
The Witch Who Was Never Claimed

By William Liu

Copyright © 2026 by William Liu

All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. All names, characters, places, kingdoms, magical systems, institutions, events, and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real events or locations is purely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or scholarly analysis.

This book is intended solely as a fictional narrative. It does not provide medical, legal, psychological, financial, or professional advice.

Contents

Prologue

Chapter 1: The Burning Mark

Chapter 2: The Long Road

Chapter 3: The Gilded Cage

Chapter 4: The Exile Road

Chapter 5: The Borderland Heart

Chapter 6: The Unbinding

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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The mark burned for eleven seconds before it dissolved.

Seren counted each one, her teeth clenched against the searing pain that crawled across her collarbone like liquid fire. The binding sigil—three interlocking circles meant to chain her magic to House Vanthmore—glowed white-hot against her skin, brighter than the ritual flames surrounding the chamber, brighter than the desperate hope in Lord Vanthmore's eyes. Then it began to smoke. The edges curled inward like burning parchment, the ancient symbols collapsing into themselves, and by the twelfth second, there was nothing left but ash drifting to the stone floor and the acrid smell of failed ambition.

Lord Vanthmore's face shifted through recognition, fury, and finally fear in the space of a single breath. He had paid three years of tithes for this ritual. He had brought her here in chains blessed by the Covenant itself. He had done everything correctly, followed every protocol, spoken every word of the binding oath in the old tongue. And still his mark rejected her, or she rejected it, or something in the space between them simply refused to exist. Seren did not understand it any better than he did. She only knew that the pain always came, the mark always burned, and she always walked away unchained.

The guards moved toward her, but Lord Vanthmore raised his hand. There was calculation in his eyes now, the look of a man revising his understanding of profit and loss. A witch who could not be bound was worthless as property, but valuable as a warning. Seren had seen that calculation before. She was already counting exits—the high windows, the servant passages behind the tapestries, the ventilation shafts that fed the ritual flames. She had been claimed nine times in her twenty-three years. She had escaped nine times. Tonight would make it ten.

Lord Vanthmore opened his mouth to give an order, and Seren let her magic answer before the words could form.
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Chapter 1: The Burning Mark
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The sentinel found her in Thornwick three weeks later, and Seren knew immediately that this one was different.

She had been watching him from the upper window of the Crossed Antlers inn since dawn, tracking his progress through the muddy streets with the particular attention she reserved for men who moved like they owned the ground beneath their feet. He was tall, broad-shouldered, wearing the unmarked leather armor of someone who had long since stopped needing insignia to announce his authority. His dark hair was cropped close to his skull in the military fashion of the Crown's officers, and even from this distance, she could see the controlled economy of his movements, the way his gaze catalogued every doorway and roofline without appearing to look at anything at all. He had asked questions at the blacksmith's forge, at the dry goods store, at the small temple where the village healer dispensed remedies and gossip in equal measure. Now he was crossing the square toward the inn, and the set of his jaw suggested he had already received the answers he was looking for.

Seren finished braiding her hair with steady fingers, refusing to let her hands shake even when no one was watching. She had perhaps ten minutes before he reached her door, assuming he stopped to speak with the innkeeper first. Ten minutes to gather her pack, to slip down the back stairs, to lose herself in the Ashward before he could deploy whatever binding tool he carried. The Ashward was unclaimed territory, belonging to no house and acknowledging no sovereign. Its borders shifted with the seasons, and its paths led nowhere that appeared on any official map. She had survived there before. She could survive there again.

But something made her hesitate at the window, watching as the sentinel paused at the inn's entrance and tilted his face up toward exactly the place where she stood. Their eyes met across thirty feet of morning air, and Seren felt something shift in her chest, a sensation she did not recognize and did not trust. He did not smile. He did not call out a warning or summon guards from hidden positions. He simply looked at her with an expression of such careful evaluation that she found herself unable to move, catalogued and witnessed in a way that felt entirely unlike being hunted.

Then he walked through the inn's door, and the moment broke.

Seren forced herself away from the window, snatching her travel pack from the bed and checking its contents with practiced efficiency: dried meat, flint and steel, the small knife she kept strapped to her thigh, the coins she had earned healing livestock in villages that did not ask questions. Her cloak hung on the back of the door, deep green wool that would help her disappear into the Ashward's perpetual twilight. She was reaching for it when the knock came, three measured strikes that somehow communicated both courtesy and inevitability.

