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The first bell had not finished striking when Mara Vale saw the black barriers across Copper Street.

She slowed without stopping.

That mattered in Veyra. People who stopped at Guard closures looked uncertain. People who turned around looked guilty. People who asked questions sometimes discovered that the answer required paperwork, and paperwork had a way of becoming a room with no windows.

Mara shifted the strap of her tool satchel higher on her shoulder and kept walking with everyone else.

The maintenance chit in her pocket said she was due at Pump Station Four before second bell. Her work identity was clipped where the Black Guard could see it. The registration mark at her wrist showed when she rolled her sleeve back a little farther than she normally liked. Ordinary worker. Lower district. Mechanical maintenance. No recorded magical classification.

Nothing to see.

Ahead, the crowd narrowed between portable iron rails and spilled into Execution Square.

Mara felt her stomach tighten.

The scaffold stood in the centre beneath the old bronze clock, newly washed but never clean enough to lose the darker stains between the boards. Black Guard occupied the balconies, the steps of the civic hall and the mouths of every street leading out. Their coats were charcoal beneath the ash-grey morning. Charged rifles rested upright against their shoulders.

A woman beside Mara muttered, “Should’ve closed the whole district if they wanted a spectacle.”

Her husband elbowed her silent.

Mara kept moving until the press of bodies made movement impossible.

On the scaffold, a prisoner knelt with his hands bound behind him.

He was perhaps fifty. Thin. Grey-haired. One side of his face was badly bruised. A metal restraint collar circled his throat, its suppression pins buried in the skin below his ears.

A clerk read the charge from a black tablet.

“Unregistered magical interference resulting in catastrophic municipal failure, loss of supply integrity, endangerment of registered citizens—”

Mara’s gaze moved past the clerk to the maintenance diagram displayed on the public board behind him.

Pump Station Nine.

She knew the station. Not well, but enough.

The failure had been a pressure cascade. Everyone in lower maintenance knew that. A bad regulator had stuck half-open, then the secondary relief valve had failed because House stores had supplied the wrong seal compound three months running. Mara had repaired two identical valves herself.

The prisoner could have interfered with the system. It was possible.

But the clerk was claiming he had caused the initial fault from the eastern conduit.

There was no eastern conduit.

Mara looked down.

Not her problem.

Her mother’s voice was so old in her head that it no longer sounded like memory.

Never give them a reason to look twice.

Mara rubbed her thumb once across the edge of her ration chit.

A vendor's awning had been folded back to make room for the Guard rail. Beneath it, yesterday's chalk prices were still visible: onions, lamp oil, coarse flour. Ordinary life pressed right up against the scaffold as if executions were another market service. That was deliberate. The Houses liked punishment witnessed in familiar places. It taught people that law could enter anywhere without changing its shoes.

The clerk reached the section on infrastructure sabotage. Mara listened despite herself. He cited a pressure variance of fourteen units and a deliberate bypass of a governor circuit. The numbers sounded impressive enough to anyone who had never spent a night elbow-deep in municipal pipework. To Mara they were wrong in a more irritating way than a simple lie. Fourteen units would have tripped the western relief manifold before the alleged damage reached the public line. The accusation had been assembled from technical words by someone who expected nobody in the crowd to understand them.

Understanding did not give her standing. She could not climb onto the scaffold and explain regulator sequencing to a tribunal that had already signed the sentence. At best she would be removed. At worst someone would ask why a lower-district repair worker had studied the failure closely enough to challenge House evidence.

So she did what Veyra taught people to do.

She knew, and she kept still.

On the scaffold, the prisoner lifted his head.

The crowd hissed.

Commander Kael Veyr stood to the right of the execution block.

Mara had seen him only at a distance before: parade routes, Guard inspections, the occasional House announcement projected onto market walls. In person he looked less polished. Taller than she had expected. Dark hair tied badly at the nape as if someone had insisted on formality and he had complied only until they stopped watching. His uniform was immaculate, but there was nothing ceremonial in the way he watched the square.

He was watching exits.

Watching hands.

Watching the Guard as much as the crowd.

That made Mara look away from him more quickly than she would have from a man enjoying the performance.

The clerk finished the sentence.

No appeal was offered.

Of course not.

