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PROLOGUE: WHAT THE GROUND REMEMBERS

The dead do not scream. That is the first lie the living tell themselves, the comfort they build their nights around. They imagine the grave as silence, as rest, as the closing of a door. Reynar Kelt had opened enough of those doors to know better. The dead did not scream because they had learned, long before he arrived to disturb them, that screaming changed nothing. Silence was not peace. Silence was patience.

He stood at the lip of the Hollow Choir at midnight, in the year the histories would later call the ninth of the Purification, though no one called it that yet, not while it was still happening to them. Rain had fallen for three days over the sunken valley, and the old stones of the ruin drank it in the way old things drink in anything offered to them, greedily, without gratitude. Reynar’s boots sank an inch into black mud that had not been mud in a thousand years, not since the valley had been a battlefield, and before that a temple, and before that whatever the world had been shaped from when men first decided that death deserved a name and a god both.

He had walked three weeks to reach this place. He had walked with no retinue, no banners, none of the black-armored dead that would, within two years, make his name a curse spoken in every chapel from the Cindermarch to the Salt Coast. He had walked alone because some doors, he had learned, only opened for one hand at a time.

Behind him, at a respectful distance that was really just fear dressed as respect, Mireille Cassot held the horses and said nothing, because she had learned in fifteen years at his side exactly when her voice would be useful and just when it would not. Tonight was the latter. She watched him with the flat, assessing patience of a woman who had buried her own mother twice — once in earth, and once, years later, in the deliberate, permanent silence of a second death, delivered by her own hand, because some mercies could only be given by someone who loved you enough to become a monster for an afternoon.

Reynar did not look back at her. He looked at the stones.

The Hollow Choir had been built, according to the fragments of text he had spent four years assembling from three burned libraries and one Inquisition vault he should not have survived robbing, as a threshold. Not a temple to death. A door between the living world and the second country that waited beneath it — the Void, the place where the dead went to wait, though wait for what, no text had ever said plainly, as though the authors themselves had been afraid that writing the answer down would summon it.

He had come to raise an army.

That was the plan, in the plain, unadorned language he preferred to think in, stripped of the poetry that other men wrapped around their ambitions to make them more bearable. He had spent nine years building toward this valley, nine years since the Inquisition had taken him in chains from a village whose name he had made himself forget, nine years since Cardinal Aurelio Thane had pressed a branding iron shaped like a sunburst into the soft skin of his forearm and told him, almost gently, that this was mercy — that they were burning the corruption out of him before it could consume the rest of him, the way a farmer burns a diseased field before the rot can spread to the good soil beside it.

Reynar had believed, for the first year after his escape, that he wanted revenge.

He had learned, in the years since, that revenge was too small a word, too warm, too human. What he wanted was larger and colder than revenge. He wanted the world rebuilt on different terms — terms in which men like Thane could not decide, with a match and a psalm, whose blood was clean and whose was corruption. He wanted power enough that no inquisitor would ever again get to choose, alone, in a dim stone room, who deserved to keep breathing.

The dead, he had come to believe, made the most loyal soldiers for that kind of war. They did not tire. They did not doubt. They did not, unlike the living men who had sworn him oaths and broken them one by one over nine bitter years, change their minds when the winter grew hard and the enemy grew stronger.

He knelt at the center of the Choir, where seven standing stones leaned toward each other like old men sharing a secret, and he began the working that four years of forbidden scholarship had taught him, syllable by syllable, mistake by mistake, corpse by corpse in smaller, crueler practice grounds than this one.

The Void did not open like a door. It opened like an eye.

He felt it before he saw anything — a pressure behind his own eyes, a cold that had nothing to do with the rain, a sense of being observed by something that had been patient for longer than the concept of patience had existed. The standing stones began to hum, a sound too low for ears, felt instead in the teeth and the marrow. Mireille’s horses screamed and reared, and behind him he heard her cursing them into stillness with the specific vocabulary she reserved for animals and gods.

And then, in the mud at the center of the ring, something that was not quite darkness began to gather. It had a texture, if darkness could be said to have texture — a depth that light did far more than merely fail to reach — actively avoided, as though the darkness were not an absence but a hunger, and hunger, Reynar knew from nine years of it, was the truest hunger, always looking for something warm to fill it.

A voice came out of that gathered dark, and it did not use sound the way the rain used sound, striking the ground and the stones and the dead leaves. It arrived instead directly into the part of his mind that housed his oldest fears, which was, he would think later, a deeply unfair advantage for a negotiation.

WHO OPENS THE DOOR, the voice did not-quite-say.

“A man who intends to walk through it,” Reynar answered aloud, because he had decided years ago that whatever waited on the other side of death deserved to be spoken to as an equal, not groveled at like the god the Inquisition prayed to, the god that had, as far as Reynar could tell from nine years of careful observation, done nothing whatsoever to stop a single burning.

THE DOOR DOES NOT OPEN FOR FREE, the voice said. NOTHING PASSES THROUGH WITHOUT A DEBT LEFT BEHIND ON THIS SIDE. THIS IS THE OLDEST LAW. OLDER THAN YOUR GODS. OLDER THAN OURS.

“Then name your price.”

The dark did not answer immediately. When it did, the answer arrived less like words and more like a memory being placed into his skull that had not been there a moment before — the memory of a bond, ancient and half-forgotten, a rite from before recorded history in which two souls could be woven together so tightly that neither Void nor grave nor blade could fully separate them again. A rite that had once been used, the not-quite-memory suggested, as the highest form of sacrifice: a soul given over entirely, permanently, to hold open the door long enough for another to walk through it whole.

A tether. A cost paid not in gold or blood spilled once, but in two lives rendered into one long debt, carried until the debt was paid in full — with a death that would, at the end, be absolute. Final. Un-reversible even by the power that had made the bond possible in the first place.

Reynar did not fully understand the shape of what he was being offered, not that night, not with rain running down the back of his collar and nine years of fury narrowing his vision to a single, simple question: could this open the door, or could it not.

“I accept the terms,” he said, because he had never in his life read the whole of a contract before signing it, only the clause that mattered to him at the time, and the clause that mattered to him that night was very short. It gave him what he wanted.

The Void did not celebrate. It opened.

What rose out of the ground of the Hollow Choir that night were not soldiers yet — merely the first, thin trickle of what would become, within two years, an army large enough to break kingdoms. Skeletal hands broke the surface of centuries-old mud like the first shoots of some terrible spring. Mireille, behind him, made a sound that was not quite a prayer, because she did not believe in gods, only in Reynar, and that was its own kind of faith, just as demanding.

