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    For the keepers of quiet hours,Who hold the weight of absent flowers.For those who map the fading shore,And guard the keys to a sealed door.Who choose the echo over the scream,To mend the fabric of the dream.This story, made of memory's cost,For all the beautiful, necessary loss.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "We do not remember to cling. We remember to learn the shape of the letting go. The finest memory is a scar that knows it was once a wound, and has chosen to become a map instead."
— From the recovered fragments of Talen's Journals
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Chapter 1: The Unforgettable Face
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The dream was the same every time: a soundless scream in a room made of mirrors, and her reflection shattering not outward, but inward, swallowing itself until nothing remained but a silent, silver void. Liora woke from it not with a gasp, but with a slow, dreadful return, as if her soul were seeping back into a vessel that had grown cold in its absence.

She lay still, listening. The sound that had pulled her from the dream persisted—a soft, rhythmic rasp. It took her three sluggish heartbeats to understand it was breathing. Another three to realize it was coming from her own chest. It sounded shallow, uncertain, as if her lungs were surprised to be filling, as if her body were a machine she’d forgotten how to operate. She focused on the sensation of air moving in and out, a fragile proof of life.

The room offered no comfort. It was a cell of grey stone, roughly hewn, smelling of damp earth and old lime. A narrow bed with a thin pallet. A single, high window, barred, through which a bruised pre-dawn light bled. And on the wall opposite, a mirror. It was small, its silver backing cracked in a spiderweb pattern, nailed to the stone with a single, rusting spike. It hung slightly crooked, as if ashamed of its purpose.

Liora pushed herself up. Her muscles ached with a deep, generic fatigue, the kind that suggested not a day’s labour, but an era of stillness. She swung her bare feet onto the cold stone floor. The movement was hers, yet it felt observed, like a performance for an empty theatre.

She approached the mirror.

Her reflection did not move with her. It lagged, a half-second behind, a ghost trapped in quicksilver. When she stopped, it caught up, snapping into focus with a jarring suddenness.

The face that stared back was both familiar and utterly unknown. It was a young woman’s face, early twenties perhaps, with eyes the colour of a twilight sky—a greyish blue that held no spark of memory. Dark hair, straight and lank, framed high cheekbones and a mouth that seemed poised between a question and a flinch. She touched her cheek. The skin was cool. The reflection mimicked the gesture, but the eyes... the eyes held a depth of weariness that felt centuries old, a hollowed-out knowledge that belonged to no one her apparent age should possess.

Who are you? she thought, and the question echoed in the silent chamber of her mind, finding no answer, no connecting thread to a before.

A name surfaced, unbidden. Liora.
Was that her? It felt both right and terribly fragile, like a word written in ash. She whispered it aloud.
“Liora.”

The sound died in the room, absorbed by the stone. Her reflection did not react. But for a fleeting second, the cracks in the mirror’s backing seemed to darken, to deepen. An illusion, surely. A trick of the dim light.

She dressed in the simple clothes folded on a stool: a rough-spun tunic, trousers, a worn leather belt. They fit as if made for her, yet she had no memory of putting them on before, no memory of acquiring them. Her fingers trembled as she laced her boots.

A bell tolled in the distance, a single, solemn note that hung in the air and then was swallowed by the silence. It was a signal. For her? She didn’t know. But the cell door, heavy oak banded with iron, was unbarred from the outside. When she pushed, it swung open without a sound.



The village of Elmhaven stirred in the damp morning haze, clinging to the side of a mist-shrouded mountain like lichen to rock. The air was crisp, smelling of pine smoke and turned earth. Liora stepped from the stone archway of what she now saw was a small, solitary guardhouse on the village outskirts, and onto the main street.

The world tightened.

It was a subtle sensation at first—a prickle on the skin, a pressure in the ears, as if she’d descended a great height too quickly. The few villagers already about their morning routines—a baker hauling trays, a woman drawing water from a well—froze. Their conversations, snippets of mundane gossip about the weather and the barley yield, stopped mid-word, severed cleanly.