Her hand closed on empty air where the cloak had been. She had not moved. She had not decided to answer the door instead of fleeing. And yet here she was, standing in the middle of the room with her heart pounding against her ribs, making no move toward escape.

The knock came again.

Seren crossed to the door and opened it.

The sentinel stood in the narrow hallway, close enough now that she could see the details the distance had obscured: the thin scar that ran from his left eyebrow into his hairline, the fine lines around his eyes that spoke of years spent squinting into sun and wind and the faces of men who wished him dead. His eyes were gray, the color of winter storms, and they studied her face with the same careful attention he had given the village streets. He was older than she had guessed from the window, perhaps thirty-five, with the weathered look of someone who had stopped counting birthdays long ago in favor of counting surviving missions.

He did not reach for his weapons. He did not recite the formal words of capture that houses used when claiming escaped witches. He simply stood in her doorway and said, in a voice roughened by years of issuing commands, "You're faster than I expected. Most people would have been halfway to the Ashward by now."

Seren kept her weight balanced, her knife hand ready. "Most people would have sent guards up the back stairs while you knocked on the front door."

Something flickered in his expression, too quick to identify. "Most people aren't trying to have a conversation."

The word caught her off guard. In nine claims and nine escapes, she had never once been offered a conversation. She had been offered bindings and cages and threats so creative they had expanded her understanding of cruelty. She had been offered deals weighted so heavily in her captors' favor that refusal was assumed from the start. She had been offered nothing, which was sometimes worse than the threats because it left room for imagination. But no one had ever stood in her doorway and implied that talking might be an option.

She did not lower her guard. "I'm not going back to House Vanthmore."

"I'm not from House Vanthmore." He reached slowly into his belt pouch, giving her time to track every movement of his hand, and withdrew a folded document bearing a seal she recognized immediately: the Crown's own sigil, the three-peaked mountain with a sword driven through its heart. "I'm from the Crown."

Seren felt her stomach drop. The houses were dangerous, but they were also predictable in their greed and their rivalries. House Vanthmore wanted her power to strengthen their position against House Marketh. House Marketh had tried twice to steal her from Vanthmore's auction block, not because they cared about her well-being but because denying resources to a rival was almost as valuable as acquiring them. The houses could be played against each other, manipulated, escaped. The Crown was something else entirely.

The Crown did not negotiate. The Crown did not lose.

She kept her voice flat, refusing to give him the satisfaction of her fear. "Then you already know I can't be bound. The marks don't hold. The oaths don't stick. Whatever ritual you're planning to perform will fail like all the others, and you'll have wasted Crown resources on an impossible mission."

"I know." He held out the document. "That's why I'm here."

Seren did not take the paper. She had learned long ago not to accept anything from people who wanted something from her; even small gifts created obligations, and obligations were the first step toward chains. But something in his voice made her hesitate, a note that sounded less like command and more like resigned acknowledgment.

"The Crown is aware that traditional binding methods are ineffective against your particular... condition," he continued, when she made no move to accept the document. "They've sent me to determine whether alternative approaches might yield better results."

Alternative approaches. The words sent ice down her spine. She could imagine what that meant: new rituals designed specifically for her, experimental bindings that pushed the boundaries of what magic could compel, the kind of focused attention that only came when powerful people decided that an anomaly needed to be solved rather than simply exploited.

She took a step back from the doorway. "I'm not an experiment."

"No." He lowered the document, and his gray eyes held hers with an intensity that made her breath catch. "You're not. But you are a problem that several very influential people want resolved, and if I don't bring them a solution, they'll send someone else. Someone with less interest in conversation and more interest in results."

The threat was gentle, almost apologetic, but it was still a threat. Seren measured the distance to the window, calculated how long it would take to break through the glass and drop to the street below. Her magic hummed beneath her skin, ready to respond if he moved toward her, ready to burn through whatever binding he attempted to place.

But he did not move. He simply stood in the doorway, document still held loosely in one hand, watching her calculate her escape with an expression that looked almost like respect.

