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The air in the Silvanus cottage was thick with the smell of dried herbs and desperation. Lyra Silvanus, her hands stained purple from crushing nightshade berries, looked at her Aunt Maris and felt the familiar, cold grip of fear.

"Drink it, Auntie," Lyra said, her voice leaving no room for argument. She pressed a clay cup into the older woman's trembling hands. "I have seen Parson Wren use it for the rot-fever. It will ease the burning."

Maris, a woman whose face was a roadmap of laugh lines now etched with pain, managed a weak smile. "Ah, my brave girl. I have been easing burning for fifty years. This is different. This is the Thread-Rot. The land is sick, Lyra. I can taste it in the well water."

Lyra clenched her jaw. "The land is not sick. The harvest is just lean this year. And you will be fine." Her practicality was a weapon she wielded against the creeping dread. Her parents had withered and died just like this, their life-force seemingly sucked from them by an invisible malady. She had been twelve. She was not going to lose Maris.

She left her aunt sleeping restlessly and stepped outside into the dying light of the Sundrop Kingdom. Or what used to be the Sundrop Kingdom. The air was still warm, but the sun seemed paler than it should be, casting long, tired shadows across the village of Millbrook. The wheat fields beyond her garden were not just lean; they were stunted, the stalks a sickly yellow, the heads of grain sparse and empty. Even the flowers in her garden, usually a riot of orange and red, drooped, their colors leaching out as if they were forgetting what it meant to be alive.

It was a blight, the elders whispered. A curse from the forgotten Lady of Veils, who was said to drain the color from the world. Lyra did not believe in curses. She believed in bad soil and poor planning. But she also believed in the old stories her mother used to tell her. Stories of weavers and wizards and gods who could be spoken to if you knew the right words. Words her mother had left behind in a worn, leather-bound journal.

That evening, she found the journal in the bottom of her parents' old trunk, tucked beneath a moth-eaten shawl. Her mother's handwriting, delicate and flowing, detailed a "Ritual of Binding." It was not a spell to heal, but to beseech. To bind a powerful spirit, a "Guardian of the Threads," to the welfare of the household. Her mother had written: In times of great famine, when the land's thread is frayed, call upon the Guardian of the Weave. Offer a portion of your own thread, a symbol of your life, and bind them to your hearth for protection.

It was a desperate act, the folly of a dying woman. Lyra knew that. But she also knew that Maris was dying, and the village was dying, and she was a woman of action, not of passive acceptance. She decided to do it.

The ritual required a loom. Hers was a simple, upright one in the corner of the main room. It had not been used in months. She dusted it off, her heart hammering. She did not have the sacred wool the book prescribed, so she used a skein of her own homespun thread, a rough, undyed wool she had spun from her own flock. It would have to do.

She lit the candles, all the ones she had left, and placed them around the loom, their flames casting dancing, frantic shadows. She began to weave, but she did not make a pattern. She just wove the thread through the warp, over and under, over and under, whispering the words from the journal.

Thread to thread, life to life, I weave a plea to the keeper of strife. Guardian of the Weave, who holds the thread, I bind you to this home, and to my bed. In my blood, I offer my soul's own spark, to ward the dark, to hold the mark.

As she spoke the final word, she pricked her finger on a needle, letting a single drop of blood fall onto the center of the loom. The thread she was weaving suddenly glowed with a faint, opalescent light. A surge of power, a wrongness, shot up her arm, making her gasp. The candles in the room flared unnaturally high, then guttered out, plunging her into darkness.

And then, the air in the room changed. It grew cold, so cold she could see her breath. The oppressive silence was broken by a soft, rhythmic sound. A heart beating. But it was not hers. It was slower, deeper, a cosmic drum.

A voice, soft and deep as a burial mound, spoke from the darkness.

"Who dares to call upon the God of Death?"

Lyra's blood ran cold. She opened her mouth, but her voice was a tiny, terrified squeak. "I... I was performing the Ritual of Binding. To... to the Guardian of the Weave."