Reynar knelt in the mud among the rising dead and felt something settle into his chest that he did not yet have the wisdom to recognize as a hook rather than a gift — a tether cast forward through years he had not lived yet, waiting for the one person who would someday pull it taut.

He did not know her name.

He did not know that in less than two years he would kneel over her broken, pyre-burned body in the smoking ruin of a village called Ashcombe, and that the words he would speak to raise her would be the same shape as the words he had spoken tonight, and that this time, when the door opened, it would not simply give him a soldier.

It would give him a debt with a face, and green eyes, and a voice that would, against every wall he had built around himself for nine hard years, learn to call him something other than master.

But that night, in the rain, with the first of the dead rising silent and patient around him, Reynar Kelt believed only this: that he had found a weapon large enough to answer nine years of fire with an army the Inquisition could not burn.

He was wrong about almost everything else.

He was right about the fire, though. The fire was coming. It always had been. He had not yet understood that some of it was going to burn inside his own chest, in a place he had thought, for nine long years, that he had finally made fireproof.

Behind him, the standing stones went dark again, one by one, like a held breath being slowly released. The Void closed its eye. And in the silence that followed, broken only by the wet, patient shuffling of things that had waited a very long time to be needed again, Mireille Cassot finally spoke the only words she trusted herself with that night.

“Was it worth it?”

Reynar looked at the small, rising legion at his feet — perhaps thirty of the dead so far, no more, a seed of the army still to come — and said the only true thing he had left in him.

“Ask me again when I’ve finished paying for it.”

He did not know, then, how literal that answer would turn out to be.
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CHAPTER ONE: ASHCOMBE
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Two years after the Hollow Choir, Reynar Kelt rode into the burning village of Ashcombe with forty of the risen dead at his back and the certain, practiced indifference of a man who had stopped counting the villages he had watched fall to Inquisition fire. He did not come to save it. Ashcombe was already lost by the time his scouts had reported it, already a column of black smoke visible three ridgelines away, already, in the flat calculation he had learned to make about every burning settlement he passed, not worth the soldiers it would cost to intervene before the flames finished their work.

He came for what the fire would leave behind.

The Inquisition did not simply burn villages accused of harboring forbidden magic. They cataloged the executed first — a grim bureaucratic ritual Reynar had come, over nine years of hating them, to find almost more offensive than the killing itself, as though murder required paperwork to be properly holy. Every purification left behind a record: names, ages, the flavor of corruption each soul had been guilty of. And every purification left behind bodies not yet fully consumed by the pyres, bodies that a man with Reynar’s distinct skills could put to a better use than rot.

He was not being sentimental about it. He told himself that often enough that it had stopped requiring effort. The dead of Ashcombe would become soldiers in a war the dead of Ashcombe had not asked to fight, and Reynar had decided, long ago, that this was a fairer fate than the one the Inquisition had already given them, which was ash and a line in a ledger.

The village center was a black scar in the mud when he arrived, the fires mostly burned down to embers, the pyres — three of them, arranged with the neat spacing of men who had done this many times before — still smoking against the gray evening sky. Mireille rode at his left, her expression the closed stillness she wore whenever they arrived somewhere too late to matter. His new lieutenant, a former Inquisition sergeant named Voss who had defected two winters ago after watching his own sister burned for the crime of midwifery gone wrong, rode at his right, saying nothing, because Voss had learned early that Reynar preferred silence to sympathy in places like this.

“Third pyre’s still occupied,” Mireille said, nodding toward it. Her voice was flat, professional, the voice of a woman who had long ago stopped letting herself feel the shape of what that sentence meant.

Reynar dismounted without answering and walked toward it anyway.

The chains had cooled enough to touch. That was the first thing he registered — an odd, clinical detail, the kind of thing his mind offered him instead of feeling, because feeling, in a place like this, was a door he had learned to keep shut with the same discipline he used to keep the Void’s whispering at bay when he worked. The body chained to the third pyre was smaller than the others had been, younger, a woman who could not have been more than twenty-four, her auburn hair burned away in patches, her face — what remained visible of it beneath the soot and the ruin the fire had made of her — set in an expression that had not, he thought, belonged to fear at the end. Something closer to fury.

He read the placard nailed crookedly to the post above her, because the Inquisition, in its endless appetite for documentation, left placards.

ISELLA VAYNE, AGE 24, GUILTY OF HERETICAL HEALING ARTS UPON HER OWN BLOOD KIN. PURIFIED IN THE NAME OF THE UNBURNING LIGHT.

“Healing,” Reynar said, to no one, tasting the word the way he might taste something gone slightly rotten. Of all the crimes the Inquisition invented reasons to burn people for, this was the one that still, after nine years, managed to surprise him with its particular cruelty. Not curses. Not conjured plagues, not the summoning of things better left in the dark. Healing. Someone had used forbidden magic to try to keep a person alive, and for that, the Unburning Light required her dead.

“You’re not thinking of raising her,” Mireille said. It was not a question. Mireille had learned, in fifteen years, exactly what expression crossed Reynar’s face right before he made a decision she was going to disagree with, and she was watching that expression now with the tired patience of a woman choosing her battles.

“She’s fresher than the others,” Reynar said, which was true and also not the reason, though he would not have been able to name the actual reason if pressed, not that night. There was something in the set of the dead woman’s jaw, something in the fury the flames had not managed to burn out of her expression, that struck him as a waste in a way the other bodies hadn’t. He had raised hundreds of the dead by then. He did not, as a rule, look at their faces before he did it.

He looked at hers.

“Fine,” Mireille said, in the voice of someone conceding a point she still thought was wrong. “Raise her, then. Another soldier’s another soldier.”

But that was not, in the end, entirely what happened.

Reynar knelt beside the pyre and began the working — the same working, in its bones, that he had performed at the Hollow Choir two years before, refined now by two years of practice into something closer to instinct than incantation. He drew the Void’s attention the way a man draws breath, without quite thinking about the mechanics of it anymore, and he felt the familiar cold pressure gather behind his eyes as the door on the other side of death opened, patient and hungry as it always was.

What he did not expect — what nothing in two years of successful raisings had prepared him for — was resistance.

It struck him first as a kind of static, a wrongness in the working, as though he had reached for a door he had opened a hundred times before and found, this time, that something on the other side had its hand pressed flat against it, pushing back. He gritted his teeth and pushed the working harder, the way he had learned to push through resistance in the early, clumsier years of his practice, and the wrongness did not yield so much as it changed shape, curling around his intention like smoke curling around a hand thrust into it.

