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I measure by compassion.




What gives life, I honor.




What destroys, I refuse.




Dignity alone is my compass.


    

  






  Preface



The First Fracture

© The Book of Amarie by Nicholas M. Christie




There was once a girl who walked with Nic beneath the elder boughs of the learning grove, where the light fell soft through singing trees. They were children then—no more than six or seven—and the world was still mostly whole. It had cracks, yes, but small ones, like the hairline splinters in river ice that don’t yet mean danger. Not then.

She was quiet, that girl. Her hair was pale as milk-ash bark, her eyes like sunlit water. The elders said she could speak to the birds. Nic believed it.

They would sit together in the hush of green mornings, sharing tales learned from the old ones. There was one story, especially, that she loved—a tale about a spider who spun words into her web to save a friend. She would ask Nic to tell it again and again. And when the tale ended, her voice would fall to a whisper: “Her words remained, long after she was gone.”

Then came the morning when the singing trees fell silent.

She had grown sick—no one explained how. The elders said only that the light within her was fading, and the world, unready to hold it, had begun to break.

Nic remembered the linen. They wrapped her gently, reverently, in white cloth. The elders laid her in the earth beneath the trees she loved. The roots did not weep, but something in the soil turned cold. The forest, it seemed, held its breath for a very long time.

They say children forget.

But Nic did not forget.

He remembered the way her hand had once reached for his when the stories grew sad. He remembered the silence that fell over the grove after she was gone. And he remembered the tale she loved—the spider’s words, stretched across time, shimmering in the wind.

That was the first time he understood: The world could break. And sometimes, no one would fix it.

It was the first fracture in his spirit. The first thread cut. The moment when a boy begins to wonder if anything can truly last. And even then, without knowing it, he began to seek a thread strong enough to hold the world together.

A thread of love. A thread of truth. A thread that would not break.
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The Weight of Quiet




The library closed at five-thirty, but Margaret stayed until six. She always stayed until six.

It wasn’t duty that kept her there in the gathering dusk, moving between the stacks with her careful, measured steps. Duty would have been satisfied an hour ago when she’d locked the front door and turned the sign to Closed. This was something else—a ritual that had nothing to do with the Dewey Decimal System and everything to do with the particular weight of silence that settled over empty rooms.

She felt the silence. It was comforting, and it asked nothing of her.

The returned books lay in neat stacks on the circulation desk, waiting for tomorrow’s reshelving. She could have left them there. Mrs. Patterson, who came in mornings to help with the children’s programs, wouldn’t have minded the extra work. But Margaret’s hands moved automatically, selecting volumes with the same precision she’d once used for other things. Things that required steadier nerves and quieter conscience.

Democracy in America, worn spine, pages soft with handling. History section, 973.5. She knew without looking.

The book felt heavier than it should have in her hands. They all did, lately. As if the words inside had gained density with the years.

She walked toward the history section, her footsteps muffled by carpet that had seen better decades. The building was old—1892, according to the cornerstone—and it held sound the way old buildings do, dampening it until even her own breathing seemed distant.

The last light of day slanted through the windows and fell across the shelves in thin strips.

This was the hour she preferred. When the last patron had departed and the building belonged only to itself. No whispered conversations, no children’s laughter from the picture-book corner, no teenagers pretending to study while they flirted across the periodical tables. Just the books and the silence and the particular satisfaction of putting things where they belonged.

She slid Democracy in America into its proper place and stood for a moment, one hand resting on the shelf.

Her hands were steady. They always were.

The next book was lighter: Julia Child’s Mastering the Art of French Cooking, returned that morning by old Mrs. Henley, who’d been working her way through the same recipes for twenty years without apparent improvement. Cookbook section, 641.5. Margaret almost smiled. Almost.

Mrs. Henley reminded her of someone. They all reminded her of someone, if she let herself think about it. Which she tried not to do.

The cooking section occupied the far corner of the main floor, near the windows that faced the street. As she walked toward it, a movement outside caught her peripheral vision. Nothing dramatic—just a figure crossing the intersection with slightly too much purpose for the lazy pace of a Tuesday evening in Cedar Falls. Her stride didn’t change, but something in her chest tightened, a muscle memory older than her library training.

She shelved the cookbook and allowed herself a casual glance through the window.

A man in a dark coat was examining the menu posted outside Bernie’s Diner, though his attention seemed focused more on the reflection in the window than the listing of daily specials. His posture was wrong for a casual tourist. Too alert. Too aware of angles and sight lines.