The woman at the well, her grip on the bucket’s rope taut, turned. Her eyes, a warm brown, found Liora. They blinked, registering a stranger. Then they narrowed, searching. Confusion knitted her brow. She was looking for a context—a travelling merchant’s daughter, a relative from the lowlands—a box in which to place this unfamiliar face.

She found none.

The confusion curdled into something else. A dawning, widening horror. It wasn’t fear of threat, not of violence or theft. It was the horror of recognition without context. It was the terror of remembering something that should have been, by all natural law, forgotten.

The woman’s mouth opened. No sound emerged. Her fingers went slack.

The wooden bucket, full and heavy, plunged back down the well with a distant, booming splash. The rope whipped through her hands, taking skin with it, but she didn’t flinch. She just stared.

A man emerging from the bakery with a loaf of fresh, steaming bread followed her gaze. His eyes locked on Liora. His face, ruddy from oven heat, paled to the colour of old dough. The loaf slipped from his hands, hitting the cobblestones with a soft, final thud. He didn’t look down.

A child, a little girl with messy braids chasing a goose, stumbled to a halt. She looked at Liora. Her young face, unguarded, showed only a pure, uncomprehending awe, as if she’d seen a statue blink.

Then, the whispers began. They slithered from doorways, from behind barrels, a hissing undercurrent to the crushing silence.

“Unforgettable...”
“...see her face?”
“It can’t be...”
“Unforgettable.”
The word was a poison, a contagion passed from lip to ear. It gained strength with each repetition. Unforgettable.

The little girl who had stared in awe suddenly looked down at her own hands. They were blurring at the edges, the vivid pink of her skin softening into a greyish haze, as if she were a charcoal sketch left in the rain. She held them up to her face, her eyes wide not with fear yet, but with fascination. “Mama?” she called, her voice thin. “I feel... light.”

The woman at the well snapped out of her trance. She screamed. It was a raw, animal sound that tore the morning apart. “Elara!”

She lunged forward, but her movement was sluggish, as if fighting through deep water. The little girl, Elara, was now translucent, her form bleeding into the misty air. The goose she’d been chasing waddled away, unconcerned.

“Elara, look at me! Look at Mama!” the woman shrieked, collapsing to her knees before the fading child. She reached out, but her hands passed through her daughter’s dissolving shoulders, scattering the last cohesive bits of her like smoke.

The scream didn’t end. It went on and on, a sustained note of absolute, irredeemable loss. And then, abruptly, it stopped. Not because the woman was silent, but because the sound itself... vanished. The space where the scream had been was empty, a void in the air. The woman knelt on the stones, her mouth still wide in a silent wail, her arms cradling nothing. Her daughter was gone. Not dead. Unmade.

Liora felt it. The scream echoed not in her ears, but deep inside the marrow of her bones, a vibration of pure annihilation. A coldness, absolute and final, spread from her core. I did this.

The crowd’s panic, held at bay by shock, now broke. But it did not break toward her. There was no angry mob, no cries for vengeance. Their terror was of a different, more profound kind.

“Forget her!” a voice bellowed—the baker, tears cutting clean tracks through the flour on his cheeks. “Forget her face! Don’t hold it in your mind!”

It was a command born of practiced, communal survival. As one, the crowd turned away. They pressed their hands over their eyes. They bowed their heads, squeezing their eyelids shut so tightly their faces contorted with the strain. A woman began to hum a loud, repetitive nursery tune, drowning out her own thoughts. A man started counting backwards from a hundred in a harsh, guttural voice.

The act of forgetting was not passive. It was violent. It was a physical, mental wrenching away. It was self-preservation of the most brutal sort.

