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Prologue
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The witch remembered the exact moment she stopped waiting to be chosen.

She was nineteen, standing in the rain outside her mother's cottage, watching through the window as her sister's magic unfurled for the first time. Elara's hands had filled with light the color of spring leaves, and their mother had wept, had pulled her close, had whispered the words Maren had spent her whole childhood aching to hear: I choose you. I choose this life with you. Not because I must—because I want to. The words that woke the bloodline magic. The words no one had ever spoken to Maren, despite seven years of desperate hoping, despite every small sacrifice and every quiet devotion. She had watched her sister glow with power, and she had understood with terrible clarity that wanting to be chosen was not the same as deserving it.

Seven years later, she still carried that understanding like a stone in her chest. She had stopped hoping. She had stopped expecting. She had made herself useful instead—learned ward-craft without magic, learned healing without power, learned to be valuable enough that people might keep her around even if they never wanted her. It was a thin kind of survival, but it was hers.

Now she stood at the gates of Thornhold Keep, rain plastering her hair to her face, and she told herself she was not hoping for anything except shelter. The keep rose against the grey sky like a broken tooth, its walls cracked and its banners faded. A desperate place. A place for desperate people. She fit here. She knocked on the iron-banded gate and waited for someone to decide whether she was worth the trouble of letting in, and she reminded herself that whatever they decided, it would not break her. She had already been broken. She had already rebuilt herself into something that did not need to be chosen.

The gate groaned open. A man in battered armor looked down at her, his face hard and tired. Behind him, she could see the keep's courtyard—refugees huddled under canvas, soldiers with too-old weapons, children with too-old eyes. She could see need everywhere she looked. She could make herself useful here. And that would have to be enough, because she had long since accepted that useful was all she would ever be.
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Chapter 1: The Keep
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Maren Vael had learned to read gatekeepers the way other women learned to read suitors, and the man blocking Thornhold's entrance was the worst kind: duty without cruelty. He would turn her away not because he wanted to, but because protocol demanded it, and he would feel nothing about the decision afterward. She recognized the type. She had been turned away by dozens of them.

His armor bore the crossed-sword sigil of the realm's sentinels, though the enamel had chipped away in patches and rust crept along the shoulder joints. His face might have been handsome once, before exhaustion carved hollows beneath his eyes and responsibility etched permanent lines around his mouth. He looked at her the way he probably looked at supply manifests: assessing weight, calculating cost, determining whether the resource justified the burden.

She did not wait for him to speak first. Waiting invited rejection. Instead, she pulled her sodden cloak aside to reveal the satchel at her hip—leather worn soft with use, bulging with the tools of her trade. Mortar and pestle. Binding salts. Dried witchwood, good for nothing except anchoring wards to stone. She let him see that she was not empty-handed, that she came offering something besides another mouth to feed.

The rain intensified, drumming against the stones and streaming down the sentinel's impassive face. Behind him, the keep's courtyard had gone quiet. Maren felt eyes on her—refugees sizing up competition, soldiers assessing threat, children too young to know they should not stare at strangers. She kept her attention on the gatekeeper. He was the only one whose opinion mattered right now.

He studied her satchel for a long moment. Then his gaze lifted to her face, and something flickered there—not warmth, not welcome, but a kind of weary recognition. He had seen her type before too. Survivors. The ones who arrived with skills instead of stories, who offered labor instead of pleas.

"Ward-crafter?" His voice was rough, unused. A man who gave orders rather than conversation.

Maren nodded. "And healing. Mundane, not magical." She said it plainly, without apology. Some people expected witches to be ashamed of dormant bloodlines. She had stopped feeling shame years ago. Shame required hope, and she had burned through her supply of that long before reaching this crumbling keep at the edge of nowhere.

The sentinel's eyes narrowed slightly. He had caught the distinction—mundane healing implied the possibility of another kind. Implied bloodline. Implied, perhaps, that she was more than she appeared. Maren watched him process this information and file it away, neither welcoming nor condemning. A practical man. Practical men were easier to deal with than idealistic ones. Practical men cared about what you could do, not what you were.

"We have wounded," he said finally. "The Vaskari raids last week. Twelve still bedridden, three likely to lose limbs without intervention."

It was not an invitation. It was a transaction. She understood the terms without needing them explained: prove your worth, and you may stay. Fail, and the gate would close behind her. She had lived her entire adult life under those terms. At least this man was honest about them.