WHO OPENS THE DOOR, said something that was not quite a voice, and Reynar’s blood went cold in a way it had not gone cold in two years, because he recognized that not-quite-voice, recognized the shape of the question, recognized, with a lurch of awareness that arrived a full second too late to be useful, just what kind of working he had accidentally invoked instead of the simple raising he had intended.

“A man who has done this a hundred times,” he said aloud, his voice rougher than he meant it to be. “This isn’t the Choir. This is a simple raising.”

NOTHING IS EVER SIMPLE THAT TOUCHES A DEBT ALREADY OWED, the not-quite-voice said, and Reynar felt, for the first time in two years, the cold, sick lurch of a man realizing that a contract he had signed without reading had a clause he had failed to notice. THE TETHER YOU CARRY SEEKS ITS OTHER HALF. IT HAS ALWAYS BEEN SEEKING. YOU DID NOT THINK A DEBT THIS OLD WOULD SIMPLY WAIT QUIETLY UNTIL YOU DECIDED TO COLLECT IT YOURSELF.

“I don’t understand,” Reynar said, which was, he would later reflect, one of only a handful of times in his adult life he had said those words aloud to anyone, living or dead or otherwise.

YOU WILL, said the not-quite-voice, with something that might, in a being capable of amusement, have been amusement. And then the resistance was not resistance anymore. It was invitation — the door swinging suddenly, violently wide, and Reynar felt something pour through the opening that was larger and stranger than the simple thread of animating force he used to raise an ordinary soldier. It felt, for one disorienting instant, like two doors opening at once, one in front of him and one somewhere inside his own chest, and through both of them at the same moment came a rush of cold that was well beyond the Void’s cold — something with texture to it, something with a shape that felt, absurdly, uncomfortably, almost like another person’s breath.

Isella Vayne’s chest rose.

It was not the jerking, mechanical first breath of the ordinary dead he had raised a hundred times before — a motion with no intention behind it, a puppet’s twitch. This was slower. This was, unmistakably, someone waking up.

Her eyes opened, and they were green, and they were, to Reynar’s immediate and profound alarm, entirely aware.

She did not look at him the way the risen dead looked at their masters — the flat, patient, empty attention of a servant waiting for instruction. She looked at him the way a person looks at another person: with confusion, with fear rapidly curdling into fury, with the outraged clarity of someone who has just understood, in the space of a single breath, that she has been pulled backward through a door she remembered, with perfect and terrible clarity, walking through willingly enough once the fire had finally stopped hurting.

“What,” she said, her voice a burned rasp, the first word any newly risen soldier of his had ever spoken to him instead of obeying, “did you do.”

Behind him, Mireille had gone very still. Voss had taken an involuntary step backward. And Reynar Kelt, necromancer, conqueror, a man who had built nine years of careful discipline around the conviction that nothing the dead did could surprise him anymore, knelt in the mud of a burned village and felt, for the first time since he was seventeen years old and screaming under Cardinal Thane’s branding iron, something that might have been fear.

“I raised you,” he said, because it was the only true thing he had.

“You raised something,” Isella said, and there was blood in her voice, though the wound that had killed her had been fire, not blade, and the confusion of that — the body remembering wounds it should not remember, sensations it should not still carry — flickered visibly across her ruined, furious face. “I don’t know what you raised. But I don’t think it’s what you meant to.”

Somewhere behind his ribs, in a place he had not known existed until that exact moment, Reynar felt something pull taut, like a rope drawn suddenly to its full, unforgiving length, and understood — with the sick clarity of a man realizing, far too late, the true size of a debt he had agreed to two years and one lifetime ago in the rain — that whatever had just happened to him in this burned village was not going to be undone by any working he currently knew how to perform.

“No,” he agreed quietly, looking at the green-eyed woman who should have been his servant and was, instead, already looking back at him like an equal, or worse, like a judge. “I don’t think it is.”

Voss was the one who finally broke the silence, because Voss, unlike Mireille, had not yet learned to read the exact quality of stillness that meant Reynar needed a moment rather than an answer. “Do we... bind her?” he asked, glancing between his commander and the impossible, furious, breathing dead woman kneeling in the mud, chain-scarred wrists still raw where the pyre irons had held her. “The others don’t talk. The others don’t argue. Should we—”

“No one is binding anyone,” Isella said, in a voice that had found, in the space of a few sentences, much more strength than a woman freshly dragged back from the Void by force had any right to possess. She rose unsteadily to her feet, using the still-warm pyre post to brace herself, and the movement pulled a hiss of pain from her that she seemed almost offended by, as though her body’s continued capacity to hurt was one insult too many in a day already overflowing with them. “I don’t know what kind of arrangement you had in mind for the corpse you were expecting, necromancer, but I am not it.”

“You’re not a corpse,” Reynar said, before he had decided to say anything at all, and regretted it immediately, because it was, of all the things he might have said, the least strategically useful and the most honestly felt, and candor was not a habit he intended to indulge twice in one evening.

“No,” Isella agreed, looking down at her own hands as though checking them for evidence to the contrary, turning them over in the dying pyre-light, taking in the pink, unscarred new skin at her wrists where the burns should have been, the burns that had, by every law of the world she’d been born into, killed her three hours before this stranger’s boots had found their way into her village’s ashes. “Apparently not. Which raises a rather more troubling question, doesn’t it. What exactly am I, then.”

Mireille stepped forward at last, her hand not quite resting on the pommel of the long knife she wore, a threat offered without quite being made. “You’re an accident,” she said, with the flatness of a woman who had decided, on principle, to dislike whatever had just happened before she’d had time to properly assess it. “One my commander is going to correct.”

“Am I,” Isella said, and turned the full weight of her attention on Reynar for the first time since she’d risen, and he was, absurdly, holding still under it the way he might have held still under the attention of something far larger and more dangerous than one burned, furious young woman with no weapon and no magic left to her name. “Are you going to correct me, necromancer? Put me back in the ground? I should tell you — I already tried dying once this week. I found I wasn’t terribly good at staying that way. I doubt you’ll have better luck finishing the job.”

It was, Reynar would think much later, the exact moment he understood that raising her had been a mistake of a magnitude he did not yet have the vocabulary to describe — not because she was dangerous, though she clearly was, in the way that anyone with nothing left to lose was dangerous, but because some small, previously undiscovered part of him had heard her threaten him with her own death and felt, instead of the irritation he expected, something uncomfortably close to respect.