Liora stood at the epicentre of this silent, convulsive storm. The market stall nearest to her—a cart selling pottery and iron tools—gave a low groan. Its wooden joints, pegged and bound for generations, began to creak. Then, with a sound like sighing rot, they unravelled. The cart collapsed in on itself, not with a crash, but with a soft, surrendering crumple. Glazed bowls and tin cups rolled into the gutter, unbroken but somehow lifeless. The merchant, a grizzled old man, didn’t scream about his wares. He just looked from his ruined stall to Liora, and in his eyes was that same horrified recognition. He pointed a trembling finger, his lips moving soundlessly around the cursed word. Unforgettable.

She had to move. Staying was not just dangerous; it was a kind of murder. Every second her face resided in a conscious mind was a second the world strained at its seams.

She ran.

She turned from the main street and fled down a narrow alley between two leaning cottages. The world’s grip loosened with every step away from the concentrated focus of the villagers. The pressure in her ears eased. The chilling vibration in her bones dulled to a numb ache. She ran past a goat tethered to a post; it chewed its cud, oblivious. She scrambled over a low stone wall into a patch of frost-tipped vegetables; the earth held firm.

The wilderness began just beyond the last cottage, a wall of ancient, silent pines. She didn’t look back. She plunged into the trees, the needle-strewn ground muffling her footfalls. The cold, clean scent of pine resin filled her lungs, replacing the cloying smell of terror and fresh bread.

She ran until her lungs burned and her legs trembled. She ran until the silence of the forest was no longer an absence of sound, but a presence. She ran until the memory of the little girl’s fading form, of the mother’s silent scream, began to blur at the edges, not from forgetfulness, but from the mind’s desperate instinct to shield itself.

Finally, she stumbled into a small, rocky clearing where a shallow stream cut through the stone. She fell to her hands and knees, vomiting nothing but bitter bile. She scooped the icy water and scrubbed at her face, as if she could wash away the contours that caused such ruin. The water was numbing. Her reflection in the stream’s eddying surface was broken, fragmented.

What am I?

The question was no longer philosophical. It was screamingly immediate. She was a walking catastrophe. A focal point of a reality that could not bear to be remembered. She thought of the guardhouse, the open door. Had someone let her out? Had they known what would happen? Or had she been imprisoned there to protect the world from her?

A new sound pierced the forest hush. Not a whisper, not a scream. But footsteps. Purposeful, steady, coming through the trees toward her clearing. Not the frantic steps of a villager, but the measured tread of someone who was not afraid of the woods, or perhaps, of what they might find in them.

Liora scrambled behind a large, moss-covered boulder, her heart hammering against her ribs. She peered around its edge.

A man entered the clearing. He was not from the village. His clothes were practical but well-travelled: a dark wool coat, sturdy boots, a pack slung over one shoulder. He had a sharp, intelligent face, shadowed with a day’s stubble, and eyes that were already scanning the clearing, noting the disturbed ground, the splashed water. They were the colour of dark honey, and they held a keen, observing light. A scholar’s eyes.

He didn’t call out. He simply walked to the stream’s edge, set down his pack, and knelt to drink from his cupped hands. He moved with an economy that suggested solitude and self-reliance. After drinking, he sat back on his heels, pulled a small, leather-bound journal and a charcoal pencil from his coat, and began to sketch something in the dim forest light—the pattern of the rocks, perhaps, or the way the water cut its path.

He was utterly, blessedly unaware of her.

For the first time since waking in that stone room, since seeing the horror in the villager’s eyes, Liora felt a treacherous, devastating flicker of hope. It bloomed hot and painful in her chest. Perhaps the curse was tied to the village, to the people who knew some hidden history. Perhaps in the wider, anonymous world, she could pass unseen. Perhaps she could exist without being a weapon.

The man finished his sketch, closed his journal, and looked up, not at her hiding place, but at the sky visible through the canopy. “The light’s nearly gone,” he said to himself, his voice a low, pleasant baritone. “Best make camp.”

