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Chapter One - The Field That Would Not Kneel

[image: ]


The field did not kneel all at once.

That would have been cleaner.

It would have made one horror of it: one motion, one sound, one obedience spreading over the torn earth like spilled oil.

Instead it happened badly.

One Caldrin soldier fell first. Not from a wound. Not from exhaustion. He had been standing three paces from a dead Istravan boy with his sword lowered and his face full of the kind of blankness men wore when they had seen too much and had not yet chosen what part of it to remember. Then his eyes fixed on Mara.

Not on her blood.

Not on the blade in her hand.

On the light still failing around her shoulders.

He dropped to both knees.

His sword struck a stone with a clear little sound.

Others heard it.

That was how the new war began.

Not with a command. Not with a horn.

With one man kneeling badly in mud.

Mara still felt Aren's hand in hers though their fingers had separated. The skin of her palm knew the shape of him with a precision that seemed obscene in the middle of so much death. Blood dried between her knuckles. Ash clung in the lines of her life. Somewhere beneath her feet, the Altar's last note trembled through stone and bone, too quiet now to be sound, too deep to be gone.

Heaven had looked at them.

Heaven had called.

They had refused.

Now the mortal world stood around the answer with swords in its hands.

"Orryn," the kneeling soldier whispered.

The name crossed the field wrong.

It did not come as prayer had come before, distant and piercing, hundreds of vows trying to find a god and finding her flesh instead. It came through a man's mouth. It had breath in it. Fear. Mud. The faint tremor of someone who had spent his life obeying a god above him and had just discovered that his god could bleed.

Mara turned toward him.

That was enough to make three more men kneel.

Caldrins, all of them. Bronze helms dented, oath-bells dark with blood, hands shaking as they pressed fists to the torn ground. One tried to speak a vow and choked on it. Another wept without sound. The third bowed so low his forehead touched mud made red by Istravan dead.

An Istravan woman screamed.

Not grief.

Rage.

She lifted a broken spear and lunged toward the kneeling men.

Mara moved before thought could dress itself as mercy.

"Stop."

The word left her like a bell struck under water.

It did not roar. It did not flash. It did not split the sky open again.

It simply arrived.

The Istravan stopped.

So did the Caldrins around her.

So did men who had not known they were moving, men who had not yet chosen a side in the shape of this impossible truth. Boots halted in blood. Hands froze on hilts. A wounded horse gave a broken scream and staggered, but even that seemed to fall under the edge of the word and become quieter.

Mara felt the command take.

Felt it pass through bodies.

Felt the terrible ease of obedience.

Her stomach turned.

Every vow on the field leaned toward her, hungry to become useful.

No.

She bit the inside of her cheek until pain opened clean and mortal behind her teeth.

"Do not kill kneeling men," she said.

The field held its breath.

The Istravan woman stared at her as if Mara had reached across the earth and put a hand around her throat.

"They killed my brother," the woman said.

Her spear point shook.

Mara knew that shake. She had seen it in recruits after their first winter raid, in men who wanted killing to mean balance and found only another body. She had held her own hand still through it often enough.

"Then remember his name," Mara said. "Do not spend it on a man who cannot lift his sword."

The woman flinched.

Not because the words were kind.

They were not.

Kindness would have been a lie here. Kindness would have asked the dead to make room for doctrine.

"His name was Baren," the woman said.

Across the field, one of the kneeling Caldrins made a small wounded sound.

Mara looked at him.

He was barely older than Ilyr would never become. Blood ran from his ear. One of his oath-bells had cracked along the rim, making the bronze look like a split tooth.

"Did you kill Baren?" Mara asked.

The soldier's mouth opened. Closed. He looked at the Istravan woman, then at Mara's feet, and horror worked through his face with the slow understanding of a man waking beneath rubble.

"I don't know," he said.

The answer was worse than guilt.

The woman lifted the spear higher.

Mara stepped between them.

Every Caldrin prayer near her sharpened in terror. Every Istravan hatred sharpened with it. For one impossible breath, both armies wanted the same thing from her.

Judgment.

They wanted Orryn to command.

They wanted Mara to choose which side of the field could make a corpse into meaning.

She had spent her life making such choices.

She had called them necessary because necessary things had the decency to arrive covered in mud and blood, not argument.

Now the field waited to hear whether a god in a commander's body would bless the old arithmetic.

Mara lowered her sword.

Not sheathed. Not surrendered.

Lowered.

"No," she said.

The Istravan woman shook her head once, as if the word had struck her.

"No?"

"No."

"Commander."

The title hit harder than Orryn.

Mara looked at her.

"If you strike him, his people will strike you. If they strike you, mine will answer. If mine answer, this field will finish eating the wounded before dusk."

"Then command them not to."

There it was.

Simple as a blade laid hilt-first in her palm.

Use what you are.

Make them obey.

Mara could feel the shape of it waiting in her chest. A word. A vow. A perfect line of order laid across chaos. She could stop every sword. She knew it with a certainty that did not belong entirely to a mortal woman.

Worse, some part of her wanted to.

Not for worship.

For relief.

For an end to screaming. For bodies separated from bodies. For Talia somewhere safe, Aren somewhere breathing, Edda not lost among the dead, Rovan not turning grief into another command. For one hour in which the world did not have to be held together by the muscles in her hands.

The want was dangerous because it was almost mercy.

"I will not make peace by taking your will," Mara said.

The Istravan woman's face changed.

Not softened.

Changed, as if another wound had opened under the first.

"Then what are you good for?"

Somewhere behind Mara, a Caldrin priest began to sob.

The sound angered her.

She was grateful for that. Anger was simple. Anger had edges.

"For standing in the way," Mara said.

She turned from the woman before forgiveness could be demanded of either of them.

The field had become an ugly geometry of kneeling and standing.

Caldrins near the Altar knelt in clusters where the light had touched them most clearly. Some had one knee down like soldiers receiving orders. Some lay prostrate, arms spread, surrendering to mud as if mud had become holy because her shadow crossed it. Others stood with faces white and horrified, swords loose in their hands, trying to reconcile the god of vows with the Istravan butcher whose orders had filled Caldrin homes with mourning bells.

Istravans stood almost everywhere.

Too straight.

Too still.

Some held weapons toward the kneeling Caldrins. Some held them toward Aren, who stood several dozen paces away at the cracked foot of the Altar with Darian between him and three Istravan spears. Some held weapons toward Mara.

That hurt less than the kneeling.