"My name is Thane Corvin," he said. "I've served the Crown for eighteen years, claimed six territories, and put down three rebellions. I've never failed a mission. And I've never met anyone who could look at me like you're looking at me now—like you're already planning what you'll do when I inevitably betray you." He paused, and something in his face shifted, grew more honest. "I don't know what to do with you. The Crown thinks you're a threat that needs to be controlled. The houses think you're property that escaped before the sale was finalized. Everyone I've spoken to has a theory about what you are and what should be done about it. But no one's asked you what you want."

The question hung in the air between them, impossible and terrifying.

What she wanted. As if wanting had ever been an option. As if her desires had ever mattered to anyone except as leverage to be used against her.

Seren's throat tightened, and she hated herself for the weakness. "What I want is to be left alone."

"That's not going to happen." His voice was not cruel, just certain. "You're too powerful and too visible. The binding failures have become a scandal in the high houses. Three major families have petitioned the Crown for intervention. If you disappear into the Ashward, they'll burn it down looking for you, and a lot of people who have nothing to do with witch-politics will die in the process."

He was not wrong. Seren had seen what happened when powerful people felt their authority threatened: villages razed to deny shelter to fugitives, forests burned to flush out hiding rebels, rivers poisoned to starve out communities that refused to surrender their secrets. The Ashward's shifting borders might protect her for a while, but eventually the Crown would grow tired of the chase, and everyone who had ever given her a meal or a bed or a kind word would pay the price for her freedom.

She had always known this, in the back of her mind. She had simply chosen not to look at it directly, because looking at it would mean admitting that her survival came at a cost she was not willing to pay.

"So what are you offering?" The words came out harder than she intended, edged with years of disappointment. "A gentler cage? A more comfortable binding? The chance to be claimed by someone who'll pat me on the head and tell me it's for my own good?"

Thane Corvin folded the Crown's document and tucked it back into his belt pouch. "I'm offering time. The Crown's given me six months to produce results. That's six months where no one else comes for you, no houses send their hunters, no other solutions are attempted. Six months to figure out what you are and why your magic works the way it does."

Six months. It was nothing. It was more than she had ever been offered before.

Seren studied his face, looking for the lie. Every hunter she had ever met had lied to her at some point—promises of freedom that evaporated the moment she was safely chained, offers of partnership that transformed into ownership the instant she lowered her guard. But Thane Corvin's expression remained steady, neither pleading nor demanding, simply presenting facts and waiting for her to respond.

"And at the end of six months?" she asked.

"I report to the Crown. Tell them what I've learned. Make a recommendation."

"A recommendation to bind me."

He did not deny it. "That's what they'll want to hear. Whether it's what I tell them depends on what happens in the next six months."

It was not a promise. He had been careful not to promise anything, and Seren respected the honesty even as she resented the calculation behind it. He was giving himself room to betray her if necessary, to fulfill his duty to the Crown if she proved too dangerous or too difficult. But he was also leaving a door open, a possibility that the next six months might reveal something that changed the equation.

She should run. Every instinct she had developed over years of captivity and escape screamed at her to get away from this man, this mission, this impossible offer that could only end in another kind of chain. The Ashward was waiting. The borders were close. She knew paths that even the Crown's mapmakers had never found.

But she also knew what would happen to Thornwick if she fled. The innkeeper who had given her a room without asking questions. The blacksmith who had let her warm herself by his forge on cold mornings. The children who played in the square, laughing at games they would never remember once they grew old enough to understand how cruel the world really was.

If she ran, they would all suffer for the crime of existing in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Seren closed her eyes and made her decision.

When she opened them again, Thane Corvin was still waiting, patient as stone, asking nothing she had not already chosen to give.

"Six months," she said. "But you don't touch me. You don't try to bind me. You don't use whatever tools the Crown gave you without telling me first."

"Agreed."

"And if I decide to leave, you don't stop me."

He hesitated, and she saw the conflict in his face—duty warring with something else, something she could not name. "I can't promise that," he said finally. "If you run, I'll have to follow. The Crown won't accept anything less."

"Then promise me you'll give me warning. Before you try to take me, before you call for reinforcements, give me a chance to run."

The request was absurd. She was asking him to betray his mission in advance, to commit to helping her escape if she decided their arrangement no longer served her purposes. No soldier of the Crown would agree to such terms.