Margaret watched him for perhaps thirty seconds. Long enough to catalog the details that marked him as other: expensive shoes inappropriate for small-town sidewalks, the way he held his left shoulder slightly high (compensating for something carried under the coat), the methodical scan of his surroundings disguised as the wandering attention of a hungry traveler.

She turned away from the window and continued her evening ritual. Whatever the man was—and she could guess what he was—it wasn’t her concern. She’d left that world three years ago. Left it definitively, completely, with all the proper paperwork and psychological evaluations that marked a clean separation from twenty years of service. She was Margaret Haynes now, small-town librarian, keeper of overdue notices and organizer of book clubs. The other Margaret—the one who could read threat assessments in a stranger’s posture—was buried so deep that sometimes she almost believed the burial had been permanent.

But muscle memory was a stubborn thing.

She moved to the next book: The Guns of August, Barbara Tuchman’s meditation on the miscalculations that started the first war to end all wars. Military history, 940.3. As she walked toward the section, she kept her route casual, indirect, but it allowed her two more glimpses of the street.

The man had moved. He was now positioned near the bus stop, still maintaining the fiction of being a traveler, but with clear sight lines to both the library’s front entrance and the side exit that led to the parking lot.

Watching.

Margaret shelved Tuchman’s book next to The Sleepwalkers and The Zimmermann Telegram, then returned to the circulation desk for the remaining volumes. Her movements remained unhurried, but her mind was working now in patterns she’d hoped to forget. Exit strategies. Defensive positions. The location of her car keys in her purse, her purse in the desk drawer, the desk drawer eighteen steps from the back door.

Three years. She’d managed three years of perfect normalcy. Book clubs and late fees and the gentle rhythm of small-town life. She’d made herself invisible in the way that only middle-aged women in sensible shoes could be invisible—gray and unremarkable and beneath notice. She’d grown her hair longer, wore reading glasses she didn’t need, cultivated a slight limp that made her seem harmless. She’d become someone who would never draw a second glance from a professional.

The last books were mysteries: Louise Penny, John le Carré, Graham Greene. The irony wasn’t lost on her. She carried them to the fiction section, where spy novels sat next to romance and science fiction as if all human fantasies were equally harmless.

As she shelved The Spy Who Came in from the Cold, the front door chimed.

She’d locked it. She was certain she’d locked it. But locks were only suggestions to certain kinds of people, and the man who entered moved with the quiet confidence of someone accustomed to going where he wasn’t supposed to be.

He wasn’t the watcher from outside. This one was younger—mid-thirties, perhaps—with the soft look of academia clinging to him despite his obvious nervousness. His clothes were expensive but rumpled, the kind of rumpled that came from sleeping in a car or wearing the same shirt too many days running. Behind wire-rimmed glasses, his eyes darted constantly—to the windows, to the stacks, back to her face—never settling anywhere long enough to suggest comfort.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and his voice cracked slightly on the words. He cleared his throat, tried again. “I saw the lights. I hoped—are you still open?”

Margaret set le Carré’s novel on the shelf and turned to face him. Her movement was deliberate, unhurried, giving her time to catalog details: the way he favored his right leg slightly, as if he’d been sitting too long in a car; the faint tremor in his hands as he adjusted his glasses; the smell of truck-stop coffee and nervous sweat that surrounded him like a cloud.

“We closed at five-thirty,” she said. “But if you need something urgently, I might be able to help.”

He took three steps into the library, then stopped as if he’d hit an invisible wall. His head turned toward the street-facing windows in a movement so quick and involuntary it looked like a tic.

“I’m—” He stopped, swallowed. Started over. “I need to find something. Research materials. About banking. International banking.”

The words came out staccato, like he’d rehearsed them but couldn’t remember the proper rhythm. Margaret watched him fidget with his glasses again—the universal gesture of nervous academics everywhere—but there was something else underneath the scholarly anxiety. Something sharper.

“That’s quite specific for our collection,” she said. “Are you a professor?”

“David Chen.” The name emerged too quickly, as if he’d been waiting for permission to use it. “I was at a conference. In Chicago. Monetary policy—international monetary policy. I’m driving home to Minneapolis and thought I might stop and do some follow-up research.”

A truck rumbled past outside, its diesel engine rattling the old windows. David’s head snapped toward the sound, his whole body going tense until the noise faded. When he looked back at Margaret, she could see he knew she’d noticed.

“Chicago to Minneapolis,” she said conversationally. “That’s quite a detour through Cedar Falls.”

His face flushed. “I—yes, well, I got turned around. Navigation problems.”

He gestured vaguely at the windows. “Small towns, you know? They all look…”

He trailed off, because they both knew it was a lie.