Hatred at least left room between bodies.

Worship closed distance while pretending to honor it.

Mara's gaze found Aren.

He looked as she felt.

Alive by some clerical error of heaven. Blood at his temple. Ash still clinging to his hair. One hand open, not raised, because a raised hand might become command to the wrong eyes. Darian stood before him with his sword low and his face set in a grief so hard it had become duty. Mother Anik was near them, one palm lifted outward, not to bless but to hold back her own people.

An Istravan man reached toward Aren as if toward a lost altar.

Darian turned his blade just enough to make the reach reconsider itself.

Good, Mara thought.

Then hated herself for the relief.

She could not protect Aren from her army and his own and heaven and whatever had opened its eyes above them. She could barely protect the space in front of her boots.

"Mara."

Talia's voice cut through the field without needing divinity.

Mara turned.

Her sister came out of the smoke carrying a ledger under one arm and a knife in the other hand.

Of course she had found a ledger.

Of course she had kept the knife.

Blood streaked Talia's cheek where mud had not managed to cover it. Her braid had half come undone. There was ash on her throat and a tear in one sleeve that showed skin bruised purple beneath. She was limping. Not badly, but enough that Mara's body moved before permission.

Talia saw the movement and stopped.

The knife lifted half an inch.

Mara stopped too.

There it was.

The first clean thing on the field.

Refusal.

Not hatred. Not worship.

Refusal.

Talia's eyes flicked from Mara's face to the kneeling Caldrins behind her.

Her mouth tightened.

"Tell them to get up," she said.

The nearest Caldrin priest made a horrified sound. "Child."

Talia turned on him so fast he recoiled.

"Do not call me child while kneeling to my sister."

The priest stared at her.

He was old enough to have buried sons. His beard was stiff with dust. A small bronze bell hung at his throat, cracked and silent.

"Your sister," he said, and the way he said it made the words into a theological problem.

Talia smiled without warmth.

"Yes."

"She is Orryn."

"She is Mara."

The priest looked past Talia to Mara, and something like pleading entered his face. "My god."

Mara nearly stepped back.

She had faced cavalry without retreating. She had watched Caldrin arrows darken the sky and calculated where the dead would fall. She had stood beneath the Altar while heaven called her home.

Two words from an old man almost broke her.

My god.

Not because he was lying.

Because he was not.

Something in her knew him. Not his name. Not yet. But the line of vow in him, the years of prayers worn smooth by repetition, the bell he had polished with hands that had lifted children and closed the eyes of the dead. He had given a life upward to a god he had imagined clean.

And here she stood.

Enemy-clad. Bloodied. Responsible for Caldrin dead. Responsible for Istravan dead. Mortal enough to shake if she let herself.

His god.

"Do not," Talia said.

The priest blinked.

"Do not make that face at her," Talia said. "Do not ask her to become large enough that you do not have to look at what she has done."

Silence moved outward in a rough circle.

Mara could not breathe.

The words were cruel.

They saved her anyway.

The priest's expression shattered.

"I have prayed to her since I could speak."

"Then speak now," Talia said. "Not up. To her."

The old man looked at Mara again.

Something in the field tilted.

Mara felt it. Not magic. Not quite. A shift in the angle of attention. For one moment, prayer forgot where to go.

The priest swallowed.

"Did you kill my son?" he asked.

Talia closed her eyes.

Mara did not.

"What was his name?"

"Edrin Vale."

Names were worse when they arrived whole.

Mara searched the wreckage of memory, not because she could know every man she had killed, but because she owed the attempt. Edrin. Vale. Caldrin infantry, maybe. Bell-company, if the family had given him the old rite. Had she seen him at Veyr Pass? Halveth? The night evacuation? Had he died by her order in a valley she never crossed, killed by men who had believed her certainty was enough to spend their hands?

"I do not know," she said.

The priest's face emptied.

"But I have killed sons," Mara said. "If not yours, then someone else's. I will not take the comfort of uncertainty."

The old man bowed his head.

Not lower.

Just enough to hide his face.

Talia looked at Mara then, and for the first time since the thrones had bled above them, her expression was not accusation alone.

It was worse.

It was witness.

Mara wanted to look away.

She did not.

"Tell them to stand," Talia said again, quieter.

"If I command it, that is only another kneeling."

"Then ask."

Mara almost laughed. The sound would have been ugly, so she kept it behind her teeth.

Ask.

On a battlefield.

With two armies waiting to convert her breath into law.

With heaven's last command still lodged in her bones.

Talia was merciless in the way only the living could afford to be.

Mara turned to the kneeling Caldrins.

Some lifted their heads as if dawn had spoken their names.

No.

Not dawn.

Only a woman who had survived too much attention.

"Stand if you can," Mara said.

No one moved.

Her jaw tightened.

"That was not a command."

One soldier began trembling.

"I do not know how," he whispered.

The words moved through Mara with more force than the prayer had.

I do not know how.

Of course he did not.

He had been taught all his life what to do when a god appeared. He had not been taught what to do when the god did not want the shape prepared for him.

Mara sheathed her sword.

Slowly.

Every eye followed the motion.

Then she took one step toward the first kneeling soldier.

The Istravan woman with the broken spear hissed between her teeth.

Mara did not turn.

If she turned, the whole field would turn with her.

The soldier stared up at her as if she had come to judge the marrow inside his bones.

Mara held out her hand.

Not down like a ruler granting favor.

Out.

Level.

An offer that could be refused.

"Your name," she said.

He looked at her hand.

Then at her face.

"Tomas Arven."

"Tomas Arven," Mara said. "Stand if you can. Stay down if your legs are gone from you. But do not kneel because you think I require it."

His hand rose.

Stopped.

"May I touch you?"

The field sharpened again.

Caldrin breath. Istravan fury. Talia's knife lowering a fraction. Somewhere, Aren's attention finding the back of Mara's neck like warmth through smoke.

Mara looked at Tomas Arven's hand.

There was blood under his nails.

His or someone else's.

Both mattered.

"No," she said.

The refusal struck harder than command.

The soldier's face flinched open.

Mara kept her hand where it was.

"Not until you know whether you mean to stand or worship."

He stared at her.

Then, slowly, he put one hand to his own knee.

Pushed.

The movement cost him. His wounded leg buckled once. Mara did not catch him. She wanted to. Every merciful instinct in her reached. Every old commander's habit calculated support, balance, public image, consequence.

She did not catch him.