But Thane Corvin nodded slowly, and the look in his gray eyes was more complicated than she had expected. "I can promise that. Warning before action. Time to choose."

It was more than she had ever been given. It was possibly more than she deserved.

Seren stepped back from the doorway, making space for him to enter. "Then we have a deal."

He crossed the threshold into her room, and the air between them seemed to thicken, charged with the awareness that they had just agreed to something neither of them fully understood. The morning light fell across his face, softening the harsh lines of his soldier's features, and Seren found herself noticing details she should not have been cataloguing: the way his shoulders relaxed slightly once he was inside, the way his hands stayed carefully visible at his sides, the way he looked around the small room without judgment, taking in her sparse possessions and her ready-packed bag without comment.

He saw the pack by the bed. His lips twitched, not quite a smile. "You really were going to run."

"I'm always going to run." Seren moved to the window, putting distance between them, giving herself sight lines and escape routes. "That's what unclaimed things do."

"Unclaimed." He tested the word like he was tasting something unfamiliar. "Is that what you call it?"

She turned to face him, and the question behind the question was clear enough: was that what she called herself, unclaimed, as if ownership were the default state and she were merely an exception? The answer was more complicated than she wanted to admit.

In the Borderlands, witches had always belonged to someone. The houses claimed them through binding rituals and blood-marks, tied their magic to noble bloodlines that grew stronger with each generation. Unclaimed witches were considered dangerous, unstable, likely to lose control and harm themselves or others. The Covenant that governed witch-relations had been built on the assumption that binding was natural, necessary, protective—that witches wanted to be claimed, even needed it, and that refusing to bind was a sign of dysfunction or malice.

Seren had spent her whole life being told that she was broken. That her magic's rejection of binding meant something was wrong with her, some flaw in her character or her blood that made her unfit for the natural order of things. She had believed it, for a long time. Had tried again and again to make the bindings work, had submitted to rituals that left her screaming on stone floors, had let herself be claimed by house after house in the desperate hope that this time would be different.

It was never different. The marks always burned. The chains always dissolved. And she always walked away more alone than before.

But she had stopped believing she was broken. She had started to wonder if maybe the problem was not with her at all, but with a system that assumed ownership was the same as care.

She did not say any of this to Thane Corvin. She did not know him, did not trust him, did not owe him the truth of her inner life. But something in his expression suggested he understood anyway, or at least suspected. The way he was looking at her—careful, assessing, but without the hunger she usually saw in the eyes of people who wanted to bind her—made her think he had questions of his own about the way things were supposed to work.

"What do you call it?" she asked instead, turning the question back on him. "When you claim a territory for the Crown. When you put down a rebellion. What do you call what you do?"

The question caught him off guard. She saw it in the slight tension that flickered across his shoulders, the way his hands curled at his sides before deliberately relaxing. "Service," he said, after a moment. "Duty. Protection."

"Protection of what?"

"The Crown's interests. The stability of the realm. The lives of the people who would suffer if the borders weren't held."

"And the people inside those borders? The ones who didn't choose to be part of the Crown's realm?" Seren kept her voice neutral, curious rather than accusatory. "What do you call what happens to them?"

Thane Corvin did not answer immediately. He moved to the room's single chair and sat down heavily, as if the question had added weight to his shoulders. For a long moment, he stared at the floor, and Seren had the uncomfortable sense that she had touched something he did not often examine.

"Necessity," he said finally. "That's what I used to call it. What had to happen for order to be maintained." He looked up at her, and his gray eyes were older than his face. "But lately I've started to wonder if necessity is just another word for convenience. Something we tell ourselves so we don't have to look too closely at what we're actually doing."

It was not the answer she had expected. Soldiers of the Crown were not supposed to question their missions, were not supposed to wonder about the morality of the orders they followed. They were supposed to be instruments, weapons wielded by the throne, no more capable of doubt than a sword was capable of refusing to cut.

But Thane Corvin did not feel like an instrument. He felt like a man who had spent too many years doing things he was not proud of and had finally run out of excuses.

Seren sat down on the edge of the bed, maintaining the distance between them but no longer bracing for flight. "Why did the Crown send you?" she asked. "For this mission specifically. There must be other sentinels, other hunters. Why you?"