"Show me." Maren stepped forward, and he moved aside to let her pass.

The courtyard was worse than it had looked from the gate. Canvas shelters sagged under the weight of accumulated rain, their occupants visible as huddled shapes in the grey light. Cooking fires sputtered and smoked, filling the air with the smell of wet ash and something that might have been soup if one were generous with definitions. The keep's walls rose around them in varying states of decay—the eastern section still solid, the western crumbling, the northern held together by what looked like desperate masonry and fervent prayer.

Maren catalogued it all automatically: resources, deficiencies, potential. Forty refugees at minimum, probably closer to sixty. A dozen soldiers in sentinel armor, plus twice that in militia—farmers and craftsmen pressed into service. Two functional wells visible, both surrounded by the subtle scorching that indicated recent purification wards. Someone here knew enough to keep the water clean. That was something.

The sentinel walked beside her, his long stride forcing her to hurry. He did not offer his name, and she did not ask. Names created connection, and connection created expectation. She had learned to avoid both.

They passed through a low archway into what had once been the keep's great hall. Now it served as an infirmary. Pallets lined the walls, each occupied by a body in various states of damage. The smell hit her first—blood and infection and the particular sweetness of flesh beginning to rot. She had smelled worse. She had treated worse. But something in her chest still tightened at the sight of so much suffering gathered in one place, so many people waiting to find out if they would live or die.

A woman emerged from behind a makeshift curtain, her hands red to the wrists with someone else's blood. She was perhaps fifty, grey-streaked hair pulled back in a practical knot, her face bearing the permanently exhausted expression of someone who had been fighting losing battles for too long. Her eyes found the sentinel first, then Maren, and her mouth pressed into a thin line.

"Another one?" The words were directed at the sentinel, as if Maren were not standing right there. "We can barely feed the mouths we have."

"She's a ward-crafter. And a healer." The sentinel's tone did not invite argument. "You've been asking for help with the wounded."

The woman—a healer herself, clearly, though whether mundane or magical Maren could not yet tell—studied her with the assessing gaze of a professional evaluating competition. Maren held still and let herself be examined. She had nothing to hide and nothing to prove. Either her skills would speak for themselves or they would not.

"The man in the corner," the healer said finally, pointing. "Sepsis in the left leg. We've been debating amputation for two days. Tell me what you would do."

Maren did not hesitate. Hesitation suggested uncertainty, and uncertainty destroyed trust before it could form. She crossed the hall to the indicated pallet, kneeling beside a young man whose face had gone the particular shade of grey that preceded death. His leg was wrapped in stained bandages, the smell emanating from it enough to make her eyes water. She pulled back the wrappings without flinching—flinching was a luxury for people who had never had to work with bodies—and examined what lay beneath.

The wound had gone septic, but not irretrievably so. The flesh around it was inflamed and weeping, but the red streaks had not yet climbed past the knee. Another day, perhaps two, and amputation would become the only option. But right now, in this moment, there was still a chance.

She looked up at the healer, who was watching from across the room with crossed arms. "Yarrow poultice to draw the infection. Willow bark tea for the fever. Maggots, if you have them—they'll clean what the poultice can't reach. The leg can be saved if treatment starts within the hour."

The healer's expression did not change, but something in her posture shifted. Acceptance, perhaps. Or at least the suspension of immediate rejection. She uncrossed her arms and nodded once. "I am Healer Drent. There is an empty pallet in the supply room. You may use it until I determine whether you're more useful than you are costly."

It was not welcome. Maren had not expected welcome. It was access, which was all she had ever been able to reliably obtain. She nodded her thanks—a word, spoken aloud, would have seemed presumptuous—and turned back to her patient.

The next several hours disappeared into work. Maren gathered the supplies she needed, mixed the poultice, applied it with hands that had performed this operation hundreds of times before. She talked the young man through the pain when he woke, her voice calm and steady, promising nothing except that she would do her best and that his best chance lay in stillness. He believed her, or at least he stopped thrashing. Sometimes that was enough.

She moved through the infirmary systematically, patient by patient, assessing and treating and prioritizing. Healer Drent watched her at first, then began working alongside her, their hands moving in efficient counterpoint. By the time the grey light outside had faded to black, they had stabilized three critical cases, cleaned and re-bandaged a dozen wounds, and set the bone of a child who had fallen from the ramparts while playing.

"You were not lying about your training," Drent said finally. They stood at the infirmary's single window, looking out at the rain-soaked courtyard. "Where did you study?"