Tomas Arven found his feet.

Barely.

But his feet.

The field watched a Caldrin stand before the god he had been taught to kneel to.

No light came.

No punishment.

No blessing either.

Only a man breathing hard in mud.

The sight broke something.

Not the war.

Not hatred.

Only the certainty that kneeling was the first and only answer.

Another Caldrin rose. Then another. Some did not. Some could not. Some would not. A few pressed their faces harder to the ground as if refusal in others made their own obedience more urgent. Mara let them remain. The wanting to force them up was only command wearing a cleaner cloak.

Talia came to stand beside her.

Not close.

Near enough.

"That was almost decent," she said.

Mara's mouth moved before she could stop it. "Your approval remains generous."

Talia gave a short, humorless breath that might have been a laugh if the field had been kinder.

For one heartbeat, they were sisters again in the old shape. Not whole. Not healed. But standing in the same weather.

Then Rovan's voice tore across the field.

"You would let them live?"

Mara turned.

Rovan stood on the slope below the Altar, one arm bloodied, his gray hair matted dark against his skull. He looked older than he had that morning and more dangerous for it. Grief had burned through him and left only the part that could give orders.

Behind him, Istravan soldiers tightened around their weapons.

Behind them, a line of Caldrins began to form around their kneeling and half-standing priests.

There it was.

The field arranging itself again.

Not into nations.

Into claims.

Rovan pointed at the Caldrins with his sword.

"They bow to you, Commander. Use it."

Mara said nothing.

"Use it," he repeated. "Order them to disarm. Order them to withdraw. Order them to give us their commanders and answer for Halveth."

Halveth moved through the Istravans like a wound remembering heat.

Caldrin faces hardened at the word.

Mara saw Cassian then, far beyond the first ranks, alive and upright among men whose armor still held the polish of command. His face was too distant to read, but his posture was not. Containment. Calculation. The kind of stillness that had signed atrocity into law and called it order.

Near him, Ianthe stood with one hand over the bell at her throat.

She was looking at Mara.

Not kneeling.

Not yet moving.

"Answer me," Rovan said.

Mara faced him fully.

"I will not turn worship into a weapon for Istrava."

Rovan's mouth twisted.

"How holy of you."

"No."

Her voice cut harder than she intended.

The word caught in the vows around her and made them ring.

Men flinched.

Mara felt the old danger open.

She lowered her tone.

"Not holy. Necessary."

"Necessary was killing them before they rose again."

"Necessary was evacuation at Halveth," Mara said. "You remember. You tried to make prisoners into bait."

The Istravan line shifted.

Rovan's eyes went flat.

Talia's fingers tightened around the ledger.

That was the cost of saying true things in public. Truth did not purify the speaker. It only added another blade to the field and dared everyone not to reach for it.

"You choose them now?" Rovan asked.

It was not a question.

It was an execution dressed as one.

Mara felt Aren look toward her.

She did not look back.

"I choose that no wounded man dies because someone needs this revelation to become simple."

"You think command can survive that answer?"

"No."

The honesty silenced him for half a breath.

Mara stepped down from the cracked lip of the Altar.

Pain shot through her knee. Mortal pain. Good. It made the earth real beneath her.

"Listen to me," she said.

The nearest Istravans straightened.

So did the Caldrins.

Too many faces turned.

Too much readiness.

Mara let the silence stretch until it became uncomfortable enough to belong to everyone.

"I am Mara Soreth," she said.

The old Caldrin priest closed his eyes.

Rovan made a sound of disgust.

Talia did not move.

"I am also what you saw."

The field changed at that. A thousand small breaths. A thousand private collapses.

Mara tasted blood where she had bitten herself.

"I will not tell you that makes me clean. I will not tell you that makes my orders holy. I will not tell Caldris its dead do not count because its god wore my face. I will not tell Istrava its dead matter less because Vael wore enemy armor."

At Aren's name, a ripple passed through the Istravans.

Some reached toward him.

Some spat.

Mother Anik's open hand held the first back. Darian's blade held the second.

"The war you thought you were fighting is over," Mara said.

Rovan laughed once.

"No."

Mara looked at him.

"The killing may continue. The hatred will. But the old lie is dead. You may choose to keep feeding it bodies. You may not ask me to bless the meal."

For a moment she thought he would strike her.

Part of her wanted him to try.

That was ugly and honest and hers.

Then a scream rose from the low ground.

Not doctrine.

Pain.

Every head turned.

A wounded boy, Caldrin by the cut of his coat, had begun crawling away from an overturned wagon with one leg dragging uselessly behind him. He was trying to reach another body. Istravan, from the red thread on the sleeve. A dead friend? A prisoner? A man he had been killing an hour ago? There was no telling.

He left a dark line behind him in the mud.

"Help him," Mara said.

No one moved.

Of course they did not. Too many commanders. Too many gods. Too many witnesses to make any act innocent.

Talia swore under her breath.

Then she shoved the ledger against Mara's chest.

Mara caught it by instinct.

Talia limped toward the boy.

"Talia."

"Don't command me," Talia said without turning.

Mara shut her mouth.

Talia crossed the field alone.

Every weapon followed her.

She ignored them with a contempt so complete it became regal. When she reached the boy, she crouched badly, favoring her injured leg, and caught him under one arm.

The boy tried to pull away.

"I'm Caldrin," he said.

"I noticed," Talia said.

"The man there -"

"Is he alive?"

"I don't know."

"Then stop bleeding in my way."

An Istravan medic broke first.

Edda.

Mara had not seen her in the smoke until she moved. Small, fierce, face streaked black, carrying a field kit in both hands as if it were a weapon. She ran past three armed men who could have stopped her and none did.

"Move," Edda snapped at a Caldrin twice her size.

He moved.

That was the second rebellion.

Not against gods.

Against waiting for them.

Mother Anik came next, slow because of age and injury, but with the steadiness of a woman who had opened doors to the dying all her life. Darian hesitated only long enough to look at Aren. Whatever passed between them did not cross the field in words. Then Darian sheathed his sword and went to lift the broken wagon with two Istravans who did not look at his face.

A Caldrin surgeon followed.

Then an Istravan ash-keeper.

Then two soldiers who had been trying to kill each other before heaven opened.

It was not peace.

Peace would have been too easy a name, and therefore false.

It was work.

Work had saved more people than revelation ever had.