He laughed, a short harsh sound without humor. "Because I've never failed. Because I have a reputation for solving problems that don't have obvious solutions. Because three other hunters tried to bring you in before me, and none of them lasted longer than a week before you disappeared into the Ashward." He paused, and his expression grew more thoughtful. "Or because someone at the Crown thought I was the right person to have this conversation. I honestly don't know which."

Three other hunters. Seren remembered them: the first a brutish man who had tried to drag her from a village by her hair, his claiming mark fading before it could fully form; the second a woman who had seemed almost sympathetic until she revealed the chains hidden in her traveling cloak; the third a pair of twins who had worked together so seamlessly that she had barely escaped their coordinated binding attempt. She had assumed the Crown would eventually give up, focus its attention on problems that could actually be solved.

But the Crown had sent Thane Corvin instead. A man who wanted to have conversations. A man who asked what she wanted and actually seemed interested in the answer.

She did not know what to do with that.

"The binding you were going to try," she said. "The one from the Crown. What is it?"

Thane reached into his belt pouch again, but this time he withdrew something smaller than a document: a cloth-wrapped bundle that fit in his palm. He unwrapped it slowly, deliberately, letting her see each movement. Inside was a small silver disc about the size of a coin, etched with symbols she did not recognize. The metal seemed to pulse with inner light, warm and cold at once, and something in her chest tightened at the sight of it.

"It's called a Sovereignty Mark," he said. "Different from the house bindings. Older. The Crown's archivists found records of it in documents that predate the Covenant itself." He held it up so the morning light caught its surface, sending strange reflections dancing across the walls. "According to the records, it doesn't work like the other marks. It doesn't chain or compel. It claims through recognition—acknowledges the magic as real and valid, marks it as existing within the Crown's awareness."

Recognition. The word sent something strange and complicated through Seren's heart. She had been claimed nine times, bound through rituals designed to force her magic into service, and every single time her magic had rejected the constraint. But she had never been offered recognition. She had never been told that what she was might be valid, might be real, might be worthy of acknowledgment rather than control.

She did not trust it. She could not trust it. But she also could not stop looking at the silver disc in Thane's hand, feeling the strange pull of its light against something deep in her chest.

"And if I refuse?"

Thane wrapped the disc carefully, tucking it back into his pouch. "Then I don't try it. That was our agreement. Nothing without your knowledge. Nothing without your choice."

He meant it. She could see it in the set of his shoulders, hear it in the steady certainty of his voice. Whatever else Thane Corvin might be—soldier, hunter, instrument of the Crown—he was a man who kept his word.

It should not have mattered. She had met plenty of men who kept their words right up until keeping them became inconvenient. But something about Thane's commitment felt different, felt like it came from somewhere deeper than duty or calculation.

Seren rose from the bed and crossed to the window, looking out at the village square where Thornwick's residents were beginning their morning routines. The blacksmith was opening his forge. The innkeeper's wife was sweeping the front steps. Children were already gathering for their games, their laughter bright and uncomplicated in the cool air.

Normal people living normal lives, unaware that a witch and a Crown sentinel were negotiating impossible terms in the room above their heads.

"There's something you should understand," she said, not turning from the window. "About why the bindings don't work. About what happens when someone tries to claim me."

She heard him shift in his chair, giving her his full attention. "I'm listening."

Seren pressed her palm against the cool glass of the window and felt her magic stir beneath her skin, responding to her attention the way it always did—not like a tool waiting to be used, but like a living thing with its own awareness, its own preferences, its own fierce determination to remain free.

"It's not that the marks fail," she said. "It's not that the rituals are performed incorrectly. It's that my magic chooses. Every time someone tries to bind me, every time a house places their mark on my skin, my magic decides whether to accept the claim. And every time, it decides no."

The silence behind her stretched long and thoughtful. When Thane spoke again, his voice was careful. "Magic doesn't choose. It's a force, like fire or water. It responds to will and ritual, but it doesn't have preferences."

"Yours doesn't." Seren turned from the window, meeting his eyes across the length of the room. "Mine does."

She saw him processing the implication: not a witch whose magic was faulty, but a witch whose magic was fundamentally different. Not broken, but operating under rules that the Covenant had never considered.

