
    When the Wicked Kneel

    A Standalone Dark Fantasy Romance

    Dara Finch

  
    Copyright © Dara Finch. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

  For everyone who has ever been told their power was a curse. Kneel for no one.

Prologue
The dead boy on her table was still breathing.

That was the part Maren could not reconcile—the way his chest rose and fell in shallow, stuttering increments while his eyes stayed fixed on the ceiling above her, already somewhere else. Already gone in every way that counted. His name was Davan. He was nineteen years old, and the wound across his stomach had been dressed three times in the field before his company carried him back to the village. She could see the layers of linen, each one darker than the last.

Outside, rain was turning the roads to mud. She could hear it against the shutters—a sound like fingers tapping, patient and insistent.

"You can save him?" The voice came from the doorway. One of his companions, still in his traveling cloak, face grey with exhaustion and something worse. Something like guilt.

"I don't know yet," she said, which was the only honest answer she ever gave.

She pressed her hands against his bandages and felt for it—the thing she had no name for, the sensation that lived somewhere between her palms and her sternum. The healers at the guild called it attunement. Her mother had called it a gift. Maren had always experienced it as a debt—something borrowed from somewhere, with interest she had never been brave enough to calculate.

The thread was there. It always was, when someone was dying.

She followed it down into him the way she had learned to do—carefully, without forcing, the way you thread a needle in bad light—and felt the shape of what was wrong. The wound was clean but deep. Something had been severed that was not supposed to be severed, and his body did not have the resources left to repair it on its own.

Maren could give it resources. She had always been able to do that.

What she had not understood, until that moment, was where those resources came from.

The thread pulled taut. She pushed back against it—pushed, the way she had always pushed, giving from whatever reservoir she kept inside herself, the one that refilled between healings if she slept enough and ate enough and did not think too hard about the mathematics of it.

But the thread did not accept from her. It went somewhere else.

Maren felt it happen as a kind of lurch—a sensation of falling sideways while remaining perfectly still. The thread ran through her hands and out again, past the boy's wound, down through the table and the floor and into something beneath that had no name she knew. Something cold. Something vast. Something that had been waiting.

And it gave.

The boy's chest expanded with a breath so sudden and deep that he choked on it. His eyes snapped into focus. His hands gripped the edge of the table and he sat up gasping, and the wound beneath his bandages—she could feel it—had knit itself closed with a neatness that no natural healing should have achieved in less than a week.

Maren pulled her hands back.

The sensation did not stop immediately. It trailed off the way sound does, echo by echo, until the room was quiet again except for the boy's breathing and the rain.

"Gods," said the man in the doorway.

Maren looked at her hands. They were steady. She had expected them to shake.

She did not understand, yet, what she had done. She did not understand what she had touched, or what had passed through her, or why the cold thing beneath the floor had answered when she called.

She would understand by morning.

By morning, her sister would be dead, and the thing she had touched in the dark would have a name.

The night was cold and the village smelled of the Margine and she had been awake for hours with her hands over a wound that would not close.

Davan was thirty-four years old and had three children and a wife who had been in the room for the first two hours and had been asked to wait outside when the healing entered the phase that required the healer's full attention. The wound was a Ombre wound—the specific damage that came from contact with the things that came through the Margine tears, the cold that entered with the touch and did not leave, that settled in the tissue like ice in stone.

She had treated Ombre wounds before. They required a specific application: more warmth than an ordinary wound, the Weave drawn up from deep rather than from the surface, the healing thread reaching into the cold damage and coaxing warmth back into what the Ombre's touch had taken.

The months had given her done this before. She could do it.

Maren reached.

The Weave responded—the ordinary Weave, the warm current she had worked with for eight years. She drew it up and directed it at the cold in Davan's shoulder and felt the warmth meet the Ombre cold and the Ombre cold push back.

It was pushing back harder than usual.

She breathed. Steadied. Drew more.

The cold pushed back.

She stayed with it—the specific patience of a healer who had been in difficult cases and knew that patience was sometimes the tool—and she drew and the cold resisted and she drew and the cold resisted and she drew until she had given everything the ordinary Weave had to give.

The cold was still there.

She sat back.

Maren had failed to heal an Ombre wound before. It happened. It was a fact of the work, that some damage was beyond what a healer could repair with what they had.

What she had never done was feel the specific quality of something else being present in the room. Something beneath the ordinary Weave. A current that was not the ordinary current. Cold, but not the Ombre's cold—a different cold. The cold of something very deep and very old and very patient.

She had never felt this before.

Maren did not know what it was.

Maren reached for it.

The current moved.

Davan's shoulder healed completely.

She sat in the small room in the cold village with her hands in her lap and the healed wound in front of her and the thread of something she had never touched before still present in the room, still available, waiting to be understood.

Maren had just done something she did not know she could do.

Maren had also—she understood this, with a clarity that came before the implications—just done something that was going to change everything.


    Part I

    The Dying Border

  ONE
What the Ground Remembers
❧ Maren ❧
The village of Ashenwick sat six miles from the Margine—close enough that on certain nights, when the wind came from the east, you could smell it. Maren had grown up with that smell: cold iron and something floral, almost sweet, the way old burial grounds sometimes were in summer. She had learned not to think about what it meant.

She had learned a great many things it turned out were wrong.

The morning after she healed Davan, she found her sister Lena standing in the doorway of the cottage, very still, watching the eastern road. The fog was thick enough that the road disappeared after twenty feet, swallowed whole, and Lena was watching the place where it went.

"The soldiers last night," Lena said, without turning around. "One of them had a message."

Maren set down the basket she was carrying. She had been to the supply merchant—cloth for bandages, willow bark, the dried herbs she could not grow herself in the small plot behind the cottage. The basket was heavy and she was tired, and she registered without quite processing it that Lena's voice had a quality she did not like.

"What kind of message?"

"Three more villages. West of here. The Ombre—" Lena stopped. Started again. "They found a family."

The Ombre. The word lived in Ashenwick the way all monster-words did in border villages—with the heaviness of something everyone knew and no one wanted to say too loudly. Ombre: the dead who came back wrong. The dead who came back hungry.

Not all dead came back. Most simply stayed dead, which was right and proper and as it should be. But in the years since the War of the Eclipse, since whatever had been broken in the Margine had stayed broken, the Ombre had become more common. More frequent. More purposeful, some said, though Maren had always assumed that was the kind of story people told when they wanted their fear to have a shape.