“I’m not going to put you back in the ground,” he said. “I don’t fully understand what happened here. Until I do, you’re not going anywhere, and neither am I.”

“That sounds,” Isella said, wrapping her burned arms around herself, a chill settling over her that owed nothing to the night air, “like a threat dressed up as a promise.”

“It’s neither,” Reynar said. “It’s a fact. There’s a difference.”

She regarded him for a long moment in the wet, smoking ruin of the only home she had ever known, this stranger in black and bone-gray who commanded forty walking corpses and had, apparently, just done something to her that neither of them understood, and whatever she saw in his face just then — exhaustion, maybe, or the wariness of a man who had just discovered a debt he hadn’t known he was carrying — seemed to cost her some of her fury, though none of her wariness.

“Tomas,” she said suddenly, and the name landed in the clearing like a stone dropped into still water, and for the first time since she’d opened her eyes, something other than anger moved across her face. “My brother. Where is he. Is he—”

She did not finish the question, and Reynar understood, with the grim clarity of a man who had walked through enough burned villages to recognize the shape of the fear underneath it, precisely what she was afraid to ask.

“I don’t know your brother,” he said, as gently as nine years of deliberately unlearned gentleness allowed him to manage. “But if the Inquisition executed a hedge-mage for healing her kin, then whoever she was healing likely didn’t survive whatever she was trying to save him from. I’m sorry.”

Isella did not cry. He would learn, in the weeks that followed, that she rarely did, not where anyone could see it, as though tears were one more thing the Inquisition had taught her to burn out of herself before they could be used against her. She closed her eyes and breathed, once, the slow breath of someone forcing a door shut on something too large to look at yet, and when she opened them again, the fury had cooled into something colder and considerably more dangerous.

“Then I have nothing left in this village,” she said. “And nothing left to lose by finding out just what you did to me, and why. Where are we going, necromancer?”

“Varenthis,” Reynar said, and the name of his own stronghold felt suddenly, saying it aloud, like the beginning of a sentence he did not yet know the ending of. “The Bonekeep.”

“Charming name.”

“It’s accurate.”

“So is Ashcombe, currently,” Isella said, glancing once, briefly, at the smoking ruin around them, at the two other pyres he had not disturbed, at the shape of a life that had ended three hours before he arrived to make it complicated in a new way. “Fine. Take me to your Bonekeep, then. I’ll want answers before I decide whether to thank you or curse you for pulling me back through that door.”

“You may end up doing both,” Reynar said, and meant it more literally than either of them yet understood.

Behind them, the third pyre finally collapsed in on itself with a soft, settling crash of ash and charred timber, and the sound made both of them flinch, for entirely different reasons, and neither of them noticed that Mireille had gone very quiet, watching the two of them with an expression that owed nothing to the newly risen dead woman’s danger and everything to the unfamiliar, unwelcome softness that had crept, however briefly, into her commander’s voice.

It was, Mireille would think later, the first time in fifteen years she had heard Reynar Kelt apologize to anyone. She did not like what it might mean.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE BONEKEEP
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Varenthis had been a city once, in the ordinary sense of the word — market squares, guildhalls, a cathedral whose bells had rung the hours for four hundred years before the Inquisition’s crusade against “unclean territories” burned it to a husk and abandoned it, judging the ruin not worth resettling. Reynar had found it three years ago, walked its dead streets alone for two days, and decided that a city already declared cursed by the very people hunting him made an excellent place to build something they would never think to look for. The living called it, when they spoke of it at all, the Bonekeep, and Reynar had stopped correcting them, because the name had a bluntness to it he respected.

Isella rode into it at dawn, three days after Ashcombe, on a horse she had been given rather than asked to accept, wrapped in a traveling cloak someone — she suspected Voss, who had proven, over three days, to possess a kindness he seemed faintly embarrassed by — had produced from somewhere without being asked. She had spent most of those three days in a state she could only describe to herself as a kind of grief with the volume turned down, grief for Tomas she had not yet let herself properly feel, grief for a life and a village and a self that no longer quite existed, all of it muted beneath a much louder, much stranger sensation that she had not yet found words for: the sensation of being, in some way she could not name, no longer alone inside her own body.

It was not possession. She had checked, in the careful, methodical way of a woman who had grown up around enough hedge-magic to know the signs of it, watching her own hands for tremors that weren’t hers, listening for thoughts that arrived in a voice not her own. There was none of that. What there was instead was harder to name — an awareness, faint but constant, of something at the edge of her senses that felt, absurdly, like standing very close to a large fire without being burned by it. A warmth she associated, against every instinct she had, with the necromancer riding twenty feet ahead of her, radiating his own cold the way some men radiated heat.

She had not told him. She was not certain, three days in, that she trusted him enough to hand him one more piece of leverage over whatever she had become.

The Bonekeep rose out of the valley mist the way a held breath finally releases — towers of pale stone that had once housed a cathedral’s bells and now housed, she would learn, something far stranger, walls patrolled not by living soldiers but by the quiet, patient dead, standing sentry in postures too still for the living to hold comfortably, their duty performed without complaint, without relief, without end. It should have horrified her. She noted, with the same clinical distance she’d been using to observe her own borrowed heartbeat, that it mostly did not.

“You keep them as guards,” she said, as they passed beneath the gate, two skeletal sentries in ancient, rust-spotted armor turning their fleshless heads to track their commander’s passage with an attention that had nothing behind it that she could call a mind, and yet nothing entirely empty either.

“I keep them as everything,” Reynar said. “Guards. Masons. Grave-diggers, on the occasions we need more graves, which is more often than I’d like. There’s a dignity in it, I think, that the Inquisition never allowed them. No one asks whether a corpse deserves rest before deciding to put it to use. I ask. I tend to decide the answer is no, because the alternative is letting good workers rot for the sake of a sentiment none of them are left alive to hold.”

“That’s a very convenient philosophy for a man who profits from it.”

“Most philosophies are convenient for the man who holds them,” Reynar said, without heat, the closest thing to humor she had heard from him yet. “That doesn’t make them wrong. It only makes them worth examining carefully before you adopt someone else’s.”

