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	ONE

	The Severance

	WREN HAD COUNTED THE STITCHES in her sleeve forty-three times before the doors opened.

	It was a habit nobody had ever taught her — small, private, useless to anyone but herself. Fourteen stitches from wrist to elbow, evenly spaced, each one a fixed point she could return to when the world tried to come apart at the seams. She was counting them now, in the cold stone antechamber outside Hartmoor’s Great Hall, because the alternative was listening to three hundred wolves settle into their seats to watch her be put away like something outgrown.

	Her mother had taught her to sew before she’d taught her to speak, or so Wren had always been told. She didn’t remember the woman’s face anymore, not really — only her hands, quick and certain, and the low hum she used to make while she worked, as though the thread itself needed convincing to behave. Wren had inherited the habit and none of the skill. She could count a hem perfectly. She had never once mended one straight.

	Beyond the doors, she could hear them settling — the particular rustle of formalwear, the low hum of three hundred private conversations about her that would stop the instant she came into view. She had wondered, more than once in the weeks since Cassius requested this hearing, whether he’d chosen the largest possible audience on purpose. She suspected he had. A quiet severance would have let people wonder later whether he’d been cruel. A public one left no room for wondering at all — only for everyone in Hartmoor to watch him be, unmistakably, generous.

	The doors opened.

	She walked in the way she had rehearsed walking in — spine long, chin level, hands loose at her sides instead of curled the way they wanted to curl. Hartmoor’s Great Hall had been built to make people feel small, and tonight it did its work efficiently: vaulted stone lost in shadow overhead, torchlight guttering along walls hung with two hundred years of Hartmoor victories, none of which had ever belonged to her. Banners hung between the torches, dark green and iron gray, each commemorating some old triumph she’d been told about a hundred times and never once felt any claim to. She had scrubbed this floor as a girl, on the rare occasions the household staff was short-handed and no one minded asking the markless orphan to make herself useful. She knew exactly which flagstones were uneven enough to catch a careless heel. Tonight she walked over every one of them without stumbling.

	Three hundred faces turned as she crossed the floor. She recognized most of them the way she recognized old scars. Elders who had voted, years ago, to let a markless orphan stay inside Hartmoor’s walls out of duty rather than warmth, watching her now with the same careful blankness they wore at every council meeting she’d ever attended. A cluster of women near the back who had gone quiet and watchful whenever she wandered too close as a girl, as though whatever made her wrong might be catching. Near the front, half-hidden behind broader shoulders, she caught a glimpse of the healer who had once set her broken wrist without a single unkind word — the same woman, she realized distantly, who had first said the word markless over her, all those years ago, gently, the way you’d deliver news of a death. There were kinder faces too, here and there, wearing expressions they were careful to keep as neutral as everyone else’s. Tonight, neutral was the safest thing anyone in that hall could afford to be, and Wren didn’t blame a single one of them for choosing it.

	Alpha Cassius Hartmoor stood waiting at the center of the hall, and even now — even tonight — some old, foolish part of her chest still noted that he was beautiful in the deliberate way expensive things were beautiful. Dark hair cut close. The Hartmoor mark inked black at his throat. He held himself like a man who had never once had to wonder whether a room would make space for him.

	For half a heartbeat, walking toward him, she remembered a different boy entirely — nine years old, scraped knees, standing between her and three children twice his size, informing them with perfect, furious authority that nobody was allowed to say that word to her again. She let the memory pass through her and out the other side without stopping to hold it. It belonged to someone who no longer existed.

	To his right, in the high seat reserved for honored guests, sat Lady Calantha Severin.

	Wren made herself look at her exactly once, evenly, the way she’d look at weather she couldn’t change. Calantha wore ice-pale silk that made the whole dais look staged around her specifically, dark hair pinned with something that caught the torchlight and threw it back gold. She was not smiling. She didn’t need to be. There was a stillness to her that did the smiling’s work more efficiently — the stillness of a woman watching a debt finally get collected. Wren had met her exactly twice before tonight, both times at formal Severin functions, where Calantha had been perfectly, precisely polite — the kind of politeness that left no fingerprints, no single sentence Wren could ever have pointed to and called unkind. It had taken her longer than she liked to admit to understand that this, too, was its own kind of cruelty. The kind that never had to answer for itself.