"How many?" she asked.

"The whole family." Lena finally turned. Her face was doing a thing Maren recognized—the careful blankness that meant she had already done her crying in private and was now managing what remained. Lena was better at managing than Maren had ever been. Two years younger and somehow always the steadier one. "Seven people. Including three children."

Maren sat down on the front step without meaning to.

Seven. Three children.

"The soldiers are staying?" she asked, because she needed something practical to hold onto.

"Two of them. The rest are continuing west." Lena came and sat beside her, and for a moment they were just two women on a step in the fog, the basket of herbs between them, listening to the village start its morning. Somewhere down the lane a child was arguing with its mother about breakfast. A cart creaked past the end of their road. Someone was already at the smith, the sound of hammering just beginning.

"We should warn people," Maren said.

"The soldiers are doing that. The reeve is meeting with them now." Lena looked at her. "Maren. The boy you healed last night."

"He'll be fine. I checked before I left."

"I know." A pause that had weight to it. "What did you do to him?"

Maren picked up a sprig of dried thyme from the basket and turned it in her fingers. "I healed him."

"He had a wound that should have killed him. I've seen wounds like that. Three years living next to a healer, I know what that kind of wound means." Lena's voice was very careful. "It was closed this morning. Not scabbed. Closed. Like it happened weeks ago."

"I gave him extra—"

"You gave him something." Lena put a hand on her arm. Gentle. No accusation in it, just the weight of knowing each other too well for comfortable lies. "I'm not angry with you. I'm not frightened of you. I just want to understand what happened, because I was watching from the other room and the light in there changed."

Maren said nothing.

The light had changed. She had not known Lena had seen that.

"Whatever it was," Lena said, "it worked. He's alive. That's good."

"Yes."

"But maybe—when the soldiers leave—we should think about going to Erath. Finding a proper healer's guild. Getting you assessed."

"I've been assessed." The guild assessment at sixteen had told her she was a middling Tessitore with good control and limited range—useful, but nothing exceptional. The kind of healer every border village needed and large cities overlooked. "They said I was ordinary."

"That was eight years ago." Lena squeezed her arm once and then let go. "People change. Powers change." She stood, smoothing her skirt. "Think about it. That's all I'm asking."

She went inside. Maren remained on the step, the thyme between her fingers, and tried not to think about the cold thing beneath the floor, the vast and patient darkness that had answered when she reached for it.

The consideration worked through her anyway.

The day passed in the way of days in Ashenwick: occupied, unremarkable, the usual rhythm of small needs and small solutions. Maren saw four patients—a child with a fever, an old woman's worsening joints, a farmer whose shoulder had been poorly set after a break and had healed wrong, and a woman in the early stages of a pregnancy complicated enough to warrant watching. She used her gift carefully for each of them, the way she always had, drawing from her own reserves and no further. She was very careful about no further. She had been careful about it for years.

By evening she was tired in the way that was normal and expected. She ate dinner with Lena—bread and hard cheese and a stew that was better than it had any right to be, because Lena had always been the better cook. They talked about small things. The garden. The merchant's new prices on willow bark. Whether the smith's son was really walking out with the miller's daughter or whether the village gossip had gotten ahead of the facts again.

They did not talk about Erath or assessments or the light changing in the healing room.

When the knock came at the door, the village had been asleep for two hours.

Maren answered it because she always answered night knocks—healers were called at night more often than people liked to admit, and she had trained herself to come awake quickly and completely. She opened the door expecting a farmer, or a worried spouse, or the soldier Davan with some complication from his wound.

She did not expect the silence.

There was no one at the door. The lane was empty, fogged and dark, the nearest lamp a dim smear of orange sixty feet away. She stood in the doorway listening to the unusual quiet—no insects, no wind, no sound at all from the houses on either side—and felt the hair on her arms stand up.

The cold arrived before she identified why.

Not the cold of a winter night, though the air was sharp enough for that. This was something else—a cold that moved in from the east, the direction of the Margine, the direction of the road that led to the broken places. A cold that had weight and intention behind it, the way a stone has weight but a thrown stone has something more.

She heard Lena behind her. Heard her say her name.

Heard her stop saying it.

Maren turned around.

The Ombra came through the back wall of the cottage the way smoke comes through a cracked window—not through the wood, but around it somehow, threading the gaps, assembling itself on the other side of the threshold into a shape that the eye tried to refuse. It was tall. It was dark in a way that was not the darkness of night but the darkness of absence—of everything that should be there, missing.

It had the outline of a person. It had, in its center, something that might have been a face.

Lena was backing away from it, her back hitting the far wall, her hands pressed flat against the plaster and her mouth open on a sound that had not made it to air yet.

Maren crossed the room.

She did not think about this. There was no space between the decision and the motion, no deliberate reasoning—just the fact of Lena against the wall and the thing between them, and Maren's feet moving without consultation.

She put herself in front of the Ombra and reached for her gift the way she always reached for it, the reflexive habit of eight years of healing, expecting the usual sensation of her own warmth pooling in her palms.

What came was not warmth.

The thread unfurled from her with a sound she felt more than heard—a low, resonant pull, like a string plucked in a large and empty room—and went out toward the Ombra, and the Ombra shuddered.

It had not expected that. She could tell, somehow. It had not expected resistance of this kind.

The cold intensified. The Ombra reached for Lena.

Maren grabbed it.

This was the part she would not be able to describe afterward, not accurately—the sensation of taking hold of something that was not solid, of pouring herself into the contact the way she had poured herself into Davan's wound, and finding not a reservoir within her but that vast dark thing below, and drawing from it, and the Ombra beginning to come apart at the edges—

And Lena.

Lena, who had breathed in at the wrong moment. Who had been too close when the Ombra reached. Who had touched something she was never meant to touch, and who fell, and did not get up.

The Ombra dissolved. Maren stood in the center of the room with her hands still extended and the thread still thrumming between her palms and the cold below and she turned and saw her sister on the floor and her knees hit the ground beside her and she pressed her hands to Lena's face, her chest, her throat—

The thread found nothing. No wound to mend. No damaged tissue, no fever, no fracture. The thread searched and found only an absence where there should have been something—the thing that animated, the essential aliveness—and it was gone, and the thread had nothing to work with, and no amount of reaching into the vast dark below changed that.

Some absences cannot be filled.