The darkness in the corner of the room coalesced. It did not just become solid; it focused, like light through a lens, condensing into the shape of a man. He was tall and slender, with pale skin that seemed to drink the little light remaining. A mane of dark hair fell over one half of his face, and a single grey eye, cold as a winter sky, stared at her. He was dressed in a long, dark coat that seemed to be woven from shadows, and around his neck hung a silver locket.

"The Ritual of Binding?" he repeated, a hint of dry amusement in his voice. "That is an old, and highly inaccurate, translation."

"What do you mean?" Lyra stammered, clutching the loom for support.

"The Guardian of the Weave is a euphemism," he said, stepping closer. He moved without seeming to walk, gliding over the worn floorboards. "The words you spoke, the blood you offered... you were not binding a guardian to your hearth, young lady. You were performing a marriage contract." He stopped in front of her, his single visible eye boring into hers. "A marriage contract to me. The God of Death."

A strangled laugh escaped Lyra's lips. "This is a joke. A dream. A fever from the Thread-Rot."

"I assure you, it is no jest," he said, his voice completely flat. He reached out a hand, and a shimmering, silver thread appeared in the air, connecting his chest to hers. It pulsed with a soft, steady light. "Do you see this? It is a Thread of Fate. A binding thread. It has been woven into the very fabric of the universe. It cannot be broken. Not by you. Not by me. Not even by the gods themselves."

Lyra stared at the glowing thread, her mind reeling. She felt the connection, a strange, unwelcome warmth spreading through her chest. "I do not want to be married to you," she said, her voice trembling. "I do not want to be married to anyone. I just wanted to save my aunt."

Keradwen tilted his head, his gaze flickering to the bed where Maris lay sleeping. He was silent for a moment, then he said, "She is unwell. The Thread-Rot."

"You know about it?" Lyra asked, a spark of hope fighting through the terror.

"I know all forms of decay," he said. "This is not a natural blight. It is a wound. A wound in the Souls' Weave itself."

"Can you stop it?" she demanded, stepping towards him, the ridiculousness of the situation momentarily forgotten. "If I am truly bound to you, then you have to help me. You have to help my village."

Keradwen looked at her, this strange, freckled mortal with fire in her eyes. In all his millennia, no mortal had ever demanded anything of him before. They had only ever begged. It was refreshing.

"I am the God of Death," he said, a slow smile spreading across his pale lips. "I collect the threads when they are severed. I do not mend them. I do not help." He paused, his gaze lingering on her defiant face. "But it seems I am now bound to this household. And until the nature of this binding is fully understood, I suppose I have no choice but to remain." He looked around the small, cluttered cottage with an expression of profound displeasure. "Is there a place for me to sit?"

He looked at her, waiting. And Lyra, the practical, earth-bound village girl, had just realized that her life had just become infinitely more complicated.

The God of Death had come to stay.

She pointed a trembling finger at the rickety wooden stool near the hearth. "There. But it is not comfortable."

Keradwen examined the stool as if it were a particularly offensive insect. "I am the God of Death," he said flatly. "I have sat upon the thrones of forgotten empires. I have walked the halls of kings who crumbled to dust before my eyes. And you offer me a three-legged stool?"

"It has four legs," Lyra corrected, her fear momentarily eclipsed by irritation. "It is perfectly stable if you do not lean too far to the left."

He sat. The stool groaned in protest but held. Keradwen perched upon it like a raven on a fence post, his dark coat pooling around him, his single visible eye still fixed on her with an unnerving intensity.

"The candles," he said after a long, uncomfortable silence.

"What about them?"

"They have gone out. It is dark."

Lyra sighed, the weight of the evening pressing down on her shoulders. She stumbled through the darkness to find a taper, relighting the candles one by one. In the flickering light, she could see him more clearly now. He was beautiful, in the way a winter landscape was beautiful. Cold, stark, and utterly indifferent to the warmth of life. His features were sharp, aristocratic, his skin so pale it seemed almost translucent. The hair that fell over his face was dark as pitch, and she wondered what the other eye looked like, the one hidden beneath that silken curtain.

"Why do you hide your face?" she asked, before she could stop herself.

Keradwen's expression did not change. "I do not hide. I simply prefer the view from one side."

"That is not an answer."

"It is the only one you will receive."