Maren considered how much to reveal. Too little, and she would seem evasive. Too much, and the questions would start—questions about her bloodline, her dormant magic, the reasons she had been moving from place to place for years instead of settling somewhere safe. "My mother was a hedge-healer in the eastern provinces. I learned at her side."

Drent made a noncommittal sound. She was not fooled—Maren could see that in her eyes—but she was also practical enough not to push. "The sentinel who brought you in. Commander Ashford. He runs this keep. If you want to stay beyond tomorrow, you'll need his approval, not mine."

Commander Ashford. The gatekeeper had a name after all. Maren filed it away and nodded her understanding. Drent left her standing at the window, and she remained there for a long moment, watching the rain and trying not to think about how tired she was.

The supply room was exactly what the name suggested: a small stone chamber lined with shelves of bandages, herbs, and medical implements. A pallet had been shoved into one corner, its blankets thin but clean. Maren sat on its edge and allowed herself three breaths of something that was not quite relief. She was inside. She had proven useful. For tonight, at least, she had a place to sleep.

She unpacked her satchel methodically, laying out her tools on the shelf nearest the pallet. Mortar and pestle. Binding salts. The dried witchwood that served no purpose except to remind her of what she could not do. She touched it once—a habit, not a ritual—and felt nothing. The wood remained inert in her fingers, as it always did. As it always would, unless something changed that she had stopped believing could change.

A knock on the doorframe made her turn. Commander Ashford stood in the entrance, his armor removed, wearing a simple tunic that made him look almost human instead of like a fortification given flesh. His face was still hard, still tired, but something in his posture had shifted—less gatekeeper now, more commander assessing a new variable in his careful equations.

"Healer Drent tells me you saved Corporal Varden's leg." His voice was neutral, giving nothing away.

"The infection had not spread past the knee. Early intervention was possible."

He studied her for a moment. She studied him back, trying to read the calculations happening behind his eyes. He was deciding whether she was worth the risk. She was accustomed to being a risk. It was the only way people like her ever got in anywhere—by being just useful enough to outweigh the danger.

"The Sanctified Order has been moving through this region." He said it without preamble, without softening. "Hunting choice-mages. Burning villages that harbor them."

Maren kept her face carefully blank. Inside, something cold clenched around her heart. She had been staying ahead of the Sanctifiers for three years, ever since they had burned her mother's cottage and driven her sister into hiding and sent her running, running, always running. She had hoped—foolishly, it now seemed—that this isolated keep might be far enough from their usual routes.

"I am not a choice-mage," she said. It was true, technically. Her magic had never awakened. She had the bloodline but not the power. The Sanctifiers rarely made that distinction.

Commander Ashford's eyes did not leave her face. "You have the bearing. You touch witchwood like you're expecting it to respond. And you arrived alone, with no references, offering skills usually associated with covens."

He was observant. Dangerously so. Maren weighed her options and decided that partial truth was safer than continued evasion. "My bloodline carries the potential. The magic requires a specific form of awakening that I have never experienced. By any practical measure, I am mundane."

"What form of awakening?"

She hesitated. This was the part that made people uncomfortable. This was the part that made them look at her with pity or disgust or fear, depending on their disposition. "Choice-magic wakes when someone chooses you. Freely. Without need or obligation. Without prophecy or survival binding the decision." She kept her voice steady, clinical. "No one has ever chosen me. Therefore, no magic."

Something flickered across Ashford's face—not pity, not disgust, but something more complicated. Recognition, perhaps. Understanding of a kind she had not expected from a sentinel commander. He looked away, his jaw tightening almost imperceptibly.

"The Sanctifiers will not care about the distinction," he said finally. "If they discover your bloodline, they will burn you regardless of whether your magic has awakened."

"I know." She had watched them burn others. She carried those images behind her eyes, ready to surface in dreams at a moment's notice. "I have been running for three years. I am very good at not being discovered."

Ashford turned back to her, and his expression had hardened again—the commander returning, the momentary humanity receding. "This keep is my responsibility. Sixty-three civilians, twenty-four soldiers, the last defensible position between the Vaskari forces and the heartland. I cannot risk all of them to protect one witch who may or may not bring holy hunters down on our heads."

Maren rose from the pallet. She had been thrown out of enough places to recognize a dismissal forming. "I understand. I will leave at first light."