He began gathering dry twigs for a fire, his movements efficient. Liora watched, paralyzed by longing. The simple, human ritual of preparing for nightfall was the most beautiful thing she had ever witnessed. It spoke of a future, of a tomorrow that would come. Her own existence felt like a perpetual, damaging present.

The hope was a danger. She knew it. But the loneliness was a greater one. It was a yawning chasm inside her, deeper than any fear.

The man got his small fire going, the flames dancing to life and casting shifting orange light on his face. He took a piece of hardtack from his pack and began to eat, staring into the flames.

Liora made her decision. It was foolish. It was suicidal. But she was a creature of pure existential hunger, and he was the first person who had not looked at her and seen the end of the world.

She took a deep, shuddering breath, and stepped out from behind the boulder.

The man’s head turned. His eyes found her in the firelight. They showed surprise, then a cautious assessment. He saw a young woman, dishevelled, pale, standing at the edge of his camp. He did not recoil. He did not freeze. He simply watched, curious.

“Evening,” he said, his tone neutral, non-threatening. “Lost?”

Liora’s throat was dust-dry. She tried to speak, but only a faint rasp emerged. She shook her head.

“You’re welcome to share the fire,” he said, gesturing to a spot across from him. “It’s a cold night for wandering.”

The kindness in his words was almost worse than the villagers’ horror. It was a lure into a normalcy she could never have. She moved forward slowly, like a wild animal, and sank onto the indicated spot, the fire’s warmth a shocking pleasure on her skin.

“My name is Kael,” he said, breaking off a piece of his hardtack and offering it to her across the flames. “I’m a collector. Of stories, mostly. The old kinds that people are starting to... well, misplace.”

She stared at the proffered food. An offering. A connection. She reached out, her fingers brushing his as she took it. The contact was electric, but not for him. For her, it was the first human touch she could remember that didn’t presage destruction. It was just... touch.

“Thank you,” she whispered, the words alien on her tongue.

He nodded, smiling slightly. “Not much of a feast, but it fills the hollows.” He studied her again, not with suspicion, but with that same scholarly curiosity. “You’re a long way from any settlement. Are you running from something? Or to something?”

The question hung in the air, heavy with implication. The fire crackled between them, a tiny fortress against the vast, remembering dark.

Liora looked at his face, open and unaware in the flickering light. She felt the weight of her own name, of the truth, like a stone held over the thin ice of this fragile peace. The loneliness she carried was a screaming void. The hope was a tiny, defiant flame.

She opened her mouth. The confession, the terrible gift of knowledge, balanced on her lips.

“My name,” she said, the sound so soft it was almost swallowed by the fire’s whisper, “is Liora.”

She tasted the name as she said it. A confession. A sentence.

She watched his face, waiting for the confusion, the dawning horror, the unravelling.

Kael’s eyes met hers. He nodded, politely. “Liora,” he repeated. “A good name. It suits you.”

For one breathtaking, impossible second, the world held steady. The fire burned. The stream burbled. The night air remained cold and clear.

The hope exploded in her chest, brilliant and terrifying. He knows my name. And he is still here.

Then Kael blinked.

It was a simple, human gesture. But when his eyes opened again, everything had changed. The curiosity was gone. The calm intelligence was shattered. His pupils dilated, swallowing the honey-brown of his irises. He was seeing her now. Truly seeing. And what he saw was not a woman by a fire, but a truth his mind could not contain.

“No,” he gasped, the word a puff of smoke. He dropped his journal. His hands flew to his temples, fingers digging into his skin as if to claw the knowledge from his skull. “No, it’s... it’s impossible. You’re... you’re...”

He began to scream.

It was not a scream of pain, but of catastrophic recognition. The sound tore from him, raw and world-ending. As he screamed, Liora watched in helpless, horrified fascination. The firelight didn’t just illuminate him; it began to pass through him. His skin grew thin, translucent, like parchment held before a flame. She could see the tracery of veins, the shadow of his bones, all glowing with an internal, dying light.