They rode through streets that had, Isella slowly realized as her horse carried her deeper into the ruin, been restored in patches with a strange, deliberate care — a well cleared of centuries of debris here, a market stall rebuilt there, not for beauty, she suspected, but because Reynar Kelt’s army, dead or living, needed water and bread whether or not anyone intended the city to look presentable for guests it had never expected to receive. It was, she thought, a fortress built by a man who did not trust anyone enough to build somewhere he might have to abandon on short notice, and also, more quietly, a home built by a man who had not had one in a very long time and did not quite know how to admit that this ruined, rebuilt city was the closest thing he had found to it.

Mireille dismounted first, in the wide central courtyard where the old cathedral’s bell tower still stood, cracked but upright, and turned immediately to address Reynar with the particular brisk efficiency of a woman determined to return the day to something resembling normal military business. “Scouts report Thane’s forces moving along the Cindermarch road. Three garrisons, possibly more behind them. If they’re pushing this direction—”

“They’re not,” Reynar said. “Not yet. Thane doesn’t move armies toward rumors. He moves them toward confirmation. We’re still a rumor to him. That buys us time, not safety.”

“Time for what?” Mireille asked, and her gaze flicked, deliberately, unmistakably, toward Isella, still mounted, still wrapped in her borrowed cloak, watching the exchange with the wary attention of someone gathering information about a place she had not yet decided whether to trust. “You intend to figure out what she is before he does?”

“I intend to figure out what she is before it decides for both of us,” Reynar said, and dismounted, and for the first time since Ashcombe, offered Isella his hand to help her down from her horse — a practical gesture, he told himself, extended to a woman still unsteady on legs that had been ash three days ago, and nothing more than that.

She looked at his offered hand for a long moment before she took it, and when her fingers closed around his, both of them felt it at the same instant: a small, sharp jolt, not painful precisely, more like the shock of static carried on dry winter air, except that it did not fade the way static did. It settled, instead, into something low and steady, a hum beneath the skin that neither of them had words for yet, though both of them, in their own separate and equally stubborn ways, resolved not to mention it first.

“Interesting,” was all Isella said, once her boots had found the ground.

“Isn’t it,” Reynar agreed, and released her hand rather more quickly than strict practicality required.

He led her, with Mireille trailing a careful two steps behind and Voss vanishing off toward whatever duties commanded a defected sergeant’s attention in a fortress of the dead, up through the restored bones of the old cathedral to a chamber he called, with the same blunt honesty he applied to naming his own city, the Archive — a room lined floor to ceiling with the four years of stolen and salvaged texts that had taught him everything he knew about the Void, the dead, and the debts a man could accidentally sign himself into while chasing power he’d believed, at seventeen, would finally make him safe.

“Sit,” he said, gesturing to a chair beside a long table already scattered with the chaos of a scholar’s obsession — open books weighted down with skulls that had, presumably, once had opinions about being used as paperweights and no longer possessed the capacity to object. “I want to ask you something, and I want an honest answer, not the answer you think will keep you safest.”

“Those are rarely the same answer, in my experience,” Isella said, but she sat.

“When I raised you,” Reynar said, choosing his words with the caution of a man handling something he suspected might be a live coal, “did you feel anything come through with you? Something that wasn’t simply... waking up?”

Isella was quiet for a long moment, and in that silence, Reynar watched her decide — visibly, in the small shifting tension of her shoulders — whether to lie to him. He had spent nine years learning to read men’s faces in the half-second before they chose deception over truth, a skill the Inquisition had inadvertently taught him by forcing him to become very good at predicting which lies would earn him a lighter beating, and he watched that same half-second cross Isella Vayne’s face now, and watched her, deliberately, choose otherwise.

“There’s something at the edge of me,” she said slowly, “that wasn’t there before. It doesn’t feel like a spirit. It doesn’t feel like a curse, just, though I suppose it might be one. It feels like—” she stopped, searching for language that did not exist yet for a sensation no one she had ever known had needed to describe. “It feels like standing near a fire I can’t see. I can feel the warmth of it. I think, if I concentrate, I could tell you where it is in a room without looking.”

“Can you tell where it is now?”

She turned her head, without hesitation, and looked directly at him, at the space just behind his ribs, with an accuracy that made the hair on the back of his neck rise.

“There,” she said. “It’s you. Isn’t it.”

Reynar did not answer immediately, because answering required him to say aloud a thing he had spent three days trying to convince himself he had misunderstood, a thing that four years of stolen scholarship and two years of practical experience had given him no framework for believing was even possible.

“I raised soldiers hundreds of times before I raised you,” he said finally. “None of them ever spoke. None of them ever felt anything, as far as I could tell, let alone felt me. Whatever happened at your pyre wasn’t an ordinary raising. I think — and I want to be very clear that I am not yet certain of this — I think something in the working reached backward, to a bargain I made two years ago at a place called the Hollow Choir, and used you to collect on a debt I didn’t fully understand I was carrying.”

“A debt paid in me,” Isella said, and her voice had gone very quiet, very careful, the voice of someone approaching a truth from an angle designed to keep from being struck by it directly. “That’s a rather ugly way to describe a person, necromancer.”

“It’s an ugly working,” Reynar said. “I won’t pretend otherwise to make either of us feel better about it. But I think — if the old texts I’ve read describe anything close to what’s happening between us — that whatever bound us didn’t simply make you my servant. I think it made us, in some sense neither of us asked for, one thing wearing two bodies. Your pain. My pain. Your strength. Mine. I don’t yet know the limits of it. I don’t know how to undo it. And I don’t know,” he added, more quietly, in a tone that cost him something to produce, “whether undoing it is even survivable for either of us, given what these bindings were originally built to be paid with.”

Isella absorbed this in silence, her green eyes fixed on him with an intensity that made him wish, briefly and uselessly, that he had learned to be a more comfortable liar, because a lie would have been so much easier to offer her than this.

“So,” she said finally, “you resurrected me by accident, bound my soul to yours without meaning to, and you’re telling me now, three days later, in a fortress full of your dead soldiers, that you don’t know if either of us can survive breaking whatever you’ve done to us.”

“Yes.”

“And what,” Isella said, with the first flicker of something that was not quite a smile crossing her burned, exhausted face, “do you intend to do about that, necromancer?”

“I intend,” Reynar said, “to find out everything there is to know about the Hollow Choir’s bargain before it finds a way to collect the rest of what it thinks it’s owed. And I intend to do it with you here, since apparently you’re rather difficult to leave behind at this point.”

“How romantic,” Isella said dryly, and Reynar, despite nine years of careful discipline built specifically to keep exactly this kind of feeling out of his chest, was, for one entirely unguarded moment, almost smiling back.