Maren knelt on the floor beside her sister until the soldiers came—drawn by noise, or by some alarm she had not consciously sent, or simply by the inevitable fact that catastrophes attract witnesses. They found her there, still kneeling, and she let them pull her to her feet and guide her outside, and she sat on the step where she and Lena had sat that morning and she looked at the basket of herbs still by the door and she said nothing at all.

One of the soldiers went to find the reeve.

The other one crouched in front of her and asked what had happened.

"An Ombra," she said. "I stopped it."

"You stopped it." His voice held a careful disbelief.

"Yes."

"How?"

She looked at her hands. They were not shaking. They had never shaken, not once, across an entire night of this.

"I don't know," she said, which was honest. "But I need you to tell me something."

"What?"

"In your experience—when someone destroys an Ombra—what does that usually look like?"

A pause. The reeve was coming; she could hear footsteps down the lane.

"It doesn't usually look like anything," the soldier said finally. "Because in my experience it doesn't happen. Nothing destroys them. You run, or you die."

Maren nodded slowly.

The lane was filling now—more soldiers from the waypoint further up the road, and the reeve Corvin coming at a half-run with a lamp, and one or two of the nearest neighbors appearing in doorways with the cautious attention of people who have heard something alarming and have not yet determined whether they are safer inside or out.

She looked at the cottage door, still open. She had not gone back in.

The months had given her not been able to make herself go back in. Lena was still on the floor and she could not make herself go back in, because going back in would require looking again, and she was not sure she could look again and remain in the part of herself that was still functional.

The reeve arrived. He looked at her, at the cottage, at the soldiers.

"Ashveil," he said. "What happened."

"An Ombra," she said. "It came through the back wall. My sister—" She stopped. Swallowed. "My sister was too close when it reached for her."

Corvin's face did the thing that faces did when they received information they did not want to have received but were too experienced to show improperly.

"And the Ombra," he said.

"Destroyed," she said.

"By what."

She looked at her hands again. Turned them over. The calluses from eight years of handling bandages and instruments and the specific grip of healing work, pressing palms to wounds and holding the thread. The ordinary hands of an ordinary healer, except that she had just destroyed something that could not be destroyed, and she had done it without knowing how, and the cold thing below that had helped her was still there in some dim way, still present at the edges of her awareness, patient and vast and entirely indifferent to what it had cost her.

"By me," she said.

Corvin looked at her for a long moment. Something moved in his expression—not fear exactly, but the precursor to fear, the recognition that something had happened here that he did not have a framework for.

"I'll need to send a message," he said. "To the garrison. And—" He paused. "To Erath."

"I know," she said.

The knowledge was there what a message to Erath meant. She had known since she was a child, since the priest had explained to the village guild representative why the annual assessment was not optional—because the Consiglio kept careful track, because the policy existed, because certain things required reporting. She had sat in the healer's bench at sixteen and answered questions and been told she was ordinarily gifted and sent home, and she had breathed out relief she had not known she was holding.

There would be no ordinary assessment this time.

She put her hand in her coat pocket. The carved fish Lena had made her, when they were ten and eight. Wood smooth from years of handling.

Maren had been handling it in her pocket for an hour. She had not known she was doing it.

Maren was beginning to understand what she was, and what it was going to cost, and she sat on the step in the cold and held the carved fish and waited for the morning to come.

She had always known, in some part of herself, that the thread she used was different from what the guild taught.

Eight years of practice and she had known it the way you know things you have no language for—as a quality in the work itself, a specific sensation that she had never heard another healer describe. The warmth that the ordinary Weave produced when you drew from it, the feeling of giving something of yourself through your hands—that was how healers described their work, and she had nodded, and it had not quite matched what she experienced.

What she experienced was different. The thread came from somewhere else.

She had not known where elsewhere was until the night in the cottage, when the elsewhere had become very clear.

The soldier at the end of the lane was named Durst. She learned this because she asked him, on the morning after, when he came to tell her that Corvin had sent for the garrison and that she was to remain in the village.

"How long?" she said.

"Until they arrive from Erath," Durst said. He was trying to look at her and also trying not to look at her. She understood the impulse—she had seen it in the other soldier's eyes, in Corvin's, in the neighbors who had come to the step and then retreated. She was something they did not know how to look at. "Few days, maybe. Maybe a week."

She nodded. "I'll be here," she said. "I'm not going to leave."

"That's—" He stopped. "Thank you," he said. "Miss Ashveil."

She went back inside.

The cottage was quiet. She had done what was necessary—the practical things that grief required, in its early hours, before the full weight of it arrived. She had covered Lena with the good wool blanket from the chest and she had opened the windows to the cold morning air and she had put the kettle on because putting the kettle on was the thing you did when you did not know what else to do.

She had not taken the blanket away from her sister.

Maren sat in the kitchen while the kettle heated and the thread was there in her mind, and the elsewhere, and what it meant.

Maren was a Tessitore dei Morti. She had not known this word the night before. The knowledge was there it now in the way of things that have always been true and only recently been named. The guild had a policy about Tessitori dei Morti. The knowledge was there this too—she had known it since she was a child, since the priest had explained to the guild representative why the annual assessments existed, since she had sat in the healer's bench at sixteen and been told she was ordinary.

She was not ordinary.

Maren had healed Davan with the Dead Weave. She had destroyed an Ombra with the Dead Weave. She had felt the Sottobuio beneath the village floor like a vast cold lake, and she had touched it, and it had answered.

The kettle came to a boil.

She poured the tea and held it and looked at the wall and considered what came next.

What came next was Erath. That much was clear. The soldiers would come, eventually, and they would take her to Erath, and in Erath the Consiglio would determine what to do with her. She was not afraid of this in the specific way she had expected to be. She was—very tired, and very cold, and aware that the thing she was afraid of had already happened, and everything that came after was simply what came after.

She drank the tea. She put on her coat. She went to the window and looked at the east, where the Margine smell was on the wind and the buffer zone was cold and empty.

Lena always said I was thorough.

I suppose I'm about to find out exactly how thorough.

She turned away from the window.

There was a bag to pack.

She did not sleep that night.

Not that sleep was possible—she had been awake for twenty-six hours and had destroyed a creature made of the dead and had held her sister's face in her hands while the thread found nothing, and none of these things were conducive to sleep. But she tried, lying on the step in the cold because she could not make herself go back inside, and found that her mind was doing something it did when she had more information than she could process in real time.

