd believe. And I'd
wait longer still if | had to."

Something in his voice made
her chest tight. She looked away,
mounted Storm without
responding.

Day Three - Evening

They made camp in a small
clearing as the sun was setting.
The routine was becoming familiar
now—unsaddle the horses, check
their legs and hooves, brush them
down. Set up bedrolls on opposite
sides of the fire. Severen cooking
while Zara pretended she wasn't
grateful for it.

Dinner was quiet. The fire
crackled. Somewhere in the
distance, an owl called.

"Tomorrow," Severen said as
they were settling in for sleep, "we
turn northwest. There's terrain up
there that might work."

"Might?"
"I won't know until we see it.
Neither will you."

Zara pulled her blanket tighter.
"And if it doesn't work?"

"Then we keep looking."
"For how long?"

"As long as it takes." He was
quiet for a moment. "Sleep, Zara.
Tomorrow will be harder terrain."

She lay there listening to the
fire, to the night sounds, to her own
thoughts spinning. Three days felt
like three weeks. And they were
just getting started.

Day Four - Dawn

Rain woke her. Not a downpour,
just steady drizzle that turned the
world gray and made everything
damp. Zara groaned and pulled her
blanket over her head, but it was
already too late—the cold moisture
had seeped into everything.



"Up," Severen called. He was
already moving, packing gear with
efficient movements. "We need to
get to higher ground before the
track turns to mud."

She wanted to argue but
couldn't find grounds. Rain in the
lowlands meant flooding in the
valleys. They needed elevation.

They packed camp quickly,
skipped breakfast—no point trying
to start a fire in this weather. Zara's
clothes were damp within minutes
of mounting Storm. The mare's
ears were back, unhappy with the
rain but willing to move.

"How far to higher ground?"
Zara asked, rain dripping from her
hair.

"Three hours if we push. Five if
we don't." Severen urged Night
northwest, toward rising terrain
barely visible through the rain.

"Then we push."

Day Four - Morning

The rain didn't let up. If anything, it
got heavier as they climbed. The
track turned slick with mud, and
the horses had to pick their way
carefully to avoid slipping. Zara
was soaked through, cold and
miserable, but she kept Storm
moving forward.

Severen led them along a ridge
that climbed steadily upward. The
forest here was different—more
pine than deciduous trees, and the
air had a sharp, clean smell even
through the rain. Colder too. High
enough that winter lingered in the
shadows.

"There," Severen said, pointing
ahead.

Through the rain, Zara could
make out a rocky overhang—not
quite a cave, but enough shelter to
get out of the weather.

They pushed the horses the last
quarter mile and dismounted under
the overhang with relief. The space
was maybe ten feet deep, fifteen
feet wide. Dry. Blessedly dry.

"Get out of those wet clothes,"
Severen said, already stripping off
his soaked cloak. "Hypothermia will
kill you faster than anything else
out here."



Zara's teeth were chattering.
She dug dry clothes from her
saddlebag—thank the gods she'd
wrapped them in oiled cloth—and
turned her back to change. Behind
her, she could hear Severen doing
the same.

When they were both in dry
clothes, he built a small fire at the
edge of the overhang where the
smoke could escape. The warmth
was immediate and glorious.

"We wait here until the rain
stops," he said. "No point riding
blind in this weather."

Zara nodded, too cold and tired
to argue. She sat by the fire and
watched the rain pour down
outside their shelter, feeling the
warmth slowly seep back into her
bones.

Day Four - Afternoon

The rain lasted through midday and
into early afternoon. They ate cold
rations—dried meat and hard
cheese and stale bread—and
waited. The horses stood at the
back of the overhang, dry and
patient.

"Tell me something," Zara said
eventually, breaking the silence.
"Why did you really volunteer for
this?"

Severen looked at her over the
fire. "l told you. Your parents
promised—"

"Before that. Why my mentor?
Why spend fifteen years teaching
me when you could have been...
anywhere. Doing anything."

He was quiet for a long
moment. "Because | knew what
you would become. What you are
becoming."

"And what's that?"

"Someone who questions
everything. Who refuses to accept
'‘because | said so' as an answer.
Who fights for what she believes in
even when it costs her." He fed
another stick to the fire. "The world
needs people like that. Even when
they're insufferable."

She snorted. "Insufferable."
"You asked."

"I did." She pulled her knees up
to her chest, wrapped her arms



around them. "Do you think I'll
actually find a place that works? Or
is this just an elaborate way to
teach me humility?"

"You'll find it. But not because |
tell you where it is. Because you
learn to see it yourself."

"That's cryptic again."

"That's teaching."

The rain began to lighten. By
mid-afternoon, it had stopped

completely, leaving everything
dripping and fresh-smelling.

"Pack up," Severen said. "We
can make a few more miles before
dark."

Day Four - Evening

They rode through wet forest as
the sun broke through the clouds,
turning everything golden. The
terrain continued climbing, and
Zara noticed the trees changing
again—more spruce, more open
spaces. They were getting into
genuine mountain country now.

As evening approached, they
found another clearing to make
camp. This one had a view—the
land spreading out below them,
valleys and forests and distant
meadows. From up here, she could
see patterns she'd missed from the
ground. Rivers following natural
channels. Forests clustered where
water was reliable. Open land
where the soil was too thin or too
rocky for trees.

"Starting to see it?" Severen
asked, following her gaze.

"See what?"

"How the land works. How
everything connects. Water, soil,
elevation, exposure. It all matters.

She had to admit he was right.
From up here, the centaur
meadow's position made sense—
flat, well-watered, protected by
surrounding forest. Prime grazing
land. Of course they'd claimed it.

"Tomorrow we'll crest this
ridge," Severen said. "The land on
the other side is different. Wilder.
Less settled."

"Good or bad?"

"Depends on what you're
looking for."



They made camp, cooked
dinner, settled in. Four days out.
And Zara was starting to
understand that this journey was
about more than finding a village
site. It was about learning to see.
Learning to think beyond her own
assumptions.

She still hated that he was
right. But she was learning.

Day Five - Dawn

The fifth morning dawned clear and
cold. They were high enough now
that frost covered the ground, and
Zara's breath came out in clouds.
She packed quickly, eager to get
moving and warm up.

"Today we cross the ridge,"
Severen said over breakfast—hot
oats that tasted like salvation after
yesterday's cold rations. "The
descent is steep. Watch your
footing."

Zara nodded, finishing her oats
and packing the bowl away. Storm
seemed eager too, dancing slightly
as Zara saddled her. The mare
sensed they were going
somewhere new.

Day Five - Morning: The
Valley

The ridge crest came mid-morning.
From the top, Zara could see both
sides—the land they'd climbed
through behind them, and ahead, a
whole new stretch of wilderness.
Wilder, like Severen had said.
Fewer obvious signs of habitation.
More raw, untamed country.

The descent was treacherous.
Rocky slopes, loose stones, narrow
switchbacks where the horses had
to pick their way carefully. It took
hours to reach the valley floor, and
by the time they did, it was past
midday.

The valley spread before them
—good hunting visible in the game
trails crisscrossing the grass, dense
forest on the northern slopes. It
looked promising.

"What about there?" Zara said,
pointing.

Severen studied it for a long
moment. "Look at the vegetation."



She looked. Grass, shrubs, trees
along the edges—

"No water-loving plants," he
said. "No willows, no cattails, no
marsh grass. That means no
reliable water source."

"There must be—"

"Seasonal. Probably a creek
that runs in spring and dries up by
July. Your people would die of thirst
by August."

"We could dig wells—"

"Through bedrock?" He
gestured to the exposed rock faces
on the slopes. "For fifty settlers?
How many wells, Zara? How deep?
How much time and labor? And
what do they eat while they're
digging instead of farming?"

Her hands fisted on the reins.
"You're enjoying this."

"Watching you realize the world
has rules even you can't charm
your way around?" He tilted his
head. "Immensely."

"I don't charm, | command—"

"You demand. There's a
difference. Command requires
others' willingness to follow.
Demand just makes you a tyrant no
one respects."

She whirled on him. "My
parents sent me to build, not get
lectured by their—"

"Their what?" Soft. Deadly.

