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PROLOGUE: THE PRICE OF KINDNESS

There is a particular cruelty in kindness.

Nicholas Draven understood this long before the night that took everything from him. He understood it as an eight-year-old boy, watching his father bind the wounds of a field hand who would never be able to repay the debt. He understood it at fourteen, the first time he pushed healing light through his own palms and felt its cost -—that bone-deep exhaustion, the tremor in his hands, the days of recovery required to make up for what had been given away in a single hour. He understood it every time he chose mercy where cruelty would have been simpler -—every time he offered a hand when it would have been wiser to withdraw one.

Kindness, he had learned, did not come free. It levied a toll on those who practiced it. It wore them down. It drew the contempt of people who saw generosity as weakness, and the greed of people who saw it as a resource to be mined until it ran dry.

But even knowing all of this -—even after years of keeping a quiet, methodical ledger of mercy’s price -—Nicholas had not understood its true cost until the night of the fire.

Until the night he held Eliza Croft in his arms and felt her go cold.

That night rewrote everything he believed. It offered no gentle instruction, no time to absorb its lessons. It simply destroyed him -—methodically, completely, without apology -—and left the wreckage standing on a field of ash to watch everything he loved turn to smoke and ruin.

The man who walked away from those ashes was not the same man who had approached the Draven estate that evening with an armful of wildflowers and a confession he had finally worked up the courage to make. That man had believed in the goodness of the world, in the order of things, in justice and protection, in the sacred duty of those who held power.

The man who walked away from the ashes believed in nothing.

Nothing -—except the slow, patient, inexorable architecture of vengeance.

It took years before the world heard his name again. Years of shadow and study, of rituals performed in abandoned places, of learning the language of death with the same scrupulous devotion he had once given to the language of healing. When the rumors finally began to travel -—in tavern conversations, in Inquisition reports, in the quiet prayers of those who feared the dark -—they did not speak of Nicholas Draven the healer, a nobleman’s son, a man who had loved a woman so fully he would have torn himself apart for her.

They spoke of Draven.

The Shadow Necromancer.

The man who had made death his instrument.

But all of that came later.

First there was a boy who believed in kindness.

First there was Eliza.

He would think, in later years, that the two halves of his life were separated by nothing so simple as a wall. A wall could be climbed, breached, torn down. What separated the healer he had been from the man he became was something closer to a threshold -—a place you crossed and could not, by any means he then understood, cross back through unchanged. He would spend twelve years learning the exact shape of that threshold. He would spend twelve years living on its far side, believing the crossing had been permanent, that no version of the boy who gathered gentians and yarrow on a summer evening still existed anywhere inside him.

He would be wrong about that, in time. But wrongness of that particular kind takes a very long time to discover, and a man does not discover it by being told. He discovers it the way Nicholas Draven discovered everything that mattered in his life -—the hard way, through cost, through the accumulation of small and devastating choices, through loss piled upon loss until something at the bottom of the pile finally gives way and lets the light back in.

That is the story this book means to tell: not simply the fire, and not only the twelve years of shadow that followed it, but the long, unlikely, and often unwilling road back from the dark -—and what it cost a man to walk it twice, once going in, and once coming out.

Kindness has its price. Darkness has its own, steeper and more patient, collected not in the moment of the deed but in the slow accretion of years, paid out in the coin of everything a man was before he chose the alternative.

Nicholas Draven would come to know both prices intimately.

This is how he learned them.

There is a version of this story that begins later -—with a hooded figure moving through a Kaldenmoor alley at midnight, with a name whispered in fear by Inquisitors twice his size, with a list of eight names inked in a dead man’s cautious hand and updated, one by one, over the span of a decade. That version has its own grim satisfactions. It is the version the tavern songs eventually settled on, simplified into something clean enough to sing: a wronged man, a righteous fury, a reckoning delivered in the dark.

It is not, finally, a true version. Or rather, it is true the way a single note is true of a symphony -—accurate, and almost fully insufficient.

The truer version begins with a boy who could not walk past a stranger’s suffering without stopping to help, even when helping cost him something he could not always afford. It begins with a father who built a healing hall on the unfashionable principle that a nobleman’s obligations to his people did not end at the gate, and who bankrupted his family’s political weight to prove it. It begins with a mother sharp enough to tell her son, after listening to four increasingly elaborate excuses, that he was behaving like a fool, and to go tell the woman he loved that he loved her before he ran out of evenings in which to do it.

It begins, in other words, with people who were, in every way that mattered, good -—and with the specific horror of watching goodness fail to protect anyone at all.

Nicholas would spend the years that followed trying to answer a question he never managed to phrase cleanly, even to himself: if kindness could not save the people he loved, what, then, was it for? He would arrive at an answer eventually, though not the one he expected when he first asked it, and not by the road he expected to walk to reach it. There would be a scholar of thresholds who saw something in him worth studying and then, against her better judgment, something worth loving. There would be an investigator who spent years hunting him and ended, improbably, holding the one thing Nicholas could not bring himself to destroy. There would be a presence in an old garden, neither living nor dead, that remembered a tradition older than the Order that had built itself on the ashes of it -—a tradition of tending the threshold between the world and whatever comes after, rather than fearing it, or forbidding it, or burning it down.

And there would be, always, underneath everything else, a field of summer grass gone the color of smoke, and a hand going slack in his, and a voice that had been trying, for two years, to tell him something it never finished saying.

This book is the distance between that field and the man who eventually found his way back from it. It is not a short distance. It was not a short twelve years. But every road, however dark, arrives somewhere -—and this one, against every expectation Nicholas Draven carried out of the ashes, arrived somewhere worth the walking.

There is one more thing worth saying, before this account fully begins. Every story of restoration is, when all is said and done, also a story of debt -—what is owed, to whom, and how it is finally, imperfectly repaid. This is that story too. Read it as such, and you will understand it rightly.
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CHAPTER ONE: WHAT WAS WHOLE
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The Draven manor stood on a hill three miles east of Kaldenmoor, and on clear summer evenings, when the light fell at a steep angle through the oaks, it seemed to glow like something from a painter’s canvas. Nicholas had grown up believing that glow was a kind of blessing, proof that the world recognized the goodness of everything his family had built there. In the last summer the manor still glowed that way, he was twenty-three, and still young enough to believe in things like that.

