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​Chapter One: The Loom of Fates
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​Lysa

The loom did not sleep.

It had not slept in the four hundred years since the sanctum was built around it, and it would not sleep in the four hundred after, and the Weavers who tended it took their shifts in careful rotation so that no thread went untended for longer than it took a human heart to complete three beats. That was the rule. Three beats was the grace period between neglect and catastrophe. Three beats was the difference between a thread that could be saved and one that could not.

Lysa had never missed a beat in eleven years of service.

She told herself this now, standing at the loom's upper tier with her needle poised and her fingers gone cold, because she needed to believe something steadying and the truth was not yet available for that purpose.

The sanctum occupied the highest tower of the Weavers' Hall in Vassenmere — a city built on a hill for no reason anyone remembered, maintained on a hill for the practical reason that high ground meant better sight lines to the sky, and the sky was where the loom's light went when a thread was properly tended. The tower itself was open on all four sides, its columns draped in the linen that the novices kept clean and the senior Weavers pretended not to notice was always slightly grey at the hem. In the mornings the light came in gold and in the evenings it came in amber and at night the loom provided its own illumination, a vast and humming tapestry of color that had no analogue in anything else living or made.

The threads numbered somewhere beyond counting. The Grandmistress, who had been Weaving for longer than Lysa had been alive, said the precise number did not matter — what mattered was that each thread corresponded to a life, and each life deserved the same attention, and if you started thinking in quantities you had already lost the part of yourself that made you useful at this work.

Lysa had taken this instruction seriously. She thought in individual threads. She moved along the loom's tiers with the specific attentiveness of someone who understood that the ordinary-looking cord she was currently untangling might belong to a baker in a river city who made bread that her neighbors depended on, or to a child who would one day discover something that mattered, or to an old man who had been quietly kind for decades and deserved to finish what he had started.

She did not know which threads belonged to whom. That was not the Weaver's knowledge to have. What she knew was the health of a thread — its tension, its color-temperature, the faint vibration that indicated a life of ongoing action versus the slower pulse of a life at rest. She knew when a thread was fraying before it frayed. She knew the difference between natural thinning, which happened as lives neared their ends, and damage, which happened for a hundred other reasons that the loom registered but did not explain.

She had found the cluster three hours into her morning shift.

It was not unusual to find clusters of distressed threads — tragedy affected people in groups, sometimes. A village fire. A flood. The kind of grief that moved through families like weather. Lysa had handled all of these. She moved to the cluster with her standard kit: the straightening needle, the joining awl, the fine-gauge thread she used for reinforcement work. The cluster was located in the loom's middle tier, which she reached by the narrow service ladder that ran along the back column, her boots finding the rungs with the automatic surety of long practice.

The cluster resolved, when she got close enough to see it properly, into something less like a disaster and more like a snag — a single point of tension that had caused several surrounding threads to pull toward it. This happened. A life of significant weight could exert a kind of gravity on those nearby, drawing them off their natural paths. Lysa had a technique for it. She set her straightening needle to the outer threads first, working inward, the way you addressed any tangle: from the outside toward the source.

The outer threads responded normally. She worked with the focused quiet she had cultivated over eleven years, her attention on each thread individually, her hands moving with a precision that had long since stopped requiring conscious instruction. The hum of the loom was the background of her interior life; she no longer heard it the way she no longer heard her own heartbeat, except in moments of stillness where both suddenly became very loud.

This was not a moment of stillness. This was the kind of precise, demanding work she was good at, and she was good at it because she paid attention, and she was paying attention now as she worked toward the center of the tangle and found the source thread.

It was wrong immediately.

She registered this before she had words for it — a wrongness that lived in the texture of the thread rather than its color, though the color was also wrong: not the warm golds and russets of human life-threads, not the cooler blues of long lives or the hectic bright of young ones, but a silver-black that she had no category for. The thread was cold to the touch in a way that threads were not cold. It vibrated at a frequency below the normal register, something she felt in her back teeth and in the base of her sternum rather than in her fingertips. It was large — not thick in the way of a life that was simply long, but large in the way that suggested the thread contained more than a single life's worth of weight.