	Wren stopped three feet from Cassius and did not sit, though a chair had been placed for her. Sitting would have made this easier for everyone to watch. She had decided weeks ago, in the private, wordless way she decided most things, that she was not going to make this easy.

	Elder Corwin Hale stepped forward from the side of the dais to open the rite — an old man, gray-robed, entirely unremarkable, the kind of court official whose whole purpose was to be forgotten the moment he finished speaking. He carried the ceremonial ledger open in both hands, the one Hartmoor had used to record every binding and every severance for longer than anyone living could say, its spine cracked soft from centuries of exactly this moment. He read the procedural words in a dry, practiced voice, the tone of a man who had recited them at a dozen severances before this one, and Wren let the formal language wash past her without really hearing it. She was watching Cassius’s hands instead. They were steady. That, more than anything he was about to say, told her exactly how long he’d been planning this. A severance rite could be called on a single day’s notice if both parties agreed to it, or dragged out over a full season if either side contested it. Cassius had not contested anything. He had simply waited until the timing suited him — until the Severin alliance was close enough to finalized that no one in that hall would dare call this anything but sensible.

	“Wren of Hartmoor,” Cassius said, when it was his turn, and something in her chest folded very small and very quiet at the sound of her own name in his mouth — formal, distant, the way you’d address a stranger. “You were bound to me by my father’s mercy, in the year of your tenth winter, when no truer bond claimed you. That mercy is not a debt I intend to dishonor. But a pack cannot be led by half-measures, and I will not build Hartmoor’s future on a foundation the goddess herself never chose.”

	Low, appreciative murmurs moved through the hall. He was good at this. She had always known he was good at this — it was, in its way, the thing she had loved about him once, a long time ago, before she’d understood exactly what that particular skill would eventually cost her.

	“I release you,” he said. “Not in cruelty. In honesty, at last, after too many years of the alternative.”

	It was, she thought distantly, a genuinely elegant piece of rhetoric. He had found a way to make ending her feel like a kindness he was finally brave enough to offer.

	Her whole body went still — the particular stillness of someone who has spent weeks rehearsing exactly this moment and still isn’t certain the rehearsal will be enough. Somewhere behind her ribs, the thin, familiar thread that had connected her to him for fourteen years pulled taut, as though it, too, understood what was coming.

	She felt the bond go.

	It didn’t tear the way she’d braced for. She had spent fourteen years half-expecting this moment and had imagined it a hundred different ways — a wound, a blow, something violent enough to match the size of what it was taking. Instead it simply went taut, the way a thread goes taut a half-second before it snaps — one clean, thin note of tension drawn through the center of her chest — and then it wasn’t there at all. Not pain exactly. An absence with the shape of pain still folded into it, like a room after someone has finally, finally stopped shouting in it.

	She did not move. She did not reach for her own chest the way three hundred pairs of eyes were clearly waiting for her to. She simply stood very still and let the silence stretch until it became uncomfortable for everyone but her.

	“Well?” Cassius said, and for the first time all night something uncertain crossed his face — not doubt in what he’d done, she thought, but doubt in what she’d do next. He had prepared for tears. Some part of him, she suspected, had even wanted them — proof that she’d meant enough to break her.

	She wasn’t going to give him that either.

	“Then it’s done,” Wren said. Her voice came out quieter than she expected, and perfectly level. “You won’t need to say it twice.”

	It wasn’t defiance, exactly. It wasn’t performance. She simply had nothing left to spend on him — not tears, not a scene, not the small mercy of letting him watch her come apart in front of the only home she’d ever known. Fourteen years had taught her precisely how much dignity she was allowed to keep in this hall, and she intended to leave with every last scrap of it.

	Somewhere behind her, a ripple of murmurs broke the hall’s held breath — not sympathy exactly, but something adjacent to surprise. Rejected wolves wept. Rejected wolves begged, or raged, or occasionally, in the old stories, simply dropped where they stood as the bond tore free of them. Nobody in that hall had a story about one who didn’t.

	Cassius looked, for exactly one breath, like a much younger man — and then it was gone, folded away behind whatever he needed his face to do next.

	In the high seat, Lady Calantha’s mouth curved, small and satisfied, and she murmured something too quiet for the hall to catch to the attendant beside her. Wren didn’t need to hear it. She could read the shape of the sentence well enough in the way the attendant smiled back.