His father, Lord Edric Draven, had built the estate’s reputation on a principle as simple as it was unfashionable: that a nobleman’s obligation to his people did not end at the gate. The healing hall, which occupied the manor’s east wing, stood open to anyone who could reach it -—to field hands with wounds gone bad, to mothers with feverish children, to old men with an ache in their bones that no poultice had ever managed to still. Lord Edric funded all of it from his own purse, which meant the Draven fortune had never grown as large as it might have, and the Draven name had never carried the political weight that men who valued wealth over reputation tended to prize. In exchange, the family possessed something rarer: the true love of the people they served.

Nicholas had grown up inside that love the way a plant grows in good soil -—without drama, without gratitude, simply flourishing in conditions someone else had closely prepared for him. He had inherited his father’s gift for healing along with his father’s conviction that gifts existed to be given away, not hoarded. By seventeen he was treating patients alongside the estate physician, drawing light through his hands with a skill that made seasoned healers lift their eyebrows thoughtfully. By twenty he had surpassed most of them. By twenty-three he was the finest healer within two hundred miles, and he carried that fact with the quiet confidence of a man who trusted his own competence rather than one who needed to announce it.

He was also -—by the estimation of everyone who knew him -—incapable of anything resembling easy contentment. He felt things deeply and showed almost none of it. He carried the seriousness of a man who thought too much about the world, not sullen but weighted, as though his convictions were stones he kept in his pockets. He laughed, but rarely, and never without meaning it. He chose his words the way he compounded medicine, with the same exacting care. His mother, Lady Seren, liked to say he was the sort of man who would one day do something major and manage to look troubled about it the entire time.

The exception to all of it was Eliza Croft.

With Eliza, Nicholas became something slightly different. Not a different man -—he was too fundamentally himself for that -—but a lighter version of the same one, as though her presence redistributed some portion of the weight he carried. She had that effect on nearly everyone who knew her, but on Nicholas most of all, because she had known him long enough, and closely enough, to reach the parts of himself he kept under guard.

They had met when he was fifteen, the summer her family moved to Kaldenmoor after her father took a position managing the town’s trade accounts. She arrived in the middle of a midsummer festival, and Nicholas -—standing at the edge of the celebration with the expression of a man conducting a sociological survey -—noticed her immediately. Not because she was beautiful, though she was. Because she was laughing at something really funny while everyone else around her laughed at things that were merely expected, and the difference was audible.

He introduced himself with his usual awkward formality, shook her hand as though closing a business arrangement, and asked what had made her laugh. She told him. He laughed too -—a real laugh, rare enough that his younger sister Mara, watching from across the square, made a private note of it.

Eight years of friendship followed, with all the texture and complication that eight years between two people of real substance tends to produce. They argued about philosophy and about nothing at all. They walked miles together in every season, talking the whole way. They survived her father’s illness and recovery, Nicholas’s failed attempt to gain admission to the Royal Academy of Healing Arts -—rejected on procedural grounds rather than merit, which did not console him much -—and two brief, unsuccessful romances in which Eliza involved herself with men who turned out to be substantially less than she deserved. Through all of it, the friendship deepened and complicated itself the way deep friendships always do between two people quietly in love with one another.

Nicholas had known for three years that he loved her. And for three years he had methodically avoided saying so, constructing increasingly elaborate arguments for why the timing was wrong, why she deserved someone simpler, why a confession would only tangle everything they had built between them. His mother had listened to roughly four of these arguments before losing her patience wholly and informing him that he was behaving like a fool.

The flowers he carried that evening were the result of him finally agreeing with her.

He had gathered them in the meadow below the manor -—a loose armful of blue gentians and white yarrow, slightly wilted from being carried too long while he wavered -—and walked the road toward Kaldenmoor with the firm intention of finding Eliza, sitting beside her, and saying the thing he had not said in three years.

He had reached the edge of the estate wall when he heard the first scream.

He stopped.

The sound came from the direction of the house -—from the east wing, where the healing hall stood. It was a woman’s voice, high and ragged, carrying a distinct register of terror rather than pain. Then a second sound joined it: a low, rhythmic cracking, as though something heavy were being deliberately broken apart.

Nicholas dropped the flowers.

And ran.

The east wing was already burning by the time he reached the courtyard. Not the kind of fire that begins in a hearth and spreads through carelessness -—this was fire set deliberately, in several places at once, meant to consume the entire structure quickly. The healing hall’s windows blazed orange and terrible from within, black smoke pouring out beneath the doors.

There were people in the courtyard. Nicholas registered them before he could process anything else -—eight or ten men in white tunics marked with the silver insignia of the Order of Radiant Grace. The Order. His mind stumbled on the sight of them. The Order was the continent’s principal body of Light practitioners, the institution that governed the practice of healing magic and maintained what they called the balance of sacred energies. They were protectors. They were supposed to be protectors.

They were burning his home.

“What are you doing?” The words came out of him before he had any strategy, any understanding of the situation at all. He stepped into the courtyard, and one of the men turned toward him, and Nicholas saw something unexpected on his face: not cruelty. Conviction. This man believed he was doing something righteous.

“This estate stands accused of harboring forbidden practices,” the man said. His voice was flat, bureaucratic, the voice of someone reading from a document only he could see. “By order of the Grand Inquisitor, the holdings of House Draven are hereby—-”

“Where is my family?” Nicholas said.

The man looked at him without particular interest. “You’re the son? Nicholas Draven?”

“Where is my family?”

Something shifted in the man’s expression. Not guilt -—something colder than guilt. “Your father resisted,” he said.

Nicholas did not wait to hear anything else. He ran for the main house.

What followed were the longest twenty minutes of his life, measured not in time but in the accumulation of dread. He found his sister Mara deep in the garden, hiding behind the well with two of the household staff -—unharmed. He found his mother in the kitchen corridor, a gash across her palm where she had tried to wrench a burning torch from one of the men’s hands -—otherwise whole. He held her and felt her shaking, and said the things people say in moments like that without knowing whether they are true -—that everything would be fine, that they were safe, that they would find a way out -—and she gripped him with a strength that belied her small frame and said, “Your father. Nicholas. Your father is in the study.”

The study sat at the center of the main house, and by the time Nicholas reached it, the corridor walls were hot to the touch. Later, in the years of recovery that followed, he would think he should not have survived that attempt. The study door was blocked by burning timber. He burned his hands clearing it, and knew from the character of the burns -—their extent, their depth -—that he had not healed them quickly enough to prevent serious scarring. But he was not thinking about that then. He was thinking only about opening the door.