She held it carefully and studied it.

It was knotted. The knot was tight and irregular, the kind that formed when a thread underwent sudden, repeated stress — when a life hit the kind of turbulence that reverberated back through its own history, tangling itself. Lysa had seen knots before. She had cleared knots from threads belonging to people who had survived disasters, people who had survived themselves, people who had stood at an edge and stepped back from it. The knot was never the problem. The knot was the record. The problem was when the knot tightened enough to restrict the flow of the thread's essential quality, the way a kinked cord restricted water.

This knot was too tight.

She applied pressure with her straightening needle, working at the knot's outer edges, and the thread resisted in a way that felt — she would try to explain this later, and fail — sentient. Not alive the way human threads were alive, with their biological hum, their warmth, their constant low-level urgency. This was a different kind of alive. Aware. Ancient.

She should have stopped.

She did not stop. She was eleven years into a practice of not stopping at points of resistance, because resistance was where the work was. She was a Master Weaver. She had cleared a knot from a thread so old it had pre-dated the sanctum's construction. She had reinforced threads that other senior Weavers had declared beyond repair. She trusted her hands and her hands told her this knot needed to come free.

She found the knot's fastening point — the place where the tension concentrated — and she cut it.

The sound was not a sound so much as a cessation of sound. The frequency she had been feeling in her back teeth and her sternum stopped, and the silence of its stopping was enormous, and the thread went dark in her hands the way a coal went dark: not gradually but all at once, a total withdrawal of light. Lysa released it without thinking. It fell back into the loom and lay among the other threads without moving.

Human threads moved. They swayed gently in the loom's constant circulation, carried by the current of ongoing life. This thread did not move.

Around her, the nearby threads — hundreds of them, thousands — shuddered.

The loom shuddered.

The tower shuddered.

Lysa stood on the middle-tier ladder with her straightening needle in her hand and her fingers cold and her mouth open, and she understood with the particular precision of someone who had spent eleven years learning exactly what thread-death looked and felt like that she had not fixed anything.

She had done something much worse than that.



She had climbed down from the ladder and was standing at the loom's base with her hands pressed flat on the worktable — grounding technique, learned in her first year — when the Grandmistress arrived. She had not summoned her. The loom had. The loom had ways of communicating urgency that bypassed the normal channels of message-passing and formal request.

Grandmistress Orvaine was a small woman who wore her age the way old trees wore theirs — in density rather than deterioration. She had been Weaving since before Lysa's mother was born and she had the quality of someone who had seen most things and was no longer surprised by them, which was why the expression on her face when she crossed the sanctum floor and looked at the place where the silver-black thread lay still was alarming in the specific way that only the absence of surprise could be alarming.

She was not surprised. She was afraid.

"Show me where," she said.

Lysa showed her.

Orvaine stood at the middle tier for a long time. She did not touch the thread. She looked at it with the focused stillness of someone taking an inventory of consequences, and then she came back down the ladder and stood next to Lysa and looked at the worktable instead of at Lysa, which was somehow worse.

"You cannot have known," she said finally.

"I should have recognized it," Lysa said. "The signature was—"

"Completely outside normal parameters. It should not have been on the loom's accessible tiers. There are wards." Orvaine's voice was precise and uninflected. "The wards failed, or were circumvented, and the thread was there and you found it and you did what a Master Weaver does with a knotted thread. You cannot have known."

"What is it?" Lysa asked. She already knew, in the way that the body sometimes knew things before the mind was ready to form the question. The cold. The weight. The frequency that lived below sound.

Orvaine looked at her then.

"The God of Death," she said, "has been struck a blow in his own realm. Not for the first time. Over millennia, small accumulations — the knot you found was the record of centuries of contained damage. What you removed was the containment." She paused. "His tether to the divine structure is severed. He will fade."

The worktable was solid under Lysa's palms. She concentrated on this.

"The dead," she said.