	Elder Hale cleared his throat and stepped forward again, and this was the part Wren had prepared for least, though she’d known for weeks it was coming — the part where a lifetime of being merely unlucky became something with an official name.

	“By the authority of Hartmoor and witness of this hall,” he intoned, “the bond of Wren, formerly of this pack, is severed and released. She carries no mark of the goddess’s choosing, and no mate to claim protection on her behalf. She is declared Unchosen, and Hartmoor’s hospitality ends with the setting of the moon.”

	Unchosen. A strangely gentle word, she thought, for what it actually meant — casteless, unclaimed, a wolf no pack was required to feed or shelter or defend, fair prey for anyone with the strength to take what they wanted from her and no council in five territories that would call it a crime. She had known this word was coming for weeks. Hearing it spoken over her, in front of everyone she had ever known, was still its own particular kind of cold.

	She looked at Cassius one final time — not for his benefit, she told herself, but because some stubborn, aching part of her wanted to remember exactly what it looked like, the last moment before this door closed for good.

	Then she turned and walked out of Hartmoor’s Great Hall the way she had walked in: spine straight, chin level, on her own two feet, carried out by no one.

	The doors shut behind her with a sound like something enormous exhaling.

	The corridor outside was empty and cold, torchlight guttering along stone she’d walked a thousand times as a girl who had still, foolishly, believed this would be her home for the rest of her life. Wren made it exactly as far as the third pillar before her knees decided they were finished being brave on her behalf.

	She didn’t fall. She simply stopped, one hand flat against the cold stone, and let herself feel it — the absence where the bond had been, the strange, disorienting quiet of a room in her chest that had never once, not for a single day of those fourteen years, actually held any real warmth to lose. That was the part that undid her, in the end. Not that Cassius had never loved her. She had made her peace with that a long time ago, in small private increments, the way a person makes peace with weather.

	It was that she had spent fourteen years building a life around a door that had never once, even for a moment, actually been open.

	She let herself have exactly that much — one door, one truth, one private minute in an empty corridor where no one was scoring her for it. Tomorrow she would need every part of herself intact. Tonight, for ninety more seconds, she allowed herself to simply be a woman who had lost everything she’d spent her whole life learning to want quietly enough that losing it wouldn’t show.

	Wren pressed her sleeve to her eyes — fourteen stitches, wrist to elbow, evenly spaced — breathed until the shaking stopped, and made herself stand up straight again before anyone came looking.

	The moon was already high. By Hartmoor’s own reckoning, she had until it set to be gone.

	She went to pack the very little in the world that had ever actually belonged to her.

	 

	
 

	TWO

	What “Unchosen” Costs

	THE ROOM WREN HAD SLEPT in for fourteen years had never, not once, belonged to her.

	She understood this now with a clarity that felt almost merciful, standing in the middle of it while the moon slid toward the treeline outside her narrow window. It was a good room, by the standards Hartmoor extended to wolves like her — stone walls, a proper bed, a washstand that didn’t wobble. It had simply always, invisibly, belonged to someone else’s generosity, on loan for exactly as long as that generosity lasted. Tonight the loan had come due.

	She had known, in the abstract, distant way a person knows things they’ve never had to actually survive, that this day was coming. What she hadn’t expected was how fast it would move once it started — from the Great Hall to this room, from a wife-in-waiting to a wolf with a curfew, in less time than it took the moon to cross the sky.

	She found the old traveling bag at the bottom of her clothes chest, the canvas one nobody had thought worth taking from her when she came here as a girl, and began, methodically, to fill it.

	There wasn’t much. That was the first thing anyone learned about being markless in a pack like Hartmoor — you learned to want very little, because wanting things you couldn’t reasonably expect to keep only ever taught you a second kind of loss on top of the first. Two dresses, plain and well-mended. A pair of boots that had already been resoled twice. A small tin of salve she’d made herself, feverfew and comfrey, because for as long as she could remember, tending things that grew had been the one skill nobody in Hartmoor had ever managed to sneer at.