His father lay on the study floor.

Lord Edric Draven was sixty-one years old, and he had spent sixty of those years building something -—with his hands, with his gifts, with a stubborn, impractical kindness that had never once wavered under pressure. He had spent his last minutes defending what he had built, and the evidence of that defense was everywhere: overturned furniture, a shattered window, three men in white tunics who were no longer standing, because Edric Draven, who had never in his life been a fighter, had made one final and determined attempt to become one.

He died before Nicholas could reach him with healing. Nicholas understood this the instant he touched him -—understood it the way healers understand such things, through a sense that has no proper name but is as reliable as sight. He stayed beside his father anyway, in the burning room, until the fire reached the doorway. Long enough to say goodbye. Long enough to understand that this moment, and no other, marked the end of one version of his life.

He carried his father out of the burning house.

Then he went to find Eliza.

Eliza Croft had come to the manor that evening to return a book borrowed from Nicholas’s mother -—a slim volume on medicinal herbs that Lady Seren had been waiting to have back. It was, as Eliza would later describe it to Nicholas in their final conversation, an extraordinarily foolish reason to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.

She had arrived at the estate gate just as the Order’s men were moving from the healing hall toward the main house, and she had done what anyone with a basic instinct for self-preservation would do -—she ran. She made it as far as the old stone barn at the edge of the property before they found her.

The men of the Order of Radiant Grace were thorough. They carried a list of names connected to the Draven estate: healers who worked in the hall, scholars who had consulted with Lord Edric, household staff. Eliza’s name was not on it. She was simply a young woman who had the misfortune to be present at the wrong moment, and in the logic of the Inquisition, mere presence was itself a kind of evidence.

Nicholas found her in the field behind the barn, in grass gone tall and gold, smelling of summer and clover and now, underneath that, smoke.

She was alive when he reached her. That was the first thing, and for several moments the only thing, that mattered -—relief, desperate and total -—and then he knelt beside her and began to assess the damage, and relief curdled into something else totally.

“Nicholas,” she said. Her voice was even -—the specific evenness of someone holding pain at bay rather than free of it. “How bad is it?”

He had trained himself never to lie to a patient about their condition. He believed, with the conviction of a man who had thought the matter through deliberately, that honesty was a form of respect: people deserved to understand what was happening to them. But in that moment, looking at her, he could not force his mouth to produce a real answer.

“I’m going to help you,” he said instead.

He tried. He put everything he had into the attempt -—every instinct he had ever learned, every technique, every fragment of healing light he could push through hands already ruined by fire. He worked for what felt like an hour and what he calculated afterward to have been closer to twenty minutes. He worked until there was nothing left in him to give.

Eliza held his hand the entire time. She talked to him steadily, deliberately -—the way a person talks who understands what is happening and has chosen acceptance. She told him about her evening: about the book she had brought back, about the scent of wisteria on the garden wall, about how beautiful the estate had seemed in the last light.

“I was going to tell you something,” she said.

“Eliza—-”

“I’ve been trying to say it for two years. Kept losing my nerve.” A sound, almost a laugh. “I kept thinking there would be more time.”

“There is time,” he said. “There will be more time. You need to stay quiet.”

“Nicholas.” Her hand tightened on his. “I need you to hear this.”

He heard her. And he answered -—everything he had carried inside himself for three years, everything, with no carefully constructed defenses left standing. He spoke in the voice of a man with nothing left to lose, because it was the only voice he had left in which to say it.

She smiled at him. The smile he knew best -—the one that reached her eyes, that always tilted slightly to the left, that meant she was truly glad rather than performing gladness for someone’s benefit.

Then her hand went slack in his.

He stayed there until dawn.

When the sun rose over the smoking ruins of the Draven estate, Nicholas stood, laid Eliza’s hand gently in the grass, and walked away from everything he had been.

The flowers he had dropped at the edge of the estate wall were already wilting. He stepped over them without looking down.

He did not look back.

He walked the Kaldenmoor road for a long while before he understood he was walking it in the wrong direction -—away from the town, away from the graveyard where they would eventually bury what remained of that night, toward nothing in particular, simply away. The morning was obscenely beautiful. Birds he could not name sang in hedgerows he had walked past a thousand times without noticing them, and the sky had the pale, washed clarity that follows a clear night, and none of it seemed to understand what had happened three miles behind him.

He stopped, eventually, at a crossroads he did not recognize, though he had lived his entire life within a day’s walk of it. He stood there for some time. He would not, later, be able to account for how long. Long enough that his legs ached from standing. Long enough that a farmer’s cart passed him twice, the second time slowing, the driver calling something that might have been a question and might have been a greeting, and Nicholas did not answer either way, and the cart moved on.

He thought, distantly, that he ought to go back. His mother would need him. Mara would need him. There were arrangements to make, a physician’s competence he possessed and they did not, burns on his own hands that he had not yet rightly assessed, let alone treated. All of this arranged itself in his mind with the clean, mechanical logic of triage, the same logic he had applied to a hundred patients over the years, and it occurred to him, almost as an afterthought, that he was one of the injured now, and that some part of him had already begun treating himself as a patient rather than a person -—assessing damage, calculating necessary interventions, holding the true experience of the injury at a clinical distance because the alternative was unbearable.

He went back. Of course he went back. Whatever else the night had taken from him, it had not taken the fact of his mother and his sister needing him, and need was a thing Nicholas Draven had never in his life been able to walk away from, regardless of what it cost him to answer it.

The three miles home took him past the meadow where he had gathered the gentians and yarrow the previous evening, and he made himself walk through it rather than around it, though every instinct in him argued for the longer route. The flowers had another name, he remembered -—his mother had told him once, in a fit of botanical enthusiasm he had only half listened to at the time -—something about gentian meaning steadfastness, yarrow meaning healing, or perhaps it had been the reverse, and he found, standing in the meadow with the morning already turning warm around him, that he could not remember which, and that the not-remembering felt like its own small, specific grief, layered on top of the larger one, the way small griefs do.

He did not stop walking for long. He could not afford to. Something in him understood, with a clarity that startled him even in the depth of his shock, that if he allowed himself to stop moving in that meadow, he might not start again -—and there were two people at the ruin of his family’s home who needed him to keep functioning, and functioning, in that moment, was the only gift he had left to give anyone.