"Will not pass," Orvaine confirmed. "Not without him at the threshold. They will accumulate at the gates of his realm. If he fades entirely before the tether is restored, they will begin to overflow." She stopped again. The silence had a shape; it was the shape of what she was about to say. "And something will move into the vacancy he leaves. Something that has been waiting for it for a very long time."

"How long does he have?"

"I cannot know precisely. Days, if we are fortunate. Perhaps less."

Lysa took her hands off the table. They had steadied. She looked at the loom — at the vast, light-bearing structure she had tended for eleven years, and at the still, dark thread lying in it like a held breath.

"Then tell me what I need," she said.

Orvaine looked at her for a moment that contained several things neither of them said aloud. Then she turned to the cabinet behind the worktable and began to unlock its deepest drawer.

"There is a gate," she said. "It has not been used in recorded history. But it was made for this purpose — for the unlikely event that a Weaver's intervention was required in the realm of the dead." She set a case on the table. Inside, on a bed of dark cloth, lay three needles unlike any Lysa had worked with before: long, slightly curved, made of a material that was neither metal nor bone and caught the loom's light and held it. "These are yours. They were always yours. I have been keeping them for eleven years without knowing what for."

Lysa looked at the needles. They were warm.

"The gate demands a price," Orvaine continued. "Something freely given that cannot be recovered. I do not know what it will ask of you."

"That's acceptable," Lysa said.

"You broke his thread." Orvaine's voice was not accusatory. It was simply exact. "You are the only one who can mend it. The needles will only work for the hands that caused the damage." She paused. "And Lysa — he will not want your help. He will tell you to leave. He will mean it."

Lysa picked up the case. The warmth of the needles traveled through the case's material and into her palms.

"I know," she said. "I'm going anyway."
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​Chapter Two: What She Has Done
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​Lysa

She left at nightfall, because the Grandmistress said the gate was more accessible at the boundary between one day and the next, and because Lysa needed the afternoon to put her affairs in order and to stand in her small room at the Weavers' Hall and look at her things and decide what she was doing.

She was, she decided, doing this. The decision had the quality of something that had already been made before she arrived at it. She had cut the thread. She would mend it. These were two parts of the same action, separated by logistics.

She packed light: the case of needles, her working pouch with its standard kit, a change of clothes, the small knife she wore at her belt for practical rather than protective reasons — she had no illusions about what a knife would do in a realm where she would be the only mortal alive. She ate a full meal because the Grandmistress said the crossing was depleting and you should not arrive at a god's doorstep having skipped dinner. She braided her hair the way she always braided it for difficult work: tight, practical, out of the way.

Then she went to find Orvaine's assistant, a young man named Perris who was technically a novice but had the organizational capacity of someone who had been running things for decades, and she gave him her ongoing work files and told him which threads needed daily monitoring and which could be checked every other day and which were in stable condition and required only the weekly pass. He took the files without asking questions. He had the expression of someone who understood that questions were not available for taking right now.

"The Belham thread," she said. "The one in the loom's north tier, second row up from the base — it's been showing micro-frays for the past week. Don't try to repair it; just monitor. If the fraying reaches the core, summon Orvaine directly, not the duty Weaver."

Perris wrote this down.

"The cluster at the eastern edge will resolve on its own," she continued. "I looked at it this afternoon. The central tension will release within three days. Don't touch it before it does."

More writing.

"And the—"

"Master Lysa," Perris said, not unkindly, "I will take care of it."

She stopped. She looked at her hands — the working hands of someone who had spent eleven years developing a specific and particular competence in the care of other people's lives — and she understood that she was delaying, which was not the same as being afraid. She was not afraid. She was reluctant to leave the work in someone else's hands, which was a different thing and one she had encountered before and always resolved by reminding herself that the work was larger than any single Weaver and the loom would continue without her.

The loom would continue without her.

She picked up her pack and went.



The gate was in the city's lowest point.