Mara stood holding Talia's ledger while the field began, grudgingly and unevenly, to choose tasks over meanings. Some men still knelt. Some still aimed. Some cried prayers into the mud. Some cursed gods with voices ruined by smoke.

But hands began lifting bodies.

Names began moving from mouth to mouth.

Not upward.

Across.

The ledger in Mara's arms was heavier than it should have been.

She opened it.

The pages were stained. Talia's handwriting crossed them in tight, furious lines: names, units, wounds, last words where she had been able to catch them. Ilyr Damat was there. So were men Mara did not know and should have.

A blank line waited near the bottom of the page.

Mara found the charcoal tied to the spine.

For a moment, she did not know whose name to write.

There were too many.

Then the old priest spoke beside her.

"Edrin Vale," he said.

Mara looked up.

He stood now.

Unsteadily.

Still with tears in his beard.

But stood.

Mara wrote the name.

Edrin Vale.

The charcoal shook in her hand.

The priest watched every letter as if this, too, were a rite.

Maybe it was.

Not absolution.

Record.

When she finished, he touched two fingers to his cracked bell, then stopped himself before the old gesture completed.

He looked at Mara, lost.

She understood that lostness too well.

"You may mourn him," she said.

"I know how to mourn upward."

"Then learn another way."

His face folded.

He nodded once and turned toward the bodies.

Talia came back with blood on both sleeves and no patience left in her mouth.

She took the ledger from Mara.

Her eyes dropped to the new name.

For a long moment, she said nothing.

"You spelled Vale correctly," she said.

Mara almost smiled.

Almost.

Then the field's far edge erupted.

Not with light.

With bells.

Every Caldrin oath-bell still whole enough to answer rang once.

One note.

Thin.

Wrong.

No hand touched them.

The sound passed over the field and left a coldness behind it that had nothing to do with evening.

Caldrins froze.

Istravans lifted weapons.

Mara felt every vow near her tighten.

Not toward her.

Past her.

Upward.

For the first time since heaven had closed its wound to a slit, Mara sensed the distance above the world as something listening with discipline.

Talia looked at the bells.

Then at Mara.

"Was that you?"

Mara's hand found her sword hilt.

"No."

Across the field, Aren turned toward the same sound.

Their eyes met through smoke, bodies, kneeling men, standing women, old hatred, new terror.

Not a vow.

Not a prayer.

Recognition.

The field had not knelt.

Not all of it.

Not yet.

But something above them had heard enough to begin counting who still stood.
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Chapter Two - The God in Enemy Armor
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The first Istravan who reached for Aren did not know whether she meant to worship him or kill him.

He saw the uncertainty in her hand.

Mercy, if the word survived the day, was that he saw the change happen. Her fingers came toward him open, trembling, black with ash where she had pressed some dead soldier's name against her brow. Then her eyes dropped to the gold still fastened at his shoulder, to the Caldrin cut of his ruined coat, to the blood on his sword, to the oath-bell stamped into the buckle at his belt.

Open fingers became a fist.

Behind her, someone whispered, "Vael."

Someone else spat, "Butcher."

The two names struck the same place.

Aren Valis stood between them and did not know which wound to answer first.

The field had begun moving again, badly, under the pressure of Mara's refusal. Bodies were being lifted. Men who had knelt were learning the humiliation of standing while their whole faith still pulled downward at their bones. Istravans watched Caldrins rise and took it for insult. Caldrins watched Istravans tend their dead and took it for theft. Above all of it, the wrong bell-note still thinned through the air, though the bells themselves had fallen silent.

Not silent.

Listening.

Aren hated that he could tell the difference.

"Stay behind me," Darian said.

It would have been easier if he had sounded afraid.

He sounded furious.

Darian stood with his back to Aren, sword low, shoulders squared against three Istravan spears and a dozen more behind them. His cloak had torn at the hem. Blood marked the side of his face where a cut had opened under the cheekbone. His armor still bore Caldrin gold, though mud and ash had done their best to make every nation look like a corpse.

"I will not hide behind you," Aren said.

"Good," Darian said. "Then stand beside me when you are done being impossible."

The nearest Istravan flinched at Darian's voice as if insult had become another weapon.

"Move aside," she said.

Darian looked at her.

"No."

"He is ours."

Aren closed his eyes.

Only for a breath.

Too long.

The word entered him through an old door.

Ours.

Not prayed upward. Spoken across mud by a woman whose sleeve carried red thread for three dead. The claim was ugly because it had grief in it. It had devotion too. Mud had packed both into the same fist.

"He is not yours," Darian said.

The Istravan woman swung her spear toward him. "You do not get to speak of Vael."

"I am not speaking of Vael."

Darian did not turn.

The refusal entered Aren more deeply than the claim had.

The Istravan woman stared.

"Then what do you guard?"

Darian's answer came too quickly to be mercy and too controlled to be rage.

"My friend."

The word should have steadied Aren.

It did not.

It hurt.

Friend was smaller than Vael. Smaller than High Marshal. Smaller than god, oath, mercy, threshold, enemy, traitor, all the titles now circling the field like carrion birds waiting for him to stop moving.

Small enough to fit in a hand.

Small enough to be lost.

The Istravan woman looked past Darian at Aren, and her face changed again.

"My son prayed to you," she said.

Aren's throat closed.

There were too many sons.

They had been prayers before they were faces. Names burning through him at the Altar. Ilyr Damat. Tovan. Vessa. Davi. Others half-heard, half-known, rising through ash into a body trained to kill them.

He had thought hearing prayer was unbearable.

This was worse.

Prayer could be mistaken for distance. A voice through veil and smoke. A sacred wound. But a mother on a battlefield had breath. She had a mouth that had once called a child inside from rain. She had hands that had probably washed blood from someone else's sleeve before learning her own house was not exempt.

"What was his name?" Aren asked.

Darian's shoulders shifted.

Not approval.

Not disapproval.

Readiness.

The woman gripped her spear until her knuckles went bloodless.

"Why?"

"Because if I am to fail him, I should know who I failed."

Her face twisted.

"You Caldrins killed him."

"I know."

"You killed him."

"I may have."

"No." Her voice sharpened. "Do not make yourself clean with may have."

Aren bowed his head.

The motion sent a murmur through the Istravans, and Darian hissed something under his breath that might have been Aren's name or a curse.

Kneeling was dangerous.

So was bowing.

Every small inclination of a god's body had become public weather.

Aren lifted his head again.

