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MIRA

The first wrong thing was the silence.

Mira Solenne had grown up in Eastmere, on the edge of the Veins, in a house with a slate roof that leaked exactly one drop into exactly one bucket every time it rained hard enough, and she knew the sound a town made when it was breathing right. She had grown up with it the way other children grew up with a particular hymn or a particular smell of bread — so constant she'd never thought to name it until she was old enough to notice its absence. The creak of the grain mill starting its first turn before dawn. The bleat of Hesketh's goats arguing with the fence they'd never once respected. Old Corin coughing his way through morning prayers he didn't believe in but said anyway, out of habit, the way you kept a coat you'd outgrown because throwing it away felt like throwing away the winter it had kept you warm through.

She had learned, the way border children always learned — not from any lesson, not from any book, but from the particular education of growing up somewhere the world could turn on you — to listen to a town the way a physician listens to a chest. You pressed your ear to it, figuratively, every morning without realizing you were doing it, and you knew, before you ever saw a symptom, whether the thing underneath was breathing right. You could hear sickness before you could see it. Her mother had taught her that without ever once saying the words aloud, simply by the way she'd go still at her worktable some mornings, head tilted, listening to nothing that Mira could identify, and say, quietly, *something's wrong in the lower field,* an hour before anyone ran screaming to confirm it.

At four in the morning, eleven years after her mother had been the one doing the listening, Eastmere had no sound at all.

Mira woke into that silence the way you wake from a fall — not gradually, not through the soft architecture of dreams unwinding, but all at once, every part of her alert before any part of her understood why. She lay still for exactly as long as it took to confirm the silence was real and not some trick of sleep still clinging to her ears, and then she was moving, bare feet on the cold floorboards, the chill of the wood travelling up through her heels in a way that felt, absurdly, like the only honest thing in the room.

The satchel was by the door. It was always by the door — bandages rolled tight enough to fit two hands' worth of pressure into a wound, willowbark wrapped in oilcloth against the damp, the small iron knife she used to open a vein when a draw needed to go in fast and there wasn't time to find a better way. She had packed that satchel, unpacked it, repacked it, a hundred times in eleven years, each time telling herself this was simply prudence, simply the ordinary caution of a healer in a border town. She had never once finished filling it before the world told her it was already too late. Tonight was no exception. She got the strap over her shoulder and was through the door before her fingers had even properly closed the buckle.

Outside, the sky over the eastern fields had the color wrong.

Not dawn — dawn, when it came honestly, was gold trying to be kind, the kind of color that made even Eastmere's mud-churned cart paths look briefly, generously beautiful. This was something else. Green-grey, low and wet-looking, pressing down against the horizon the way a bruise presses up under skin before it's finished deciding how dark it intends to become. She had seen that color exactly twice before in her life. Once when she was twelve, the night her mother went to the Hollow Field for the last time and didn't come back the same person who'd left. Once when she was nineteen, the night her own gift had announced itself by nearly killing her little brother and then, in the same hour, nearly killing her.

She had hoped, the way you hope about things you know better than to hope about, that she would never see it a third time.

"Mira." Her brother Dane's voice came from the direction of the Hallorans' yard, thin and cracking with a fear he was clearly trying, and failing, to be too old for — he was twenty-two, married eighteen months, and some part of him, she knew, would always be the boy who'd called her name in exactly that register the first time. "Mira, it's the Hollow Field. It's the Hollow Field, it's surging —"

She was already running before the sentence finished. The mud sucked at her bare feet, cold and thick and entirely indifferent to the fact that the world might be ending around it, and she found herself, in the strange clarity that came over her in moments like this, noticing absurd details — the particular smell of wet hay from Corin's barn, a dog barking three streets over in a register that had nothing to do with the Rot and everything to do with the ordinary, blessed mundanity of a dog that didn't yet know anything was wrong.

The Hollow Field sat at the eastern edge of town, fenced twice over — once by the original settlers who'd buried what the first Rot surge left behind there three centuries ago, and once by Mira's own generation, who'd added a second fence after the original had begun, in places, to soften with age. It was where they kept what the Rot left behind: trees turned to grey glass-bone, brittle and faintly luminous in moonlight, the soil between them gone the particular dead-but-not-quite color that wouldn't grow anything but, mysteriously, also wouldn't simply rot away into honest nothing. It had been quiet for six years. Six years of careful wards renewed every solstice by the traveling warders the Choir-Regent's provincial office sent twice a decade, six years of careful distance taught to every child old enough to walk there and back, six years of the particular, fragile peace that comes from agreeing, collectively, that quiet means safe, because the alternative — admitting that quiet only ever means *not yet* — is more than anyone can carry every single day.

She reached the fence line in time to see the wardstones go.

They didn't shatter. That was the detail she would carry for the rest of her life, however long that turned out to be — they didn't break the way stone is supposed to break, with violence and noise and the satisfying finality of something giving way all at once. They went soft instead, the edges of each carved glyph beginning to run like wax left too near a flame, and then — slowly, almost gently, in a way that felt obscene given what it meant — the old warding-script cut into them three centuries ago by some Choir-mage whose name nobody living remembered simply slid off the stone's surface and dissolved into the grass at its base. The grass took the color first. A green-grey bruise spreading outward from each stone like ink dropped into water, and then the smell arrived, riding the wind ahead of the spreading dark: wet iron, and underneath it something cloying and sweet that her body recognized, on some level below conscious thought, as profoundly, fundamentally wrong. The smell of magic that had stopped being magic and become hunger instead.