She bit down on 'lapdog'.
Something in his sapphire eyes
warned her that particular insult
would have consequences.

"Advisor," she finished coldly.

"Better." He urged his horse
past hers. "Keep up, princess.
We're burning daylight."

Day Five - Afternoon

They rode through the afternoon in
hostile silence. Zara kept
cataloging everything they passed
—that hillside, too exposed to wind.
That clearing, too small. That forest
glen, too dark for crops. She was
learning to see the problems before
he pointed them out, and it was
deeply frustrating.

By late afternoon, Storm was
tired and Zara was exhausted—
physically from days of riding,



emotionally from constant
rejection. Every place she looked at
had fatal flaws. Water problems,
soil problems, jurisdiction
problems, resource problems.

"How did anyone ever build
anything?" she muttered.

"Carefully. Over generations.
Making mistakes and learning from
them." Severen glanced at her.
"You're trying to do in days what
usually takes years of scouting."

"Then why are we rushing?"

"We're not rushing. We're
traveling to a specific destination.
The sites in between are...
educational."

She stared at him. "You already
know where we're going."

"I know where you need to be.
Whether you build there is your
choice."

"Why not just take me there
directly?"

"Because you wouldn't
understand why it works. You'd just
see another meadow or valley or
plateau. You need to understand
what makes a place viable before
you can recognize the right one."

It made sense. She hated that it
made sense.

Day Five - Evening

Camp that night was quiet. They
were both tired, and the tension
from the day's arguments had worn
thin. Severen cooked. Zara ate.
They didn't talk much.

But as she was settling into her
bedroll, Severen spoke softly across
the fire.

"You're doing better than you
think. Most people would have
given up by now."

She didn't answer. Didn't know
how to respond to something that
might have been a compliment.

"Two more days," he said.
"Maybe three. Then you'll see what
| mean."

Two or three more days of this.
Zara closed her eyes and tried to
sleep.




Day Six - Dawn

Day six started like the others—
wake, breakfast, pack, ride. But
Zara noticed something different in
Severen's demeanor. He was more
focused, more purposeful. Like they
were getting close to something.

The terrain was changing again.
Rockier, more barren in places. But
also... stranger. There was a quality
to the air here that made her wolf
senses prickle. Like the boundary
between territories, but more. Like
standing at the edge of something
vast.

"What is this place?" she asked
as they rode through increasingly
sparse forest.

"Borderlands. Real borderlands,
not the political kind. This is where
the veil thins. Where different
jurisdictions overlap."

Her skin prickled. "Jurisdictions
of what?"

"You'll see. Soon."

Day Six - Morning Through
Afternoon

They rode through increasingly
strange country. The trees here
were twisted, growing in patterns
that didn't quite make sense. The
light felt different—sharper
somehow, clearer. And there were
no animals. No birdsong, no
squirrels, no rabbits. Just silence.

"This feels wrong," Zara said,
Storm dancing nervously beneath
her.

"Not wrong. Different. You're
feeling the boundary between the
living world and... something else."

"Something else meaning
what?"

"You'll understand when we
arrive. Tomorrow, most likely.
Maybe tonight if we push."

They rode hard through the
afternoon. Zara's nerves were
stretched tight by the strangeness
of this place, by the growing sense
of something vast waiting ahead.
Storm felt it too—the mare was
skittish, requiring constant
reassurance.

Only Night seemed unbothered,
carrying Severen with steady calm.



Like he'd been this way before.
Many times before.

Day Six - Evening

They made camp early, in a
clearing that felt less strange than
the surrounding forest. As Severen
built the fire, Zara found herself
watching the horizon. North.
Always north.

"What's out there?" she asked.

"Your future. If you choose it."
He looked at her across the young
flames. "Tomorrow you'll see. And
then you'll decide."

"Decide what?"

"Whether to run home to your
parents, or whether to step into
what you actually are."

She wanted to demand
answers, but something in his
expression stopped her. This was
important. Whatever waited ahead
was why they'd come all this way.

"Get some sleep," he said.
"Tomorrow changes everything."

Day Seven - Dawn

Zara woke before dawn, too
anxious to sleep longer. Today
they'd reach whatever destination
Severen had been steering them
toward all week. Today she'd
understand why he'd rejected
every site, why they'd been
traveling through increasingly
strange country, why her skin felt
electric with proximity to
something vast.

They packed quickly, barely
speaking. Severen seemed tense
too—not nervous, but focused. Like
a warrior before battle.

They rode north as the sun
rose.

Day Seven - Morning
Through Afternoon

The land grew stranger as they
traveled. Rock formations that
looked almost deliberate. Trees that
grew in perfect circles. And the
silence—absolute, eerie silence
broken only by their horses'
hooves.



Then, around midday, they
crested a rise and Zara saw it.

A plateau. High, flat, defensible.
But that wasn't what made her
breath catch. It was the feel of the
place. Like standing at the
intersection of worlds. Like power
thrumming through the ground
itself.

"This is it," Severen said quietly.
"This is where you build. If you
dare."

Day Seven - The Plateau
(Firelight Conversation)

"What about there?" She pointed to
a valley with good hunting, visible
game trails.

"No water source that lasts
through summer. Your people
would die by August."

"We could—"

"Dig wells through bedrock? For
fifty settlers? Try again."

Her hands fisted on the reins.
"You're enjoying this."

"Watching you realize the world
has rules even you can't charm
your way around?" He tilted his
head. "Immensely."

"I don't charm, | command—"

"You demand. There's a
difference. Command requires
others' willingness to follow.
Demand just makes you a tyrant no
one respects."

She whirled on him. "My
parents sent me to BUILD, not get
lectured by their—"

"Their what?" Soft. Deadly.

She bit down on 'lapdog’.
Something in his sapphire eyes
warned her that particular insult
would have consequences.

"Advisor," she finished coldly.

"Better." He urged his horse
past hers. "Keep up, princess.
We're burning daylight."

Day 7 - The Plateau
(Firelight Conversation)

The plateau looked promising. High
ground, defensible, good soil visible
where erosion had exposed it.



"Too rocky," Severen said
before she'd even finished
surveying. "You'd break every plow
in six months. Unless you're
planning to import food forever."

"Then where?" She rounded on
him. They'd been riding for a week.
Every site she chose, he rejected.
Every plan she made, he
demolished with some technicality
about resources or jurisdiction or
sustainability.

"I'll know it when | see it."

"We'll know it. This is my
village."

"Then stop thinking like you're
choosing a campsite and start
thinking like you're founding a
civilization."

" am—"

"You're thinking about what's
comfortable right now. What looks
good. What feels right." He
dismounted, started unpacking
camp supplies. "You're not thinking
about what lasts. What protects.
What defends."

She swung down from her
saddle, stalked over. "You want to
explain what that means, or just
keep being cryptic?"

He looked up at her. The
firelight caught his eyes, made
them glow. "Why do you think
patent law exists, Zara?"

"Don't start with the—"
"Answer the question."

She wanted to refuse. But
something about the way he asked
—Ilike he genuinely wanted to know
what she thought—made her
pause.

"To... protect inventions. Give
inventors rights."

"Deeper."

She growled low in her throat.
"To promote progress.
Constitutional basis, Article I,
Section 8. I've heard this lecture."

"And what does 'promote
progress' actually mean?"

"It means—" She stopped.
Frowned. "It means... creating
systems where innovation can
flourish without someone stealing
what you built."

"Yes." He straightened. Stepped
closer. "It means protection.



Boundaries. Knowing where your
jurisdiction ends and someone
else's begins. Understanding what
makes a claim strong versus what
leaves it vulnerable."

He was close enough now she
could see the firelight dancing in
his eyes.

"That's what you're learning out
here. Not how to pick pretty
meadows. How to build something
that lasts when people try to take it
from you."

"No one's taking my village."

His mouth curved. "That
confidence. Where does it come
from?"

"I'm the best fighter in my—"

"Fighting isn't building. You can
kill every threat that comes at you,
and your village still fails if you
don't understand systems."

Her jaw clenched. "l understand
systems fine."

"Do you?" He leaned in. "Then
tell me: why do you think | keep
rejecting your sites?"