"Then I will not," he said. "I killed him if my command brought him to death. I killed him if the road I held closed the road he needed. I killed him if mercy came late because I thought law could hold the world together long enough to choose."

The woman stared.

Her spear point dipped, then lifted again as if grief could not decide whether truth was insult.

"His name was Saren Orveth."

The name entered him.

Not like Ilyr's had.

Ilyr had died into him. This one came from a mother's mouth and therefore carried the shape of a life around the death. Saren Orveth. A boy who had once been small enough to be lifted. A man who had prayed to Vael, perhaps, when pain opened him. A dead Istravan whose god stood before his mother in Caldrin armor.

Aren repeated it.

"Saren Orveth."

The ash in the woman's brow mark stirred.

Not with wind.

With attention.

Aren felt the field lean.

Names did that now.

Or perhaps they always had, and divinity had only stripped the walls from his hearing.

"Do you remember him?" the woman asked.

No answer was safe.

Safe answers belonged to men who could still be merely commanders.

"Not enough," Aren said.

The spear struck him across the mouth.

It came too fast for Darian to stop without killing her.

That, Aren understood in the fraction before impact, was why Darian did not move.

Wood split his lip. Pain flashed white. Blood filled his mouth with copper and ash. His knees nearly folded, not from force but from the prayers that surged at the sight of Vael bleeding.

Istravans cried out.

Some in horror.

Some in satisfaction.

The woman who had struck him stared at the red line on his face as if she had wounded the world and expected it to punish her.

Nothing punished her.

No light.

No thunder.

No mercy either.

Only Aren, tasting blood he deserved less and more than anyone could measure.

Darian's sword touched the woman's throat.

Not pressed.

There.

"Do not do that again," he said.

The woman looked at him with a wildness almost like relief.

"Will your god kill me?"

"No."

"Will you?"

"If you make me choose between you and him."

Aren reached out and closed two fingers around the back of Darian's sword hand.

Darian went still.

Not obedient.

Still.

Aren lowered the blade gently.

"Do not make him choose either," Aren said.

Darian turned enough that Aren saw his profile.

The anger there was terrible because it had nowhere clean to go.

"You do not get to spend my choices for me," Darian said.

Aren let go.

Immediately.

The correction struck as it should have.

"No," Aren said. "I do not."

The Istravan woman watched them as if she had expected a miracle and been handed an argument.

Good.

Arguments were mortal.

Miracles had begun to make him sick.

Behind the first line, more Istravans pressed forward. Not all with spears. Some carried wounded. Some carried ash bowls rescued from shattered packs. Some carried only the expression of people whose faith had found its god in enemy flesh and could not decide whether to embrace the wound or cauterize it.

"Let us see him," someone called.

"We are seeing him," another snapped.

"Let us touch him."

"Cut the gold from him first."

"No blade on Vael."

"That is not Vael."

"He opened the path."

"He murdered my brother at Halveth."

"Caldrin trick."

"I heard my dead say his name."

The words piled into a shape too large to bear.

Aren had commanded battlefields. He had stood in council chambers while men argued casualty numbers as if arithmetic could soften mothers. He had held bridges under fire and chosen which flank would die because another must live.

None of it had prepared him for being the battlefield.

Every claim found flesh.

Vael.

Butcher.

Mercy.

Enemy.

Ours.

False.

Home.

Dead.

He swayed.

Darian saw.

Of course he saw.

"Aren."

The name cut through everything because Darian did not say it like prayer.

He said it like a reprimand.

Aren nearly laughed, and that would have been unforgivable, so he swallowed the blood instead.

"I am here."

"Then act like it."

"How?"

The question escaped before he could make it a commander's shape.

Darian's face tightened.

There had been a time, not long ago and impossibly far away, when Aren could ask him how to hold a ridge, how to turn a supply failure into a delay instead of a rout, how to survive council without offering Cassian the public satisfaction of anger. Darian always answered because friendship, in their army, had taken the form of usefulness.

Now there was no tactic for being a god in enemy armor.

Darian looked at the Istravans. Then at the Caldrins watching from beyond them. Then at Mara on the other side of the field, standing with Talia and a ledger as if accountability could be held shut by both hands.

"Bleed," Darian said.

Aren stared at him.

"What?"

"You are bleeding. Let them see you notice."

It was a brutal answer.

It was a good one.

Aren lifted a hand to his mouth.

The field followed the motion with the hunger of a thousand broken theologies.

His fingers came away red.

He looked at the blood.

Not as symbol.

As blood.

Split lip. Dirt in the cut. Pain sharp enough to steady him.

"I am injured," he said.

Someone laughed in disbelief.

Someone else began sobbing.

Aren lowered his hand.

"So are many of you. So are many of them."

He gestured toward the Caldrins, and a ripple of hatred answered from the Istravans.

Not command.

Too much like command.

He lowered the hand again.

"If you want Vael to mean anything in this field, bring me names and wounds, not knees."

The words struck wrong in some places and right in others.

An old ash-keeper dropped to one knee anyway.

Aren's stomach clenched.

Before he could speak, Mother Anik did.

"Up."

Her voice was not loud.

It did not need to be.

She came through the Istravan line with her palm still held open, and the crowd parted for her because grief had not yet made them stupid enough to forget who had given their dead door-rites for thirty years.

She looked smaller than she had under the Altar's light. Older. Human in the way age was human: skin creased, back bent, one sleeve torn, ash smeared at the corners of her mouth where prayer had become dust. Yet every step she took cleared more space than Darian's blade had managed.

The ash-keeper on his knee stared at her.

"Mother."

"I said up."

"But Vael -"

"Can hear you from your feet."

The man looked stricken.

Aren loved her for that answer with a suddenness that almost undid him.

Not because it absolved him.

Because it did not.

Mother Anik reached him and stopped just beyond arm's length.

She looked at the blood on his mouth.

Then at Darian.

"You are doing badly," she said.

Darian blinked.

Aren was startled into a short breath that was almost amusement.

Darian recovered first. "There were not instructions."

"There never are for the important parts."

Then she looked at Aren.

Not upward.

At.

"Are you able to stand?"

The question moved through the Istravans and unsettled them more than any proclamation could have. Are you able. Not will you save us. Not will you answer. Not will you return.

A body question.

A mortal question.

"Yes," Aren said.

"Are you able to choose?"

The field narrowed.

Aren felt the ash in every bowl stir.

Heaven's distance above him seemed to sharpen at the word choose.

"Yes," he said, though less certainly.

Mother Anik heard the difference.