Neither of them noticed, in that unguarded moment, the small, sharp flare of warmth that passed between them through whatever thread now bound them together — nor the fact that, three floors below in the courtyard, Mireille Cassot had stopped mid-stride, one hand pressed flat and involuntary against her own chest, feeling an echo of something that was not hers to feel, and had gone very still with the dawning, unwelcome recognizing that whatever had happened at Ashcombe was not a problem that was going to stay contained to the two people standing at its center.

Mireille found Reynar alone that night, hours after Isella had been shown to a chamber of her own — a small mercy Reynar had insisted on, over Mireille’s objection that a prisoner, or a weapon, or whatever the woman turned out to be, ought to be kept somewhere easier to watch. He was in the Archive still, where Mireille had expected to find him, a single candle burning low over a text so old its binding had been reinforced twice in living memory, and he did not look up when she entered, which told her, more than any greeting could have, how deep in thought he had gone.

“You felt it too,” she said. It was not a question, and she did not pretend it was one. “Whatever passed between the two of you this afternoon. I felt it in the courtyard. Don’t tell me I imagined it.”

“I wasn’t going to insult you that way,” Reynar said, finally raising his eyes from the page. “You’ve never imagined a threat in your life that turned out not to be real. It’s one of the things I value about you.”

“Then talk to me. Really talk to me, Reynar, not the careful half-truths you hand the soldiers when you want them to keep marching without asking questions.” Mireille pulled out the chair across from him and sat, uninvited, in the way she had earned the right to be uninvited fifteen years ago on a pyre very much like the one they’d found Isella chained to. “What did you actually do at that ruin two years ago. And what is she to you now.”

Reynar turned the question over for a while, the way he turned over difficult passages of text, searching for the honest answer rather than the convenient one. “I made a bargain with something old and patient to open a door I wanted open,” he said finally. “I didn’t read the terms enough. I don’t think anyone could have. And now I think that bargain has decided to collect on itself using her, and using me, whether either of us consented to the specifics or not.”

“That’s not an answer to my second question.”

“I know it isn’t.”

“Reynar.” Mireille’s voice had dropped, losing its brisk military edge, taking on something rawer, something that belonged to the girl she had been fifteen years ago before he had pulled her, choking and half-dead, out of a burning that should have finished the job the Inquisition started. “I have followed you through nine years of building this — this army, this city, this war we’re apparently fighting whether we call it that yet or not. I have never once asked you to explain yourself to me, because I trusted that whatever you built, you built with your eyes open. I am asking you now. Is this thing between you and her going to make you reckless?”

“I don’t know,” Reynar said, and the honesty of it seemed to cost him more than the admission about the bargain had. “I felt something today I haven’t felt in nine years, Mireille. I don’t have a name for it yet that I trust myself to say out loud. But I’m not going to pretend to you that it isn’t there, or that I know yet what it’s going to cost either of us.”

Mireille considered him for a long moment in the candlelight, and whatever she saw in his face — the unguarded exhaustion of a man who had spent nine years building walls to keep this exact feeling out, and had just discovered that a stranger’s green eyes had found a door he hadn’t known was still unlocked — settled into something that was not quite acceptance, not yet, but was at least the willingness to wait and watch rather than object outright.

“Then find out what the debt is,” she said, rising, “before it decides the terms for you. Because I did not pull you out of nine years of fire, Reynar Kelt, to watch you walk into a different kind of it because a dead woman’s eyes reminded you that you used to be capable of feeling something other than purpose.”

She left him alone with his books and his single candle, and Reynar sat a long while after she had gone, staring at a page of ancient Varenthine script he had read a dozen times already without absorbing a single word of it, listening instead to the faint, steady hum at the edge of his own chest that he now understood, with a certainty that frightened him more than any Inquisition blade ever had, was not going to fade because he willed it to.

Three floors above him, in a chamber she had not asked for and could not quite bring herself to resent, Isella Vayne lay awake in the dark, one hand pressed flat against her own sternum, feeling the same steady warmth pulse faintly beneath her palm, and thought, with the grim humor of a woman who had died once already this week and found the universe unwilling to let the matter rest there: of all the things I expected to survive my own execution for, I did not expect it to be this.
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CHAPTER THREE: THE SHAPE OF A CAGE
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Isella spent her first week in the Bonekeep learning the distinct geometry of a captivity that no one would admit was a captivity at all.

No one locked her door. She discovered this on her second morning, testing the handle with the wary expectation of a woman who had grown up understanding exactly how much freedom the powerful extended to the people they claimed to be protecting, and found it swung open easily, revealing a corridor lined with pale stone and, at its far end, a skeletal sentry that turned its fleshless skull toward her with the same patient, empty attention it gave everything else in its assigned field of vision. It did not stop her. It did not follow her. It simply watched, the way a fence post might watch, and walking past it into the gray morning light of a courtyard she had not yet properly seen, she understood: this was Reynar’s version of a lock: not a barrier she could not pass, but a hundred small, silent witnesses that would report, in whatever fashion the dead reported anything to their master, everywhere she chose to go.

She tested the boundaries of it methodically over the following days, the way she had once tested the boundaries of her own small hedge-magic as a girl in Ashcombe, carefully, with the specific patience of someone who had learned that recklessness got people burned. She walked the walls. She counted the sentries. She found the kitchens, run by a handful of living servants — refugees, she learned, from three different purified villages, people who had come to the Bonekeep because the alternative to serving a necromancer was, in each of their calculations, significantly worse than the necromancer himself — and, to her surprise, they did not fear her the way she expected to be feared.

“You’re the one he pulled back different,” said a woman named Ceres, who ran the kitchens with the brisk, unsentimental competence of someone who had buried two children before the Inquisition finally burned the rest of what she loved and left her with nothing to protect but her own continued usefulness. “Everyone’s talking about it. Voss says you argued with him. Actually argued, like a person, not like one of the quiet ones out in the courtyard.”

“Is that unusual?”

“Unusual,” Ceres said, sliding a bowl of something warm and unidentifiable across the worn wooden counter toward her, “isn’t the word for it, love. It’s never happened. Not once, in the three years I’ve been cooking for this ruin. Whatever you are, you’re the first thing that’s ever come back through his working able to tell him he’s wrong.”