	The healing garden behind the eastern wall had been hers, unofficially, since she was twelve. No one had assigned it to her; she had simply started weeding it one summer when no one else would, and by the time anyone thought to object, half the pack depended on what grew there. It was, she thought now, folding a worn shawl into the bag, the one place in this entire territory where her worth had never once depended on a mark she didn’t have. A wound didn’t care whether the hands closing it belonged to someone the goddess had chosen. It only cared whether they knew what they were doing. She had learned, over the years, which plants forgave a heavy hand and which ones didn’t; which roots needed darkness and which needed to be turned toward the sun before they’d take. It was, in its way, the only language in Hartmoor that had ever made complete sense to her — feed a thing what it actually needed, rather than what you’d decided it deserved, and it would grow. She wished, not for the first time, that the rest of the pack had operated on the same principle.

	She had been seven the first time she understood what she was.

	It hadn’t been cruel, exactly, the way she found out — not at first. She remembered a healer’s cool fingers at her wrist, turning it over toward the torchlight, frowning at skin that should have carried a crescent by then and didn’t. That’s strange, the healer had murmured, more to herself than to the child in front of her, and called over a second healer, and then a third, each of them turning Wren’s small wrist this way and that as though the mark might simply be hiding, shy, somewhere no one had thought to look. She remembered the particular silence that followed once all three had looked and none of them had found it — the kind of silence adults think children can’t hear the shape of. Markless, someone had finally said, quietly, as though the word itself might be catching.

	It was another two years before she understood that this made her something other people were permitted to be cruel about — that the absence of a mark on her wrist was, to Hartmoor, evidence of something wrong with her that ran deeper than skin. A bad omen. A wolf the goddess herself had looked at and declined to claim. Children could be remarkably efficient about that kind of cruelty, she’d learned. They didn’t need reasons. They only needed permission, and permission, once a healer had said a word like markless out loud in front of enough witnesses, tended to arrive on its own.

	After that, small things changed, the way small things always changed first. She stopped being invited to the games the other pack children played after lessons. Kitchen staff who’d always saved her the good end of the bread began, quietly, to forget. No one ever said the word to her face again for years — Hartmoor prided itself on manners, even in its cruelty — but she learned to read the space people left around her instead, the careful half-step back, the conversations that quieted when she came too close. It taught her, faster than anything else could have, exactly how much of belonging was never actually about being liked. It was about being claimed by somebody with the standing to make your presence everyone else’s problem.

	Her mother had died the winter after that. A fever moved fast through the eastern quarter and took six people with it, none of them powerful enough to matter to anyone but the ones who loved them. Wren remembered almost nothing of the illness itself — only fragments, a cool cloth, a voice gone too thin to hum the way it used to. She remembered, with much sharper clarity, standing at the edge of a crowd three days after the burying while Alpha Edrin Hartmoor — Cassius’s father, broad-shouldered and gray-templed and, in her memory, not unkind — crouched down to her height and asked her, gently, whether she had anywhere else to go.

	She hadn’t. There had been no one.

	“Then you’ll stay,” he’d said, in the tone of a man solving a minor administrative problem, which she understood now was probably closer to the truth than she’d ever wanted it to be. “Hartmoor doesn’t turn out children. Not even ones the goddess forgot.”

	Even ones the goddess forgot. She had carried that phrase for years without noticing how much weight it had been quietly adding, one small stone at a time, to the same pile.

	The formal binding to Cassius had come three years later, when she was ten, in a ceremony so small and administrative it hadn’t even filled a quarter of the Great Hall — a handful of elders, a scribe, no banners, no feast. She remembered Edrin’s voice, steady and matter-of-fact, explaining to the witnesses that a markless girl with no bond of her own and a young heir who would, eventually, need a Luna regardless, was simply a sensible arrangement. Mercy dressed as practicality, or practicality dressed as mercy — she had never quite decided which, and tonight, fourteen years later, she still hadn’t. She remembered, too, the way the handful of elders present had exchanged glances during Edrin’s speech — not disapproval exactly, but the particular unease of people watching a decision made too quickly to properly object to. One of them, a gray-robed man she hadn’t paid much attention to at the time, had written something in a ledger afterward with unusual care, as though the moment deserved more permanence than anyone else in that small, quiet room seemed to think it warranted. She remembered Cassius standing beside her, thirteen and solemn in a borrowed formal coat too big through the shoulders, taking her hand without being told to. It won’t be so bad, he’d whispered, barely moving his lips, the words meant for her alone. I’ll make sure of it.