The prisoner’s eyes moved over the crowd. Mara told herself she imagined the desperation in them.

A bell chimed once.

The executioner stepped forward.

Then a child screamed, “Papa!”

The movement happened three people to Mara’s left.

A small boy tore free of a woman’s grip and ducked under the iron crowd rail.

Everything after that arrived in pieces.

The woman lunging after him.

The boy running toward the scaffold.

A Guard on the lower step swinging his rifle down.

Someone shouting.

The weapon’s charge chamber flashing blue.

Mara saw the Guard’s face. He was young. Frightened. He had been trained to fire at movement across a secured line.

He squeezed the trigger.

Mara did not think.

She reached.

Resonance had never felt like flame or lightning to her, no matter how the public stories described magic. It felt like hearing the note inside a thing. The pressure beneath the pressure. The hidden rhythm of metal, current, pulse, tension.

The rifle screamed in her senses.

Mara caught its note and flattened it.

The blue charge died in the barrel.

The Guard stared at the weapon.

The child kept running.

Mara tried to release the rifle's note. The lattice would not let her. For a heartbeat she felt the entire square as a single ugly instrument: security pylons under paving stone, charged locks inside the barriers, weapon capacitors, signal relays, the public board humming behind the scaffold. Her pulse struck through all of it.

She had spent years making herself small inside systems. A touch here. A correction there. Never enough amplitude to leave a shape someone could follow.

Now the system answered her at full volume.

Then every linked weapon in the square failed at once.

A ripple of dead clicks travelled across the barriers.

Rifles. Restraint rods. Gate locks. The security lattice above the square shuddered so hard that the lamps flashed white.

Mara recoiled from the force of it.

She had meant to touch one weapon.

The lattice had carried her instead.

For one impossible second the entire square went silent.

Then the child reached the scaffold and the woman caught him by the back of his coat.

The Guard seized them both.

The prisoner twisted toward them.

People began shouting.

Mara forced her hands to unclench.

No.

No, no, no.

She turned with the first surge of the crowd.

“Seal the square.”

Kael Veyr’s voice cut through the noise.

Not loud. It did not need to be.

Black Guard moved instantly.

Manual bolts slammed into place at the street barriers where the linked locks had failed.

Mara pushed toward Copper Street.

A shoulder struck hers. Her satchel swung hard against her hip.

“Remain where you are,” a Guard shouted.

Nobody did.

Above the square, the security lattice pulsed weakly back to life.

Mara felt it searching.

That was the part the public never understood. Resonance was not invisible to systems built to notice it. A crude burst could leave noise. A controlled use left shape.

And what she had just done had gone through half the square.

She looked toward the scaffold despite herself.

Kael was no longer watching the prisoner.

He was looking into the crowd.

His gaze moved once across the dead weapon line, then toward the child, then outward in a tightening circle.

Mara lowered her head.

Too late.

His eyes stopped on her.

She knew the instant it happened.

There was no dramatic recognition. No pointing hand. No triumphant expression.

Only stillness.

Then Kael said something to the officer beside him.

The officer looked directly at Mara.

Mara ran.

Behind her, iron crashed down across the last open exit.
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Mara knew three ways out of Execution Square that were not on civic maps.

The first had been bricked up after a steam leak five years ago.

The second opened behind the clerk’s platform and would put her directly beneath the boots of the Black Guard.

The third began with a maintenance hatch under a butcher’s stall.

She hit the stall hard enough to send hanging hooks clattering.

“Oi!” the butcher shouted.

Mara dropped to one knee, tore the flat driver from the side pocket of her satchel and jammed it under the hatch catch.

The driver slipped.

Her fingers were shaking.

She swore, reset it and levered until the old brass tongue snapped.

A Guard shouted from the lane behind her.

Mara dragged the hatch open and went down feet first.

The butcher screamed something about his floor.

Darkness swallowed her.

She dropped two metres onto a narrow service ledge, landed badly and caught the wall with one hand. Pain shot through her ankle. She ignored it.

The passage smelled of old fat, wet brick and hot iron.

Mara ran.

Above her, the square had become a machine. Boots hammered across paving. Officers shouted sector numbers. Somewhere a mechanical alarm began to pulse.

She knew how the Guard would do this.