This made a kind of logic Lysa chose not to examine too closely. It was set into the base of the hill on which Vassenmere sat, accessed through a passage in the old quarter that the city had built around without ever building over — one of those architectural anomalies that accumulated in old cities like sediment, the result of generations of builders who looked at a particular wall or doorframe and felt, without knowing why, that they should leave it alone.

The passage was narrow and smelled of groundwater and old stone. Orvaine walked her to its entrance and no further.

"I cannot cross the threshold with you," she said. "The gate responds only to the one who carries the needles." She paused. "And to need."

"What does that mean?"

"It means the gate understands purpose. It will not open for curiosity or for power." Orvaine looked at her with an expression that was complicated and fond and carefully controlled. "It will open for you."

"You're certain."

"I have been Weaving for sixty years," Orvaine said, "and I am certain of almost nothing. I am certain of this." She reached out and adjusted the strap of Lysa's pack with the brisk efficiency of someone who needed to do something with her hands. "Come back."

"I intend to," Lysa said, which was true.

She went into the passage.

The gate was not dramatic. She had expected — she did not know what she had expected. Something massive, something carved with the imagery of death and passage and terrible consequence. What she found was a door of dark wood set into the stone, its surface plain, its handle a simple iron curve worn smooth by hands she preferred not to think about. There was no visible lock. There was no inscription. There was only the faint vibration in the case of needles, which responded to the door's proximity with the warmth she had first felt on the worktable, intensified now into something almost like urgency.

She reached out and put her hand on the door.

"I broke something that was not mine to break," she said, because Orvaine had told her to speak her purpose aloud at the threshold. "I am here to mend it. I am here because I caused the damage and because I will accept whatever cost the crossing requires and because there is no version of this where I stand on the outside and allow the consequence to continue without attempting to correct it." She paused. The door was warm under her palm. "That is my purpose. I imagine you already knew."

The door opened inward.



The price came before she had taken three steps past the threshold.

It was not announced. There was no voice, no inscription, no figure in a robe with an outstretched hand. There was simply the sensation of standing in the passage — cool, stone-floored, lit by a sourceless grey light that made everything visible without casting shadows — and then the sensation of something asking, and then the sensation of giving.

She knew what she was giving. The clarity of it was total: a year of memory, pulled from her like a thread drawn through fabric. Not a specific year she chose — the gate chose, taking twelve months of her early life that were vivid and particular and hers, leaving in their place a clean blank that she could feel the edges of the way you could feel the place a tooth had been.

Her mother, she thought suddenly. She was trying to remember something about her mother and the memory was there but the context was gone — the room, the season, the reason her mother had said the thing she had said — and then even that awareness faded, because the gate had taken not just the memories but the knowledge that she had had them.

She stood for a moment in the passage. Then she kept walking, because she had come here to work and grief was a thing she could schedule for later.

The passage opened into light.



Not light as she understood it. The Shore of Echoes — she had read the name in the sanctum's oldest texts, the records kept by the Weavers who had theorized about this realm without ever entering it — was lit by something that had the quality of light without its warmth, silver-white and total, coming from everywhere and nowhere, falling on everything equally.

It was, she noticed immediately, beautiful.

She had not expected that either. She had not expected the wide pale shore with its dark water that moved without waves, or the trees that were not quite trees growing at the water's edge — their shapes correct, their color wrong, a deep charcoal-grey that was the color of ash rather than bark. She had not expected the quality of stillness, which was not the stillness of emptiness but the stillness of a room full of people who had all stopped speaking at the same moment.

Because the shore was full of people.

They stood or sat or moved slowly at the water's edge — hundreds of them, thousands, an accumulation that extended in both directions as far as she could see. They were not transparent, not the wispy non-entities that fiction assigned to the dead. They looked mostly solid, mostly themselves, differentiated by age and height and the particularity of their features. What marked them as different from the living was subtler: the slight wrongness of their edges, the way they cast shadows that did not quite correspond to the angle of the non-light, the quality of their movement, which was unhurried in the specific way of people who no longer had any reason to hurry.

They were waiting.