She did not rescue him from it.

"Then no one touches him without his permission," she said, turning to the crowd.

An Istravan man with a bandaged eye made a sound of protest. "Mother, he is Vael."

"Then you of all people should know better than to take mercy by force."

"He belongs to Istrava."

Mother Anik slapped him.

The sound cracked cleaner than any bell.

The man stared at her, stunned, one hand rising to his cheek.

Half the field stared with him.

Mother Anik did not raise her voice.

"Say that again in front of the dead," she said.

No one did.

Aren felt something inside him loosen painfully.

Darian's sword tip lowered another inch.

"Mother," said the woman who had struck Aren. Her spear had fallen to her side. "If he does not belong to us, what was all our prayer for?"

There was the wound beneath all of it.

Not ownership alone.

Waste.

The terror that love sent upward had gone nowhere. The terror that sons had died with names in their mouths and no god had arrived because the god had been across the field giving orders in the enemy tongue.

Mother Anik looked at the woman for a long time.

"Prayer is not a chain that makes the loved thing come when pulled."

The woman began to cry then.

Angrily. Silently. As if she hated the tears for existing in front of enemies.

"Then what is it?"

Mother Anik's face changed.

Grief moved through it, old and disciplined.

"I do not know anymore."

That frightened them more than certainty would have.

It frightened Aren too.

Mother Anik turned back to him.

"But I know this. If Vael is mercy, and mercy cannot refuse us, then we have not loved mercy. We have built a door that only opens inward and called it holy."

The words entered the field and did not become doctrine at once.

That was their mercy.

They remained words for a breath.

Then someone ruined it.

"False," Rovan called from the slope.

The Istravan line split just enough for Aren to see him.

Rovan stood with Mara facing him from a distance neither intimate nor safe. Talia was near her, ledger in hand. Edda moved among bodies behind them. Caldrin priests still stood and knelt in ugly clusters. Cassian watched from beyond the fracture in the armies, too still to be absent from any danger.

Rovan's eyes fixed on Aren.

"You all heard him," he said. "He speaks like Caldris because Caldris shaped the vessel. He admits his command killed our sons. He wears gold. He stood with the Gilded Host. Do you bow because ash moved? Because a battlefield trick opened old stone?"

"Rovan," Mother Anik said.

He ignored her.

"Vael would not come to us dressed in our murderers' honors."

Aren had expected hatred to wound.

It was the argument that hurt.

Because it was reasonable.

Because if he had been standing where Rovan stood, with the dead arranged in Istravan rows and a Caldrin marshal claiming the shape of Vael by accident of revelation, he might have drawn the same conclusion and made it sound like duty.

"Say it," Rovan demanded.

Aren did not know whether he spoke to the field or to him.

Then Rovan pointed the sword.

To him.

"Say you are Vael."

The Istravans around Aren went terribly still.

Darian's head turned a fraction.

Mother Anik closed her eyes.

Aren looked at Mara across the field.

She was watching him now.

Not asking.

Not warning.

Only there.

That was worse, and better, than any command.

He remembered her hand over the cracked Altar. Prayers roaring through touch and not stopping. Choice remaining choice because it could still be lost.

Find me where no one kneels.

Here, then.

In front of people who wanted the clean word that would make him either altar or enemy.

Aren faced Rovan.

"I am Aren Valis."

Rovan laughed.

Many Istravans recoiled as if denied.

Aren continued before the field could turn that denial into violence.

"I am also what you saw."

The words were Mara's, though not stolen. Shared, perhaps, as blood had been shared beneath the Altar. Shared because the same wound had opened through both of them and language was another kind of field dressing.

"That is not an answer," Rovan said.

"It is the only answer that does not lie."

"Vael would know us."

The names surged.

Not spoken now.

Prayed.

Every Istravan within hearing seemed to reach inward and upward at once. Ash marks warmed. Bowls trembled. Dead names rose from lips and memory, thousands of them, not all clear, not all near, but enough to turn Aren's body into a door too narrow for the procession demanding passage.

Ilyr.

Saren.

Tovan.

Mikel.

Davi.

Vessa.

Orra.

No. Not Orra. Orra belonged to Mara's wound, not his, and yet grief did not respect jurisdiction. The dead crossed each other now. Caldrin bells, Istravan ash, prayers confused by revelation and made stronger by it.

Aren staggered.

Darian caught his arm.

This time Aren let him.

The names kept coming.

He saw a boy with one shoe missing under a wagon. A woman singing without sound beside a river. A man trying to bind his own stomach closed because no medic could reach him. Ilyr's hand in his. Mother Anik's door. A Caldrin bridge burning under his own command. Mara's face when the ash had come to him like names returning home.

Mercy should have been a passage.

Instead, every passage opened into him.

"Stop," Darian said.

The field did not.

"Stop praying at him," Darian shouted.

That did it.

Not completely.

But enough.

The Istravans nearest Aren flinched, offended and ashamed in equal measure.

"You have no right," someone said.

Darian turned on them.

"Apparently I am the only one using any."

Aren tried to straighten.

His body did not obey at once.

That frightened him.

It frightened the crowd more.

Gods were not supposed to bend under being loved.

Mother Anik stepped between Aren and the Istravans.

Her open hand closed slowly.

Not into a fist.

Around nothing.

"Enough," she said.

"Mother," Rovan snapped. "You would protect a Caldrin from his own proof?"

"I would protect Vael from being eaten by starving people who mistake hunger for devotion."

Rovan's face went white with fury.

The Istravan woman who had struck Aren whispered, "We are not eating him."

Mother Anik turned to her, and the old woman's face softened at last.

"No," she said. "Not yet."

The field received that like a bad omen.

Aren felt Darian's hand still on his arm. Firm. Human. Irritated.

"Can you stand without making a theological event of it?" Darian murmured.

"I no longer know how to do anything else."

"Try."

So Aren tried.

He put both feet under him. Let pain have its plain shape. Split lip. Bruised ribs. Cut shoulder. Exhaustion so deep it seemed older than his body. He did not reach for the names. He did not answer them. He did not push them away either.

They remained.

That was the trouble with names.

Mercy did not erase them.

"I cannot answer all of you," Aren said.

The admission was small.

It broke more than a shout would have.

An ash-keeper covered his mouth.

A wounded man began to curse him.

The woman who had named Saren looked as if he had struck her back.

"Then what are you?" Rovan asked.