The manor, when he came within sight of it again, was still smoking. Not burning anymore -—the fire had largely spent itself against stone and timber that would not yield fully, leaving the east wing a blackened shell and scorching the main house’s eastern face into something unrecognizable -—but smoking still, thin gray threads rising into a sky that had gone fully, uselessly blue. A handful of townsfolk had gathered at the gate, drawn by smoke visible for miles, and Nicholas recognized several of them: patients he had treated, men his father had lent seed money to in hard years, women whose children had been born in the healing hall’s east-wing birthing room, now a heap of collapsed timber. They looked at him as he approached, and something in their collective expression -—grief, certainly, but also a kind of confused deference, as though they did not know what to say to a man who had just watched his world end and could offer nothing but their presence -—told him that word of what had happened here would travel faster and further than he could yet imagine.

His mother found him before he reached the gate. Lady Seren Draven had always been a small woman with a large presence, and grief had not diminished either quality; if anything, it had sharpened both. She had bound her own hand with a strip of cloth torn from her dress, refusing, he would learn, to let any of the gathered townsfolk fetch a proper healer from Kaldenmoor until her son returned, as though some part of her had known he would need the task of tending her wound as much as she needed it tended.

“You went to find her,” she said. Not a question.

“Yes.”

“And?”

He did not have to answer. His face did the answering for him, and he watched his mother absorb it -—watched the small, terrible adjustment a person makes when a hope they had not fully admitted to holding is confirmed as lost. She did not weep, not then. She would weep later, in private, in the small hours, when she believed no one could hear her, and Nicholas would hear her anyway through the thin wall of whatever shelter they had cobbled together in the gatehouse that had somehow escaped the fire, and he would lie awake and let her have that grief without intruding on it, because he understood, even in his own devastation, that some sorrows require solitude to be rightly felt.

“Your father,” she said instead, “is at peace. He died the way he lived. Defending what he built.”

“I know.”

“Eliza—-” His mother stopped. Started again. “Eliza would have been proud of what you tried to do for her.”

Nicholas said nothing. There was nothing to say that would not have broken something in him that he needed, just then, to keep intact for a little while longer.

The days that followed arranged themselves into a blur of necessary tasks that Nicholas would later be grateful for, in a distant, clinical way, because they had given his hands something to do while the rest of him caught up to what had happened. He treated the wounded -—his mother’s hand, two of the household staff who had suffered minor burns, a stable boy who had inhaled too much smoke trying to free the horses. He negotiated, through gritted teeth and a civility he did not feel, with the Kaldenmoor undertaker about arrangements for two bodies, his father’s and Eliza’s, because her own family, when he finally located them, were too shattered by the news to manage the particulars themselves, and someone had to.

He met Eliza’s father on the second day, in the makeshift receiving room the surviving household had established in the estate’s old carriage house. Aldous Croft was a narrow, precise man who had spent thirty years managing other people’s money and had never, Nicholas suspected, been called upon to manage grief of this magnitude, and it showed in the careful, brittle way he held himself, as though he had constructed an elaborate scaffolding around the fact of his daughter’s death and was terrified of what would happen if any part of it shifted.

“She came to return a book,” Aldous said, several times, in several different ways, across the course of that single conversation, as though repetition might eventually make the fact make sense. “She came to return a book.”

“I know,” Nicholas said, each time, because he did not have anything better to offer, and because he understood, in some wordless way, that Aldous did not need him to offer anything better. He needed someone to confirm, again and again, that the senselessness he was circling was real senselessness, and not some failure of his own understanding.

Before he left, Aldous took Nicholas’s burned hand in both of his -—methodically, aware of the injury, and Nicholas let him, though the touch cost him something to endure -—and said, “She loved you. I want you to know that I knew that, and that I was glad of it, whatever came of it.”

Nicholas did not trust himself to answer that either.

On the fourth day, an official notice appeared, nailed to the door of the Kaldenmoor chapel and, Nicholas would later learn, to similar doors in every town within a day’s ride. It bore the seal of the Order of Radiant Grace and the signature, rendered in a clerk’s close hand, of the Grand Inquisitor’s office. It stated, in the flat bureaucratic language Nicholas had already heard once, from the man in the courtyard, that the Draven estate had been found in violation of the Continental Accords on Sanctioned Practice, that the healing hall had been discovered to be harboring materials and methods inconsistent with Orthodox Light doctrine, and that the action taken against the estate had been necessary and proportionate to the threat such practices posed to the balance of sacred energies.

Nicholas read the notice twice. He read it a third time, aloud, to his mother, in a voice he did not entirely recognize as his own.

“There were no forbidden practices,” Lady Seren said, when he finished. “Your father ran a healing hall. He treated wounds and fevers and broken bones. There was nothing in that hall the Order could object to.”

“I know.”

“Then why—-”

“I don’t know,” Nicholas said, and it was, at that point, totally true, and the not-knowing sat in him like a stone he could not put down, heavier by the day rather than lighter, because a wound with a cause could at least be understood, and this one offered him nothing to understand at all -—only the flat, official language of an institution that had burned his family’s home and killed two people he loved and expected, apparently, to be believed without further explanation.

He would spend a great deal of the next twelve years discovering exactly why. But that discovery, when it came, would arrive by a route he could not have imagined standing in the carriage house on the fourth day, reading a lie dressed in official language, and feeling something in himself -—something that had, until that moment, still resembled hope -—finally and fully go out.

He folded the notice methodically. He did not know, then, that he would keep it for twelve years, carried through every safe house and abandoned sanctuary his new life would require, read and reread until the creases wore through the paper and he had to copy its exact wording onto a fresh sheet to preserve it. He only knew, standing in the carriage house with his mother’s hand on his arm, that something had shifted permanently in the architecture of what he believed the world to be, and that he did not yet have a name for what was replacing it.

He would have one soon enough.

The manor’s oaks would remember that glow too, in their own slow, rooted way, long after every person who witnessed it that final summer had themselves become part of the estate’s accumulating, patient history.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE LEDGER OF ASH
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Grief, Nicholas would come to understand, does not arrive as a single wave and recede. It arrives as weather -—days of flat gray endurance punctuated, without warning, by storms severe enough to stop him mid-motion, a spoon halfway to his mouth, a bandage half-wound around a stranger’s arm, and he would find himself standing very still in the middle of some ordinary task with his chest constricted so tightly he could not immediately remember how to draw breath.