Isella turned this information over for the rest of the day, sitting alone on a section of the old cathedral wall that had, centuries ago, supported stained glass and now supported nothing but weather and her own weight of unresolved grief, and found that it unsettled her more than the dead sentries did. She had assumed, in the first raw days after Ashcombe, that whatever bound her to Reynar Kelt was the latest and strangest indignity in a week that had already contained her own execution — a curse to be endured, survived, eventually escaped. Ceres’s casual observation suggested something far larger: that she was more than bound to a powerful and dangerous man — she was, in some fundamental way neither of them yet understood, unprecedented.

She found Reynar that evening in the Archive, as she had learned in a week’s observation was where he retreated whenever the day’s business allowed it, and she did not knock, because she had also learned, in that same week, that knocking was a formality he did not seem to expect or particularly want from the people whose lives had become entangled with his own.

“Tell me about the others,” she said, without preamble, settling into the chair across from him with the directness she had decided, somewhere in the last week, was the only currency worth spending on a man who valued honesty over comfort. “The soldiers. The dead ones who don’t talk back. What’s actually different about them, compared to me?”

Reynar set down the page he had been annotating — a habit she had noticed he indulged constantly, correcting the errors of scholars four centuries dead as though their mistakes personally offended him — and considered the question with the seriousness he seemed to reserve for anything involving the mechanics of his own magic.

“An ordinary raising restores the body’s function without restoring the mind that once occupied it,” he said. “What rises is closer to a very sophisticated puppet than a person — animated by borrowed will, mine, channeled through the working, but empty of the original occupant’s thoughts, memory, personality. They don’t talk back because there’s nothing left inside them capable of disagreeing. I don’t say that lightly. It troubled me a great deal, the first several times I understood what I was actually doing. I’ve made my peace with it since, but I understand if that peace looks, from the outside, like something closer to convenient denial.”

“And me?”

“You,” Reynar said, “came back whole. Memory intact. Will intact. Grief intact, apparently, and temper, and — as we’ve established — the willingness to tell me when you think I’m wrong, which none of the others have ever managed, mostly because none of the others have anything left inside them to form the opinion with.” He paused, choosing his next words with visible care. “I don’t fully understand why. My working theory, based on what little I’ve been able to reconstruct from the old texts, is that the Tether — the bond the Hollow Choir’s bargain created between us — interrupted the ordinary raising before it could hollow you out the way it hollows out everyone else. Something in the bond needed you whole. Needed a person on the other end of it, not an empty vessel. I don’t know if that makes you fortunate or unfortunate. I suspect it depends on the day.”

“It makes me a debt with opinions,” Isella said, echoing, without knowing it, the exact language the Void itself had used to describe her two years before Reynar had ever laid eyes on her, and something in his face shifted, briefly, in a way she noted but could not yet interpret. “Is that better or worse than being a puppet, do you think?”

“I think,” Reynar said slowly, “that it depends on what you decide to do with the opinions.”

She studied him for a long moment across the candlelit table, this necromancer who commanded an army of the silent dead and had, apparently, never once in nine years of building that army encountered anyone capable of arguing back with him, and felt something shift in her own chest that she recognized, with reluctance, as curiosity rather than the pure, uncomplicated fear she had expected to feel toward the man responsible for dragging her back through death’s door.

“Tell me about the branding,” she said, because she had noticed, over the course of the week, the old burn scars visible at his forearm whenever his sleeve rode up, scars too deliberate, too geometrically precise, to have come from any accident, and because she had also noticed that he flinched, very slightly, whenever anyone’s attention lingered on them too long.

Reynar’s expression closed, briefly, like a door drawn shut against a draft, and for a moment she thought he would refuse the question outright, the way he had refused, all week, to discuss anything about his own history that did not directly bear on the practical mechanics of the Tether.

“Cardinal Aurelio Thane,” he said finally, “believed, nine years ago, that mercy meant burning the corruption out of a boy before it could consume the man he’d become. He was seventeen years old, and stubborn, and had been caught with three forbidden texts he’d stolen from a dying scholar who’d offered to teach him rather than watch him starve on the street. Thane did not ask whether the boy deserved the sunburst brand he pressed into his arm four separate times over the course of a week, each time telling him, in the same gentle, reasonable voice, that this was for his own good. The boy believed him, for a while. It’s improbable, the things a person can be made to believe, if the belief is delivered slowly enough, and gently enough, and by someone who has convinced himself he’s telling the truth.”

“And now?”

“Now the boy has built an army specifically so that no one will ever again get to decide, alone, in a small stone room, whose corruption is worth burning out,” Reynar said. “I don’t know if that makes me better than Thane, or simply better armed. I’ve stopped asking myself the question as often as I probably should.”

Isella reached across the table, an impulse she did not fully examine before acting on it, and rested her hand briefly against the old scars visible at his wrist — not healing them, she had no magic left in her to heal anything, the fire had taken that along with everything else, but touching them, the way one might touch a wound to acknowledge that it was real, that it had happened, that the person carrying it was not required to carry it entirely alone.

The Tether flared between them at the contact, warm and sudden and far stronger than the static shock of their first handshake in the Bonekeep’s courtyard, and both of them felt, for one disorienting half-second, an echo of the other’s oldest pain — Reynar felt, faint and far away, the terror of watching flames climb toward a chained body that could not run; Isella felt, just as faint, just as unwelcome, the certain helpless fury of a seventeen-year-old boy screaming under a brand he had been told, gently, repeatedly, was mercy.

They both pulled back at the same instant, breathing slightly too fast, staring at each other across the candlelit table with the alarm of two people who had just discovered that whatever bound them together was far more than a matter of shared strength or shared pain in the abstract: something noticeably more intimate — a door, apparently, that opened both ways, straight into the oldest and best-guarded rooms of each other’s memory.

“That,” Isella said, when she trusted her voice again, “was not supposed to happen.”

“No,” Reynar agreed. “I don’t think it was.”

Neither of them moved to close the distance the touch had opened between them, and neither of them, in the long silence that followed, moved to widen it either.

It was Voss who interrupted them, some minutes later, with the apologetic haste of a man who had learned to knock loudly on doors that did not technically require knocking, precisely because he had learned, over two winters at Reynar’s side, that the necromancer’s silences could mean several very different things and it was safer to assume the worst until proven otherwise.

“Scouts are back from the Cindermarch road,” Voss said, remaining in the doorway rather than intruding fully into the room, his eyes flicking once, curiously, between his commander and the woman who had apparently been touching his commander’s scarred wrist, before he decided, wisely, not to comment on it. “Thane’s forces have stopped their advance. Camped at the old mill crossing, digging in like they mean to stay a while.”