"Because you're a sadistic—"

"Because none of them are the
right place yet. And until you learn
to see what makes a place right—
not just survive in it, but thrive—
you're not ready to build."

She was close enough to feel
the heat of him. Close enough to
see that his calm was... not quite
calm. Something else. Something
watchful. Waiting.

"Bite me," she hissed.

"Don't tempt me, princess." His
voice dropped, went rough. "You
might like it."

She should step back. Should
snap something cutting and walk
away.

Instead she held his gaze. "Is
that a threat?"

"It's a promise. For when you're
ready to hear it."

"I'm ready for anything you
think you can—"

"No." Quiet. Absolute. "You're
not."

He turned back to the fire.
Started laying out bedrolls like
nothing had happened.



Zara stood there, pulse
hammering, hands shaking with
rage and something else she
refused to name.

"Why did you really volunteer
for this?" she asked his back.

He didn't turn around. "Because
your parents promised you to me
twenty-five years ago, and I'm
finally collecting."

Her breath stopped.

He looked over his shoulder.
Sapphire eyes glowed in the
firelight. "Sleep well, princess.
Tomorrow we ride north."

Day 10 - The § 103 Question

She'd been thinking about it for

three days. Turning it over in her
mind while they rode. His words.
The way he'd said it.

Your parents promised you to
me.

Finally, around the fire on day
ten: "What did you mean?"

He looked up from sharpening
his knife. "About?"

"The promise. My parents."

"Ah." He tested the blade's
edge. "Have you ever wondered
why I've been your mentor since
you were ten?"

"Because my mother trusts
you."

"True. But insufficient." He set
the knife down. "Have you ever
wondered why none of your
relationships lasted very long?"

Her ears flattened. "That's none
of your—"

"Marcus Brightwater. Lasted
three weeks before he decided to
join the northern guard. Convenient
transfer. Elena Shadowfen. Two
months, then suddenly she was
needed at her family's estate.
Thomas—"

"Stop."

"Six different promising
relationships. All ended abruptly. All
with excuses that seemed...
reasonable at the time."

Ice crawled down her spine.
"What did you DO?"



"I ensured they understood
pursuing you further would be...
unwise."

"You had no right—"

"I had every right." He stood.
Walked over to where she sat.
Crouched in front of her so they
were eye-level. "Because you were
already mine. The binding was
negotiated before you were born.
Your mother agreed to it as the
price for crossing the barrier, for
becoming Guardian Queen."

She stared at him. "You're
insane."

"Am 1?7 Ask your mother. Ask
your father. They know."

"They would never—"

"Your mother made a deal with
a Keeper to cross that barrier.
Deals with Keepers have prices,
Zara. You were hers."

Her claws extended
involuntarily. "If you think I'm just
going to accept—"

"I don't expect you to accept
anything." He reached out, caught
her chin. His grip was gentle but
immovable. "l expect you to fight.
To rage. To make me earn every
inch of ground. That's why | chose
you."

"Chose me? I'm a person, not a

"You're the Queen of the
Underworld who doesn't know it
yet. You're my dead mate's soul
reborn with something new,
something sharp that makes you
more than she ever was. You're
twenty-five years of rebellion and
fire and refusal to yield." His thumb
brushed her jaw. "And I've waited
long enough."

She jerked back. Stood. Her
whole body shaking.

"Tomorrow," she said coldly,
"we find a site. And | build my
village. And you can take your
delusion and—"

"Why do you think | keep
rejecting your sites, princess?"

"Because you're making this
impossible!"

"Because none of them are
close enough to the River of Souls
vein. Because the Hellfire can only
awaken near the veil of the



underworld. Because I'm taking
you HOME."

He said it like it was obvious.
Like she should have known.

"You're taking me nowhere. I'm
leading this—"

"Look north." He pointed. "What
do you see?"

She looked. The mountains.
Jagged peaks she'd been noticing
for days. Familiar somehow, though
she'd never been this far north.

"Dragon territory," she
whispered.

"Close. But not quite." He came
to stand beside her. "That's where
the veil is thinnest. Where the
River of Souls surfaces. Where
you'll finally understand what you
are."

"I know what | am. I'm—"

"You're furious because I'm
dismantling every assumption
you've built your identity on. Good.
You needed that humility. Now keep
riding. We're three days out."

He walked back to his bedroll.
Lay down like he'd just told her the
weather forecast.

Zara stood staring at the
mountains. Her chest tight. Her
mind spinning.

Three days.

She should run. Should turn
around, ride home, tell her parents
their "advisor" had lost his mind.

But something in her—
something old and hot and hungry
—whispered: Keep going. Find out
what he means.

"Get some sleep," Severen
called softly. "Tomorrow I'll teach
you about § 103. The Guardian
Doctrine."

"Why would | care about patent
law when—"

"Because you're going to build
a village that straddles two
jurisdictions: the living and the
dead. And you need to understand
how to protect what you create in
both. Now sleep. That's not a
request.”

And despite herself—despite
everything—she found herself
obeying.



Tomorrow, she told herself.
Tomorrow she'd kill him, or run, or
something.

But tonight... tonight she'd let
the mountains pull her north.

Because he was right about one
thing.

She did want to know what was
waiting there.

Even if it destroyed her.

Read
to
see what happens as they get
closer to the veil, as Zara's first
soul begins to wake, and as the
burning starts.
Or return to to

see how these story beats map to
patent law concepts.

BOOK THREE: THE LABYRINTH OF
LAW AND LIES

Chapter One: Why the Law Exists

A Different Kind of Chapter

If you've read Books One and Two of this series, you laughed when Elderak was
threatened with PCT Rule 91 rectification. You felt Alexander's devastation when
his ears flattened at the § 103 obviousness rejection. You cheered when Athelia
filed § 257(e) fraud charges as a moral weapon against corruption.

But why did you laugh? Why did you feel those moments? And more
importantly—why does that matter for learning patent law?

This chapter is different. Before we dive into the dense statutory framework
of patent examination, opposition proceedings, and post-grant review, we need
to establish why Books One and Two were structured the way they were
—and why Book Three inverts that structure entirely.
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Narrative Physics™: Law as Lived Infrastructure

Narrative Physics™ (trademark pending) is the pedagogical methodology
underlying this entire textbook series. The core principle: legal rules function
as the immutable physics of a narrative world. Not metaphorically. Not as
teaching aids. But as the actual causal mechanisms by which characters
succeed, fail, live, or die.

Example: The Elderak Threat
In Book One, Elderak—a powerful examination official—faced this threat:

"And if | do not feel you are making an effort to correct this on your
own..." He paused. "I will submit a rectification under MPEP § 1836, PCT Rule
91. Rectification of Obvious Mistake Due to International Applications. To
King Redkin."

Why did readers laugh?

Because Books One and Two taught you three things simultaneously:

* What rectification means (episodic memory: watching Elderak's fear
manifest)

* Why it matters to HIM (spatial understanding: Redkin's judgment as
existential threat)

* How it functions as power (embodied cognition: the threat in body
language, tone, status)

You didn't memorize MPEP § 1836. You experienced it as a weapon in a
power dynamic. And because you laughed—because you felt something—your
brain encoded that legal concept differently than if you'd read it in a traditional
textbook.

Neuroscience Support: Emotional arousal during learning enhances long-term
memory consolidation through amygdala-hippocampal interactions (Cahill &
McGaugh, 1998; LaBar & Cabeza, 2006). Events that trigger emotional
responses are preferentially encoded and more easily retrieved than
emotionally neutral information (Tyng et al., 2017; Kensinger & Corkin, 2003).

See Introduction: Narrative Physics™ for full citations.

Alexander's Ears: A Case Study in Episodic Memory Encoding

Throughout Books One and Two, Alexander Hartford—the Wolf King—has a
distinctive character trait: his wolf ears telegraph his emotional state.

e Ears upright and forward = alert, engaged, confident
 Ears flattened completely = devastated, threatened, defeated
* Ears drooping = disappointed, sad, resigned
 Ears twitching = irritated, uncertain, conflicted
This wasn't just characterization. It was a pedagogical tool.
Example: The § 103 Obviousness Rejection
In Book Two, Chapter 8, Alexander receives a patent office action:

Alexander's eyes moved to the second notification. The one from the
examination branch. His ears drooped slightly as he read.