Lysa looked at them and then looked at the shore's far reaches and understood, with the practical comprehension of someone trained to read large quantities of information quickly, that the accumulation was wrong. There were too many. The shore was built for passage, not for residence; she could see the structure of it in the way a Master Weaver could see the structure of any made thing — the design implied movement, implied processing, implied a constant throughput from arrival to whatever lay beyond the dark water. Instead everything was stopped. The arrivals kept coming, gently and continuously, the newly dead drifting to the shore in ones and twos, and nothing was moving them forward.

She needed to find Mors.

She looked at the threads.

Here — she had not known if this would work, but it did — she could see threads everywhere. Every soul on the shore trailed its own thread behind it, thin and shortened now, leading back to the living world and thinning to invisibility where they crossed the threshold. And Mors's thread, wherever he was, would be visible to her in the way it had been visible in the loom: silver-black, cold, enormous in its weight.

She found it at the shore's far edge.

He was not where she expected a god to be. She had thought: a throne, a palace, some architectural assertion of divine authority. What she found, following the thread's direction along the shoreline for twenty minutes while the dead regarded her with the mild curiosity of people with nothing else to occupy their attention, was a figure sitting on a piece of pale rock near the water's edge.

He was not looking at her. He was looking at the dark water, which moved slightly more in this location — she noticed that too, the way she noticed everything — as though even in his diminished state he was exerting some gravitational effect on the realm he governed.

She could see the fraying from thirty feet away.

It was not visible to the mortal eye in the way the loom made threads visible; it was more that she perceived it, the way she perceived tension in a thread through her fingertips, as an awareness of wrongness. His edges were unclear. The silver-black thread of his essence, which she could track with the part of her trained to track such things, had the quality of something being continuously lost rather than damaged all at once. The core was intact — she had not severed the whole thread, only the knot that was also its primary fastening point — but the core would not stay intact indefinitely without the fastening. She calculated, with the part of her that calculated such things automatically, that she had perhaps two days. Possibly three.

She walked toward him.

He turned before she reached him. Not quickly — not with the startled energy of someone caught unawares. He turned the way you turned when you had been aware of something approaching for some time and had decided to wait and see what it would do before responding. His face was not what she had expected, and she had known better than to expect anything specific, and still she found herself recalibrating.

He looked like a person. That was the first thing. Not like the idealized marble-carved divinity of temple statuary, not like the fearsome skull-faced abstraction of folk illustration. He looked like a person who had been still and alone for a very long time and had stopped minding it, which was its own kind of fearsome, she supposed, if you thought about it in the right way. His hair was dark. His eyes, when he looked at her, were the color of the not-light — silver-white, and bottomless.

His edges wavered slightly where she could track them.

"You should not be here," he said. His voice had the quality of the loom's hum: bone-deep, ambient, the kind of thing you could stop noticing if you let yourself.

"I know," Lysa said.

"The crossing took something from you."

"It did."

"You knew it would."

"I was told to expect it."

He looked at her for a long moment. She could feel the assessment in it — not unkind, not hostile, simply the comprehensive attentiveness of someone who had been studying mortal nature for longer than the concept of mortal nature had been articulate.

"You cut my thread," he said.

"Yes."

"By accident."

"Yes."

"And you have come—"

"To mend it," she said. "I have the needles. I am the only one who can use them, according to my Grandmistress, who is not given to overstatement." She held up the case so he could see it. "You can tell me to leave. I've been advised you might. But I want you to understand that if you tell me to leave I will come back, because I caused this and I will correct it, and the only relevant variable is whether you want to cooperate with the process or make it harder."

The water moved near the shore's edge.

Something that was not quite an expression moved across his face.

"Sit down," he said at last, and turned back to the water. "We have a great deal to discuss."
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​Chapter Three: A God Diminished
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​Mors

He had been dying before.

This was not a complaint — he was not built for complaint, had not been built for it, had been assembled from the oldest fabric of creation with certain qualities emphasized and others omitted, and among the omissions was whatever it was that made creatures rail against their nature. He knew what he was. He had always known. He tended endings and he himself would eventually end and he had understood this with the same equanimity with which he understood everything: as a feature of existence rather than a judgment on it.