Lyra crossed her arms, a gesture of defiance that felt absurd in the face of a god. "You are in my home now. I think I deserve some answers."

"You deserve nothing," he said, and there was no malice in his voice, only a flat, factual delivery. "But you have earned my presence. A far greater burden, I assure you."

He was insufferable. Lyra had never met anyone quite so insufferable. She had dealt with arrogant merchants and pompous elders, but this creature was in a category all his own. He was a god, and he knew it, and he seemed to find immense amusement in her mortal frustration.

She turned her back on him, busying herself with tending to Maris. Her aunt's breathing was shallow, her skin clammy and pale. The nightshade potion had done nothing. Nothing at all. Lyra's hands shook as she adjusted the blanket.

"She will not last the week," Keradwen said from his stool. His voice was softer now, almost clinical. "The Thread-Rot is consuming her life-thread from the inside. It is the same way your parents died."

Lyra froze. "How do you know about my parents?"

"I see threads, Lyra Silvanus. I see the past, present, and future woven into the fabric of existence. Your parents' threads are frayed and tangled, cut short by the very same blight that now threatens your village." He paused. "They were weavers, were they not? Not just of cloth, but of threads. They tried to fight the Rot, and it consumed them."

Lyra's eyes burned with unshed tears. She had never spoken of this to anyone, the guilt that gnawed at her, the suspicion that her parents had died because of something they had done, something they had tried to fix. And now Keradwen had confirmed it in his cold, detached way.

"They were trying to save us," she whispered.

"They were trying to save you," he corrected. "Specifically, you. They poured their life-force into a ward, a protective weave around this cottage. That is why you survived when others did not. That is why Maris survived as long as she did. But the ward is fading, and so is she."

Lyra turned to face him, her tears spilling over. "Can you save her? Please. I do not care about the marriage, or the ritual, or whatever mistake I made. Just save her. I will do anything."

Keradwen was silent for a long moment. His grey eye studied her with an intensity that made her feel utterly exposed. Then he rose from the stool, his movements fluid and silent, and crossed the room to stand before her.

"I cannot save her," he said. "But I can slow the Rot. I can buy you time." He reached out, and his cold fingers brushed against her cheek, wiping away a tear. The touch sent a shiver through her, not of fear, but of something else. Something she could not name. "You will owe me a debt, Lyra Silvanus. And I will collect."

"Collect what?" she breathed.

He smiled again, that slow, devastating smile. "I do not know yet. But I will think of something." He turned away from her, moving towards Maris's bed. He raised his hand, and silver light bloomed from his palm, washing over her aunt's sleeping form. The light pulsed once, twice, then faded.

Maris's breathing eased. The pallor of her skin softened, and a hint of color returned to her cheeks. She looked peaceful for the first time in weeks.

Lyra rushed to her aunt's side, pressing a hand to her forehead. The fever was gone. The clammy chill was gone. She felt tears of relief streaming down her face.

"You bought her time," she said, turning to look at Keradwen. "Thank you."

He was standing by the window, staring out into the night. His back was to her, his silhouette sharp against the darkness beyond the glass. "Do not thank me yet," he said. "The Rot is still spreading through the land. Your aunt will not survive if the source of the blight is not destroyed. And I cannot destroy it alone."

Lyra stood, wiping her face with the back of her hand. "Then we do it together. Whatever it takes."

Keradwen turned to look at her, and for the first time, there was something other than cold detachment in his eyes. There was curiosity. Interest. A flicker of something that might have been respect.

"You are an unusual mortal, Lyra Silvanus," he said. "Most people weep when I appear. They beg for mercy. They bargain for more time. But you... you demand. You bargain. You stand your ground." He tilted his head, the shadow of a smile playing on his lips. "I think I am going to enjoy being married to you."

Lyra snorted. "Do not get too comfortable, your highness. This marriage is not going to last."

"It is eternal," he reminded her. "Unbreakable. Inseparable."

"Then I will be the most irritating wife you have ever had."

"I have never had a wife," he said dryly. "You are my first. And likely my last."

"Well, then I have set the bar very low."

He laughed. It was a quiet, rusty sound, as if he had not used his laughter in centuries. It transformed his face, softening the sharp edges, making him look almost approachable. Almost human.