The claims in your § 262 joint ownership application are rejected under 35
U.S5.C. § 103 as obvious in view of prior art combinations...

What happened in your brain when you read that?
You didn't just learn "§ 103 is the obviousness rejection statute." You
learned:

» Episodic memory: Alexander's emotional devastation (ears drooping)
linked to § 103



» Spatial understanding: Obviousness rejection as barrier in his legal
strategy

* Embodied cognition: The physical manifestation (ear position)
anchoring abstract legal concept

The next time you encounter § 103 in practice, your brain won't just retrieve
the statutory text. It will retrieve Alexander's ears drooping—and with that
image comes the entire context: what obviousness means, why it matters, how
it functions as rejection mechanism.

Neuroscience Support: Episodic memory encoding creates richer, more
detailed memory traces than semantic encoding alone. When learners
experience information in narrative context with emotional and sensory details,
retrieval cues multiply exponentially (Tulving, 2002; Conway, 2009). The
"Alexander's ears" technique creates embodied anchors for abstract legal
concepts, leveraging the brain's superior retention of concrete, emotionally-
tagged, story-embedded information (Madan et al., 2019; Willems et al., 2020).
But here's the critical question:

If you can learn patent law by living it through Alexander and Athelia's story—
why do you need Book Three at all?

The Limitation of Story-Primary Learning

Books One and Two gave you infrastructure with meaning. You now have an
emotional and spatial map of patent law's foundational concepts:

* §111(a)/(b) - Application types (provisional vs. non-provisional)

* § 112 - Specification requirements (written description, enablement,
definiteness)

* § 101 - Patent-eligible subject matter

* § 102 - Novelty and prior art

* § 103 - Non-obviousness

* § 120 - Continuation applications and priority claims

* § 257(e) - Fraud referral to Attorney General

* § 261 - Assignment of patents

* § 262 - Joint ownership

But no two patent applications are identical. No two legal arguments
follow the exact same structure. And the USPTO Patent Bar Examination—along
with real-world patent prosecution—requires you to do more than recognize
these concepts.

You need to BUILD with them.

Conceptual Spatial Understanding vs. Pattern Matching

Traditional legal education teaches through pattern matching:

* Read case: Graham v. John Deere Co.

* Memorize four-factor obviousness test
* Apply test to hypothetical fact patterns
* Repeat until exam

This works for recognizing when § 103 applies. But it doesn't teach you why
§ 103 exists in the first place—or how to construct novel arguments when
the fact pattern doesn't match your memorized examples.

Narrative Physics™ creates conceptual spatial understanding:
* You know what § 103 feels like (Alexander's devastation)
* You know what it does in power dynamics (blocks weak claims)

* You know why it matters to different stakeholders (applicant vs.
examiner)

But now Book Three adds the final layer: Why does the obviousness
doctrine exist at all?

I Guarding the Public Domain: Why § 103 Exists



Builder's Question: If § 103 vanished tomorrow, what happens to the
public domain in 5 years?

Without & 103, obvious variants re-privatize the public domain.
& 103 preserves the commons.

The Red Pencil Problem: Imagine someone invents the pencil and gets a
patent. The patent expires after 20 years. The pencil enters the public domain.

Without § 103: Someone could immediately patent "a pencil, but red."
hen "a pencil, but blue." Then "a pencil, but with an eraser on the end." Each
trivial variation gets a new 20-year monopoly—even though none of these
required true inventive effort.

Result: The public domain is destroyed. You can't make any pencils
without navigating a maze of obvious-variation patents. Progress stops.

With & 103: "A pencil, but red" is obvious in view of the prior art pencil +
the well-known concept of coloring objects. Rejected. The public domain is
preserved for obvious improvements.

Result: Only truly non-obvious inventions get patent protection. The
balance is maintained.

The Purpose of Patents: Why This Infrastructure Exists

Book Three begins with the question Alexander and Athelia never had to ask—
because they lived in a world where patent law was the physics. But you live in
a world where patent law is a choice. A policy decision. A balancing act between
competing interests.

Why do patents exist?

The U.S. Constitution, Article |, Section 8, Clause 8 gives Congress the
power:

"To promote the Progress of Science and useful Arts, by securing for
limited Times to Authors and Inventors the exclusive Right to their
respective Writings and Discoveries."

This is the foundational purpose: Patents exist to promote progress. Not
to reward inventors. Not to create monopolies for their own sake. But to
incentivize disclosure of new inventions in exchange for temporary exclusive
rights.

The bargain:

* Inventor gives: Public disclosure of how to make and use the invention
(§ 112 enablement)

* Public gives: 20-year exclusive right to exclude others from making,
using, or selling it (35 U.S.C. § 154)

» After 20 years: Patent expires, invention enters public domain,
everyone benefits

Follow-up Question: If patents exist to promote progress, why does § 103
reject obvious variations? Wouldn't MORE patents mean MORE incentive to
invent?

This is why & 103 exists. Not as arbitrary test. But as guardian of the
public domain—the space where innovation can happen freely without
permission.

Why Book Three Inverts the Format

Books One and Two were story-primary because you needed to feel the law
before you could build with it. Alexander's ears flattening at § 103 rejection
gave you the emotional anchor. The barrier at Walnut Canyon gave you the
spatial map.

But now you care. You've invested emotionally in this world. You understand
that patent law isn't arbitrary rules—it's a carefully constructed infrastructure
balancing competing interests.



Book Three is law-primary because now you're ready to do the hard
work:

* Read full statutory text (not just story-relevant excerpts)
* Analyze MPEP examination procedures in detail

* Understand policy debates and Supreme Court precedent
* Practice applying law to novel fact patterns

* Build legal arguments from first principles

The story continues in the margins—Zara Hartford, Wolf Princess, learning
these same concepts from Severen (Nodran the dragon). But the main body is a
full patent law textbook.

You can read just the margins and get a complete story.
You can read just the main body and get a complete legal education.
But reading both together gives you what traditional textbooks cannot: law
as lived infrastructure with meaning.

The Practical Reality: MPEP Search Mastery and Exam Strategy

Now for the truth that demystifies everything: The USPTO Patent Bar
Examination is open book.

You will have access to the complete MPEP (Manual of Patent Examining
Procedure) and Title 35 U.S.C. during the exam. Success does not require
memorizing thousands of pages. Success requires knowing how to find
answers quickly.

The Download Wasn't Magic

Remember when Athelia touched the barrier at Walnut Canyon and received
the "download"? What she gained wasn't magic—it was a mental map of the
MPEP structure.

She didn't memorize every procedure. She internalized WHERE TO LOOK
when specific questions arose. The barrier tested whether she understood the
infrastructure well enough to navigate it.

Books One and Two gave you the same thing:

* You know & 103 is about obviousness (not because you memorized it,
but because you felt Alexander's ears droop)

* You know § 112 governs specification requirements (because you
watched Athelia draft her application)

* You know § 257(e) allows fraud referrals (because you saw it
weaponized)

You already have your mental map. Now Book Three teaches you to
search that map under pressure.

What the MPEP Actually Is

The Manual of Patent Examining Procedure (MPEP) is the USPTO's official
guidebook for patent examiners. It's over 3,000 pages long and covers every
procedural detail of patent examination, from initial filing through post-grant
proceedings.

Critical distinction:

* 35 U.S.C. = The law itself (statutory authority from Congress)

* 37 C.F.R. = Regulations (rules implementing the statutes)

* MPEP = Examination guidelines (how USPTO applies the law and
regulations)

The MPEP is not law, but it controls how examiners make decisions. If you're
prosecuting a patent application, the MPEP tells you what the examiner will do
next, what objections they might raise, and what procedures you must follow to
overcome them.

Why MPEP Search Mastery Matters:



The Patent Bar exam has 100 questions. You have 6 hours. That's 3.6 minutes
per question. If you spend 2 minutes searching the MPEP for each answer, you'll
run out of time before finishing. But if you have a mental map that gets you to
the right MPEP section in 30 seconds, you'll finish with time to review.