It was taking inventory.

The Dead Weave. She had accessed it twice before—both times she had attributed the specific sensation to something in the ordinary healing gift, some depth of it she had not known was there. She had told herself this and she had believed it and she had been wrong. The thing she had accessed was different from the ordinary Weave. The knowledge was there this now with the certainty of someone who had seen the contrast made explicit.

She had destroyed an Ombra with it.

Maren had tried to save Lena with it, and the thread had found nothing, which was its own kind of information.

Maren lay on the step and took inventory.

What she knew: she was a Tessitore dei Morti, which was a name for people who could access the Dead Weave, which was a current that ran below the ordinary Weave, which came from somewhere the guild called the Sottobuio, which was whatever lay below the world.

What the guild knew about people like her: the policy. She did not need to think carefully about what the policy was. She had known it since childhood.

What she did not know: why the guild had the policy. What exactly the Dead Weave was for. Whether the policy was being enforced by the soldiers at the end of the lane or whether they were here for a different purpose.

The way the surviving soldier had looked at her when she had told him what had happened settled into the background of her attention.

Not fear. Something more careful than fear. The assessment of a person encountering a situation outside the parameters of their training, trying to determine which protocol applied.

If the protocol was execute immediately, he would have done it already.

Which meant the protocol was something else.

Which meant someone wanted to know what she could do before deciding what to do with her.

She sat up on the step.

This was a leverage point. Small—she was not in a strong position, she was alone and exhausted and her sister was dead and she had just destroyed a creature made of the dead—but real. They wanted something from her. What they wanted was going to determine what they offered.

She put her hand in her coat pocket and found the carved fish.

She held it.

Lena was there, as always. Specifically: about the quality of Lena's attention in difficult situations. The specific way she had of looking at a problem from the outside rather than the inside, finding the angle that other people missed.

What would lena say right now.

Lena would say stop lying on the step and go in and figure out what they want and figure out what you want and see if those things can align.

I know, Lena. I know.

She got up.

Maren went back inside.

Maren closed the cottage door behind her.

She did not look at the floor.

Maren sat at the kitchen table and waited for the morning with her hand on the carved fish and the inventory still running and the practical knowledge that she was going to have to figure this out.

She was going to figure it out.

Maren had always been thorough.

TWO
The Price of Useful Things
❧ Maren ❧
They let her bury Lena before they arrested her.

This was, she supposed, a courtesy. She recognized it as one even at the time, numbly, the way you recognize facts when feeling has been temporarily suspended by something too large to hold. The reeve—a small man named Corvin who had always been decent enough, who had accepted her presence in Ashenwick with the pragmatic welcome that border villages gave to anyone with healing abilities—came to her the next morning and told her quietly that word had been sent to Erath. That the Consiglio had been notified. That she was to remain in the village until representatives arrived.

She had not asked what representatives or what they would want. She had known, in the way of things known before they are understood, that her time in Ashenwick was finished.

Maren buried Lena on the hill east of the village, in the graveyard that looked out toward the Margine. It was not a comforting view but Lena had always been practical about comfort—had always preferred honesty to reassurance, the real to the idealized—and Lena would have approved of a grave that showed its geography plainly.

The priest said the words. Maren stood in the cold and listened and did not cry, which people around her clearly found unsettling. She could see them watching—the neighbors, the farmers whose children she had treated, the women from the guild auxiliary who had brought food she would not eat—watching her not-crying with the unease that people reserve for grief that does not perform itself properly.

She was not not-crying because she did not feel it.

Maren was not crying because if she started she did not know when she would stop, and she had things to do before she could afford to come apart.

After the burial she went home and packed a bag. Not everything—there was no point, wherever she was going would either allow her personal effects or not, and overpacking was a form of hope she did not have energy for. She took the practical things. Clothes. The money she kept in the loose brick behind the kitchen stove. The small carved figure of a fish that Lena had made her when they were children, out of a piece of wood she found by the river. She put it in the breast pocket of her coat, where she could feel its edges.

She sat in the kitchen for an hour and did not think about anything in particular.

Then she went back outside and told the soldier at the end of the lane that she was ready to go whenever they needed her to be.

He looked surprised. She supposed he had expected difficulty.

The four-day journey to Erath was not difficult in any logistical sense. The road was maintained, the weather held passable, the escort was professional in the way of soldiers given a task they understood—keep the subject secure, cause no unnecessary trouble, deliver her intact. They treated her with a wary courtesy that told her they were not sure what she was. They had heard what she had done to the Ombra. They did not know what to do with that information.

She did not tell them what to do with it. She rode and ate what was given to her and slept in the roadside inns and tried very hard to keep herself from thinking about Lena's hands flat against the plaster.

Erath announced itself a day before you arrived.

You saw the smoke first—not the black smoke of disaster but the layered grey-white of a city that never fully slept, the accumulated exhalations of thousands of hearths and forges and bakeries and wash-houses. Then the roads grew better, the stone more maintained, the traffic heavier; other travelers on their way to the capital, merchants and messengers and the occasional noble carriage that forced everyone else to the shoulder. By the time the walls came into view—grey stone and old, three layers of them, the innermost dating from before the War of the Eclipse and bearing the marks of that war in the repaired sections that didn't quite match the original work—the road was crowded enough that their escort had to navigate carefully.

Maren had been to Erath twice before, both times for the healers' guild assessments. She remembered it as larger than made sense, louder than was comfortable, and full of people who assumed that arriving in the capital was the point rather than a means to an end.

The city had grown since her last visit, or perhaps she had simply forgotten the scale of it. The lower districts were densely built—narrow streets, buildings leaning toward each other overhead so that in places they nearly touched—and the noise was extraordinary, the combined sound of too many lives happening simultaneously. Her escort navigated by ways she would not have found on her own, through alleys and under archways, until the streets widened and the buildings grew more formal and she recognized the architecture of the inner city: the Archivio Grande, which was both the largest library in Varenthis and the seat of the Tessitori research division; the Hall of the Five Houses, where the noble Casate met when they were not arguing through proxies; and, rising behind them on the hill that dominated central Erath, the Torre del Tessuto.

The tower was older than everything around it. It had been old during the War of the Eclipse. Its stone had a color that was not quite any color—not grey, not brown, not the pale cream of the limestone quarried north of the city—and in certain lights it seemed to absorb rather than reflect. Maren had read, in a history book she had found in the village priest's library when she was thirteen, that the Torre had been built by the first Tessitori, the ones who had established the Weave as something that could be studied and systematized rather than simply feared. That the stone had been treated, somehow, with the Tessuto itself, to make the building permanent in ways ordinary stone was not.