“That’s not like him,” Reynar said, rising, the moment between himself and Isella folding itself away behind the same practiced discipline he applied to everything that threatened to distract him from the war he was fighting. “Thane doesn’t dig in. Thane marches, or Thane withdraws. He doesn’t sit still unless he’s waiting on something.”

“Waiting on what?” Isella asked.

“Reinforcements, most likely,” Reynar said, already moving toward the door, already, Isella noted, half a different man than the one who had shown her his scars a few minutes before — colder, sharper, folded back into the careful armor of command. “Or orders from Aurel’s Rest. Thane doesn’t act without the Church’s blessing on anything larger than a single village purification. If he’s stopped moving, someone above him is deciding something. That’s worth knowing before it’s decided.”

He left with Voss, and Isella sat alone in the Archive for a long while afterward, listening to the old cathedral settle around her in the creaking, patient way of very old stone, and was turning over the strange intimacy of what had just passed between them with the same careful attention she had once given to sorting healing herbs from poisonous look-alikes back in Ashcombe — because she understood, with a clarity that frightened her more than the Tether itself did, that whatever she had felt in that shared half-second of borrowed memory was not simply curiosity, and was not pity for a boy who had been branded for the crime of wanting to learn.

It was recognition. She had spent her own life watching people decide, from positions of power they had not earned and did not deserve, who counted as clean and who counted as corruption — watching the Inquisition draw its lines around her own small, harmless hedge-magic and declare it heresy worth burning a woman alive for, while claiming, in the same gentle, reasonable voices Thane had apparently used on a seventeen-year-old boy nine years ago, that the burning was itself an act of mercy. She had not expected to find that same wound, in a different shape, inside the chest of the man who had built an army out of corpses and terrified half a continent into calling him a monster.

It complicated things significantly, that recognition. She had arrived at the Bonekeep prepared to hate him, or at the very least to remain carefully, coldly separate from whatever he was building, a debt to be paid and escaped as quickly as the terms allowed. She had not prepared herself for the possibility that the man she was bound to might turn out to be, beneath the cold mask and the ruthless ambition Ceres and the other kitchen staff spoke of in careful, lowered voices, someone she could recognize a version of herself inside.

She found Mireille later that same evening, on the wall above the western gate, standing watch with the stillness of a woman who preferred her own company to almost anyone else’s, and decided, in the interest of surviving whatever came next in a fortress full of people who did not yet trust her, that it was worth attempting a conversation she suspected neither of them wanted to have.

“You don’t like me,” Isella said, without preamble, coming to stand beside her at the parapet.

“I don’t know you,” Mireille said, not looking away from the darkening treeline beyond the walls. “Disliking you would require more information than I currently have. What I have instead is concern, which is a different thing entirely, and which I intend to keep having until I understand just what you are and what you intend to do with whatever hold you have over him.”

“I don’t have a hold over him,” Isella said. “As far as I can tell, we have a hold over each other. Equally. Whether either of us wanted it.”

“That’s not reassuring,” Mireille said, “given how few people in this world have ever had any hold over Reynar Kelt at all. Fifteen years I’ve known him. I have watched him lose battles, lose soldiers, lose entire villages he meant to save and couldn’t reach in time. I have never once watched him lose his composure over another person. Not until you touched his wrist tonight and both of you sat there like you’d been struck by lightning.”

“You were watching.”

“I am always watching,” Mireille said. “It is, in fact, my entire job. And what I saw tonight was a man who has spent nine years convincing himself that caring about anyone is a weakness he cannot afford, discovering that he might not have a choice in the matter anymore. I don’t know yet whether that’s going to make him stronger or get him killed. I intend to find out before I decide how much of my own trust to extend to you.”

“That seems fair,” Isella said, and meant it. Standing beside this hard, watchful woman on a wall built to keep an entire continent’s fury at bay, she respected the honesty of the warning far more than she would have respected a false welcome.

“Good,” Mireille said. “Because I will tell you plainly, hedge-witch, since you seem to value plain speaking: if whatever’s growing between the two of you gets him killed, or gets this city burned, or gets one more soldier lost because he hesitated at the wrong moment thinking of you instead of the war in front of him, I will not forgive it. I don’t care how the Void bound your soul to his. I care what the two of you do with the binding.”

Isella held her gaze without flinching, realizing, in that exchange, the shape of the loyalty she was now standing beside, and how much of it she would need to earn before Mireille Cassot would ever call her anything other than a variable to be watched.

“Then I’ll try to be worth the risk,” she said, “rather than the cost.”

Mireille said nothing to that, but something in her stance eased, fractionally, the smallest possible concession, and the two women stood together at the wall a while longer in a silence that was not yet trust, but was no longer quite suspicion either, watching the dark treeline beyond the Bonekeep’s walls for a purification army that had, for reasons neither of them yet understood, decided to stop and wait.

Mireille found her own way into that same section of the Archive some nights later, drawn by her own careful curiosity about exactly what had passed between her commander and this newly resurrected stranger, and spent an hour studying the translated fragments with the same methodical attention she brought to any potential threat. She did not fully grasp the dense, scholarly language, but she understood enough to recognize the shape of a debt that would eventually demand payment, and she resolved, reading it, to watch the growing bond between Reynar and Isella more closely than she had watched almost anything else in her fifteen years of service.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE MILL CROSSING
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Cardinal Aurelio Thane did not dig in at the old mill crossing because he was waiting for reinforcements, though this was the theory Reynar’s scouts had reported and the theory Reynar himself had, for two frustrating days, been forced to plan around. Thane was waiting because he had received, three days prior, a letter from Aurel’s Rest bearing the personal seal of the Grand Inquisitor himself, and letters bearing that particular seal were not the kind of correspondence a man read once and set aside.

He read it a fourth time now, alone in his command tent, by the light of a single sacred candle he had carried with him through eleven years of purification campaigns, and found that the words had not softened with repetition.

*Reports from the Cindermarch confirm that the necromancer Kelt has achieved something beyond ordinary raising. A subject resurrected at Ashcombe retains speech, memory, and will. This is not merely heresy. If confirmed, this represents a fundamental corruption of the natural order that the Unburning Light cannot permit to spread unchecked. You are authorized full purification measures against the fortress known as Varenthis, without further sanction required from this office. God’s mercy extends to the dead. It does not extend to those who would steal His authority to wake them.*

Thane set the letter down and pressed his fingers against his closed eyes, feeling, not for the first time in eleven years of this work, the specific exhaustion of a man who
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