The Official Exam: Structure and Scoring

The full official name is: "Examination for Registration to Practice in
Patent Cases Before the United States Patent and Trademark Office" -
commonly shortened to USPTO Registration Examination or Patent Bar
Examination.

Exam structure:

* 100 questions total (50 in morning session, 50 in afternoon)

* 90 questions are scored - 10 are unscored "beta" questions being
tested for future exams

* 6 hours total (3 hours per session, with 1-hour break between)

* Multiple choice format - select best answer from options provided

Scoring mechanics:

* Passing score: 70% of scored questions = 63 correct out of 90
scored questions

* You don't know which 10 questions are unscored - treat all 100 as
if they count

* All questions weighted equally - no partial credit

* NO PENALTY FOR WRONG ANSWERS - this is critical for strategy

A NEVER LEAVE A QUESTION BLANK
There is no penalty for wrong answers on the Patent Bar.

This means:

* Blank answer = guaranteed 0 points

* Guessed answer = 20-25% chance of points (depending on number
of answer choices)

* Even a random guess is better than nothing

Strategic implications:

* If you're running out of time, guess on remaining questions before
time expires

e If you can't find the answer in MPEP after 4 minutes, make your best
guess and flag for review

* If you can eliminate even one wrong answer, your odds improve
significantly

¢ In the final 5 minutes of each session, scroll through and answer
every blank

Remember: A random guess has the same mathematical expectation as a
blank answer (zero points), but at least gives you a chance. And if you can
eliminate even one clearly wrong answer, you've improved your odds beyond
random chance.

Critical Insight: You can miss 27 questions and still pass (27 out of 90 scored
questions = 30% margin for error). Don't panic over difficult questions. Flag
them, move on, come back if time permits. Perfectionism fails the Patent Bar -
strategic completion passes it.

Question Types and Formats

The Patent Bar uses seven distinct types of multiple-choice questions,
ranging from straightforward True/False to complex narrative scenarios. All
questions test your knowledge of MPEP procedures and 35 U.S.C. statutory
provisions.



Broad categories:

Direct knowledge questions: "Which of the following is a requirement
for filing a continuation-in-part application?"

Scenario-based questions: Present a detailed fact pattern, then ask
what action should be taken or what rule applies

True/False variants: "Which statement is TRUE regarding § 112(a)
enablement?"

Exception-testing questions: Give general rule in fact pattern, ask
about the exception

Procedural timeline questions: Calculate deadlines based on given
dates

"MOST correct" questions: Multiple answers could work, but only one
is MOST accurate for the specific situation

Negative questions: "Which of the following would NOT be considered
prior art under § 102(a)(1)?"

Scenario-Based Question Example
Typical format:

"An inventor filed a provisional application on June 1, 2023. She
published an article about the invention in a scientific journal on August 15,
2023. On March 1, 2024, she filed a non-provisional application claiming
priority to the June 1 provisional. On July 1, 2024, a competitor filed a patent
application covering the same invention. Which of the following is MOST
accurate?"

What this tests:

* § 119(e) provisional priority requirements (1-year deadline)
* § 102(b)(1)(A) grace period for inventor's own disclosure

* AIA first-to-file priority rules

« Effective filing date calculation

Why it's challenging: All the answer choices cite real MPEP sections. You
need to identify which provision controls in THIS specific fact pattern.

A WARNING: Beta Questions Are NOT Marked

Ten questions on your exam are "beta" questions being tested for future exams.
These questions DO NOT COUNT toward your score. But here's the catch: they
are not labeled or marked in any way.

You cannot identify which questions are beta. You cannot skip them. You must
answer all 100 questions as if they all count, because you have no way to know
which 10 are unscored.

Silver lining: If you completely bomb a question and it turns out to be beta, it
doesn't hurt you. This gives you a potential 10% buffer on questions you're
unsure about.

No official questions released: USPTO hasn't released actual exam
questions since 2003. All test-takers sign NDAs. This means practice questions
from commercial prep courses are simulations based on MPEP content, not
actual retired questions.

Results and What Happens After

Immediate preliminary results at Prometric test center:

When you finish the exam and submit your answers, the Prometric testing
center computer will display your preliminary result within seconds:

* If you pass: Screen shows "PASS" - no numerical score provided

* If you fail: Screen shows "FAIL" with your percentage score (e.g., "You
scored 65%")

* Why the asymmetry? USPTO wants to discourage score comparison
among successful candidates. If you passed, you passed. That's all that
matters.



* These are preliminary/unofficial results - but they're almost always
confirmed by official USPTO notification later

What passing means (official registration process):

After seeing "PASS" on the Prometric screen, the official process begins:

* USPTO registration number assigned (takes several weeks to a few
months for processing)

* You are enrolled to practice before the USPTO in patent cases

* You can prosecute patent applications as:

o Patent agent (if you're not a licensed attorney) - can prosecute
patents but not provide other legal services
o Patent attorney (if you're also licensed to practice law in any
U.S. jurisdiction) - full scope of patent practice
 Listed in USPTO roster of registered practitioners - publicly
searchable
* Subject to USPTO ethics rules (37 C.F.R. § 11) and OED jurisdiction

What You Can Actually DO With Registration

Registered patent agents and attorneys can:

* Prepare and prosecute patent applications before the USPTO

* Respond to office actions from patent examiners

e Conduct interviews with examiners

* File appeals to Patent Trial and Appeal Board (PTAB)

* Represent clients in post-grant proceedings (IPR, PGR, reexamination)

* Provide patentability opinions (subject to state bar rules for non-
attorneys)

* Represent clients in International Patent Cooperation Treaty (PCT) filings

What patent agents CANNOT do (patent attorneys can):

* Litigate patents in federal court (requires law license)

* Draft or negotiate licensing agreements (legal service)

* Provide general legal advice beyond USPTO practice

* Represent clients in state court or other non-USPTO proceedings

The key distinction: Registration lets you practice before the USPTO.
Patent attorneys can do that plus represent clients in court and provide broader
legal services.

Retake policy (if you don't pass first time):

* Minimum 30-day wait between attempts (37 CFR § 11.7(b)(1)(ii))

* 2024 temporary waiver: No limit on number of attempts (only 30-day
minimum wait required) (verify current waiver status with USPTO - policy may
change)

» Traditional policy (when waiver expires):

o 1st and 2nd failure: 30-day wait

o 3rd and 4th failure: 90-day wait

o 5th failure: Must petition OED Director for additional attempts
* Each attempt requires new application and fee

2024 Pass Rate Reality Check

National pass rate: Below 50% (verified as of Nov 2024 - check USPTO statistics
for current data)

This exam is genuinely difficult. More than half of test-takers fail on their
first attempt. But here's what the statistics don't show:

* Most failures: Students who tried to memorize everything instead of
learning MPEP search strategy

* Most passes: Students who understood the infrastructure and could
navigate it under pressure

* Books One and Two gave you the infrastructure. You already know
more than you think.



The exam revised September 18, 2024 reflects the latest legal standards
and MPEP updates. You're studying current material, not outdated procedures.

Time Management Reality

Practical time breakdown:

* 3.6 minutes per question average (but some take 1 minute, others
take 6)

* 180 minutes per 50-question session

* You can miss 27 questions and still pass - strategic skipping is valid

Strategic approach:

* First pass: Answer questions you know immediately (30-60 seconds
each)

* Second pass: Questions requiring MPEP search (2-4 minutes each)

» Third pass: Difficult questions requiring multiple MPEP sections (5-6
minutes each)

* Flag and move: If you can't find the answer in 4 minutes, flag it and
come back

Books One and Two prepared you for the first pass. You already
recognize core concepts. Now you need MPEP search skills for passes two and
three.

Common Exam Traps and "Tricky" Questions

The Patent Bar isn't testing memorization—it's testing understanding. "Tricky"
questions aren't tricks. They're testing whether you understand PURPOSE, not
just rules.

Example of a "Tricky" Question

Question: An inventor files a patent application on March 1, 2024. On April
15, 2024, she publishes an article describing the invention in a scientific journal.
On June 1, 2024, she files a continuation application claiming priority to the
March 1 application. Is the April 15 publication prior art against the
continuation?