She had read this and filed it under things that were probably exaggerated by whoever wrote them down.

Looking at the Torre now, she was less sure.

They brought her through a side entrance—not the main doors with their carved reliefs of the Weave's history, the famous panels that tourists apparently considered worth seeing—and down a corridor of plain stone that was clearly meant for the functional rather than the impressive. She noted exits. Counted steps. These were habits she had developed since the night her sister died, practical responses to a situation she had very little control over, and she was aware that they were also the habits of someone in trouble.

She was in trouble. That was simply true, and acknowledging it was more useful than resisting it.

They put her in a room that was comfortable enough to be insulting—a bedroom, with a proper bed and a washstand and a window that looked out onto a courtyard, the window's latch engaged from the outside in a way that was professionally unobtrusive and completely obvious to anyone who checked. Which she did, immediately.

Then she sat on the bed and waited to learn who she was dealing with.

She waited for two hours.

The man who arrived did not knock.

This was the first thing she registered about him—not his appearance, though she registered that too in the subsequent seconds, but the specific calibration of confidence required to open someone else's door without the courtesy of announcement. It was not rudeness watching him. It was simply an expectation of space that had been confirmed so many times it had become indistinguishable from fact.

He was not what she had expected. She had imagined, during the two hours of waiting, various forms of official representative: grey-bearded guild masters, council functionaries in formal Casate colors, perhaps a military inquisitor given what the soldiers had been saying to each other in low voices they thought she could not hear. She had prepared herself accordingly, building in her mind the kind of careful exterior that was neither threatening nor submissive—neutral, useful-seeming, someone not worth the trouble of eliminating.

This man did not fit any of her categories.

He was perhaps four or five years older than her, with the kind of face that was more interesting than handsome—precise features, watchful dark eyes, the beginning of shadow along his jaw that suggested he had been traveling or simply did not consider shaving a priority relative to other concerns. He wore the colors of Casa Morthis—deep blue, no ornamentation—in a way that made them look like a deliberate choice rather than an inheritance. And he was looking at her with an attention that was not what people usually directed at a woman they had come to examine.

Most people, when they looked at her now, were looking for signs of danger. He was looking for something else.

"Maren Ashveil," he said. Not a question.

"You have the advantage of me."

"Caelen Voss." He crossed the room to the table near the window—there was a chair there, and he sat in it without being invited, which told her something—and set down the document case he had been carrying. "Lord of Casa Morthis. Currently acting as the Consiglio's representative on matters of unusual magical circumstance."

"Unusual magical circumstance." She did not move from the bed. "Is that what I am?"

"That's what the reports say." He opened the case and took out a sheaf of papers. "I've spoken with the soldiers who brought you here. With the reeve of Ashenwick. With the soldier you healed the night before the incident." He looked up at her. "You healed him with the Tessuto dei Morti."

There it was. The name she had been avoiding applying to herself.

Tessuto dei Morti. The Dead Weave. The magic that the guild had classified as dangerous, irreversible, and the exclusive province of people who had, at some point in their practice, begun drawing not from their own reserves but from someone else's. From the lives around them, or worse, from the cold vast thing below everything—the Sottobuio, the realm of the dead, the source of the Ombre themselves.

Tessitori dei Morti were executed.

This was not a secret. It was policy, established clearly after the War of the Eclipse, when a Tessitore dei Morti named Serath Solenne's great-great-grandmother had allegedly used the Dead Weave to animate an entire battlefield and turn the dead of both sides against the living. The policy existed because the Consiglio, with considerable historical justification, had decided that the Dead Weave was not a power any living person could be trusted to hold.

She had known this policy since childhood.

Maren had simply never expected to be subject to it.

"Yes," she said. "I suppose I did."

Caelen Voss looked at her for a moment longer than the sentence warranted.

"Tell me exactly what it felt like," he said.

She had not expected that. She had expected accusations, or a formal reading of charges, or perhaps simply a swift and uncomplicated end to this conversation. She had not expected what he seemed to be: interested.

"Why?" she asked.

"Because I need to determine whether you're a danger to the city."

"And my testimony is the deciding factor in that determination?"

"Your testimony is one of several." He set down the papers and leaned back in the chair. "But it's the most important one. Because the soldiers can tell me what they saw, but they can't tell me what you were doing when you did it. Whether you were reaching for the Dead Weave intentionally or whether it came because there was nothing else available."

She looked at him.

"You know the difference," she said slowly.

"I know several things that the Consiglio's standard briefing materials don't include." His voice was completely level. "So tell me what it felt like."

And against her own better judgment, she told him.

She told him about the evening with Davan, the way the thread had gone somewhere else before coming back as something colder. She told him about the Ombra in the cottage, the reflex of reaching out, the sensation of the cold vast thing below answering. She told him about trying to heal Lena and finding only absence.

When she was finished, the room was quiet for a moment.

"You didn't choose to access the Dead Weave either time," Caelen said.

"No."

"It came when your ordinary reserves weren't sufficient."

"Yes."

"And you were able to use it against the Ombra."

"I destroyed it." A pause. "Is that significant?"

He looked out the window at the courtyard. Whatever he was thinking, he had decided she did not need to know it yet.

"The Consiglio has scheduled a formal hearing for the day after tomorrow," he said instead. "In normal circumstances, a confirmed Tessitore dei Morti would be executed within forty-eight hours of identification." He picked up the papers again, a gesture she recognized as deliberate—something to do with his hands while he said the next part. "I've requested that the hearing be held before any final determination."

Something in her chest released a fraction. Not hope—hope was a resource she was managing very carefully right now—but the absence of the certainty of immediate death, which was adjacent to hope in the way a path's clearing was adjacent to a destination.

"Why?" she asked.

He looked at her directly for the first time since he had sat down. The look lasted exactly long enough to make its point, which was that he intended to tell her only as much as she needed to know.

"Because," he said, "you may be useful."

He came in without knocking and sat in the chair across from her bed—not at the desk, not standing, which meant this was not going to be a formal meeting—and looked at her with the quality of someone running a rapid inventory.

She ran one back.