The first month, he did not leave the estate grounds. There was too much to do, and doing was the only mechanism he had found that kept the storms at bay for any meaningful stretch of time. He organized the surviving household staff into a rough system of repair and salvage. He wrote, laboriously, with hands still healing from the burns he had refused to let anyone else treat, letters to distant relations who might offer shelter or funds. He cataloged, with a thoroughness that bordered on the obsessive, everything the fire had destroyed -—not for any insurance claim, since the Order’s official notice made clear that no compensation would be forthcoming for property seized in a sanctioned action, but because the act of cataloging gave shape to a loss that otherwise threatened to become shapeless, total, impossible to hold in the mind at once.

He kept a ledger. He had not consciously decided to keep it; it simply began, one evening in the second week, when he sat at the one intact desk remaining in the estate’s study -—his father’s desk, miraculously spared by a fire that had taken nearly everything around it -—and found himself writing, not accounts, but facts. The names of the men in white tunics who had stood in the courtyard. What each of them had said. What they had worn. Any detail his memory could dredge up that might, someday, prove useful.

He had no way of knowing yet what he intended to do with the information. He told himself, in those first weeks, that he was simply preserving evidence -—that when the truth of the Order’s false accusation eventually came to light, as surely it must, he would need a precise account of what had in fact happened, rather than the sanitized version already nailed to chapel doors across the region. He believed this explanation for perhaps three weeks, with the particular thoroughness of a man lying to himself in good faith.

By the fourth week, he had stopped believing it, and had not yet admitted to himself what had replaced it.

His mother watched the ledger grow with an expression Nicholas found hard to read. Lady Seren had never been a woman who hid her opinions, but on this particular subject she remained uncharacteristically quiet, and it was Mara -—sixteen now, sharper than her age and growing sharper by the week under the pressure of catastrophe -—who finally said what their mother would not.

“You’re building a list,” Mara said. She had come to find him in the study on a rain-soaked evening in the fifth week, carrying a cup of tea he had not asked for and would forget to drink. She set it down beside the ledger and looked at the attentive columns of names and details, most still incomplete, question marks standing in for information he had not yet managed to confirm.

“I’m recording what happened,” Nicholas said.

“You’re recording who did it,” Mara said. “There’s a difference, and you know there’s a difference, or you wouldn’t have stopped showing Mother the pages three weeks ago.”

Nicholas did not answer immediately. Outside, rain moved across what remained of the east wing’s roofline, finding its way through gaps that had once been ceiling and were now simply sky, and somewhere in the ruined healing hall, water was pooling on floors that had treated three generations of Kaldenmoor’s sick and injured, and would never treat anyone again.

“What would you have me do instead?” he asked, finally. It was not completely rhetorical. He honestly wanted to know, because some part of him -—a diminishing part, but not yet extinguished -—still hoped someone might offer an alternative persuasive enough to make him set the ledger down.

Mara considered the question with more seriousness than he had expected. She was, he would reflect later, far wiser at sixteen than he had been at twenty-three, though perhaps that was simply what catastrophe did to people who survived it -—aged them unevenly, deepening some capacities while leaving others frozen at whatever point the disaster had found them.

“I don’t know,” she said, finally. “I don’t think there’s a good answer. I think Father would have found one, because Father found a good answer to almost everything, but Father is dead, and I don’t have his gift for it, and neither, I think, do you. I just want you to know what you’re building before you finish building it. Because once it’s built, I don’t think you get to decide anymore whether to use it. I think it decides for you.”

She left him with the tea going cold and the ledger open beneath the lamp, and Nicholas sat with her words for a long time after she had gone, turning them over with the same deliberate attention he had once given to compounding medicines, and found, finally, that he could not disagree with a single word of her analysis, and that the inability to disagree did not change what he intended to do.

The list, when he finally forced himself to formalize it into something resembling completion, contained eight names. Seven he had confirmed through patient, methodical inquiry -—questioning the handful of townsfolk who had witnessed the men arriving in Kaldenmoor beforehand, cross-referencing uniform insignia with what little public record existed of Order deployments in the region, writing careful, oblique letters to acquaintances with connections to the Inquisition’s administrative offices, framed as innocent curiosity about a tragedy that had touched his family. The eighth name he possessed only a physical description for: the man who had spoken to him in the courtyard, the one whose face had shown conviction rather than cruelty, the one who had said your father resisted in a voice gone suddenly cold.

He did not know that man’s name yet. He would spend markedly longer than he expected discovering it.

He also did not know yet -—though he suspected it, in the way one suspects a diagnosis before a physician confirms it -—that the ledger of names was not the end point of his grief but merely its first structural support, the load-bearing wall around which everything else he was about to become would eventually be built.

The funerals were held in the sixth week, delayed that long by the sheer logistical difficulty of arranging a proper service in a town whose most prominent family had just been publicly, if falsely, accused of harboring forbidden practices. The chapel’s rector -—an elderly man named Father Corwin, who had baptized both Nicholas and Eliza and had spent thirty years accepting Lord Edric’s quiet, unpublicized donations to the parish poor fund -—took clear personal risk in agreeing to hold the service at all, given the Order’s official position on the family. He did it anyway, and told Nicholas afterward, in a low voice meant for no one else, that he had buried enough good men in his life to recognize the difference between a sanctioned enemy of the faith and a man who had spent thirty years giving away medicine to strangers, whatever the Inquisition’s paperwork claimed.

Lord Edric’s grave sat beneath an old yew at the edge of the Kaldenmoor churchyard, close enough to the healing hall’s original site -—the first, smaller structure Edric had built before the manor’s east wing was constructed to accommodate the demand his generosity had created -—that Nicholas found a bitter, fitting symmetry in it: his father, still close, in death, to the thing he had spent his life building.

Eliza’s grave sat two rows over, beneath a younger oak that Aldous Croft had specifically requested, because Eliza had loved oaks, had loved, he explained to Nicholas in a voice barely above a whisper, the particular sound wind made moving through oak leaves, a sound she had once told her father resembled the ocean, though she had never in her life seen the ocean and had only Nicholas’s descriptions of it -—he had traveled to the coast once, as a boy, with his father on a healing hall supply expedition -—to build the comparison from.

Nicholas stood at both graves for a long time after the other mourners had dispersed. He did not weep, not there, in front of the town. He had promised himself, in the weeks leading up to the service, that he would maintain composure in public, that his mother and sister needed to see him steady rather than shattered, and he kept that promise with the same disciplined precision he brought to everything else, and paid for it later, alone, in the gatehouse, in the deep hours of the night, in grief that had nowhere else left to go.