Why it's "tricky":

* Most students think: "She published her own invention, that's prior art!"

e Pattern-matching says: "Publication = § 102(a)(1) prior art"

 But first-principles thinking asks: "What's the PURPOSE of § 102(b)
exceptions?"

Correct answer: No, it's not prior art. Under § 102(b)(1)(A), a disclosure
made by the inventor within one year before the effective filing date is
excepted from prior art. The continuation's effective filing date is March 1 (the
parent application date), so the April 15 publication is excepted.

The trap: Students who memorized "publication = prior art" fail. Students
who understand "grace period protects inventors from their own disclosures"
succeed.

Common trap categories:

* Multiple plausible answers: All answers cite real MPEP sections, but
only one is MOST correct for the fact pattern

* Exception-to-the-rule testing: General rule is stated, question tests
whether you know the exception

* Procedural deadline traps: Question gives timeline, tests whether
you calculate deadlines correctly (weekends, holidays, etc.)

* AIA vs. pre-AlA: Question specifies filing date, tests whether you apply
correct version of law

» Distractor answers: Wrong answers that "sound right" based on
everyday logic but are legally incorrect



AlA-Specific Nuances You Must Master

The America Invents Act (AlA), effective March 16, 2013, fundamentally
changed U.S. patent law. The exam focuses heavily on AIA provisions because
they represent current practice.

Major AIA changes:

Pre-AlA: If two inventors filed applications for the same invention, the one
who invented it first could win—even if they filed later. Complex "interference"
proceedings determined who invented first.

AlA: First person to file wins. Period. (With narrow exceptions for derivation
—when someone stole your invention.)

Why it matters: Completely changes strategy. Can't wait to perfect
invention. File early, file often.

Pre-AlA § 102: Complex web of subsections (102(a), (b), (c), (d), (e), (f),
(g)) with different geographic limitations and grace periods.

AlA & 102: Simplified to (a)(1) and (a)(2) with exceptions in (b)(1) and (b)
(2).

* § 102(a)(1): Prior art = anything publicly available before effective
filing date

* § 102(a)(2): Prior art = U.S. patent applications filed before your
effective filing date (even if published after)

* § 102(b)(1): Grace period exceptions (inventor's own disclosures within
1 year)

* § 102(b)(2): Exceptions for disclosures derived from inventor

Critical change: Geographic restrictions eliminated. Now worldwide prior
art counts from day one.

AlA created new ways to challenge issued patents:

* Inter Partes Review (IPR): Challenge patent on § 102/103 grounds
using prior art patents/printed publications

* Post-Grant Review (PGR): Challenge patent on any patentability
ground (but only within 9 months of grant)

* Derivation Proceedings: Claim that inventor stole your invention
(replaced interference proceedings)

Why it matters: These proceedings are faster and cheaper than district
court litigation. Understanding their procedures and deadlines is heavily tested.

Remember Athelia's § 257(e) fraud filing in Book Two? That's part of AlA's
supplemental examination framework:

* § 257(a): Patent owner can request USPTO reexamine patent
considering new information

* § 257(c): If fraud found during supplemental examination, USPTO must
refer to Attorney General

* § 257(e): The fraud referral provision Athelia weaponized

You already understand this emotionally (Athelia's moral choice). Now you
need to know the procedural deadlines and requirements.

Demystifying the "Magic Framework"

In Books One and Two, characters seemed to have magical knowledge of patent
law. Alexander instinctively knew when to file § 262 joint ownership claims.



Athelia immediately recognized § 257(e) as the right weapon. Severen guided
students through complex procedures effortlessly.

The demystification: They all had MPEP search mastery.

* Alexander didn't memorize § 262—he knew it was in MPEP Chapter 300
(Ownership and Assignment)

e Athelia didn't have § 257 memorized—she knew it was in MPEP Chapter
2000 (Post-Grant Proceedings)

» Severen's expertise wasn't magic—he'd built a mental map of MPEP
structure through decades of practice

Book Three teaches you to build that mental map in weeks, not
decades.

Strategic Learning Approach: Research on expertise development shows
that experts don't have more knowledge—they have better-organized
knowledge with faster retrieval pathways (Chi et al., 2014; Ericsson & Pool,
2016). The "magic" of patent law expertise is pattern recognition built through
deliberate practice with the MPEP's organizational structure.

MPEP Search Mechanics: Keyword vs. Phrase vs. Boolean

Having a mental map is essential. But during the exam, you need to execute
searches quickly and accurately. Here's how to use the MPEP search
function strategically.

Familiarization vs. Memorization:

* Memorization: Trying to remember "MPEP § 2106.04(a)(2)(ll) covers
functional claim language"

* Familiarization: Knowing "functional language issues are in MPEP 2100
series (patentability), probably in the § 101 subject matter section"

* The difference: Familiarization gets you to the right chapter in 30
seconds. Then you search within that section.

Mental map building (what you already did in Books 1-2):

MPEP 600 series = Application examination (office actions, responses,
interviews)

MPEP 700 series = Examination process (allowance, rejections,
amendments)

MPEP 800 series = Restriction and election

MPEP 1200 series = Appeal

MPEP 1400 series = Reissue and reexamination

MPEP 2100 series = Patentability (§ 101, § 102, § 103, § 112)

MPEP 2200 series = Citation of prior art and ex parte reexamination
MPEP 2600 series = Optional inter partes reexamination

When to use: You know the general concept but not the exact MPEP
section.

How it works: Type a single word or multiple words. MPEP search returns
all sections containing ANY of those words.

Example:

* Search: "continuation priority"

* Returns: Dozens of results including MPEP § 201.11, § 211, § 1504.10,
etc.

* Problem: Too many results. You get everything mentioning
"continuation" OR "priority" anywhere.

Best practice: Use keywords when you want to scan multiple related
sections, but be prepared to filter results.



When to use: You know the exact statutory or regulatory phrase.

How it works: Put your search terms in quotation marks. MPEP returns only
sections with that EXACT phrase.

Example:

* Search: "continuation-in-part"

* Returns: Only sections with the exact phrase "continuation-in-part"

* Benefit: Dramatically narrows results. Much faster to find the right
section.

Best practice: If the exam question uses specific statutory language (like
"filed under § 111(a)"), search for that exact phrase in quotes.

When to use: You need to combine concepts or exclude irrelevant results.

Boolean operators:

* AND: Both terms must appear (e.g., continuation AND priority =
only results with BOTH words)

* OR: Either term can appear (e.g., reissue OR reexamination = results
with either)

* NOT: Exclude results (e.g., patent NOT design = exclude design patent
results)

Example:

* Search: "continuation-in-part" AND "common disclosure"

* Returns: Only sections discussing CIP applications AND common
disclosure requirements

* Benefit: Precision targeting when you know multiple required elements

Best practice: Use Boolean when keyword search returns too many results
and you need to narrow by combining concepts.

Real Exam Scenario: Search Strategy in Action

Question: "An applicant filed a continuation-in-part application but failed to
include a specific reference to the prior application in the specification. Can the
applicant correct this after filing?"

Your mental map says: This is about CIP filing requirements, probably
MPEP 200 series (filing and prosecution).

Search strategy:

1. First try phrase search: "continuation-in-part" - Gets you to
MPEP § 201.08, § 211.01, etc.

2. Scan section headings: Look for "reference to prior application" or
"correction"

3. If too broad, add Boolean: "continuation-in-part" AND
"reference to prior application"

4. Find MPEP & 201.08: Covers requirements for CIP applications
including reference requirements

5. Verify answer: Read the relevant paragraph (30 seconds)

6. Select answer: Based on MPEP provision you just read

Total time: 2-3 minutes instead of 5-6 minutes fumbling through table of
contents.

Navigating Search Results Efficiently

Once you get search results, you need to identify the right section quickly:

* Scan section numbers first: MPEP § 201.08 vs. § 2106.08 tells you
immediately if you're in the right chapter (200s = filing, 2100s =
patentability)



* Read section headings: Often the heading alone tells you if this is the
right section

* Use Ctrl+F within section: Once you open the right MPEP section, use
browser search to find your specific term

* Look for subsection structure: MPEP sections have Roman numerals
(I, 11, 111) for subsections - these often break down by specific scenarios

* Trust your mental map: If you searched for § 102 prior art and got
MPEP 2100 results, you're in the right place. Don't second-guess
yourself.