He was approximately her age or slightly older. Well-dressed without being ostentatious, in the way that people with money who did not need to display it dressed. Dark eyes, precise face, the quality of someone who was accustomed to being the most controlled person in the room.

Caelen introduced himself. Lord Caelen Voss. Casa Morthis.

She said: I know who you are.

This was a slight exaggeration—she had heard the name, in the way that people in border villages heard names from the capital when those names attached to things that affected border villages. Casa Morthis ran intelligence. Lord Voss was its head.

"You know why I'm here," he said.

"Because I destroyed an Ombra and healed a dying man with the Dead Weave," she said. "And because the Consiglio has a policy about Tessitori dei Morti."

"Yes." He looked at her with the assessing quality she was already learning to identify. "And?"

She looked at him.

"And you want to know if I'm going to cooperate," she said. "Because executing me is one option but there's something you'd rather have."

He was very still for a moment.

"Yes," he said. "There is."

She looked at her hands.

"My sister is being buried tomorrow morning," she said. "I would like to attend the burial."

He looked at her for a moment.

"You'll attend," he said.

She had not expected this. She had expected negotiation—conditions, terms, the specific weight of what she was being asked to give up in exchange. She had not expected the immediate yes.

"Thank you," she said.

"After the burial," he said, "we'll talk about the Margine. And about what I need, and what that could mean for you." He stood. "There's a meal coming. Eat something."

He left without ceremony.

She sat on the bed weighing what it meant to be told she would attend her sister's burial by a man she had met two minutes ago, and to find herself—not grateful exactly, but oriented. She had been very cold inside for the past eighteen hours and the specific, practical arrangement of yes, you will attend had produced something she could hold onto.

She ate when the meal came.

Maren slept, badly, for a few hours.

She attended Lena's burial in the morning, with Durst at a respectful distance and two other soldiers at a less respectful one, and the priest said the words and the neighbors came and she stood in the cold and did not cry, and Caelen Voss was not there, which she registered as a courtesy.

Maren came back to the room.

She ate the meal that appeared at midday.

In the afternoon, he came again.

This time he sat at the desk and put a single document on it between them and she read it, and it said what she had expected it to say and some things she had not. The Legatura. The custody arrangement. The six months.

"What do I get?" she said.

"Your life," he said. "And the possibility of more than that, depending on what you can do." He looked at her. "Do you want to know what I need?"

"Yes," she said.

He told her about the Margine.

She listened carefully, with the quality of attention she gave to patients who were describing symptoms—present, non-reactive, processing.

When he finished she said: "You need me to help you close a hole in the boundary between the living world and the dead."

"Approximately," he said.

"And you need me because you can't do it alone."

A brief pause. "Yes."

"Why haven't you told the Consiglio what you are?"

"Because the Consiglio's policy on Tessitori dei Morti is execution," he said. "I've managed my situation privately for sixteen years."

"And now you need another Tessitore dei Morti badly enough to risk the political complexity of acquiring one." She looked at the document. "Which brought me here."

"Which brought you here," he said.

She looked at the Legatura terms.

"I'll sign," she said. "But I want you to understand something."

"Tell me."

"I'm not signing because I'm afraid of the alternative," she said. "I'm signing because what you're describing is a problem worth solving and I'm apparently the person who can help solve it." She held his gaze. "That matters to me. I want you to know that's what this is."

He looked at her for a long moment.

"I understand," he said.

She picked up the pen.

THREE
The Shape of a Leash
❧ Maren ❧
The hearing was held in the second tier of the Torre del Tessuto, in a chamber that had been designed to be impressive and had achieved it through the simplest possible means: height, light, and the complete absence of anything soft to rest the eye on.

Five Consiglio members sat behind a curved table of grey stone. The table was elevated, slightly—just enough to require looking upward. Someone had made careful choices about this room.

Maren stood before it in the clothes she had arrived in, because no one had offered her alternatives and she had not asked. She had her healer's bag, which they had let her keep. She did not know why they had let her keep it, unless it was because there was nothing in it that could be used as a weapon against five people behind a raised stone table in a room with no exits except the ones they controlled.

She had been in the city for three days now. In that time she had seen Caelen Voss twice more—once when he brought her the formal notice of the hearing, once when he came in the evening and talked to her for nearly two hours about her childhood in Ashenwick, her training, every healing she could remember that had felt unusual. She had answered his questions with the same careful honesty she had used from the beginning, because she had no good alternatives and because something about the way he listened—not writing everything down, not reacting with visible judgment—made her feel, cautiously and against her will, slightly less like an animal in a trap.

Maren was still an animal in a trap. She remained clear on this.

The five Consiglio members were introduced to her by title rather than name, which was either protocol or an attempt to depersonalize the encounter. First of the Council. Second. Third. And so on. The Fifth's seat was empty—a fact that the First, a woman of perhaps sixty with steel-grey hair and the contained authority of someone who had spent forty years in rooms like this, did not address.

Lady Serath Solenne sat in the First's seat.

Maren had not known who the First of the Council was before entering this room. The knowledge was there now, looking at the woman's face—not a cruel face, not a contemptuous one, but a face that had made a great many decisions and had stopped being troubled by them—that this was the most powerful person in Varenthis, and that this woman had already decided what would happen to her today.

She was deciding, in the first thirty seconds, whether to accept that or not.

Caelen Voss stood to the left, behind the Consiglio's table, against the wall. Not sitting. Not participating in the formal structure of the hearing. Present in the way that a carefully positioned piece on a game board is present—observable by all sides, belonging to none.

"Maren Ashveil of Ashenwick," the First said. "You have been identified as a Tessitore dei Morti." She read from a document. "'Confirmed by the testimony of six witnesses, the physical evidence of a destroyed Ombra, and the subject's own account.' Do you dispute this identification?"

"No," Maren said.

A very small pause.

"You admit to the charge."

"I admit to the description. Whether it constitutes a charge is a question about your policies, not about my testimony."

The Second—a heavyset man with the particular stillness of someone trained to patience—shifted slightly. The Third made a note. Lady Serath did not move at all.

"Our policy," Lady Serath said—she had a voice that was pleasant and quiet and did not raise itself; everything about her communicated that she did not need to—"was established in the third year of the Reconstruction. A Tessitore dei Morti is, by definition, a threat to the stability of the Weave and to the welfare of the living. The record of the Dead Weave is clear."

"I agree that the historical record is concerning," Maren said.