He made himself two promises at Eliza’s grave, though he told no one of either at the time. The first was that he would finish what he had started -—the ledger, the reckoning, whatever shape it later took. The second, quieter, and in some ways more painful to make, was that he would not allow what he was becoming to erase what she had loved about him. He could not yet know how naive that second promise was. He would spend twelve years discovering exactly how naive, and the discovery, when it finally arrived, would very nearly cost him everything a second time.

In the seventh week, Nicholas began making inquiries about the darker branches of practice the Order forbade. He did this deliberately, aware even then of the danger -—the Order’s investigators were not above monitoring a family already under suspicion, and any evidence that Draven’s son had turned toward forbidden magic in the aftermath of the raid would only confirm, retroactively, the very accusation that had justified burning his home in the first place.

He started with what little the Draven family library still contained -—his father, for all his commitment to sanctioned Light practice, had kept a scholar’s broad curiosity about magical theory generally, and among the surviving books Nicholas found several dense academic texts on the theoretical relationship between Light and Shadow disciplines, written by scholars careful enough to frame their inquiry as purely historical rather than practical. He read them by candlelight after his mother and sister had gone to sleep, absorbing theory he had no practical framework yet to apply, building, slowly and methodically, the intellectual scaffolding on which everything that followed would eventually be constructed.

He found, in one of these texts, a single reference to a scholar named Calloway -—a name mentioned only in a dismissive footnote, describing a healer once affiliated with the Royal Academy who had been quietly expelled decades earlier for research the footnote’s author declined to specify, beyond noting that Calloway’s subsequent whereabouts were unknown and that the Academy considered the matter closed.

Nicholas copied the name into his ledger, in a column separate from the eight he had already recorded. He had no way of knowing yet what he intended to do with it. He told himself, again, that he was simply gathering information -—the same lie he had told himself about the ledger’s original purpose, worn thin now but not yet fully discarded.

He would spend the following four months tracking down a man the Royal Academy of Healing Arts believed no longer existed. When he finally found him, he would discover that everything he thought he understood about the cost of magic -—the clean, physical toll that Light healing exacted, the exhaustion and tremor and days of recovery he had known since he was fourteen -—represented only half of an equation he had not yet learned to see in full.

The other half would take him noticeably longer to understand, and by the time he did, he would already be too far into its accounting to turn back.

The search for Calloway consumed the better part of the autumn. Nicholas conducted it the same way he had once diagnosed demanding cases at the healing hall -—methodically, ruling out possibilities one by one, refusing to let an absence of evidence become evidence of absence. He wrote to three separate former Academy instructors under invented pretexts, framing his inquiries as a young scholar’s harmless curiosity about the history of expelled faculty. Two did not respond at all. The third, an aging lecturer named Instructor Faulk who had apparently disliked Calloway intensely and seemed to relish the chance to discuss him, wrote back four dense pages detailing decades-old faculty politics, most of it useless, but containing, buried in the third page, a single usable fact: that Calloway had, in his final years at the Academy, maintained a research correspondence with a colleague in the mountain town of Thessendale, three weeks’ travel to the north.

Nicholas told his mother he was traveling to consult a specialist about the scarring on his hands -—not wholly a lie, since the burns had healed into something stiff and pale that occasionally still ached in cold weather, and a legitimate consultation would provide useful cover for inquiries in an unfamiliar town. Lady Seren, who had grown watchful in the months since the fire in a way that missed very little, looked at him for a long moment before agreeing to the arrangement, and Nicholas understood, without either of them saying so directly, that she did not totally believe his explanation, and had decided, for reasons of her own, not to challenge it.

Thessendale proved to be a town built into the side of a mountain, its streets arranged in switchbacks that left Nicholas breathless in a way he told himself was purely a matter of unfamiliar altitude. He spent the better part of two weeks there, working through a meticulous sequence of taverns and apothecary shops and the town’s single dilapidated lending library, asking oblique questions about reclusive scholars, following threads that dissolved into nothing more often than they led anywhere useful.

He found Calloway, at last, not through any of his watchful inquiries but through simple persistence: a chance mention, from an apothecary’s assistant, of an old man who lived alone in a cabin above the treeline and occasionally came down to trade unusual herbs -—herbs, the assistant said with the specific relish of someone repeating gossip, that no reputable healer had any legitimate use for.

The cabin, when Nicholas finally located it after a full day’s climb, was smaller and shabbier than he had imagined, built low against the mountain wind, its single window shuttered despite the mild afternoon. He knocked. For a long while, nothing answered him but wind moving through the pines below, and he had begun to consider the very real possibility that his information was outdated, that Calloway had died or moved on years earlier, when the door finally opened, just wide enough to reveal a narrow slice of a face -—deeply lined, eyes pale and startlingly alert beneath heavy white brows -—regarding him with open suspicion.

“I don’t take visitors,” the old man said.

“I’m not here to buy herbs,” Nicholas said. “I’m here because I read a footnote about you, and I think you might be the only person alive who can teach me something I need to learn.”

Something shifted in Calloway’s expression -—not welcome, exactly, but a kind of wary recalculation, as though Nicholas had said something unexpected enough to be worth a second consideration. “Everyone who comes up this mountain wants to learn something,” he said. “Most of them want the wrong things. What do you want?”

Nicholas had rehearsed an answer to this question across two weeks of travel, several different versions of it, each one discarded as either too evasive or too revealing. Finally, standing on the old man’s threshold with the mountain wind cutting through his coat, he abandoned all of them and told the truth instead.

“I want to understand how to make people who did something terrible pay for it,” he said. “I don’t know yet what that requires. I’m hoping you do.”

Calloway held his gaze for a long moment -—long enough that Nicholas began to suspect the door would simply close again, that he had traveled three weeks and climbed a mountain for nothing more than a stranger’s brief, assessing silence. Then the old man stepped back from the doorway, just far enough to allow entry, and said, in a voice gone suddenly tired rather than suspicious, “You’d better come in, then. This isn’t a conversation for a doorstep, and it isn’t a short one.”

Nicholas stepped inside. He would not leave the mountain again for nearly four months, and when he finally did, he would carry with him the first fragments of a discipline that the Order of Radiant Grace had spent centuries working to erase from common knowledge, and a debt to an old, exiled scholar that he would spend years failing to adequately repay.