The Real Skill: Combining Mental Map + Search Proficiency

Your commercial textbook tells you to "develop a mental map" and "master
search techniques." Here's why BOTH matter:

Mental map = knowing continuation applications are in MPEP 200 series (30
seconds to get there)

Search proficiency = using phrase search "continuation-in-part" to find §
201.08 immediately (30 seconds)

Combined = answering the question in 2 minutes instead of 6 minutes

Books One and Two gave you the mental map. Now practice the search
mechanics.

How This Book Differs: Magic Functions and Memory Hooks

Traditional patent bar textbooks tell you: "MPEP § 706 covers examiner
interviews and office action responses."

This book shows you: "MPEP § 706 = The Interview Ambush - weaponize
this by forcing the examiner to go on record during an interview, then use their
statements to overcome rejections they can't walk back."

The difference is everything.

Every MPEP section in this textbook will include:

* Magic Function: What this provision DOES in practice (not just what it
says)

* Narrative Hook: A story moment that makes it unforgettable (like
Alexander's kiss activating § 262 joint ownership)

* Humor Hook: Something funny/absurd that cements the memory
(Elderak's face when threatened with PCT Rule 91 rectification)

* Weaponization Strategy: How to USE this provision tactically (offense
and defense)

Example: § 257(e) - The Fraud Nuke
Traditional textbook says:

"35 U.S.C. § 257(e) requires the Director to refer substantial fraud to the
Attorney General if discovered during supplemental examination."

This book shows you:

* Magic Function: The only patent procedure that triggers criminal
referral - turns a civil patent dispute into a federal investigation

* Narrative Hook: Athelia's moral weapon in Book Two - she chose §
257(e) fraud filing over bond cancellation because it forced
accountability, not just resolution

* Humor Hook: "The USPTO equivalent of calling the FBI on your
opponent mid-chess game"

* Weaponization:

o Offense: File supplemental examination request with evidence
of inequitable conduct — force USPTO to investigate - if fraud
found, automatic AG referral (opponent can't settle their way
out)

o Defense: If accused of fraud, file YOUR OWN supplemental
examination before opponent does = control the narrative —»



show USPTO you're cooperating (reduces appearance of
intentional fraud)

Memory trigger on exam: When you see a question about supplemental
examination or fraud allegations, your brain doesn't recall dry statutory text - it
recalls Athelia's choice. The emotional weight of that decision. The fact that she
could have taken the easy path but chose the one that demanded
accountability.

That memory triggers the answer in 30 seconds.
Example: § 262 - The Joint Ownership Gambit
Traditional textbook says:

"35 U.S.C. § 262 provides that joint owners may independently exploit a
patent without accounting to co-owners unless otherwise agreed."

This book shows you:

* Magic Function: Creates concurrent rights that cannot be unilaterally
severed - if you're named as joint owner, you have independent use
rights that survive even if the other owner doesn't want you there

* Narrative Hook: Alexander's kiss in Book Two - he filed § 262 joint
ownership claim knowing it was legally weak, but it forced Athelia to
acknowledge his existence in the patent record (she couldn't cancel the
bond while his filing was pending)

* Humor Hook: "The legal equivalent of 'if | can't have you, at least I'm
on the patent application""

* Weaponization:

o Offense: If you contributed to conception OR reduction to
practice, file § 262 claim early = creates presumption of joint
ownership — forces sole inventor to PROVE you didn't contribute
(burden shifts)

o Defense (if falsely claimed): Challenge under § 116
inventorship requirements - show lack of contribution to subject
matter of at least one claim - § 262 requires actual joint
inventorship, not just collaboration

Memory trigger on exam: Question about joint ownership — your brain
recalls Alexander's desperate kiss = the fact that he filed knowing it was weak
but strategically necessary —» understanding that § 262 is about RIGHTS not just
OWNERSHIP - answer clicks.

This is how every chapter in Book Three works.
Not: "MPEP § 706 covers examiner interviews."

But: "MPEP § 713 = The Interview Trap. Severen used this to force Elderak
on record admitting prior art limitations during what Elderak thought was a
friendly discussion. By the time Elderak realized he'd been interview-trapped,
his own statements were in the record contradicting his office action. [HUMOR:
'Never play chess with a dragon disguised as a helpful counselor.']
[WEAPONIZATION: Schedule § 713 interview —» ask examiner to explain § 706
rejection —» get them to articulate why prior art teaches X - then show why X
actually supports YOUR position using their own words from interview
summary.]"

You will remember every MPEP section because each one has:

e A character who weaponized it

* A moment that made you laugh or gasp

* A tactical understanding of WHEN and HOW to use it
* An emotional anchor that survives exam stress

Pedagogical Framework: Traditional legal education teaches rules as abstract
principles. Narrative Physics™ teaches rules as tools with specific use cases,
encoded through emotional narrative moments. The difference: when the exam
asks "What should the applicant do next?", your brain doesn't search for
abstract rules - it recalls "This is like when Alexander filed § 262 even though he



knew it was weak, because the FILING itself accomplished his strategic goal."
The answer becomes obvious.

Margin Story: Zara's Question

"Why do you call § 103 'The Guardian Doctrine' instead of just
'‘obviousness'?"

Severen—sapphire-eyed dragon, her mate—looked up from the ancient
texts they'd been studying. Zara had her mother's relentless focus and her
father's tactical instincts. He'd fallen for that combination the moment he
met her.

"Because names carry power," he said. "If | tell you '§ 103 tests
obviousness,' you memorize a rule. But if | show you '§ 103 is the Guardian
that prevents the public domain from being devoured by trivial variations'—
what do you remember?"

Zara's wolf ears flicked forward. "A protector. Standing between the
commons and those who would privatize it unfairly."

"Exactly. When you face an exam question about combining prior art
references, your instinct won't be to search for abstract rules. You'll ask:
'Would allowing this combination destroy the public domain?' The answer
becomes obvious."

She leaned against him, considering. "Mother lived the law. Father
weaponized it. You're teaching me to name it."

"And when you can name a thing's purpose," Severen said quietly,
threading his fingers through hers, "you can build with it instead of just
wielding it."

This is the promise of Book Three's margins: Zara learning the "why"
behind every rule, so you understand the architecture before you build.

Heavily Tested Chapters: Where to Focus Your Effort

Not all MPEP chapters are tested equally. Based on decades of exam data, six
chapters dominate the Patent Bar:

* MPEP 2100 - Patentability (§ 101, § 102, § 103, § 112) « Most tested
* MPEP 700 - Examination of Applications

* MPEP 600 - Parts, Form, and Content of Application

* MPEP 1200 - Appeal

* MPEP 1800 - Patent Cooperation Treaty (PCT)

* MPEP 2200 - Ex Parte Reexamination

These six chapters likely account for 60-70% of exam questions. Master
these, and you're well on your way to passing.
Strategic Study Allocation:
If you have limited study time (and you do - 15 days until November 26), focus

80% of your effort on these six chapters. The other MPEP chapters still matter,
but these are where the exam lives.