Outer ring first. Close the district streets. Check worker identities against location logs. Sweep inward. Search rooftops after ground containment. Watch the main conduits because frightened people chose straight lines.

Mara did not choose a straight line.

She took a narrow branch beneath the old rendering shops, climbed a ladder into a conveyor passage and emerged behind a flour depot three streets south.

A woman loading sacks saw her crawl through the maintenance grille.

Mara put one finger to her lips.

The woman stared at her wrist, at the visible registration mark, then at the Guard alarm lights flashing beyond the windows.

She looked away.

Mara kept moving.

Her first instinct was home.

She killed it immediately.

Home would be watched.

Tessa’s clinic would be watched.

Every place attached to her civic record would already be turning from refuge into trap.

She crossed a belt line while it was still moving, ducked under two bins and descended into the western freight system.

At the next junction she stopped long enough to breathe.

The pipes above her ticked with pressure.

A red handwheel on the nearest manifold controlled a steam purge. If she opened it fully, the line would dump across the passage behind her. Anyone following would have to wait until the pressure fell.

Mara put her hand on the wheel.

Then she heard voices through the wall.

Workers on the adjacent line.

A laugh. Someone complaining about breakfast. A trolley squealing.

The purge vent fed both passages.

Mara closed her eyes.

“Damn it.”

She took her hand away.

The decision cost her immediately. Boots sounded in the passage she had just left. A whistle shrilled once, then twice: containment teams handing her position forward. Mara pictured the purge valve in her mind, pictured turning it and buying herself thirty clean seconds. Thirty seconds was an enormous amount of freedom when the city was closing around you.

A worker behind the wall laughed again. Someone answered with a curse about a seized trolley wheel. They had no idea how close Mara had come to filling their passage with scalding vapour.

She hated them for making the choice easy. She hated herself more for wanting it to be hard.

The safer route was a gantry running above the loading hall. Open sight lines. No steam cover. Slower.

She climbed.

Behind her, far enough away to be useless and near enough to terrify, a man called, “Vale!”

Not Guard bark.

One voice.

Mara looked through the gantry rails.

Kael Veyr entered the junction below without a squad.

He glanced once at the purge wheel.

Mara saw the moment he understood.

His gaze lifted to the gantry.

She was already moving.

The loading hall ran two hundred metres to a maintenance bridge crossing above a sorting pit. Mara sprinted along the catwalk, boots hammering steel.

No rifle shot followed.

That frightened her more.

She reached the bridge and found the far gate shut.

Manual lock.

Of course.

Mara ripped a wrench from her satchel and attacked the cover plate.

Footsteps sounded behind her.

Not rushed.

“Open,” she whispered.

The screw turned half a thread.

“Mara.”

She spun.

Kael stood at the mouth of the bridge.

No drawn weapon.

That was either confidence or stupidity.

“What?” she snapped. “You’ve mistaken me for someone else.”

His expression barely changed.

“Have I?”

“My name is Lysa Dorn. Pump maintenance.”

“I know who Lysa Dorn is.”

Mara tightened her grip on the wrench.

Kael’s gaze dropped to the identity card still clipped to her coat.

She had forgotten it.

For one ridiculous second she considered insisting anyway.

Kael said, “Put the tool down.”

“Come take it.”

He exhaled through his nose.

Then Mara threw the wrench at his face.

He moved aside.

She charged.

She had no illusion she could beat a Black Guard commander in a fair fight. Fairness was not part of the plan.

She drove her shoulder toward his injured-looking left side—there had to be an injured side; everyone had one—and stamped for his knee.

He caught her wrist, turned, and Mara went past him instead of into him.

She slammed an elbow backward.

He blocked it.

She twisted, bit the base of his thumb and heard him swear.

Good.

She tore free and reached for Resonance.

Stopped.

The security lattice in the bridge ceiling hummed.

Use it here and they would learn more.

Kael saw the hesitation.

That was enough.

He closed the distance, hooked her ankle and took her to the floor without letting her head strike the steel.

Mara drove her fist into his ribs.

He pinned her arm.

Mara drove the side of her head toward his mouth. Kael jerked back just enough to save his teeth and not enough to avoid the impact entirely. Pain flashed across his face. She twisted into the opening, got one wrist free and scrabbled for the short knife she kept in the satchel strap.