"Get back," she said — shouted, really, though her voice felt strange and far away even to her own ears, the particular distance of a body running on instinct while the mind tried to catch up. A dozen people had gathered at the outer fence already, lanterns swinging, pitchforks held with the specific, useless courage of people who didn't yet understand what they were looking at, the kind of courage that gets people killed standing their ground against something a pitchfork has never once, in three hundred years, actually stopped. "Everyone, get back, now —"

The first scream told her she was already too late to control the order in which things would happen. Whatever came next would come in the sequence the Rot chose, not the sequence she would have chosen for it, and there was nothing in eleven years of training that had ever taught her how to make peace with that fact — only how to function despite it.

She went over the fence anyway.

This was the thing nobody outside the border towns understood about Sin-Eaters, the single detail every heroic ballad and every frightened rumor got wrong in exactly the same way: it did not feel like courage, in the moment. It felt like arithmetic. There were nine people inside the spreading dark, by her count, made fast and rough in the half-second it took her to clear the fence — Tam Halloran, down already, his mother three strides behind him and closing, old Mireille who kept the bees, the Aldric twins who should have been asleep two hours ago and clearly weren't, a stranger she didn't recognize at all, sleeping rough near the field's edge on the cart road — and there was one of her, and the only question that had ever mattered, in eleven years of doing this, was how many of the nine she could reach before the Rot finished deciding what it wanted to do with each of them.

She reached Tam first.

He was sixteen, down on his knees in grass that was climbing his forearms in fine grey threads, fast, faster than any surge she'd drawn from before, and his eyes had already gone glassy and distant in the specific way that meant the Rot had found the part of him that remembered his own name and had started, with the patient cruelty of something that had three hundred years of practice, erasing it letter by letter.

Mira's hands knew what to do before the rest of her caught up — palms flat against his chest, the old prayer-shape her mother had taught her with hands instead of words, because some lessons, her mother had always said, lived better in muscle than in language — and then the pull.

She would never find a better word for it than *pull*, though she had spent years trying, in the long, sleepless nights after a bad draw, to find something that captured the actual sensation more honestly. It was not gentle. It was nothing like the temple songs claimed, nothing like a kiss or a blessing or a sweet release granted by a merciful power to a suffering body. It was reaching into someone else's chest and finding the wrongness there by feel — the way you'd find a fishbone lodged sideways in your own throat, by touch, in the dark, with your fingers shaking — and then dragging it out through the only door available, which happened, on this particular night and on every night before it, to be her.

Tam's eyes cleared. He gasped, the particular full-body gasp of a man surfacing from black water after believing, somewhere in the deep middle of it, that he wasn't going to make it back up — and he said her name. Said it right. Said it the way you say a name when you still, fully, completely, remember whose name it is and what it means to you. *Mira.* Just that, but it landed in her chest with more weight than she'd expected, and in the same instant, she felt the Rot land there too, a hot coal dropped into snow, hissing as it met her, spreading through tissue that had absorbed this exact wrongness a hundred times before and had, by now, the kind of scarred, weary familiarity with it that a much older woman's body might have with grief.

*One,* she thought, distantly, the way she always counted, because counting was the only thing that kept the numbers from overwhelming her before she'd finished using them. She didn't let herself feel the cost yet. There would be time for that later, in whatever later she had left to spend on it.

She moved to the next one.

By the fourth draw, her hands had started to shake in a way that had nothing to do with the cold mud under her knees. By the sixth — old Mireille, the bees forgotten, her whole body gone rigid with the particular terror of someone watching their own thoughts slip away from them in real time — the grey threads under Mira's own skin had crawled past her wrists, visible now even in the bad light, dark as old bruises, branching with the deliberate, patient elegance of the world's smallest, cruelest trees. She had named them herself at nineteen, the night her gift first manifested — *rootmarks*, because nobody else had bothered to name them, because the temple physicians who studied Sin-Eaters from a careful, well-funded distance had never needed a word for something that was, after all, happening to someone else's body, and not their own.

By the eighth, the world had gone soft and far away at its edges, narrowing in the way it always did when her body started spending its remaining resources on the simple, animal task of staying upright instead of on anything as luxurious as clear thought.

There was a ninth person. She knew it because she could hear them — somewhere past the place where her vision had narrowed to a tunnel with Tam's mother's tear-streaked, grateful face at its far end — crying out in a voice that was forgetting, syllable by ragged syllable, what language it had started the sentence in.

Mira went toward the sound on legs she could no longer entirely feel, the mud sucking at feet that had stopped sending back reliable information about where they actually were.

This was the part the old stories never told, because the old stories were written by people who got to go home afterward, who got to sit by a fire and shape the night into something with a clean beginning and a cleaner end: there was no moment of deciding to keep going. There was no flash of resolve, no internal speech, nothing so deliberate as a choice. There was only the simple, total absence of any version of herself who might have stopped.

The ninth was a woman, older, a stranger — someone passing through on the cart road, sleeping rough because the inn was full or because she hadn't had coin for it, who'd had the singular, terrible bad luck to be in Eastmere on the one night in six years the Hollow Field had decided to wake. Mira got her hands on her and pulled, and the world went white at the edges in a way that had nothing to do with the magic and everything to do with a body that had given away considerably more than it had to spare.

She heard herself hit the ground before
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