This seemed to surprise at least two of them. She had the sense that people being assessed before their execution usually chose between extremes—denial or pleading—and did not arrive in the territory of measured agreement.

"Then you understand why the policy exists," Lady Serath said.

"I understand why it was established. I have questions about whether its application to someone who used the Dead Weave accidentally, on two occasions, both times in defense of human life, is the most pragmatic interpretation."

Another small silence. She was aware that she was walking a very particular line—assertive enough to register as a person worth having opinions about, not so assertive as to seem unaware of her situation. She had spent the three nights in her room rehearsing this balance.

"Pragmatic," the Second said. The word in his mouth had a slightly different weight than it had had in hers.

"Lord Voss." Lady Serath turned, slightly, to where Caelen stood against the wall. "You requested this hearing. The floor is yours."

He stepped forward. He had a different quality in public than he had had in private—not a persona, exactly, but a calibration, the same man arranged for formal viewing. He spoke to the Consiglio without looking at Maren, which was deliberate and which she understood was not personal.

"The situation at the Margine has been deteriorating for fourteen months," he said. "The Ombre incursions have increased by three hundred percent. Our conventional responses—warding, military patrol, standard Tessitore containment—are becoming insufficient." He paused. Let the number sit. "In that fourteen-month period, there have been twelve attempts to destroy an Ombra using conventional Weave techniques. All twelve failed. In each case, the Ombre were repelled—scattered, temporarily displaced—but not destroyed."

"We are aware," Lady Serath said.

"Ashveil destroyed her Ombra," Caelen said. "Completely. The soldiers who witnessed it described the event as the Ombra dissolving—not retreating, not being driven back, but ceasing to exist as a coherent entity." He let that sit too. "We have not had a confirmed Ombra destruction by any method in the twenty-three years since the War of the Eclipse. She managed it without training, without preparation, as a reflex action."

The Third stopped writing.

"The Dead Weave is what kills the Ombre," the Fourth—who had not spoken until now—said slowly. He was old, and had the particular quality of old people who have spent years being correct about unpopular things. "This has always been theorized. You're saying it has now been demonstrated."

"Yes," Caelen said.

"And your proposal," Lady Serath said, "is to delay execution in order to study whether this capability can be controlled and deployed."

"My proposal is that Ashveil be given to my custody, under the terms of a formal Legatura, for a period of six months. During that time I will assess whether her access to the Dead Weave is controllable, whether it can be trained, and whether it represents a viable tool against the Ombre incursion." He paused. "If the answer to any of those questions is no, the original determination can be carried out at the end of the six-month period."

Maren had known this was coming—he had told her the outline of it the previous evening—and she had still not quite reconciled herself to the specific reality of it. A Legatura: the binding ritual that connected two Tessitori, allowing them to share resources and track each other's magical signatures. It was used in legitimate contexts—healers who worked in partnerships, military Tessitori who needed to coordinate—and in one other context that everyone in this room was aware of, which was the containment of dangerous magic users.

A Legatura meant he would be able to find her anywhere in Varenthis. It meant her magic would be visible to him in a way it was not visible to anyone else. It meant that if she accessed the Dead Weave, he would know.

It also meant that she would not be executed in the next forty-eight hours.

"The Legatura would include suppression clauses?" Lady Serath asked.

"Standard," Caelen said. "If she attempts to access the Dead Weave without my permission, it will be immediately flagged and the Legatura will trigger an alert to the Consiglio."

"And if she succeeds in accessing it despite the suppression?"

"The suppression clauses are bound into the ritual at the foundational level. She would not be able to circumvent them without my active cooperation." He paused. "Which I would not give."

Lady Serath turned her eyes to Maren. The look was not unkind. It was the look of someone assessing a situation honestly.

"This is not what you would choose," she said. It was not a question.

"I would choose to return to Ashenwick and continue my work," Maren said. "I am aware that is not on the table."

"It is not." Lady Serath was quiet for a moment. "I will tell you what is on the table, since Voss has apparently decided that you deserve the full accounting. You are the first confirmed Tessitore dei Morti in Varenthis in twenty-seven years. The last one was dealt with in the traditional manner, and the Consiglio maintains that this was correct. The precedent exists and has not been overturned." She looked down at the document before her, then back up. "What Lord Voss has raised is a genuinely novel situation. The Ombre problem is real. The destruction you performed at Ashenwick was real. Whether that makes you an asset rather than a danger is a question I am not, in good conscience, able to dismiss without investigation." She folded her hands. "Therefore: six months. The Legatura. Lord Voss's custody and assessment. At the end of that period, a second hearing."

"With the determination still possible."

"Yes."

Maren looked at her hands in her lap for a moment. The carved fish in her coat pocket pressed against her ribs.

"All right," she said.

The Legatura was performed that same evening, in the lower levels of the Torre. A guild Tessitore who specialized in binding rituals conducted it, with two witnesses from the Consiglio, in a room that was cold and smelled faintly of old stone and the particular mineral quality that strong magic left behind.

Caelen sat across a low table from her. The binding Tessitore stood to the side.

"This will feel," Caelen said, with the flat informational tone he used when communicating practical details, "like pressure at the base of your sternum. It resolves within twelve hours."

"Does it hurt?"

A fractional pause. "Some people find it uncomfortable."

"I'm a healer. I've been uncomfortable."

He looked at her steadily. "It will feel like someone is taking an inventory of you," he said. "And then like they've left a mark."

That was more accurate than she had expected from him.

The ritual took forty minutes. It involved the binding Tessitore drawing threads of the Weave through both of them—a process she was aware of in a way she was not usually aware of magical work being performed on or near her, each strand a distinct sensation, some warm and some cold and some something she had no physical word for—and twisting them into a pattern that settled, at the end, exactly where Caelen had said it would: pressure at the base of her sternum, and then a change in the quality of the silence when she checked inward for her own gift.

Something was there that had not been there before.

It was not like a presence, exactly. More like a direction. A way she could orient herself that pointed toward him rather than toward home.

She looked at Caelen across the table. He was looking at his hands.

Maren wondered, with a calm that surprised her, if he felt it too.

"The suppression clauses," the binding Tessitore said, "are engaged. Any access to the tertiary Tessuto—" the formal term for the Dead Weave— "without Lord Voss's explicit release will trigger the alert protocol." He produced a document. Both of them signed it. The witnesses signed it. It was filed, and it was done, and Maren Ashveil of Ashenwick was property of the state under the custody of a man she had met four days ago.