His hand closed over hers before she found the grip.

“You carry that on maintenance calls?” he asked through his breath.

“Stubborn bolts.”

“That one has an edge.”

“So do some bolts.”

She brought her knee up.

He trapped that too.

For several seconds they lay tangled on the bridge, both breathing hard.

“Finished?” he asked.

Mara spat at him.

He turned his face. It hit his collar.

“Apparently not.”

He shifted his weight and secured her wrists with a plain mechanical restraint.

Mara stared up at him.

“Do it, then.”

“Do what?”

“Whatever comes next.”

Something unreadable crossed his face.

He stood and pulled her up with him.

Below the bridge, Guard teams flooded the loading hall.

An officer called, “Commander! Central detention transport is waiting.”

Kael did not look away from Mara.

“No.”

The officer hesitated. “Sir?”

“She’s under sealed personal custody.”

“That classification requires—”

“I know what it requires.”

Mara went very still.

The officer saluted because argument had limits.

Kael took Mara by the restrained wrists, not roughly, and led her toward a service stair away from the waiting transport.

She looked back once at the black detention wagon.

Then at him.

Being arrested was one thing.

Being removed from the ordinary machinery of arrest was worse.
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The room had once been designed to make people feel small.

Mara could tell from the proportions.

The ceiling was too high for the narrow width, the chair fixed to the floor too far from the table, the light positioned so whoever sat opposite could remain half in shadow. Someone had later removed the wall recorder and replaced the observation pane with riveted steel.

That made it worse.

Kael shut the door behind him and turned a manual lock.

Mara sat with one wrist chained to the chair.

No uniformed escort remained outside. She had counted the footsteps retreating down the corridor.

“You’re not taking me to central detention,” she said.

“No.”

“You’re not logging this room.”

“Not centrally.”

“So this is the part where I’m meant to be grateful.”

Kael pulled out the chair opposite and sat.

“You can be whatever you like.”

“Generous.”

He placed her work identity on the table between them.

MARA VALE. MECHANICAL MAINTENANCE. LOWER WEST DISTRICT.

Beneath it he set a thin paper file.

Paper.

That caught her attention despite herself. Official Veyran records were almost entirely networked. Paper meant someone wanted something to exist without announcing that it existed.

Kael opened the file.

“Where were you trained?”

“I wasn’t.”

“How long have you been Resonant?”

“I’m not.”

“The square lattice recorded a coherent suppression event across twenty-seven linked weapons.”

“Sounds expensive.”

His eyes lifted.

Mara smiled without humour.

Kael tried again. “Your parents?”

“Civic records have them.”

“I read the civic records.”

“Then why ask me?”

“Because records can be wrong.”

“Not in Veyra.”

That almost earned a smile. Almost.

Kael turned a page.

“Lena Vale. Structural systems. Joren Vale. Survey maintenance. Both listed missing after an industrial fire when you were fourteen.”

Mara’s chained hand tightened.

“Missing,” she said. “Not magical. Not relevant.”

“Did either of them teach you?”

“No.”

“Did either of them know what you could do?”

“No.”

A lie.

Her mother had known. Her mother had known before Mara herself understood what the humming inside wires and walls meant.

Never give them a reason to look twice.

Kael studied her face.

Mara gave him nothing.

Silence lengthened. Kael did not fill it with threats. That made him harder to read. Ordinary interrogators wanted reaction; they pushed until anger or fear supplied one. Kael seemed willing to wait for information to become useful rather than merely available.

Mara found herself cataloguing him as she would a damaged pump: what pressure made the mechanism move, where the hidden tolerances might be, which sounds meant failure rather than normal strain. It was safer than thinking about the fact that if he handed her to central security, she had no plan left.

He changed direction.

“Other Resonants.”

“No.”

“Names.”

“I don’t have any.”

“Safe locations.”

“No.”

“Training rooms.”

“No.”

“Who helped you after the square?”

“No one.”

That answer, at least, was true.

Kael leaned back.

“You understand what happens if central security takes custody.”

“Execution eventually.”

“Not under the new directive.”

Mara held his gaze.

He had meant to unsettle her.

It worked.

She kept that from her face too.

“What new directive?”

Kael did not answer.