Lyra found herself smiling back, despite everything. Despite the terror and the confusion and the sheer absurdity of her situation. She was married to the God of Death, her aunt was still dying, her village was being consumed by a magical blight, and she had no idea what the future held.

But for the first time in weeks, she felt something other than despair. She felt hope. And it was the most terrifying thing of all.

"Get some sleep," Keradwen said, his voice returning to its usual flat monotone. "Tomorrow, we begin the hunt for the source of the Rot."

"Where will you sleep?" Lyra asked.

He gestured vaguely at the stool. "I do not sleep. I have not slept in millennia. I will simply... exist. In your corner. Watching."

"That is not unsettling at all."

"I am the God of Death. Unsettling is rather the point."

Lyra shook her head, too exhausted to argue further. She crawled into her small bed, pulling the blanket up to her chin. She stared at the ceiling, listening to the sounds of the night. The creak of the cottage. The soft whistle of the wind. And the quiet, steady presence of the god in her corner, watching over her with his single, silver eye.

She did not know what the morning would bring. She did not know if she could trust him, or if he would betray her, or if their strange, unwanted marriage would ever become anything more than a cosmic joke. But as she drifted towards sleep, she felt something she had not felt in a very long time.

She felt safe.

And somewhere in the darkness, the God of Death smiled.

––––––––
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Lyra woke to the smell of burning wool.

She sat up so fast her head spun, her eyes darting around the cottage in a panic. The morning light was pale and sickly, filtering through the grime-caked windows. Her aunt Maris was still sleeping peacefully, her breathing even and deep. The hearth was cold. Nothing was on fire.

But the smell was unmistakable. Burnt fabric. Burnt hair. Burnt something.

And then she saw him.

Keradwen was standing at her loom, his long dark coat trailing behind him like a shadow given form. He had his back to her, his head tilted at an angle that suggested intense concentration. In his pale hands, he held a handful of her homespun wool. It was smoking.

"Stop that!" Lyra shrieked, throwing off her blanket and scrambling across the room. "What are you doing to my wool?"

Keradwen turned, his single visible eye wide with something that might have been surprise. "I was attempting to weave."

"You were attempting to set my house on fire!"

"The two are not mutually exclusive," he said, his voice infuriatingly calm. "I observed you performing the ritual last night. I thought I might try my hand at the craft. It is... more difficult than it appears."

Lyra snatched the smoldering wool from his hands and threw it into the hearth, stomping on it for good measure. "You do not just pick up a loom and start weaving! You have to prepare the thread. You have to stretch the warp. You have to know what you are doing!"

"I know many things," Keradwen said, a hint of petulance creeping into his voice. "I have existed for longer than your entire kingdom has been standing. I have guided the souls of emperors and peasants alike. I have seen the rise and fall of civilizations. Surely, weaving cannot be that complicated."

"It is that complicated," Lyra said flatly. "Now sit down and do not touch anything else."

She pointed at the stool. Keradwen looked at it, looked at her, and then, with a dramatic sigh that would have been impressive even for a mortal, he sat.

Lyra busied herself with re-stringing the loom, her fingers moving with practiced efficiency. She could feel his eyes on her, watching every movement with an intensity that made her skin prickle. It was unnerving, being observed so closely. Like a mouse being studied by a very patient, very bored cat.

"Why are you staring at me?" she asked without turning around.

"I am trying to understand you," he said. "You are a puzzle. Most mortals are simple. They want food, shelter, safety, love. But you... you are different."

"I am hungry," Lyra said. "That is simple enough."

"I meant your soul," he said. "It is brighter than most. Golden. Like a thread of sunlight woven into the darkness." He paused. "It is why the ritual worked. The God of Death does not bond with just anyone. Your thread called to mine."

Lyra snorted, finally turning to face him. "That is a very poetic way of saying you got stuck with a village girl who cannot even afford proper wool."

"I am not stuck," Keradwen said, his voice taking on that flat, clinical tone she was beginning to recognize. "I am bound. There is a difference."

"Is there?"

"Stuck implies a lack of choice. I am a god. I always have a choice." He paused. "I simply chose not to fight the binding. It was... interesting. New
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