He did not know, stepping across that threshold, that he was crossing another one as well -—the kind Eton would later describe to him, in the garden south of Varentum, as a boundary a person does not, by any means available to them at the time, ever fully cross back through unchanged. He knew only that the door was open, and that everything he had promised himself at two gravesides in Kaldenmoor’s churchyard depended on walking through it.

He walked through it.

The ledger’s first blank pages waited, patient as everything else in that quiet study, for whatever hand would eventually fill them.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE MOUNTAIN’S LESSON
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Calloway’s cabin, once Nicholas had spent a week inside it, revealed itself to be a great deal larger than its exterior suggested -—not in physical dimension, but in the sheer density of what it contained. Shelves lined every wall from floor to low ceiling, packed with books in states of decay ranging from merely worn to barely legible, their spines annotated in a cramped hand that Nicholas would spend months learning to decipher. A workbench along the north wall held instruments whose purpose he did not yet understand: small brass devices, jars of substances that gave off no scent he recognized, a shallow stone basin stained dark along its rim in a way that made him faintly uneasy without knowing precisely why.

“You’ll want to understand something before we begin,” Calloway told him, on that first proper morning of instruction, seated across a table scarred by decades of use. “What the Order teaches about Shadow practice is not totally a lie. That’s what makes it effective propaganda. A lie people can identify is easy to dismiss. A distortion built on a kernel of real truth is not.”

“What’s the kernel?” Nicholas asked.

“That it costs something,” Calloway said. “That’s true. The Order simply lets people assume the cost is the same as Light’s -—physical, immediate, self-limiting. Exhaustion. Tremor. A few days abed and you’re restored, ready to give again. That’s not how Shadow works, and every practitioner who ever went looking for that comparison and didn’t find it has paid for the misunderstanding in ways considerably worse than a few days’ recovery.”

“Then what is the cost?”

Calloway said nothing for a while, turning a chipped clay mug between his hands without drinking from it. “You’ll find that out for yourself in time, whether I tell you or not. I could describe it to you now and you wouldn’t believe me -—not really believe me, the way you believe a thing you’ve felt rather than a thing you’ve been told. Every student I ever had nodded along when I explained it and went right on believing they’d be the exception. I’ll tell you anyway, because I’d rather you go in with the warning even half-heeded than none at all.” He set the mug down. “Light costs your body. Shadow costs you. Not your strength -—your self. It settles into whatever room inside you is willing to hold it, and the more you use it, the more rooms it finds, and eventually -—not quickly, mind, this isn’t a fire that consumes a house in a night, it’s water finding cracks in stone over years -—eventually you look up and discover how much of the house is water.”

Nicholas absorbed this in silence. He had come to the mountain prepared to accept substantial personal risk; he had not fully considered, until Calloway laid it out in those specific terms, what the nature of that risk truly was. “And you,” he said, finally. “How much of your house is water?”

Something crossed the old man’s face -—not quite pain, but adjacent to it. “Enough that I don’t practice anymore,” he said. “Enough that I came up this mountain thirty years ago and haven’t much wanted to come back down since. I’ll teach you the discipline, because you’ll find someone willing to teach you badly if I don’t teach you cautiously, and badly-taught Shadow work kills people faster than well-taught Shadow work ruins them. But I want you to understand, before we take a single practical step, that I am not a success story. I am a cautionary one who happened to survive long enough to be useful as a teacher.”

The instruction that followed was slower and more theoretical than Nicholas had anticipated, and substantially more demanding than his years of Light training had prepared him for. Where Light healing had come to him with something close to natural facility -—a gift recognized early, cultivated by capable instructors, refined through years of willing practice -—Shadow work resisted him at every stage, not because the theory eluded his understanding, but because his instincts, built over a lifetime of Light practice, actively worked against him.

“You keep trying to give,” Calloway told him, on an afternoon three weeks into his instruction, after Nicholas’s fourth consecutive failed attempt at what should have been an elementary exercise -—drawing a thread of Shadow energy from the stone basin and holding it, briefly, in an open palm. “That’s the whole of your instinct, and it’s a good instinct, and it’s exactly wrong for this. Light wants to move outward, from you into the world. That’s its nature; that’s why it costs your body, because your body is the vessel doing the giving. Shadow doesn’t move outward. It moves inward, or rather, it moves toward whatever calls it, and if what’s calling it is your own open, giving hand, held out the way you’d hold it out to a patient, you’re not drawing the energy toward you. You’re offering yourself to it. That’s the mistake that gets people killed, or worse, and you’ve made a version of it in every single attempt so far.”

Nicholas tried again, forcing himself to hold his hand not open and offering but closed, deliberate, a container rather than a conduit. Something in the basin responded this time -—a thin, dark thread rising and curling toward his palm with a quality of motion that reminded him, uncomfortably, of smoke finding a draft -—and he felt it settle against his skin with a sensation he would spend years trying to adequately describe to people who had never felt it themselves: not cold, exactly, though cold was the nearest common word. A weight without physical mass. An attention, focused and patient, that had nothing to do with any living thing he had ever treated.

“There,” Calloway said, quietly. “That’s the beginning of it. Don’t let go yet. Feel what it costs to hold.”

Nicholas held it for perhaps ten seconds before Calloway told him to release it, and in those ten seconds he understood, with a clarity that frightened him more than the sensation itself, that the old man had been fully truthful about the nature of the cost. Nothing in his body had weakened. His hands did not tremble, his breath did not shorten, none of the familiar physical markers of a Light working spent. But something else had shifted -—a small, specific coldness settling somewhere behind his sternum, not painful, barely noticeable, and wholly unlike anything twenty-three years of Light practice had ever produced in him.

“That doesn’t go away,” Calloway said, watching his face with the particular attentiveness of a man who had felt the same thing himself, decades earlier, and had never stopped remembering it. “Not after an hour. Not after a night’s sleep. It just becomes part of the furniture, and you stop noticing it’s there, and that’s the most dangerous part of the whole discipline -—not the moment it settles in, but the moment you stop feeling it settle, because that’s when you start reaching for it without counting the cost anymore.”