"If your magic chooses," he said slowly, "then the Sovereignty Mark won't work either. No binding will. Your magic will just reject it like all the others."

"Probably." Seren crossed her arms, armor she no longer needed but could not quite abandon. "Unless it finds something worth accepting."

The question hung between them, vast and terrifying: what would her magic accept? What would make it choose to acknowledge a bond rather than burn through it? She had wondered this herself, late at night when she was too tired to maintain her defenses, too lonely to pretend she did not want connection. But she had never found an answer, and eventually she had stopped looking.

Thane rose from his chair and moved to stand beside her at the window, close enough that she could feel the heat of his body but not so close that she felt trapped. They looked out at the village together, two people who had just agreed to spend six months trying to solve a problem that might not have a solution.

"Then I suppose," he said quietly, "we should figure out what that might be."

The morning light fell across his face, and Seren found herself studying him without the filter of suspicion she usually wore. He was not handsome in the way that courtiers were handsome, polished and symmetrical. His face was too weathered, his jaw too strong, his features too marked by years of violence and hard decisions. But there was something compelling about the way he held himself, the quiet certainty that did not need to announce itself, the sense that he had looked at enough of the world's ugliness to understand it without being destroyed by it.

She did not trust him. She could not afford to trust him. But she was beginning to understand why the Crown had sent him, and it was not just his record of successful missions.

Thane Corvin knew what it meant to claim something. And he was starting to wonder whether claiming was the same as caring.

That made him dangerous, but not in the way she had expected. The hunters before him had been dangerous because they wanted to control her. Thane Corvin was dangerous because he might make her want to be understood.

She turned away from the window, breaking the strange intimacy of the moment. "If we're doing this, we need to move. Thornwick isn't safe. The houses have spies everywhere, and someone will have reported your arrival by now."

Thane accepted the change in subject without comment, his soldier's instincts snapping back into focus. "I have a safehouse three days east of here, in the Ashward. It's not comfortable, but it's defensible, and the shifting borders make it difficult to find unless you know the paths."

"You have a safehouse in unclaimed territory?"

His lips twitched. "The Crown has assets everywhere. Even places that are supposed to belong to no one."

It should have bothered her, the reminder that she was dealing with someone whose reach extended further than she had imagined. But Seren found herself feeling something closer to relief. If they were going to spend six months together, she would rather do it somewhere the houses could not easily reach her.

She grabbed her pack from the bed, settling its familiar weight on her shoulders. "Then lead the way, sentinel."

Thane paused at the door, looking back at her with an expression she could not read. "There's one more thing you should know. About the mission."

Seren tensed, waiting for the catch, the hidden condition that would transform this strange offer into the trap she had always expected.

"The Crown didn't send me just to bind you," he said. "They sent me to learn. To understand why your magic works the way it does. They think you might be the key to something bigger than house politics—some change in how magic itself behaves." He met her eyes, and his gray gaze was steady. "I don't know what that means yet. But I thought you should know that you're not just a problem to be solved. To some people, you're an answer."

An answer. She had spent her whole life being treated as a threat, an anomaly, a broken thing that needed to be fixed. The idea that she might be an answer instead was so foreign that she did not know what to do with it.

She filed it away with all the other things she did not trust and followed Thane Corvin out of the inn, into the morning light, and toward an uncertain future that somehow felt less terrifying than the certainty she had left behind.

The road east out of Thornwick wound through farmland that gradually gave way to forest, the cultivated fields replaced by wild growth that pressed close on either side. Seren walked a few steps behind Thane, close enough to benefit from his knowledge of the path but far enough back to run if necessary. The morning sun filtered through the canopy above, dappling the ground with shifting patterns of light and shadow.

They walked in silence for the first hour, each lost in their own thoughts. Seren used the time to study her unlikely companion, cataloguing details that might prove useful later. He moved through the forest with the ease of someone who had spent years navigating hostile terrain, his footsteps finding the quiet places without conscious thought. He carried no obvious weapons, but something in his bearing suggested he did not need them—that his body itself was weapon enough.

She wondered what it had cost him, becoming what he was. How many people he had killed. How many territories he had claimed for a Crown that saw conquest as the only path to stability. She wondered whether he dreamed of the ones who had fallen beneath his sword, or whether he had learned to silence that particular guilt.
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