"That is not what I said." Ashford's voice stopped her mid-motion. "I said I cannot risk my people to protect you. I did not say I was willing to throw you to the wolves." He paused, something working behind his eyes. "You may stay. Ward-craft and healing are valuable. But you will keep your head down, speak of your bloodline to no one, and if the Sanctifiers come, you will run. Not fight. Run. Is that understood?"

She stared at him, trying to parse the offer. It was not kindness—she could see that clearly. It was calculation. She was a resource to be used, a risk to be managed. He was allowing her to stay because her value currently exceeded her danger. The moment that equation shifted, she would be gone.

It was still more than she had expected. It was still more than most people had ever given her.

"Understood," she said quietly.

Ashford nodded once and left without another word. Maren stood in the empty supply room, listening to his footsteps fade down the corridor, and tried to identify the strange feeling settling in her chest. It took her a moment to recognize it: a faint, dangerous flicker of something she had thought she had extinguished years ago.

Hope was a poison for people like her. She knew that. She had learned it painfully, repeatedly, in ways that had left scars both visible and invisible. But as she lay down on the thin pallet and pulled the threadbare blanket over herself, she could not quite suppress the thought that Commander Ashford had looked at her like she was a person, not a problem.

It meant nothing, she told herself firmly. It changed nothing. He had let her stay for practical reasons, and he would send her away for practical reasons, and she would survive because surviving was what she did. She would not hope. She would not expect. She would make herself useful, and she would keep her head down, and she would run when running became necessary.

She closed her eyes and willed herself to sleep, and she did not think about the way his expression had shifted when she had explained her dormant magic. She did not think about the understanding she had seen there, the flash of something that might have been fellow feeling. She did not think about any of it, because thinking would lead to hoping, and hoping would lead to the worst kind of pain—the kind that came when hope was proven foolish.

The rain continued to fall outside, drumming against the keep's ancient stones, and Maren Vael slept.

She woke before dawn, as she always did, her body trained by years of running to never allow itself the luxury of rest. The supply room was cold, the single small window showing grey light that meant the rain had stopped. She dressed quickly—the same clothes she had worn yesterday, now mostly dry—and made her way to the infirmary.

Corporal Varden was still alive. His color had improved slightly, and the smell from his leg, while still unpleasant, had lost the particular sweetness that signaled spreading sepsis. Maren changed his poultice, checked his fever, and allowed herself a moment of professional satisfaction. This one, at least, she had saved.

Healer Drent arrived an hour after sunrise, looking as exhausted as she had the day before. She examined Maren's work without comment, which was itself a form of approval. They fell into the rhythm of the infirmary—morning rounds, medication distribution, wound care—and Maren let the familiar routine settle around her like armor.

She was checking the bandages on a woman who had taken a Vaskari arrow through the shoulder when Commander Ashford entered the infirmary. He moved through the rows of pallets with the particular efficiency of someone who had done this many times, speaking briefly with each conscious patient, his manner neither warm nor cold but simply present. The patients responded to him with a respect that bordered on devotion. This was a man they trusted. This was a man who had kept them alive.

Maren watched from the corner of her eye as she worked. Ashford reached the end of the row and paused, his attention caught by something outside the window. His back was to her, and she could see the tension coiled in his shoulders, the way his hands flexed unconsciously at his sides. Whatever he was looking at, it was not good news.

He turned and caught her watching. Something passed between them—not recognition exactly, but acknowledgment. He crossed the infirmary in three long strides and stopped beside her pallet.

"Can you walk the perimeter?" His voice was low, meant for her ears only. "I want to assess the wards."

Maren nodded and set aside the bandages. She followed him out of the infirmary, through the great hall, and into the courtyard. The morning was cold and bright, the storm having scoured the sky clean during the night. Refugees were emerging from their canvas shelters, moving toward the cooking fires, their faces bearing the particular blankness of people who had learned not to expect good days.

Ashford led her toward the eastern wall, the one that still stood solid and defensible. His stride was brisk but not hurried, and he did not speak until they had climbed the stone stairs to the rampart. From here, Maren could see the countryside spreading out below them—rolling hills, scattered copses of trees, the distant glitter of a river catching the morning light. It was beautiful, in the way that dangerous things were often beautiful.

"There." Ashford pointed, and she followed his gaze to a smudge of smoke rising from beyond the western hills. "That's the village of Thornwick. Three hours' ride. They sent a messenger last night."

Maren waited. She had learned that silence often drew out more information than questions.