What it covers: Specification requirements, claims, drawings, oath/
declaration, abstract, sequence listings



Key sections:

* § 608 - Completeness of original application
* § 601 - Types and status of application

* § 602 - Specification and claims

* § 606 - Drawings

* §610 - Fees

Books 1-2 memory hooks you already have:

* Athelia drafting her application at Walnut Canyon - § 112
specification requirements (enablement, written description,
definiteness)

* Severen explaining the "barrier tests completeness" - MPEP §
608 original application requirements

* Athelia's provisional filing deadline (68 hours) - MPEP § 601
application types and timing

Weaponization focus: How to draft claims that survive § 112 rejections,
when to use provisional vs. non-provisional filings, how to correct defective
specifications

What it covers: Office actions, responses, interviews, allowances,
rejections, amendments

Key sections:

* § 704 - Examiner's duties and actions

* § 706 - Rejection of claims (grounds and form)

* § 710 - Time for response and extensions

* § 713 - Examiner interviews

* § 714 - Amendments to specification and claims

Books 1-2 memory hooks you already have:

* Alexander receiving § 103 obviousness rejection - MPEP § 706
rejection grounds and form

* Severen's "interview trap" with Elderak - MPEP § 713 examiner
interviews (get examiner on record)

* Characters amending claims to overcome rejections - MPEP § 714
amendment procedures

* Response deadlines and extensions - MPEP § 710 time for response

Weaponization focus: Interview strategies, how to amend claims without
new matter, response timing (extensions, deadlines), overcoming rejections

What it covers: Appeals to Patent Trial and Appeal Board (PTAB), briefs,
oral hearings, decisions

Key sections:

* § 1201 - Introduction to appeal
* § 1204 - Notice of appeal

* § 1205 - Appeal brief

* § 1206 - Examiner's answer

* § 1214 - PTAB decisions

Why this matters: When examiner won't allow claims after multiple office
action cycles, appeal is your last resort before abandonment. Knowing appeal
procedures and deadlines is heavily tested.

Weaponization focus: When to appeal vs. continue prosecution, brief
requirements, how to respond to examiner's answer, PTAB standard of review



What it covers: International patent applications, PCT procedures, national
stage entry

Key sections:

* § 1801 - Introduction to PCT

* § 1893 - National stage entry (30/31 month deadlines)

* § 1821 - Priority claims in PCT applications

* § 1836 - Rectification of obvious mistakes (REMEMBER ELDERAK!)

Books 1-2 memory hooks you already have:

* Elderak threatened with "PCT Rule 91 rectification to King
Redkin" - MPEP § 1836 error correction procedures

* The threat worked because Elderak knew he couldn't hide
obvious mistakes from Redkin - understanding PCT filing obligations
and consequences

Weaponization focus: PCT filing deadlines, national stage timing (30/31
month deadlines), priority claims, how to correct PCT errors

What it covers: THE BIG FOUR - § 101 subject matter, § 102 novelty, § 103
obviousness, § 112 enablement/written description/definiteness

Key sections:

* § 2106 - Patent eligible subject matter (§ 101)

* § 2131 - Anticipation (§ 102 novelty)

¢ § 2141 - Obviousness (§ 103)

* § 2161 - Enablement and written description (§ 112(a))
* § 2171 - Definiteness (§ 112(b))

Books 1-2 memory hooks you already have:

* Alexander's ears drooping at & 103 obviousness rejection - MPEP
2141 obviousness analysis (Graham factors)

* Athelia's barrier testing enablement - MPEP 2164 § 112(a)
enablement requirements

* "Red Pencil Problem" from earlier in this chapter - why § 103
protects public domain

This chapter is THE MOST HEAVILY TESTED. Expect 20-25% of exam
questions from MPEP 2100 alone.

Weaponization focus: Alice/Mayo § 101 analysis, prior art combinations
for § 103, enablement vs. written description distinction, claim construction for
definiteness

What it covers: Reexamination of issued patents, prior art citations, post-
issuance challenges

Key sections:

* § 2201 - Citation of prior art and duty of disclosure

* § 2231 - Ex parte reexamination request

* § 2240 - Ex parte reexamination conduct and procedures
* § 2258 - Reexamination certificates

Note on pre-issuance submissions: Third-party prior art submissions
during prosecution are covered in MPEP 1100 series (&8 1134), not 2200.
MPEP 2200 is focused on reexamination of already-issued patents.

Why this matters: Third-party challenges to issued patents are
increasingly common. Understanding reexamination (different from IPR/PGR
post-grant review under AlA) is essential.



Weaponization focus: When to request ex parte reexamination vs. IPR/
PGR, reexamination standards, strategic timing for challenging issued patents

Study Time Allocation for November 26 Exam

If you have 15 days left (assuming ~4 hours/day study = 60 hours
total):

* MPEP 2100 (Patentability): 15 hours (25%) - This is THE priority

* MPEP 700 (Examination): 12 hours (20%) - Office actions and
responses

* MPEP 600 (Application Content): 10 hours (17%) - Specification/
claims/drawings

* MPEP 1200 (Appeal): 8 hours (13%) - PTAB procedures

* MPEP 1800 (PCT): 8 hours (13%) - International applications

* MPEP 2200 (Prior Art/Reexam): 7 hours (12%) - Reexamination
procedures

The remaining MPEP chapters (100, 200, 300, 400, 500, 800, 900, 1000,
1300, 1400, 1500, etc.) matter, but if time is limited, skim them and focus on
the big six above.

Good news: Books One and Two already gave you memory hooks for core
concepts in MPEP 600, 700, 1800, and 2100. You're not starting from zero on the
most heavily tested material.

What This Chapter Will Cover

Now that you understand why this book is structured this way, and how to
approach the Patent Bar exam strategically, we can begin the substantive legal
instruction. This chapter covers:

* Philosophy of Patent Law: Constitutional basis, policy rationales, why
the system exists

* The Public Domain: Why it matters, how § 103 protects it, what
happens when it's destroyed

* The Patent Bargain: What inventors give vs. what they receive
(disclosure for exclusive rights)

* MPEP Structure Overview: How the Manual is organized and WHERE
to find answers quickly

* AIA vs. Pre-AlA: Critical differences and how to identify which applies

* Strategic Exam Approach: Time management, common traps, how to
avoid "tricky" question pitfalls

* Building Legal Arguments: Moving from pattern-matching to first-
principles reasoning

And in the margins, you'll watch Zara ask her grandfather Severen the same
questions: "Why does this law exist? What happens if we change it? How do |
build arguments instead of just recognizing patterns?"

Her mother, Athelia, lived the law.
Her father, Alexander, fought with the law.
Zara will learn to build the law.

And so will you.

30-Second Search Drills: Practice Under Pressure

Mental maps are worthless if you can't execute searches quickly. Here are three
drills to practice MPEP navigation. Time yourself. Goal: Under 90 seconds from
question to answer.

Drill A: Who May Sign the Oath/Declaration?

Question: An inventor died after filing a provisional application. Can
someone else sign the oath for the non-provisional?



My path:

1. Mental map says: Oath/declaration = MPEP 600 series (application
requirements)

2. Phrase search: "oath or declaration”

3. Scan results - MPEP § 602.01 (oath and declarations) —» § 602.08 (legal
representatives)

4. Find: § 115(d) allows legal representative to sign if inventor deceased/
incapacitated

Answer: Yes, legal representative can sign under 35 U.S.C. § 115(d) and 37
CFR 1.42-1.47

Time: ~60 seconds
Drill B: Can You Add a Reference to the Parent After Filing a CIP?

Question: Applicant filed a continuation-in-part but forgot to include the
specific reference to the prior application in the specification. Can this be
corrected after filing?

My path:

1. Mental map says: CIP = continuation applications = MPEP 200 series
2. Phrase search: "continuation-in-part"

3. Scan results -» MPEP § 201.08 (CIP applications)

4. Look for subsection on "reference to prior application" or "correction
5. Find: 37 CFR 1.78(c) allows correction within time limit

Answer: Yes, can be corrected under 37 CFR 1.78(c) if done within time
limit and with required fee

Time: ~75 seconds
Drill C: Weekend/Holiday Rule for Due Dates

Question: Response to office action is due Saturday, December 25
(Christmas). When is the actual deadline?

My path:

1. Mental map says: Deadlines/timing = MPEP 700 series (examination
procedures)

. Keyword search: deadline weekend holiday

. Scan results - MPEP § 710 (time for response)

4. Look for subsection on "computation of time" or "weekends and
holidays"

5. Find: 37 CFR 1.7(a) - if date falls on Saturday/Sunday/federal holiday,
due next business day

w N

Answer: Monday, December 27 (or next business day if Dec 27 is also
observed holiday)

Time: ~50 seconds

Practice these drills repeatedly with different questions. The more
you practice navigating the MPEP under time pressure, the faster your searches
become during the actual exam.

Your goal: Reduce average search time from 4 minutes to 1-2 minutes
through deliberate practice.
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