She did not sleep that night.

Not from fear, exactly—fear was a specific thing, and what she felt was less specific. She lay on the bed in the room she had been in since arriving and felt the new weight in her chest and let herself sit with Lena, and with the Margine, and about what it meant to be useful.

She had always been useful. She had always found a way to make herself indispensable, because the alternative—to be ordinary, to be overlooked, to be sent home—had seemed worse than the cost of usefulness. She understood that this was a characteristic she shared with people who ended up in complicated situations.

What caelen had said: that she might be useful.

The cost of being useful to someone else's plan, when you were still working out what your own plan was.

The answer was: everything, potentially.

But the alternative was still the alternative.

She put her hand over the carved fish in her coat pocket and decided to survive the six months, and work out the rest from there.

The Legatura was performed that same evening, in the lower levels of the Torre. A guild Tessitore who specialized in binding rituals conducted it, with two witnesses from the Consiglio, in a room that was cold and smelled faintly of old stone and the particular mineral quality that strong magic left behind.

Caelen sat across a low table from her. The binding Tessitore stood to the side.

"This will feel," Caelen said, with the flat informational tone he used when communicating practical details, "like pressure at the base of your sternum. It resolves within twelve hours."

"Does it hurt?"

A fractional pause. "Some people find it uncomfortable."

"I'm a healer. I've been uncomfortable."

He looked at her steadily. "It will feel like someone is taking an inventory of you," he said. "And then like they've left a mark."

That was more accurate than she had expected from him.

The ritual took forty minutes. It involved the binding Tessitore drawing threads of the Weave through both of them—a process she was aware of in a way she was not usually aware of magical work being performed near her, each strand a distinct sensation, some warm and some cold and some something she had no physical word for—and twisting them into a pattern that settled, at the end, exactly where Caelen had said it would: pressure at the base of her sternum, and then a change in the quality of the silence when she checked inward for her own gift.

Something was there that had not been there before.

It was not like a presence, exactly. More like a direction. A way she could orient herself that pointed toward him rather than toward home.

She looked at Caelen across the table. He was looking at his hands.

Maren wondered, with a calm that surprised her, if he felt it too.

"The suppression clauses," the binding Tessitore said, "are engaged. Any access to the tertiary Tessuto without Lord Voss's explicit release will trigger the alert protocol." He produced a document. Both of them signed it. The witnesses signed it. It was filed, and it was done, and Maren Ashveil of Ashenwick was under the custody of a man she had met four days ago.

She did not sleep that night.

Not from fear—fear was a specific thing, and what she felt was less specific. She lay on the bed in the room she had been in since arriving and felt the new weight in her chest and let herself sit with Lena, and with the Margine, and about what it meant to be useful.

She had always been useful. She had always found a way to make herself indispensable, because the alternative—to be ordinary, to be overlooked, to be sent home—had always seemed worse than the cost. She understood that this was not a healthy relationship with her own value. She understood it anyway.

She thought about what Caelen had said: that she might be useful.

The cost of being useful to someone else's plan, when you were still working out what your own plan was.

The answer was: everything, potentially.

But the alternative was still the alternative.

She put her hand over the carved fish in her coat pocket and decided to survive the six months, and work out the rest from there.

Maren signed and put down the pen and felt the Legatura settle.

Not like the books described. Not dramatic, not painful. More like something that had been pending had resolved—a question answered, a direction established.

She felt him in the direction the Legatura pointed, and the direction was entirely different from what she had expected. The books always made Legaturas sound like chains. This felt more like a bearing—the kind of directional sense that told you where north was even in the dark.

Maren looked at him across the low table.

"North," she said. She did not explain what she meant by this; it was not for him, it was for herself.

He looked at her. "The directional sense is standard," he said. "You'll orient toward me. I'll orient toward you."

"Like a compass."

"Approximately."

She looked at the signing witnesses. Both of them were already leaving, the professional discretion of people for whom unusual arrangements were simply the work.

"The practice sessions," Caelen said. "We start tomorrow. You'll need to understand your access to the Dead Weave before the assessment has any use."

"I know what the Dead Weave is," she said.

"You know what you've experienced," he said. "Which is not the same as understanding it." He was not dismissive about this. He was simply accurate. "What you've done twice was instinctive. Instinct is a beginning. It's not control."

She looked at her hands.

"All right," she said. "Tomorrow."

She slept badly in the locked room and woke before dawn and lay in the dark feeling the new direction the Legatura created in her chest.

North. Still north.

Not home. Not familiar. Just—a point of reference. A way to know where something was.

What it meant to have a reference point that was a person was still working itself out.

It meant she was no longer entirely alone with it.

Maren got up and made tea and waited for tomorrow to be today.

She had expected the custody arrangement to feel like prison.

It did not feel like prison.

It felt like—she had spent time working out the right word—it felt like constraint. There was a difference. Prison was defined by the inescapability of it. Constraint was defined by what it prevented. She was constrained from leaving Erath without permission, from using the Dead Weave without the specific protocol, from communicating certain categories of information to certain parties.

She was not prevented from using the library. From practicing in the practice room. From asking questions. From forming opinions. From eating breakfast in the kitchen at six in the morning with a man she was beginning to understand.

Maren was constrained. She was not imprisoned.

The distinction mattered.

On the fourth day she found the Tessitu theory section of the library—the technical texts, arranged by topic in the way of a collection that had been built by someone who actually used it. She spent the afternoon with the volume on the history of the Dead Weave, which was not extensive but which contained things she had not known before.

The Dead Weave had not always been treated as a corruption.

In the pre-guild period—the centuries before the founding of the Tessitori guild, when magical practice was less organized—the Dead Weave had been understood as a specific attunement. Different from the ordinary Weave, with different purposes, requiring different techniques. Not better or worse. Different.

The guild had changed this. She read the founding documents with the specific attention she brought to understanding how institutions developed their positions, and what she found was: the guild had been founded by practitioners who emphasized the ordinary Weave as the basis of legitimate practice. They had been looking for a unified framework. The Dead Weave did not fit the unified framework.

It had been reclassified as corruption rather than difference.

And the reclassification had become policy.

And the policy had become execution.

She put the book back on the shelf.

She sat in the library and considered five hundred years of execution based on a reclassification that was administratively convenient.

This is what i am fighting.

Not Serath. Not the Margine. This: the five hundred years of people
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