“Kael!” she cried, lurching forward.

His scream choked off into a gurgle. He reached for her, not in accusation, but in a final, desperate bid for anchorage. His dissolving hand passed through her outstretched arm. There was no sensation of touch, only a brief, terrible cold.

He came apart. Not in blood and bone, but in light and mist. His form sheeted away, like sand caught in a violent wind, scattering into the darkness beyond the firelight. The scream did not echo. It ended in a perfect, absolute absence. A void where sound and soul had been.

The fire crackled, undisturbed.

Liora was left kneeling on the cold ground, her hand still outstretched, clutching at empty, silent air. The piece of hardtack lay in the dirt between them. The world was perfectly, horribly quiet.

The hope was gone. Extinguished. In its place was a colder, harder certainty than she had felt even in the village.

She was not just dangerous.
She was lethal.
Her name was a death sentence. Her very identity was a weapon of perfect erasure.
A soft thud made her look down. Kael’s journal lay open by the fire. On the page, half-finished, was a sketch of the stream from earlier. Neat, precise handwriting surrounded it, notes on local geology. A life’s work, interrupted.

With trembling hands that felt like they belonged to someone else, Liora picked up the journal. She closed it gently. She then gathered the cold, fine ash that was all that remained of Kael—the scholar, the storyteller, the man who offered bread—and scooped it into a small hollow by the stream. She covered it with stones, building a tiny, anonymous cairn.

She knew no marker would hold. No memory would survive. She was the end of stories.

That night, she did not sleep. She sat by the dying fire, Kael’s journal in her lap, and watched the stars pinprick the black velvet sky. One by one, she tried to remember their names, the constellations Kael might have known. But the act of naming felt like a threat now, a potential betrayal of the cosmos itself.

She was alone, utterly. A truth that could not be spoken. A memory that could not be held. A face that doomed all who remembered it.

In the distance, an owl called, a question in the dark. Liora had no answer. She had only the long, silent road ahead, and the crushing weight of a world that existed only when she was forgotten.
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Chapter 2: The First Erasure
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Dawn came not as a sunrise, but as a slow, grey leaching of the darkness. The world bled back into existence—the sharp, black silhouettes of pines softening into green, the stream gaining a dull, metallic sheen. Liora watched it happen from her vigil by the dead fire, her eyes gritty and dry. She hadn’t blinked for what felt like hours, afraid that if she closed her eyes, she might open them to find the world gone, or worse, find herself back in the stone room with the crooked mirror.

Kael’s cairn was a small, pathetic mound of river stones. It looked like something a child might build, not a grave. Already, the memory of his face was blurring at the edges in her mind, the specific shade of his eyes fading to a generic brown. It wasn’t her forgetting. It felt like the world itself, strained by the memory of him, was sanding down the details, making him lighter, less real. The ultimate insult. He was being forgotten twice over—once by annihilation, once by gentle, universal erosion.

She stood, her joints protesting. The cold had seeped into her bones, a chill that had nothing to do with the morning air. She picked up Kael’s journal, its leather cover smooth and cool under her fingers. It was a tangible piece of a man who was now intangible. A record of a recorder. The irony was a bitter taste on her tongue. She slipped it into the inner pocket of her tunic, feeling its weight against her ribs—a small, hard counterweight to the hollow inside her.

She had no plan. North, perhaps. Away from the village whose name she didn’t know, away from the ghost of a scream in a market square. The wilderness, at least, was indifferent. It didn’t remember, so it couldn’t forget her.

She walked. The forest was a cathedral of silence, broken only by the crunch of her boots on needle-strewn earth, the distant call of a jay, the eternal whisper of the wind in the high branches. She kept the stream to her left, a guide. She drank from it when she thirsted, the water so cold it made her teeth ache. She ate nothing. The thought of food brought back the image of the offered hardtack, dissolving into the dirt.

