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Chapter One — The Envelope at 3:03 a.m.
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The envelope arrived at 3:03 a.m., which is the sort of detail Farrah would have edited out of a story if she were writing it for anyone else. It was the kind of precise, useless fact that made good copy but terrible sleep. She found it on her doormat when she went to the kitchen for water and the kettle clicked itself off in the dark like a polite machine.

It was a plain envelope, cream and slightly warm, with a Department stamp she did not recognize and a neat, bureaucratic script that made her think of forms and waiting rooms. There was no return address. Inside was a single sheet of paper and a small card with a phrase she could not place: Assigned Pairing: See attached instructions. Respond within forty-eight hours.

Farrah read the paper twice. It said, in language that was both officious and oddly apologetic, that she had been assigned a soulmate under a Department program she had never heard of. There were checkboxes for consent and a line for signatures and a polite note about appeals. The kettle, which had been whistling like a tiny bureaucrat, clicked again as if to remind her that the world had not stopped being ordinary just because an envelope had arrived.

She laughed, a short, incredulous sound that woke the cat and made the radiator cough. It had to be a prank. Someone at the office with a sense of humor. A misdelivered piece of performance art. She folded the paper and put it in the drawer with the takeout menus and the emergency pen.

At 3:07 a.m., a man in a robe that looked like twilight and slippers that looked like clouds appeared in her kitchen. He apologized for the intrusion and then, with the kind of formal courtesy that made Farrah think of old movies and bad plays, said his name and that he had been assigned to her.

Farrah did what she always did when confronted with the absurd: she asked for proof. The man produced a small, official-looking token that hummed faintly when she touched it. He explained, in a voice that was both weary and precise, that bindings were old law made new by a Department that liked forms and footnotes. Sometimes, he said, clerical errors happened.

“Accidents happen,” he said. “But the law remembers.”

Farrah felt the thread at her wrist before she understood what it was. It was a fine, almost imperceptible line of warmth that braided itself around her pulse and made the world tilt. The man’s eyes were kind and tired. He apologized again and said he would stay until the morning to explain the process.

She did not sleep that night. She sat at the kitchen table with the envelope and the kettle and the small, humming token and tried to make sense of a world that had suddenly added a clause to her life. She thought of the grimoire she kept for oddities and the practice drawer where she stored spells that were more habit than religion. She thought of the way the Department’s language made everything sound like a form to be filled.

When dawn came, the man in the twilight robe was still there, and the thread at her wrist hummed like a second heartbeat. Farrah realized, with a small, private astonishment, that the world had rearranged itself around a clerical error and that mistakes, once made, had a way of insisting on being noticed.
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​Chapter Two — The Soldier in Slippers
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Thayer did not look like someone who belonged in slippers. He looked like someone who had been taught to carry himself as if the world were a formation to be held steady. His hair was cropped, his coat was ceremonial, and his hands were the hands of someone who had learned to make decisions quickly and precisely. He apologized for the intrusion with the same formal courtesy he had used the night before and then, as if embarrassed by the whole thing, explained that he had been summoned by a Department directive that had misfiled a binding.

Farrah listened and corrected him when he used the word soulmate. “That’s not what this is,” she said. “It’s a binding. It’s legalese. It’s a clerical mess.”

He blinked, as if the distinction mattered. “Names are important,” he said. “The law is precise.”

They—Farrah and Thayer—spent the morning in a kind of awkward truce. He explained the old law in the clipped, soldierly way he had been taught: bindings were recognized by the Old Court when certain rituals and tokens aligned; the Department kept records and issued summonses when the weave between two beings was detected. He spoke of precedent and procedure and the odd, bureaucratic tenderness of institutions that tried to make magic legible.

Farrah explained her life: freelance editing, a grimoire kept more for habit than faith, a practice drawer full of spells that were mostly for keeping plants alive and kettles polite. She told him about the envelope and the way the kettle had clicked off like a machine with a sense of timing. She told him she had not consented to anything and that the idea of being catalogued made her skin crawl.

Thayer listened with a soldier’s attention. When she mentioned the thread at her wrist, he looked at it as if it were a map. “It is a binding,” he said finally. “It answers to old law. The Old Court recognizes such ties. The Department enforces the paperwork.”

Farrah felt the thread hum like a second heartbeat. “Can it be undone?” she asked.

Thayer’s expression was careful. “The Old Court can consider severance,” he said. “But the law is old and the world that profits from bindings is not idle. There are hunters and buyers and collectors who traffic in ties. If you seek to undo it, you will be noticed.”

Farrah thought of the envelope and the polite, officious language. She thought of the kettle and the way the world had rearranged itself around a clerical error. She thought of the small, private life she had built with commas and careful edits and the way a single line on a form could change everything.

“Then we do it properly,” she said, because she liked lists and because lists made the world feel manageable. “We go to the Court. We present evidence. We ask for severance.”

Thayer inclined his head. “We will need a shard of the Mirror of Verity,” he said. “It is required by the Court to show the weave.”

Farrah blinked. “Of course it is,” she said. “What else would a fae tribunal require but a shard of a mirror that tells the truth?”