"Sanctified scouts," Ashford continued. "A full battalion behind them. They're sweeping the region, village by village. The messenger estimated we have two days before they reach us."

Two days. The cold that had been lurking in Maren's chest spread outward, settling into her bones. Two days to run, to disappear, to find another temporary refuge that would eventually fail like all the others. She had done it before. She could do it again. The prospect filled her with exhaustion rather than fear—a tiredness that went deeper than physical fatigue.

"The wards," Ashford said, drawing her attention back to the present. "How long would it take to reinforce them?"

The question surprised her. She had expected him to remind her of their agreement—that she would run if the Sanctifiers came. Instead, he was asking for her assessment, treating her as a resource rather than a liability. "That depends on what state they're in now. And what materials are available."

He gestured toward the wall they stood on. "Show me."

Maren moved along the rampart, her senses reaching outward in the particular way that her training had taught her. She could not feel magic the way true choice-mages could, but years of working with wards had given her a kind of borrowed sensitivity—an awareness of where power was supposed to flow and where it was failing. She ran her hand along the ancient stones, feeling for the channels that should have hummed with protective energy.

The wards were old. Very old. This keep had been built during the first Sanctified Wars, when choice-mages had been common and valued, before the Order had risen to power and begun its purges. The original ward-work was elegant, sophisticated—defensive barriers designed to repel assault, warning systems meant to detect approaching threats. But centuries of neglect had taken their toll. The channels were clogged, the anchor points crumbling, the power reservoirs long since drained.

"These haven't been properly maintained in decades," she said finally, stepping back from the wall. "The structure is still sound, but the power sources are exhausted. Without a true mage to fuel them, they're decorative at best."

Ashford's expression did not change, but she saw something tighten around his eyes. "Can you do anything?"

Maren considered the question carefully. She could reinforce the physical channels. She could clear the blockages, repair the anchor points, prepare the wards to receive power. But without magic to fuel them, it would be like rebuilding a lamp without a flame. Functional in form, useless in practice.

Unless someone could provide the spark.

"I can restore the framework," she said slowly. "If someone with active power were to fuel them afterward—"

"There is no one with active power." Ashford cut her off, his voice flat. "The last choice-mage in this region died six months ago. The Sanctifiers made sure of that."

"Then the wards will remain dormant. I can make them ready, but I cannot make them work."

She expected frustration. She expected dismissal. Instead, Ashford simply nodded, accepting the limitation with the pragmatism she was beginning to recognize as his fundamental nature. "Do what you can. Any advantage is better than none."

He turned to leave, then paused, his back to her. "If the Sanctifiers take this keep, they will kill everyone. Not just you. Everyone. The civilians, the children, the soldiers who are only following orders. They will burn it all and salt the earth afterward."

"I know." Maren's voice came out steadier than she felt. "That is what they do."

Ashford turned to look at her over his shoulder. The morning light caught his face, revealing the exhaustion beneath his composed exterior—the weight of responsibility that he carried every moment of every day. "I have held this keep for three years. I have protected these people through Vaskari raids, through winter famines, through plague and despair. I will not lose them to religious fanatics hunting ghosts."

Maren met his gaze and saw the steel beneath the weariness. This was a man who had decided what mattered to him and would sacrifice anything to protect it. She understood that kind of determination. She had once possessed it herself, before years of running had worn it down to survival instinct.

"I will run before I let them find me here," she said. "That was our agreement."

"Yes." Ashford held her gaze for a moment longer. "But if you can buy us time before you run—reinforce those wards, make the Sanctifiers hesitate before attacking—I would consider that a fair exchange for the shelter you've received."

It was not a request. It was not quite a command. It was something in between—an acknowledgment that she had value beyond her immediate utility, that her presence here had created an obligation on both sides. She could refuse. He would not stop her from leaving. But she would leave knowing that she had taken his protection and given nothing in return.

"I will do what I can," she heard herself say.

Ashford nodded once and descended the stairs, leaving her alone on the rampart. Maren stood there for a long moment, looking out at the smoke rising from Thornwick, and tried to understand why she had agreed to stay.

It was not hope. She would not call it hope. It was something smaller and more practical—a calculation of her own, perhaps. The Sanctifiers were two days away. She could work on the wards for one day, prepare herself to run on the second. If her work bought the keep any advantage at all, the exchange was fair. If not, she would still have a head start on the hunters.