The landscape began to change. The tall, solemn pines gave way to gnarled, wind-sculpted oaks, then to a rocky, heather-clad moor that stretched towards distant, mist-shrouded mountains. The sky was a vast, bowl of hammered pewter, promising rain. The openness was terrifying. There was nowhere to hide. She felt exposed, a single dark stitch on a wide, grey tapestry.

Her mind was a trap. It replayed the moments on a loop: the woman’s silent scream, the child dissolving like sugar in water, the horrifying thinness of Kael as he came apart. But intertwined with the horror was a sharper, more personal agony: the look in his eyes in that one perfect second before he truly saw her. Curiosity. Kindness. A flicker of human connection. It had been a glimpse of a life she could never have, a door opened and then slammed so violently it took the wall with it.

Why? The question was a drumbeat in her skull. What law of existence had she broken? Was she a disease? A judgement? A random, catastrophic flaw in the weaving of reality?

As the day wore on, a new sensation began to prickle at her awareness. A feeling of being... perceived. Not by eyes, but by the environment itself. She passed a granite outcrop shaped like a slumped giant, and for a moment, she felt the weight of its mineral memory, a slow, patient recollection of ice ages and falling stars. It didn’t fear her. It just... noted her. When she stepped on a particular patch of spongy, yellow moss, it released a puff of spores that glittered oddly in the flat light, and she had the distinct, uncanny feeling that it was passing a message through the roots under the soil.

This world was not inert. It was layered with a faint, residual consciousness, a memory that was not human, but was memory nonetheless. And it was aware of the anomaly in its midst.

The rain began as a fine, cold mist that beaded on her hair and lashes. Then it fell in earnest, a steady, drenching downpour that reduced the world to shades of grey and green. She was soaked through in minutes, her clothes clinging to her like a second, colder skin. She stumbled into the lee of another rock formation, a shallow overhang that offered meagre shelter. Shivering, she huddled against the stone, watching the rain sheathe the moor in a shimmering curtain.

This was how it would be. A lonely, wet trudge towards nothing. Until she stumbled into another settlement, or another lone traveller, and the horror would repeat. She was a wolf moving through a world of lambs, except she didn’t want to hunt. She wanted to cease. But the instinct to survive, to understand, was a stubborn, smouldering coal in the ashes of her self.

The rain eased as dusk approached, leaving the air washed and sharp. A break in the clouds to the west sent long, low beams of apricot light stabbing across the moor, setting the wet heather on fire with colour. In one of these pools of light, she saw it.

Smoke. A thin, grey tendil rising from behind a fold in the land, perhaps a mile ahead.

Her breath caught. Fire meant people. People meant death. She should veer away, make a wide berth in the growing dark.

But the cold had sunk deep. The loneliness was a physical ache, a cavity in her centre. And the smoke spoke of warmth. Of a simple, human act—building a fire against the night. It was a siren’s call, irresistible and fatal.

She argued with herself as she walked, her path now bending inevitably toward the smoke. Don’t show yourself. Just get close enough to feel the warmth. Listen to a human voice, even from a distance. Then leave. It was a pathetic bargain, but it was all she had.

She crested the rise with the stealth of a hunted thing, staying low in the heather. Below, in a small, sheltered hollow beside a fast-moving stream, a campfire burned. A single figure sat beside it, wrapped in a dark cloak. A horse, a sturdy bay mare, was picketed nearby, cropping grass. The scene was peaceful, composed. A tiny island of order in the vast, damp chaos.

It was the journal that decided her. The one pressed against her heart. This person was alone, a traveller. Perhaps they were like Kael. A scholar, a mapper of lost things. Perhaps they could look at the journal and tell her... something. Anything. It was a thread, and she was drowning.

She didn’t approach directly. She circled downwind, letting the murmur of the stream cover her sounds. She came up behind a large boulder, twenty paces from the fire. She could feel its radiant heat from here, a blissful promise. The figure had their back to her, hunched over something—a book, a map. The hood of their cloak was up.