He allowed himself a small, reluctant smile. “The Old Court likes its rituals,” he said. “And it likes its paperwork.”

They made a plan that was equal parts practicality and improvisation: find the shard, present it to the Court, ask for severance. Farrah felt the thread at her wrist like a new weight—less a leash than a promise that would not be ignored. Thayer, for his part, seemed to be learning how to be present without armor. He was precise and grumpy and oddly tender in ways that made Farrah feel both safer and more exposed.

When they left her apartment, the city smelled like coffee and rain and the faint metallic tang of old bargains. The envelope lay folded in her drawer like a small accusation. Farrah tucked the grimoire into her bag and felt, with a small, private astonishment, that the world had become a story she had not asked to edit but could not ignore.
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​Chapter Three — The Hollow Market and the First Bargain
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Dawn arrived like a reluctant witness, pale and apologetic, as if the city had stayed up too late and now needed coffee and forgiveness. Farrah woke with the thread at her wrist humming faintly, a low, persistent note that felt like a phone vibrating in another room. She lay still for a moment, listening to it, and realized she could feel Thayer’s breath in the cadence of the hum—slow, measured, the way someone trained to hold himself steady did when the world tilted.

She dressed in layers because quests required practical clothing and the illusion of preparedness. A dark coat, sensible boots, a scarf that doubled as a pocket for small charms. She tucked the grimoire into her bag, along with a jar of rosemary, a spool of silver thread, and the slightly bent silver pin from her grandmother. The map that had appeared on the nightstand smelled of rain and ink; its lines shifted when she wasn’t looking directly at them, as if the market it described were shy.

Thayer was already in the kitchen, polishing a blade with a cloth that looked too fine for the kind of work it was doing. He had traded the twilight robe for a coat that suggested ceremony rather than combat, and he moved with the economy of someone who had been taught to conserve motion. He glanced up when she entered and the thread at her wrist tightened, a small, involuntary tug that made her fingers ache.

“You look like you’re going to a funeral,” she said, because humor was a useful tool and because she needed to anchor the morning in something ordinary.

He gave a small, humorless smile. “I look like I am prepared for a market that trades in truths,” he said. “There is a difference.”

Maya arrived with a bag of pastries and a skeptical expression that suggested she had been up all night composing a list of reasons this was a terrible idea. She had been the first person Farrah had considered telling—after the Department’s envelope, after the kettle, after the shards of constellation on the floor—and she had reacted with the kind of practical sarcasm that made Farrah feel less alone.

“You look like you’ve been deputized by a cosmic DMV,” Maya said, handing over a croissant. “Also, is that a sword? Because if you’re going to bring a sword to a coffee shop, at least let me take a picture.”

Thayer’s jaw tightened. “It is ceremonial,” he said. “And it is not for show.”

Maya raised an eyebrow. “Ceremonial swords are still swords. Also, Farrah, you did not tell me you were summoning anything last night. You could have at least invited me to the chaos.”

Farrah shrugged, which felt like a small, defiant act. “It was supposed to be a protection spell,” she said. “It was supposed to be boring.”

Maya snorted. “Boring is apparently not in your spellbook.”

They made a plan that was half sensible and half improvisation. They would go to Jasper’s coffee shop for a quick map-check—Jasper had a way of noticing things people didn’t—and then head to the Hollow Market. Professor Anika Sayeed had offered to lend them a charm and a phrase of old court etiquette that might be useful; Elliot Ramos from the Department had sent a terse message: Proceed with caution. Do not engage with vendors who request memories as currency. The Department’s cautionary tone made Farrah want to do the exact opposite, which she suspected was a predictable human response.

On the walk to the coffee shop, the thread between Farrah and Thayer pulsed in time with her steps. It was not constant; it ebbed and flowed like a tide. Sometimes it felt like a warm hand on the small of her back; sometimes it felt like a leash. When they passed a mirror in a shop window, Thayer’s hand tightened on the hilt of his sword and the thread flared, a bright, uncomfortable note that made Farrah’s vision swim for a second. She had to look away and breathe.

“Are you all right?” he asked, voice low.

She forced a smile. “Fine. Just—don’t look at mirrors, remember?”

He nodded, but his eyes lingered on the reflection of the city as if he were trying to memorize it. “The city is different when you are bound,” he said. “It is like a map with new roads.”

They reached Jasper’s and found him behind the counter, humming and arranging cups with the kind of care that suggested he treated coffee like a minor ritual. He peered at them over the espresso machine and then at the map Farrah unfolded on the table.

“You’re going to the Hollow Market,” he said, as if it were a diagnosis. “You know it opens with the first light, but it doesn’t always open in the same place.”

“That’s the problem,” Farrah said. “The map shifts.”

Jasper tapped the map with a finger that smelled faintly of cardamom. “Maps that shift are shy maps,” he said. “They like to be coaxed. Offer it something honest and it will show you the way.”

“Like what?” Maya asked.

“Like a truth,” Jasper said. “A small one. Not a confession that will ruin your life, but a fact that matters to you. Maps like sincerity.”