There it was. Control. Information measured like ration powder.

Mara looked at the restraint linking her wrist to the chair.

“You’re wasting time.”

“So are you.”

“I have less to lose.”

“That is rarely true.”

He rose.

Mara watched him cross around the table.

He stopped beside her chair and took a small key from his coat.

“What are you doing?”

“Testing a theory.”

“That usually goes well for the person in the chair.”

He unlocked the restraint.

The metal fell away from her wrist.

Mara stared at it.

Kael stepped back.

“Go on,” he said.

She did not ask what he wanted.

She drove the heel of her hand toward his throat.

Kael caught her forearm.

Mara twisted under his grip, seized his coat and rammed him into the table. The paper file scattered. He blocked her second strike. She hooked a foot behind his ankle, felt him shift balance, nearly got him down.

Nearly.

He was stronger than she was and far better trained.

That did not matter.

If she could reach the door—

Kael forced her back against the wall.

Mara reached inward.

Resonance answered.

The room filled with hidden notes: lamp filament, lock springs, wire behind plaster, the faint charged field inside Kael’s restraint clasp.

She gathered them.

And something pressed back.

Not machinery.

Him.

A tight pulse struck through her senses with surgical precision.

Mara gasped.

The room went silent.

Not physically. She could still hear Kael breathing and the faint rattle of the vent.

But the deeper layer vanished.

Her Resonance was there, trapped behind something she could not reach.

She froze.

Kael released her immediately and stepped away.

Mara stared at him.

Official doctrine said suppression required engineered collars, field cages or charged compounds. Human beings did not simply reach into another person’s magic and close a hand around it.

“You,” she whispered.

Kael’s jaw tightened.

Mara pushed away from the wall.

“You’re one of us.”

“Lower your voice.”

She laughed once, sharp and unbelieving.

“You wear that coat.”

“Yes.”

“You command executions.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re—”

“Resonant.”

The word sat between them like a weapon.

For years Mara had imagined discovering another Resonant in a hundred different ways. A frightened neighbour showing her a hidden trick. A worker surviving something impossible. Someone older taking one look at her and understanding the way the world sounded under ordinary sound.

She had never imagined the first person to say the word plainly would be the commander who supervised an execution that morning.

It offended something deeper than fear.

Mara’s power returned gradually, a pressure unfurling under her ribs.

She wanted to strike him again.

She also wanted to understand how he had done it.

She hated that second desire.

Kael bent and gathered the scattered papers.

“The Houses have increased capture orders for unregistered Resonants,” he said. “The new instructions bypass ordinary judicial review. People are being removed before charges are entered.”

“Removed where?”

“I don’t know enough yet.”

She laughed again. “Convenient.”

“It’s the truth.”

“From a Black Guard commander who just admitted he’s illegal by his own laws.”

“They are not my laws.”

“You enforce them.”

His face closed.

There was something there, but Mara did not know him well enough to name it.

“So why am I alive?” she asked.

Kael did not answer at once.

“Because the people looking for you want something more useful than a body.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the one I can give you now.”

Mara looked at the unlocked restraint on the floor.

He had exposed himself to stop her without hurting her.

Not kindness. She refused to call it that.

Calculation, perhaps.

But calculation had cost him something.

“You know I could destroy you with this,” she said.

“So could I.”

“Then we’re even?”

“No.” Kael’s gaze settled on her. “We’re dangerous to each other.”

That, at least, sounded true.
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Kael gave her water before he gave her a choice.

Mara almost refused it on principle.

Then thirst won.

She drank from the metal cup while he stood by the sealed window, reading something on a handheld slate.

“How long?” she asked.

He did not pretend not to understand.

“Before this becomes visible to the rest of your Guard.”

“Not long.”

“How long?”

“An hour, perhaps two, before custody reconciliation flags the incomplete arrest record. Less if someone at the square was especially diligent.”

“So your grand conspiracy has a filing problem.”

“I don’t have a grand conspiracy.”

“Shame. You have the face for one.”

Kael lowered the slate.

Mara set the cup down.

“What happens when your hour runs out?”

“If I enter you into routine custody, the new directive attaches automatically. You are transferred out of my command.”

“To where?”

“I don’t know.”

“You keep saying that.”