That was all this was. Practicality. Survival. The same calculations she had been making for years.

She pushed away from the rampart and went to gather her supplies.

The work was difficult but not impossible. Maren spent the morning climbing over walls, crawling through cramped passages, locating anchor points that had been buried under centuries of debris. The keep's original builders had been thorough—wards in the walls, in the gates, in the foundations themselves, a layered defense system that must have been nearly impenetrable in its prime. Now it was a skeleton of its former self, but the bones were still good.

She cleared channels with salt and witchwood. She repaired anchor points with binding paste and careful manipulation. She traced power paths that had grown tangled with disuse, straightening them, preparing them to receive energy they might never receive. It was tedious work, the kind that required focus and precision, and she was grateful for it. Work kept her from thinking about the smoke on the horizon. Work kept her from thinking about what would happen if she could not run fast enough.

Midday found her in the keep's basement, examining a central nexus where all the ward-lines converged. The room was small and cramped, lit only by the lantern she had brought with her. The air smelled of old stone and older magic—the particular mustiness of power that had been dormant for generations.

The nexus was a carved stone the size of her torso, covered in symbols she only partially recognized. Some were standard ward-script, the kind she had learned from her mother. Others were older, stranger, belonging to traditions that had been lost when the Sanctifiers began their purges. She traced them with careful fingers, trying to understand their purpose.

A sound at the basement entrance made her turn. Commander Ashford descended the narrow stairs, his lantern adding to the dim light. He looked out of place in this cramped space—a man built for battlefields, not basement crawls.

"Healer Drent said you had been down here for hours." He stopped at the bottom of the stairs, surveying the room with the same tactical assessment he probably applied to everything. "Have you found anything useful?"

"The ward-nexus." Maren gestured toward the carved stone. "This is where all the power converges. If this were functional, the entire keep would be protected—gates that could not be breached, walls that would resist even sanctified weapons."

Ashford moved closer, studying the stone. "But it requires a mage to fuel it."

"It requires a choice." Maren found herself saying. "That is how choice-magic works. The power does not come from talent or blood or training. It comes from connection. From one person choosing another, freely and completely, wanting their life to be intertwined." She traced one of the older symbols, feeling the dormant potential beneath her fingertips. "These wards were not just built. They were bonded. Someone chose to protect this keep, and that choice became the power source."

Ashford was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was quieter than she had heard it before. "And no one has made that choice in centuries."

"The magic died when the last keeper did. Without a new bond, the wards remain empty."

She expected him to ask more questions—practical ones, tactical ones. Instead, he surprised her by sitting on a low stone ledge, his lantern casting shadows across his face. He looked tired in a way that went beyond physical exhaustion.

"My oath," he said slowly, "binds me to the realm. Not to people. I am sworn to protect borders, territories, strategic positions. The sentinels were created to be impartial—to make decisions based on necessity rather than attachment."

Maren set down her tools and listened. She sensed that he was working toward something, some connection between her magic and his duty that he needed to articulate.

"I have saved three kingdoms." He continued, his voice flat with something that might have been bitterness. "Held impossible positions. Made sacrifices that history will forget but that I carry every day. And in all that time—twelve years of service—I have never once chosen a person over a position. I have never allowed myself to want something that could not be justified by duty."

The basement felt very small suddenly. Very quiet. Maren held herself still, afraid that any movement might break whatever spell had prompted this admission.

"That is the price of the oath," Ashford said. "Attachment is weakness. Desire clouds judgment. A sentinel who loves is a sentinel who can be compromised." He looked at her then, and his eyes held a darkness she had not seen before. "Do you understand what I am saying?"

She understood. She understood more than he probably realized. "You have never chosen anyone because your oath forbids it."

"My oath forbids putting personal desire above duty. It does not forbid feeling. It only forbids acting on those feelings." His jaw tightened. "I have become very good at not acting."

Maren absorbed this quietly. She recognized what he was describing—a different kind of imprisonment than hers, but imprisonment nonetheless. He was locked out of connection by choice; she was locked out by the absence of choice. They were mirror images, in a way. Both of them trapped by the very nature of choosing.

"I am sorry," she said finally. It seemed inadequate, but it was sincere.

Ashford shook his head. "I did not tell you this for sympathy. I told you because—" He stopped, seeming to struggle with the words. "Because you spoke of choice-magic as if it were simple. As if choosing were easy, and the only problem was finding someone willing to do it."

"I did not mean to imply that
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