Farrah thought of the grimoire in her bag, of the bent silver pin, of the way her grandmother had taught her to fold letters. She thought of the checkbox on the Department form and the way the world had been rearranged by a clerical tick. She said, quietly, “I am afraid of being used.”

The map shivered, and a line on it brightened, revealing a narrow alley that had not been there a moment before. Jasper smiled as if he had expected it. “There you go,” he said. “Honesty works.”

They followed the map through streets that smelled of rain and frying onions and the faint metallic tang of old magic. The Hollow Market did not announce itself with banners. It revealed itself in layers: a stall that sold clocks that ran backward, a vendor who traded songs for small favors, a woman with a basket of bottled sighs. The air tasted of cinnamon and iron and the kind of nostalgia that made you ache for things you had never had.

Thayer moved through the market like someone who had been trained to read danger in the way other people read faces. He kept his hand near his sword and his eyes on the crowd. Farrah watched him watch the market and felt the thread at her wrist tighten in a way that made her stomach flip.

They found the stall that sold fragments of mirrors—small, polished shards that reflected not faces but possibilities. The vendor was a man with too many rings and a smile that suggested he had never been refused. He regarded Thayer with a flicker of interest.

“You seek a shard of the Mirror of Verity,” he said, as if reciting from a menu. “Those are rare. They do not come cheap.”

“What do you want for it?” Thayer asked.

The vendor’s smile widened. “Memories,” he said. “A memory of a first love, a memory of a loss, a memory of a name you no longer speak. Or, if you prefer, a truth you have kept hidden.”

Farrah felt the thread at her wrist hum like a warning bell. Memories as currency—she had read about such things in the grimoire and had always assumed they were metaphors for emotional cost. The vendor’s stall smelled faintly of lavender and old photographs.

“We don’t have—” Thayer began.

Farrah cut him off. “We have things to trade,” she said. “But not memories. Not yet.”

The vendor’s eyes glittered. “The Mirror requires a price,” he said. “It will not be moved by half measures.”

Maya stepped forward, chin up. “What if we bargain? What if we offer something else? A favor? A promise?”

The vendor considered her as if she were a new flavor. “Promises are thin,” he said. “They fray. But bargains—bargains have weight.”

Thayer’s hand tightened on the hilt of his sword. “What would you accept?” he asked.

The vendor tapped his rings. “A story,” he said. “A story told honestly. Stories are currency in the Hollow Market. Tell me a story that matters, and I will consider the shard.”

Farrah felt the thread at her wrist vibrate with a frequency that made her teeth ache. A story. She could tell a story. She had told stories for a living—other people’s sentences, other people’s lives. But this felt different. This felt like baring a seam.

She thought of the Department’s checkbox, of the way the world had been rearranged by a clerical error. She thought of the kettle’s bureaucratic whistle and the envelope’s apologetic stamp. She thought of Thayer standing beside her, grumpy and precise, a soldier who had been taught to obey orders and now found himself bound to a woman who corrected commas for a living.

She took a breath and began to speak.

“It started with a letter,” she said. “An envelope that arrived at 3:03 a.m. It smelled of lavender and apology. It told me I had been assigned a soulmate by a department that liked forms more than feelings. I thought it was a joke. Then a man appeared in my kitchen wearing a robe made of twilight and slippers that looked like clouds. He apologized for the intrusion and then—” She paused, because the vendor’s eyes were on her and because the thread at her wrist thrummed like a drum. “He told me we were bound.”

The vendor listened without interruption, his rings catching the light. Farrah told the story plainly, without flourish: the kettle that whistled hold music, the shards that formed a constellation, the map that smelled of rain. She told of the protection spell that had been meant to be boring and had instead braided two lives together. She told of the fear of being used and the stubbornness that had led her to keep a practice drawer.

When she finished, the vendor was silent for a long moment. Then he reached beneath his stall and produced a small shard of glass that shimmered with a depth that made Farrah’s throat tighten. It reflected not her face but a corridor of doors, each one labeled with a choice.

“This will do,” he said. “But remember: the Mirror shows truth, not comfort. Be careful what you present to the Old Court.”

Thayer accepted the shard with a hand that trembled slightly. The thread at Farrah’s wrist flared, bright and hot, and for a second she felt as if the world had narrowed to the space between them and the shard in his palm.

They left the Hollow Market with the shard wrapped in cloth and a list of directions that smelled faintly of smoke. The market folded away behind them like a secret being put back into its pocket. Farrah felt the bond at her wrist like a new weight—less a leash than a promise that would not be ignored.

As they walked back through streets that were waking to the ordinary world, Maya chattered about the vendor’s rings and Jasper’s map-coaxing and the absurdity of trading stories for mirror shards. Thayer was quiet, his jaw set, the shard wrapped against his chest like a talisman.

Farrah realized, with a small, private astonishment, that she was not afraid of the quest anymore. She was afraid of what the bond might do if they failed. She was afraid of the attention it would draw, of the hunters and courts and debts that remembered old bargains. But she was also, inexplicably, curious about the way Thayer’s
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