“Because inventing an answer would not improve the situation.”

“And the alternative?”

Kael came back to the table.

“I keep you under personal command authority as a coerced informant attached to an active illegal-magic investigation.”

Mara stared at him.

“You want to register me as an informant.”

“A provisional one.”

“Which tells the city I sell out people like me.”

“It tells the systems that matter that you belong in my custody instead of theirs.”

“Belong.”

“I chose the wrong word.”

“You chose the accurate one.”

Kael said nothing.

Mara stood and began pacing the narrow width of the room.

Her ankle hurt from the drop beneath the butcher’s stall. Her wrist was reddened where the restraint had sat. Her head had not stopped buzzing since the square.

A sane person would take survival.

A sane person would also know that being privately held by a man who could suppress her power was not freedom.

“No,” she said.

Kael’s expression did not change.

“No?”

“I’ll take central detention.”

“You understand—”

“I understand that you’re offering me a different cage and calling it time.”

“It is time.”

“For what?”

“To find out why they want Resonants moved outside judicial channels.”

“Your problem.”

“It becomes yours when they take you.”

Mara turned toward the door.

Kael said, “Your parents’ disappearance file is sealed under House authority.”

She stopped.

Not slowly.

Stopped as if something had caught her by the spine.

Behind her, Kael continued in the same measured voice.

“The civic record is incomplete. There are references to a secondary investigation I cannot access through routine Guard systems.”

Mara turned.

“You’re lying.”

“No.”

“You had that in the interrogation file?”

“I had the public record. The seal classification appeared when I checked the linked incident index.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

The familiar answer cut differently now.

Mara crossed the room until only the table separated them.

“You can get it.”

“Possibly.”

“You said House authority.”

“I have House access in some systems. Not all.”

“Your name is Veyr.”

“So is my father’s.”

The way he said it made the room colder.

Mara looked down at the paper file.

Fourteen years old. Smoke visible from three districts away. Mara remembered standing in a public assistance office while a clerk told her that missing was administratively preferable to dead until the investigation closed. She remembered asking when that would be. The clerk had already been looking at the next person in line.

She had learned after that not to ask institutions for answers they had no incentive to give. She learned to repair boilers, ration her money, sleep through winter pipes knocking in the walls. She learned that grief could be made functional if you gave it enough work.

Fourteen years old in the record still meant the same thing: old enough to be left with questions, young enough that everyone expected time to make them stop mattering.

Smoke visible from three districts away. Two names entered into a casualty ledger and then changed to missing because no remains had been recovered.

She had spent years convincing herself there was no mystery. No hidden door. No answer withheld from her.

Dependence was a hook. Her mother had taught her that too, though never in those words.

Kael had found the one hook sharp enough to matter.

“I want the records,” Mara said.

“If I can reach them.”

“All of them.”

“I won’t promise what I cannot guarantee.”

“That almost sounds honourable.”

“It isn’t meant to.”

She hated him a little more for that.

And trusted him a fraction more.

“Terms,” she said.

Kael nodded once.

“You remain under my authority publicly. You cooperate with the investigation into the capture directive. You do not use Resonance without warning unless there is immediate danger to life.”

“You do not touch my power like you did in here.”

“If you try to kill me—”

“No.” Mara leaned over the table. “You do not search my memories, you do not use Resonance to force me, and you do not decide that because I’m in your custody my head belongs to you.”

“I cannot search memories.”

“I don’t know what you can do.”

“Fair.”

The word surprised her.

Kael continued. “No Resonance coercion.”

“Say it properly.”

“I will not use Resonance to compel you.”

“Good.”

“And you will not use it against me except in immediate defence.”

“Define defence.”

“When we have more than an hour.”

Mara almost smiled.

Almost.

“One more rule,” she said. “Anything relevant to an operation gets disclosed. No clever little gaps. No deciding I don’t need to know because you’re the commander.”

Kael’s silence lasted one beat too long.

Mara noticed.

“So that’s the hard one.”

“It can endanger people to know things unnecessarily.”

“Then don’t involve me in operations where I’m not allowed the information I need.”

His eyes narrowed slightly.

Mara folded her arms.

“You want me alive and cooperative. Those are my terms.”

At last Kael nodded.

Kael walked once to the door
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