The previous dyings had been different in character. Over the long centuries, there had been moments of diminishment — a god's power was not static, no matter what the mortals believed; it rose and fell with belief, with use, with the quality of attention paid to it by the living world that generated it. He had been stronger in eras of high mortality, when the dead came to him in quantities that required his full capacity. He had been weaker in long periods of peace, when the passage was quiet and the world above seemed to forget what waited for it. The forgetting did not hurt him. It was natural. It was the tide.

This was not the tide.

He had felt the snap across the whole of his realm — felt it the way a body feels a bone break, with that totality of wrongness that is unlike any other sensation because it is the sensation of a thing that was integral suddenly not being. The knot had held. He had not known how long it had held, because his sense of time had long since given up being linear, but he could feel in his remaining structure that the knot's origin was old, that whatever blow had driven the knotting had landed in a different era entirely and the containment had been holding ever since without his conscious knowledge.

He had not known the knot was there.

He did not know whether to find this humiliating or simply extraordinary. He had decided on extraordinary, because humiliation required a witness and he had none. He had been alone on the Shore of Echoes for the first days of his fading, watching the dead accumulate with the particular impotence of someone who understood exactly what was happening and could not stop it, and he had not let himself mind.

Then the gate had opened.

He had felt that too. The gate had not opened in his memory, which was longer than any mortal reckoning, and he was not aware of having missed its opening during the centuries before his memory. It was a theoretical mechanism — a provision against an emergency so unlikely it had been built into the structure without any real expectation of use. He had forgotten about it in the way you forgot about the foundation of a building you lived in.

He had watched her from the shore.

She had come through into the pale light of his realm with the brisk attentiveness of someone arriving at a work site and conducting an initial assessment. He had watched her look at the shore's accumulation and understand, immediately and correctly, that the numbers were wrong. He had watched her read the structure of the place the way a Weaver read a loom. He had watched her begin to move along the shoreline toward him.

He had turned when she was thirty feet away. He had been aware of her for longer than that.

She was mortal in a way that was vivid in this place — not just alive, which the very newly dead were still technically as they arrived, but alive with a forward-facing urgency that the dead had already shed. The living carried their futures with them; he could see this clearly in his realm, where futures were no longer obscured by the noise of ongoing existence. Hers was long. It extended away from her in the direction of the world above like a bright cord, and it had the quality of something that had been written into the fabric of things with considerable intention.

He had known she was coming.

He had read her fate thread before she crossed the threshold — he read every mortal's fate thread who entered his realm; it was automatic, an assessment as reflexive as breathing was for them — and he had seen it: her presence here was written into her nature the way certain properties were written into materials. She had been going to come here. The thread she had cut was going to draw her.

He had chosen not to stop her at the gate, and he was now examining whether that choice had been about the realm's needs, which were real and urgent, or about the something else that had made him watch her walk along the shore with greater attention than he applied to most things.

He was not willing to decide yet.



"We have a great deal to discuss," he said, and regretted the formulation almost immediately, because it was the kind of thing you said when you needed time to think and did not want to appear to be taking it.

She sat down on the pale rock beside him without commentary. She did not sit at the careful distance that mortals usually maintained when proximity to him was unavoidable. She sat close enough that he was aware of the warmth of her — the biological hum of a living body, which in this realm had the quality of an open flame in a cold room. Noticeable. Drawing.

She opened the case of needles.

"I need to assess the damage before I begin," she said, with the matter-of-fact tone of someone who had decided that the professional context was the manageable one and was going to stay in it for the time being. "May I?"

He looked at the needles. They were the sanctum's making — he could feel their origin in them, the careful craftsmanship of people who had understood that working on divine essence required tools built to a different standard than working on mortal thread. He had not known the sanctum had made them. He had not known the sanctum had prepared for this eventuality.