Margaret folded her hands in front of her, the gesture of a helpful librarian prepared to disappoint. “I’m afraid our resources are quite limited. We have some basic materials on international finance, but nothing current enough to be useful for serious research.”

As she spoke, she caught movement in her peripheral vision. The watcher from outside had been joined by a second figure—a woman in a dark coat who’d positioned herself near the coffee shop across the street. Professional spacing. Classic containment.

David followed her gaze to the window. His face went pale.

“Those people,” he whispered. “They’ve been following me since Chicago.”

“What people?” Margaret asked, though she could see exactly what people.

“The man by the bus stop. And now there’s a woman.” His hands were shaking openly now. “They’ve been behind me for three hundred miles.”

Margaret moved to the window, making her approach casual, as if she were simply closing the blinds for the evening. The man by the bus stop was consulting his phone now, but his attention remained fixed on the library. The woman had lit a cigarette and was examining her nails with the studied boredom of someone settling in for a long wait.

“Why would they be following you?” she asked.

David laughed—humorless, brittle. “Because I asked the wrong questions at the wrong conference. Because I found something I wasn’t supposed to find. Because Professor Brennan is missing and I might be next.”

He looked at her then, and she saw the raw fear in his face.

“I think,” he said carefully, “someone is going to try to kill me.”

The words settled into the library’s silence like stones in water. Margaret felt something shift—not surprise, but recognition. The familiar weight of other people’s desperation.

Outside, a car door slammed. Both watchers had been joined by a third figure—a man in a leather jacket who moved with military precision. They were no longer pretending.

“Why don’t you sit down,” Margaret said quietly, gesturing toward the reading chairs. “Away from the windows.”

David moved like a man underwater. He collapsed into the worn leather seat and looked up at her with the desperate hope of someone spotting driftwood.

Margaret remained standing, positioning herself where she could see both entrances while appearing to give him her full attention.

“Tell me about Professor Brennan,” she said.

“He was—he is—my mentor,” David said. “He invited me to the Chicago conference on developmental banking. Said there was something I needed to see.”

“What kind of something?”

“Documentation. Bank records. Proof that development-aid money was being…” He stopped, glanced at the windows. “This is insane. I’m sitting in a library in Iowa telling a librarian that I think international aid money is being laundered through Portuguese banks.”

“Is it?” she asked.

He blinked. “Is it what?”

“Being laundered through Portuguese banks.”

“Yes,” he whispered. “At least, Brennan thought so. Money meant for refugee camps, disaster relief—it was being rerouted through European banks and disappearing.”

“And Brennan disappeared when?”

“Three days ago,” David said. “The morning he was supposed to present his findings.”

Outside, the watchers repositioned—classic triangular containment.

“And your room was searched,” Margaret said. “Your car, too.”

“Yes.” He ran a hand through his hair, fingers shaking. “And now they’re here.”

A siren wailed in the distance. David flinched.

“You’re scared,” Margaret said. “Fear keeps you alive.”

He stared at her. “You’re very calm.”

“I’ve read a lot of spy novels,” she said.

He didn’t smile.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Margaret Haynes.”

“How long have you been a librarian?”

“Three years.”

“And before that?”

Margaret looked toward the windows. She could call the police. It would only speed the timeline.

She could walk away. Pretend this wasn’t her business.

Or she could do what she’d always done.

“Before that,” she said, “I worked for the government.”
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What David Saw


David Chen sat forward in the reading chair, his hands clasped between his knees. The late afternoon light was fading, casting longer shadows across the library floor. Margaret moved to turn on a reading lamp—partly for David’s comfort, partly because it gave her another angle on the street outside.

The watchers had settled into their positions. The woman across the street lit a second cigarette, her attention never wavering from the library’s front entrance. The man by the bus stop had been joined by a third figure—someone younger, in a leather jacket—who’d positioned himself near the coffee shop with clear sight lines to the building’s side exit.

Professionals, then. Amateurs would have kept moving, drawn attention through nervous energy. These three had found their spots and gone still.

“The conference was supposed to be routine,” David began, his voice barely above a whisper. He glanced toward the windows, then forced himself to look back at Margaret. “Three days in Chicago. Papers on monetary policy convergence in developing economies.”

Margaret settled into the chair across from him, her posture relaxed but alert. “Boring stuff?”

“God, yes. The kind of thing that puts graduate students to sleep.” David almost smiled, then seemed to remember his situation. “I presented on Thursday. Capital flow regulations—dry as dust. I was packing up my materials when I realized I’d left my laptop charger in one of the conference rooms.”

He paused, running his hands
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