Liora’s heart hammered against the journal. Run, screamed every instinct honed in the village clearing. Walk into the fire, whispered the deeper, more human desperation.

She took a step out from behind the boulder. A pebble dislodged under her boot, clattering softly.

The figure went still. Then, slowly, they turned.

It was a woman. Older than Kael, perhaps in her late forties. Her face, revealed by the firelight, was sharp-featured and severe, but not unkind. It was a face etched by wind and thought, with lines around the eyes that suggested squinting at distant horizons or difficult texts. Her hair, escaped from its hood, was a dark grey-streaked brown, pulled into a simple braid. Her eyes were the colour of flint.

Those eyes found Liora. They showed a moment of alert surprise, then a swift, analytical assessment. They scanned her soaked clothes, her pale face, the empty space around her for companions. They saw a young woman, alone, bedraggled, and likely desperate. They did not show a flicker of recognition or horror.

The woman did not stand up. She did not reach for a weapon. She simply nodded, once. “You look like you’ve had a longer day than I have,” she said. Her voice was calm, dry, with a slight rasp. “The fire’s public domain. As is the stream.”

No questions. No demands. Just a statement of fact. It was the most merciful greeting Liora could imagine.

She stood frozen, the invitation hanging in the space between them. The woman watched her for another moment, then turned back to her book, as if Liora’s presence were already noted and filed away. The dismissal was a gift. It allowed Liora to move forward without the pressure of an expectant gaze.

She crept to the opposite side of the fire, keeping its dancing light between them like a shield. She sank down, extending her trembling hands towards the flames. The heat was almost painful, a glorious burn that began to drive the deep chill from her flesh. A soft, involuntary sigh escaped her.

The woman glanced up. “There’s a blanket in my pack, there. It’s damp at the corners, but drier than you are.” She gestured with her chin.

Liora stared at the worn leather pack. Such a normal offer. Such a dangerous acceptance. To use something of hers, to create a connection of object and debt.

“Thank you,” Liora whispered, the words barely audible over the crackle of the fire and the rush of the stream. She did not move towards the pack.

The woman shrugged and returned to her book. The silence stretched, but it was a different silence than the forest’s. It was human silence, companionable, thick with unspoken words. Liora watched her. She moved a pot of water closer to the flames, added a handful of dried leaves from a pouch. The smell of herbal tea, sharp and green, mingled with the woodsmoke. It was devastatingly ordinary.

“My name is Veyra,” the woman said, not looking up from her page. She said it casually, as one might comment on the weather.

Panic shot through Liora. A name offered demanded a name in return. It was the first step on the path that led to Kael’s ashes.

Veyra seemed to sense her paralysis. She looked over, her flinty eyes meeting Liora’s across the fire. “Or don’t tell me yours. It’s of no consequence. Names are heavy things out here. I understand.”

She understands. What did she understand? That some people were hunted? That some had secrets? Did she understand that a name could be a detonation?

Liora’s hand went to the lump of Kael’s journal beneath her tunic. The action was small, but Veyra’s eyes tracked it with unnerving precision.

“You carry something,” Veyra stated. “Something that troubles you more than the cold.”

It wasn’t a question. It was an observation, delivered with the flat certainty of a fact. This woman was not like Kael. Kael’s curiosity had been open, eager. Veyra’s was surgical, detached.

Liora’s fingers closed around the journal. The urge to show it, to hand this impossible problem to someone who looked so capable, so unshakable, was almost overwhelming. This woman had not flinched at her face. Maybe she was strong enough to bear the knowledge.

It was a reckless, suicidal hope. But Liora was a creature of little else.

Slowly, she drew out the journal. She held it in both hands, feeling the impression of Kael’s fingers in the leather, the ghost of his attention in its pages. She didn’t
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