Aren looked at the wounded being lifted, at the dead being named, at Mara holding herself upright under vows that wanted to make a throne of her spine. He looked at Mother Anik, who had just wounded her own people with truth. At Darian, who would stand between him and a spear while furious that Aren required standing between anything and anything else.

"Not enough," Aren said.

Rovan smiled like victory had found him.

Aren lifted his voice.

"Not alone."

That stopped the smile.

Aren turned from Rovan to the Istravans nearest him.

"If Vael was ever mercy, then mercy has been made too small if it lives only in a god's hand. Bring the wounded across the line. Bring names to those who can write them. Bring water. Bring cloth. Bring the dead where they can be known. If you want me to be Vael, do not ask me to become distance again because distance is easier to worship."

The words cost him.

Not because they were powerful.

Because they were not enough.

No speech could be enough in a field full of sons.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then Mother Anik bent and picked up a dropped water skin.

She held it out to the woman who had struck Aren.

"Saren's mother," she said. "There is a Caldrin boy bleeding by the wagon. You may hate him and still keep him alive until his mother can decide what to do with the grief."

The woman stared at the water skin.

Aren knew too much was being asked.

He knew because the same impossible shape had been asked of him, and he had failed it many times before he found even a portion of the answer.

The woman's hand rose.

Trembled.

Took the water.

Rovan made a sound like disgust cracking through bone.

"This is surrender."

Mother Anik looked at him.

"No. It is not letting you spend every dead child twice."

The woman walked toward the wagon.

No one stopped her.

The field shifted again.

Not healed.

Not convinced.

But altered by one act no doctrine could wholly own.

Darian released Aren's arm.

Aren missed the contact immediately and pretended he did not.

The old habit of command tried to rise in him. Make use of the opening. Assign men. Mark triage points. Secure the high ground. Separate factions before shock hardens into plan. Find Cassian. Find Mara. Find a way off this field before Heaven remembers how to open its eyes wider.

He almost gave the orders.

Then he looked at Darian.

"Tell me which orders are mine to give."

Darian stared at him.

Something in his face shifted before he could prevent it.

Pain, maybe.

Or the recognition of a friend asking not to be allowed to become a function.

"Caldrin medics still answer to you," Darian said. "Some commanders will, if only from habit. Use that. Not the other thing."

"And if the other thing answers anyway?"

"Then I will tell you."

"You will?"

"I suspect everyone else will be too busy discovering religion."

This time the laugh did escape Aren.

It was small, bloody, and gone almost at once.

Darian looked offended by it, which helped.

Aren turned toward the nearest Caldrin officer still staring at him from the broken line.

"Captain Merrow," he called.

The man's spine snapped straight.

Too straight.

Aren felt the danger.

"You have four surgeons and a cart team," Aren said. "Take them to the low ground. Work under Mother Anik and Edda Soreth for triage. If an Istravan medic tells you a wound is worse, believe her. If one of your men draws steel, bind his hands and let him be angry alive."

Captain Merrow looked horrified.

Not at the order.

At the pairing of names.

"High Marshal -"

The title rippled through Caldrins and Istravans both.

Aren did not flinch.

"That order comes from the High Marshal," he said. "Not from anything else."

The captain swallowed.

Saluted.

Not knelt.

Good.

"Yes, sir."

It was amazing how much relief a familiar obedience could bring.

That, too, was dangerous.

Aren gave three more orders. Small ones. Mortal ones. Carts. Water. Surrendered weapons stacked under guard from both armies. No bells rung without hands visible. No ash rites performed over enemy bodies without permission from someone who knew the name.

Each order steadied part of the field and endangered another.

But work spread.

Work was not peace.

Work was a bridge too narrow for armies but wide enough for one bleeding hour.

When the movement took hold, Aren turned toward Mara.

She was already looking at him.

Between them, men carried the dead.

Neither crossed.

Not yet.

The field had made their bodies into arguments, and every step between them would be read by people desperate for scripture.

So Aren stayed where he was.

Mara stayed where she was.

Across distance, they chose not to make their love useful to anyone watching.

That felt like another kind of touch.

Then the bells rang.

All of them.

One thin note, wrong and without hands.

Aren felt it pass through the Caldrin side, through oath metal and blood and broken chain. Felt it search for Mara and fail to stop at her. Felt it climb past both of them toward the slit above the Altar, where Heaven had closed itself without leaving the world unwatched.

The ash bowls answered.

Not with sound.

With motion.

Cold ash rose in threads from every bowl, every brow mark, every palm where a mourner had pressed a name. The ash did not blow with the wind. It braided upward in pale lines, delicate as hair, obedient as roads.

Istravans gasped.

Caldrins clutched bells.

Mother Anik looked up and went very still.

Darian lifted his sword again.

"That is not good," he said.

No.

It was beautiful.

That was worse.

The ash-threads and bell-note met above the field in a pattern too orderly to be weather and too gentle to be attack. For one breath, the air shone with roads that had no ground, each one leading upward from kneeling places, from named dead, from vows spoken without refusal.

Aren understood before he wanted to.

The field was being marked.

Not judged.

Measured.

Somewhere above, something had begun learning the routes by which love became claim.

Aren looked at Mara.

She had understood too.

The distance between them filled with the first quiet shape of pursuit.

Then the ash fell.

Every bell stopped.

And from the slit over the Altar came a sound no ear could keep after hearing it.

Not a bark.

Not a howl.

A breath taken by something patient enough never to run.
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Chapter Three - The First Schism
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Caldris came for Mara with bandages first.

That was what made it dangerous.

An armed charge would have been simple. A spear in the open, a bell-rank advancing, Cassian's men forming hard lines around a holy objective and daring Istrava to call the move anything but war. Mara understood that threat. She had spent her life reading men by the angle of their shields.

But the first Caldrin to cross the broken ground toward her carried linen.

Clean linen.

White enough to look obscene on that field.

He was young, though not as young as the dead were becoming in memory. A surgeon's apprentice, perhaps, or a priest's attendant pressed into useful hands because revelation had not killed the need for tourniquets. He held the folded linen in front of him with both palms, like an offering he had been told not to make and could not imagine carrying any other way.

Behind him came two priests and six soldiers.

The soldiers had no swords drawn.

They had shields.

That was worse.

Shields meant rescue if one was charitable, custody if one was not, and command if one had survived long enough to stop trusting the difference.

Talia saw them at the same time Mara did.

"No," she said.

Mara did not ask what she meant.