The months that followed took on a rhythm Nicholas had not experienced since his earliest years of Light instruction -—the particular, absorbing discipline of real apprenticeship, days structured totally around incremental mastery of a craft that resisted easy shortcuts. He wrote to his mother weekly, watchful letters describing a fictional program of medical consultation that grew increasingly elaborate as the weeks amassed into months, and he told himself, each time he sealed one of these letters, that he would explain everything fully once he returned -—a promise he would, in fact, keep, though far later and under far more strained circumstances than he imagined while making it.

Calloway proved a demanding but scrupulously honest teacher, correcting Nicholas’s frequent errors with a bluntness that occasionally stung and rarely misled. He taught him the theoretical architecture underlying Shadow practice -—the concept of the threshold, the boundary between the living world and whatever lay beyond it, described not as a wall to be breached but as a permeable membrane that certain practitioners, across history, had learned to work with rather than against. He taught him the practical disciplines built on that theory: the watchful summoning and binding of Shadow energy, the construction of workings that could, depending on intent and skill, accomplish things ranging from simple divination to markedly darker applications that Calloway approached with evident reluctance, teaching them thoroughly but never without a visible cost to his own composure.

“I won’t ask what you intend to use this for,” Calloway told him, near the end of the fourth month, on an evening when the first real snow of the season had begun sealing the mountain paths for winter. “I didn’t ask my other students either, and most of them told me anyway, because people generally want their teachers to understand their reasons, even when they suspect the teacher won’t approve. I’ll tell you what I told them. Whatever you’re building toward, build it with your eyes open. Don’t let the cost accumulate faster than your awareness of it. The moment you stop counting is the moment the discipline stops being a tool you’re using and starts being something using you instead.”

Nicholas left the mountain in the first week of the new year, descending through snow that made the switchback paths treacherous in ways his ascent, months earlier, had not prepared him for. He carried with him a working knowledge of Shadow discipline that would have taken most students noticeably longer than four months to acquire -—Calloway had told him, with something like rueful admiration, that he possessed a natural facility for the discipline nearly equal to his gift for Light, a compliment that troubled Nicholas a great deal more than it flattered him, though he did not fully understand why until much later.

He carried something else down the mountain as well, though it would be some time before he learned to name it truly: the first faint, persistent coldness settled behind his sternum, the gathered cost of four months’ practice, small enough yet to ignore, and already, in ways he could not yet perceive, beginning to reshape the architecture of who he was.

At the base of the mountain, before turning south toward Kaldenmoor and the ledger of eight names waiting for him at his father’s desk, Nicholas stopped and looked back once at the cabin, invisible now above the treeline, and thought of Calloway’s warning about the moment a person stops counting the cost.

He told himself he would not make that mistake.

He would spend the following twelve years discovering exactly how wrong that promise was, and by what degrees, and at what cost -—though on that particular winter morning, turning south with a new and terrible competence settling into his hands, he believed himself utterly capable of keeping it.

The return to Kaldenmoor was not the homecoming Nicholas had braced himself for. He had spent the last days of the descent rehearsing explanations for his mother -—some version of the truth, softened enough to be bearable, hardened enough to prevent her from immediately forbidding him to continue -—and he arrived to find that Lady Seren required none of them, because she had already, in his four-month absence, arrived at her own understanding of what he had gone to the mountains to learn.

“You smell like snow and something else,” she said, the evening of his return, studying him across the same kitchen table where they had eaten a thousand ordinary meals before the fire, in a house that was no longer the house he had grown up in, rebuilt in the months of his absence into something smaller and plainer, funded by what remained of the family’s diminished resources. “Something I don’t have a name for. Your father would have known what to call it. I don’t.”

“Mother—-”

“I’m not going to ask you to stop,” she said, before he could offer any of the attentive explanations he had prepared. “I thought about it, the whole four months you were gone, whether I would ask you to stop when you came back, and I’ve decided I won’t, because I don’t think you would listen, and I would rather keep you close and disagree with you than drive you further away by forbidding something you’ve already decided to do.” She reached across the table and took his hand -—the scarred one, the burned one, and he let her hold it, the way he had let Aldous Croft hold it months earlier, though it cost him something each time to permit the touch. “I will ask you one thing, and I want you to really consider it rather than simply agreeing to placate me. Whatever this becomes -—whatever you become, doing it -—do not let it take Mara’s brother from her. She has lost enough this year. Lose yourself into whatever you’re building if you must. Don’t lose yourself fully away from her.”

Nicholas made his mother a second promise that evening, to sit alongside the two he had already made at two gravesides in the churchyard, and this one, unlike the others, he would manage to keep -—imperfectly, at substantial cost, but he would keep it, across twelve years that tested it more severely than either of them could have anticipated at that kitchen table.

Mara, for her part, received the news of his mountain apprenticeship with substantially less philosophical equanimity than their mother had managed. She found him in the ruined healing hall two days after his return -—he had taken to walking its collapsed foundation in the early mornings, an act he could not have explained to anyone, some private ritual of grief and reckoning conducted among the blackened stones that had once housed his father’s life’s work -—and she stood in what had been the hall’s main entrance, arms crossed, regarding him with an expression that reminded him, uncomfortably, of their father assessing a difficult diagnosis.

“You learned Shadow work,” she said. Not a question. She had grown, in his absence, in ways beyond the merely physical -—sharper, more watchful, the singular hardening that comes to younger siblings who have been forced to grow up faster than fairness would dictate.

“Yes.”

“From the man in the mountains. The one Mother wouldn’t say the name of, because she didn’t actually know it, but knew you’d gone to find someone like that.”

“His name is Calloway.”

Mara absorbed this, nodding slowly, and Nicholas watched her arrive at some internal conclusion before she spoke again. “I’m not going to tell you it’s a mistake,” she said. “I’ve thought about it a great deal, these four months, what I’d say to you when you came back, and I kept arriving at the same problem, which is that I don’t truly think it’s a mistake, not for the reason you’d want to hear -—not because revenge is righteous, though God knows those men earned whatever comes to them -—but because I don’t think there was ever a version of you that was going to let this go unanswered. I’ve known you my whole life. You’re the most stubborn person I’ve ever met about anything you’ve decided matters. Father used to say it was your best quality and your worst one, sometimes in the same sentence, and I think he was right about that the way he was right about most things.”

“Then what are you telling me?”

“I’m telling you to be careful,” Mara said, and for the first time in the conversation her composure wavered, just slightly, just enough for Nicholas to glimpse the frightened sixteen-year-old underneath the deliberately hardened exterior she had built across the past year. “I’m telling you that I already lost Father and I already lost Eliza, and
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