He was beginning to understand that more things had been prepared for than he'd realized, and that this woman was at the center of the preparation in a way that she had not yet been told.

He would tell her. He would tell her about the fate thread. But not yet — not because he was protecting himself, but because she had just arrived in a strange realm having paid a price at the gate and she needed to work and the information would change something about how she worked and he was unwilling to let it change her before she had done what she came to do.

He told himself this was logic.

"Yes," he said.

She lifted her hand and held it near the edge of him — not touching, assessing, the way a Weaver assessed before contact. He felt her perception extend toward him. It was an odd sensation: being read. He read threads constantly; he had the whole history of mortal experience available to him in the threads of the dead. But being read was not something he had experienced. He was, in the structure of things, the reader.

He held still and let her work.

She went quiet in the focused way of someone whose attention had narrowed to a single point. He watched her face, which was composed — not blank, but controlled in the way of someone who had trained themselves to keep their reactions out of their work. He saw her register the fraying. He saw her register the depth of it — the snap at the core, the subsequent unraveling that had been occurring since. He saw, very briefly, something cross her face that was not professional.

"How much are you losing?" she asked. "Per day. Or — however time functions for you."

"The metaphor that most closely maps to your experience would be: approximately a night's sleep per day."

She considered this. "That's significant."

"Yes."

"How many layers does the mending require?"

"That depends on how the mending is structured." He had been thinking about this since the gate opened — since, if he was truthful with himself, before. He had the theoretical knowledge of what this process required even if he had never experienced it. "The damage runs from the outer structure to the core. The knot was a fastening point for several connective elements. What you removed was not just the knot but the juncture it was part of — the place where several layers of my essential structure connected to the mortal-facing part of my function."

She was listening with the total attention of someone who was going to need to use this information.

"So," she said slowly, "concentric layers. Outside to inside."

"Yes."

"And we're currently — the shore is the outer layer. The outermost expression of your function."

"The realm has six significant layers. Each one corresponds to a different aspect of what the dead require during passage. The shore is the first — arrival, initial processing. The deeper you go, the more essential the function becomes." He paused. "The core is the deepest. That is where the primary snap is."

She was quiet for a moment, and he watched her calculate — the time required, the depth of the journey, the escalating difficulty of working on more essential layers of divine structure with, presumably, escalating personal risk.

"Then we go layer by layer," she said. "I work on what I can reach from outside first, build inward." She looked at him directly. "That means we travel together. Through all six layers."

"Yes," he said.

"You object to this."

He had not said that he objected. He was aware that this was her reading him the way she read threads — by attention and inference rather than declaration. He was also aware that she was correct.

"You paid a price at the gate," he said. "Each layer deeper will have its own costs. The Underworld does not offer passage freely, even to someone who has legitimate purpose here."

"I know."

"You do not know what the deeper costs will be."

"No one knows what costs are coming until they arrive," she said, with the equanimity of someone who had already decided this was not a determining factor. "I didn't know what the gate would take either. That didn't change whether I came."

He looked at her.

She met his eyes with the same directness she had used at every step of this interaction — not boldness for its own sake, not the performed fearlessness of someone trying to impress, but the genuine lack of flinching of someone who had looked at a difficult situation and determined it was manageable and was proceeding on that determination.

He had seen this in the living before. It was rare.

"You are angry with yourself," he said. It was not a question; he could read it in her, the compressed quality of her energy, the way her professional composure was doing double work. "For cutting the thread."

"Yes," she said.

"You knew you might when you began working on the cluster."

She was quiet for a moment. "I should have recognized the signature."

"Your Grandmistress said the wards failed."

"She was being kind."

"She was being accurate," he said, more firmly than he had intended. He did not generally have opinions about kindness versus accuracy as they applied to mortals' self-assessments. "The thread had no business being on an accessible tier. Whatever you recognized or failed to recognize, the failure was structural before it was yours."

She looked at him with an expression he could not immediately classify.

"You don't need to do that," she said.

"I'm not doing anything. I'm describing what happened."

"You're describing what happened in the way that makes it most favorable to
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