There were too many possible answers, and all of them were correct.

The Caldrin boy stopped ten paces away. His face had gone pale beneath soot. His eyes kept trying to settle on Mara's face and failing, skidding instead to the blood on her sleeve, the Istravan red at her collar, the sword at her hip, the faint remnant of vow-light still pulsing beneath her skin whenever someone near her made a promise he did not know how to keep.

"Lady," he said.

The title landed weakly and died.

One of the priests behind him inhaled in horror.

The boy flushed scarlet.

"Forgive me."

"Do not ask that yet," Mara said.

He looked stricken.

Talia's mouth tightened, and Mara knew without looking that her sister was recording the moment somewhere inside herself: not the boy's error, but Mara's refusal to make forgiveness easy because fear had reached for it in public.

Good.

Let Talia keep the ledger no one could burn.

The older priest stepped forward. He had a severe face and a bell at his throat polished clean except where blood had dried in the rim. He did not kneel. Mara could not tell whether that was obedience to her request or an act of control.

"Orryn," he said.

Half the Istravans within hearing moved as if struck.

Rovan's men tightened around their weapons.

Mara felt the name pull at every vow near her.

Talia's knife came up.

"Mara," Talia said.

The priest looked at her with the tired patience of a man addressing someone else's unruly doctrine.

"Child, this is not a family matter."

Talia laughed once.

It was a worse sound than a threat.

"That is what men say when they are about to steal a person and call the theft sacred."

The priest's face hardened.

Mara spoke before he could.

"Your name."

He blinked.

"What?"

"If you speak mine, I will have yours."

His jaw worked around an objection that had no graceful shape left.

"Father Odran Vel."

"Father Odran Vel," Mara said. "Do not call my sister child again."

The soldiers behind him looked at one another.

Not because the instruction was difficult.

Because it was not clear what kind of instruction it had been.

Command, request, warning, divine utterance, sisterly anger. The field had become too crowded for language to cross safely.

Odran lowered his head a fraction.

"As you wish."

There it was.

Obedience disguised as courtesy.

Mara hated how cleanly it fit.

"Why have you come?"

The boy with the linen stepped forward too quickly, grateful for a question he could answer. "You are bleeding."

"Many people are bleeding."

"Yes, but -"

He stopped.

Not because he did not know the rest.

Because he did.

Because saying and you matter more would make the field honest in a way no one could afford.

Odran placed one hand on the boy's shoulder and moved him aside.

"We have come to offer sanctuary."

Talia said, "There it is."

The word sanctuary spread through Caldrin mouths with relief.

Through Istravan mouths with contempt.

Mara looked past Odran to the soldiers.

Their shields were painted with the paired circles of the old vow orders. Not front-line shields. Temple guard. Men trained to hold doors, escort relics, and keep crowds from touching holy things with unwashed hands.

Mara had become a door, a relic, and a crowd problem before the blood on her hand had dried.

"Whose sanctuary?" she asked.

Odran hesitated.

Too long.

"Caldris has always kept Orryn's rites."

An Istravan man shouted something obscene.

One of the Caldrin soldiers raised his shield.

Edda appeared between them as if conjured by irritation.

"Lower that before I make you carry bodies with it," she snapped.

The soldier stared at her.

Edda stared back with the absolute contempt of a woman who had spent the last hour deciding which men could keep their legs.

The shield lowered.

Mara allowed herself one breath of gratitude and did not look at Edda, because gratitude on this field had a dangerous tendency to become claim.

"Caldris kept an image," Mara said to Odran. "Not me."

"You are not merely you."

"That seems to be the problem."

Talia gave a small sound beside her.

Not amusement exactly.

But close enough to remind Mara that her sister was still mortal and angry and alive.

Odran's patience thinned.

"The sacred body cannot remain in hostile custody."

Mara felt the field tilt.

There it was.

Not sanctuary.

Custody.

Rovan's men heard it and surged a step forward. Caldrin shields lifted in answer. The space around Mara hardened with the old reflexes of war, only now the objective was not a pass, a wagon line, a ford.

Her.

Talia's voice went cold.

"Say that again."

Odran looked at her.

He did not.

Mara drew one slow breath.

Vow-light answered.

She felt it rise in Caldrin throats before anyone spoke. Felt their hunger for the old form. Command us. Name the boundary. Tell us what order means now that the god of order stands where the enemy commander used to be.

It would have been easy to make the shields lower.

It would have been easy to make the Istravans step back.

It would have been so easy that for one dangerous moment she understood why gods had accepted distance. Distance kept a god from feeling the relief obedience offered when the world had become unbearable.

Then Talia touched her sleeve.

Barely.

Not comfort.

Warning.

Mara looked down at the fingers on her bloody cuff.

Talia let go before the touch could become anything else.

"No custody," Mara said.

The words did not ring.

She made sure of it.

Odran's eyes flickered.

"If you remain among Istravan command, you will be used."

"If I go with you, I will be used with cleaner hands."

"We would protect you."

"From whom?"

"From those who hate what you are."

"You mean those who know what I have done."

The priest said nothing.

That was answer enough.

Mara looked toward Aren.

He stood amid ash and blood with Mother Anik near him and Darian at his shoulder, surrounded by people who wanted to touch, kill, claim, deny, or be saved by him. He was giving orders now, careful mortal orders, each one made smaller by force of will. She could see the effort in the way he held his mouth.

He did not look protected.

He looked witnessed.

There was a difference no one in power would like.

"I will not leave the field while wounded remain between armies," Mara said.

Odran's mouth tightened.

"That is admirable."

"Do not make it a virtue. It is triage."

"It is also unsafe."

"Most true things are."

The priest's bell trembled at his throat.

No hand touched it.

Mara heard the same wrong note from before trying to remember itself.

Odran's face changed.

Not fear.

Recognition.

He felt it too.

Before either of them could speak, a hard voice cut through the Caldrin ranks.

"Father Odran."

Cassian arrived as if the field had been arranged for him and merely failed to announce it soon enough.

He came with twelve men, all living, all disciplined, all armed in a way that pretended not to be an advance. No sword drawn. No spear leveled. Officers and temple guards moving together, each with a hand free and a weapon within reach.

Cassian's armor had been struck across one shoulder. The gilding there had split, showing dull iron beneath. Blood streaked one side of his neck, but he moved without visible pain. He looked neither shaken nor holy. That, more than anything, made Mara wary.

Men who did not break under revelation usually meant to make use of the pieces.
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