	For a few years, he had.

	She let herself find one of those years now, carefully, the way she might have picked up something breakable. She had been eleven, chased into the eastern courtyard by three older boys who’d decided that afternoon that markless meant fair sport, and Cassius — fourteen, all elbows and unearned confidence — had planted himself directly between her and them with his chin up and his fists already closed. Say it to me instead, he’d told them, and when none of them had, he’d walked her all the way back to her room himself, talking the whole way about nothing in particular, filling the silence so she wouldn’t have to.

	She had believed, for a long time, that the boy in that memory and the man in the Great Hall tonight were somehow the same person wearing different weather. She wanted, even now, to be entirely certain that wasn’t a lie she’d told herself. Whatever he had become by tonight, he had not always been only this.

	It was Edrin’s death, four years ago, that had changed the shape of things for good. Cassius had inherited the pack at twenty-two, half-formed and unready, and she had watched it happen in real time — in the small ways he stopped meeting her eyes at council meetings, in how carefully he began separating what he wanted from what Hartmoor needed him to want. A markless intended had been a private kindness his father could afford, secure in decades of unquestioned authority. A markless Luna was a liability an unproven young Alpha, surrounded by elders who’d never fully trusted him, simply couldn’t survive.

	She didn’t excuse it. She understood it, which was a different thing entirely, and colder.

	At the bottom of the chest, wrapped in a scrap of linen gone soft with age, she found her mother’s sewing kit — a battered tin box, a handful of bone needles worn smooth, a spool of thread gone brittle. She hadn’t opened it in years. She opened it now, in the last hour she would ever spend in this room, and sat very still with it in her lap for longer than she could afford to spare. Inside, tucked beneath the needles, was a single scrap of embroidered cloth, unfinished — a half-formed pattern of vines and small white flowers her mother had never lived to complete. Wren had never once, in fourteen years, been able to bring herself to finish it either.

	Fourteen stitches, wrist to elbow, evenly spaced. Her mother’s habit, worn into her hands before she was old enough to remember learning it. She closed the tin, wrapped it back in its linen, and placed it at the very top of the bag, where she wouldn’t have to dig for it.

	Everything else in the room — the fine cloak Cassius had given her two winters ago, the silver hairpin that had been a courtesy gift from a visiting delegation, the small carved wolf he’d whittled for her as a boy and she’d never had the heart to throw away — she left exactly where it sat. None of it had ever really been hers. She wasn’t going to carry Hartmoor’s charity out through its own front gate and call it a life.

	She allowed herself one long moment, bag over her shoulder, to look at the room exactly as it was — not as an ending, she told herself, though it plainly was one, but as a fact simply being recorded. Stone walls. A bed she would never sleep in again. A window she’d spent more nights than she could count staring out of, waiting for a version of her life that had never once, it turned out, been coming. She had wasted enough of herself on waiting. She wasn’t going to waste this too.

	A soft knock came at the door as she was cinching the bag closed. She opened it to find old Maisie from the kitchens, hunched and silent, holding out a small cloth bundle without a word — bread, hard cheese, a few strips of dried meat, and, tucked beneath them where a sharp eye wouldn’t immediately find it, three silver coins that would have cost the old woman a month’s wages to spare.

	“You didn’t see me,” Maisie said, low and fast, already glancing back down the corridor. “And I never saw you neither, understand? Elders catch me feeding a wolf they’ve named Unchosen, that’s trouble for both of us.”

	Wren’s throat closed too tight to manage more than a nod. “The garden,” she finally managed. “The feverfew bed needs thinning before —“

	“I know how to thin feverfew, girl. Been doing it since before your mother was your age.” Maisie’s mouth twisted, not quite a smile. “Go on, now. Before I do something foolish like cry about it.”

	Maisie pressed the bundle into her hands, held on to them for one extra second, and was gone down the corridor before Wren could find any words worth the risk the old woman had just taken on her behalf.

	Not everyone. Wren thought it again, walking the last corridor toward Hartmoor’s outer gate with the moon nearly touched to the treeline. Not every single one of them. It wasn’t much to carry out of fourteen years. It would have to be enough.

	The gate guard didn’t meet her eyes as he hauled the heavy doors open. He didn’t need to; his silence said everything Hartmoor’s formal declaration had left unsaid. She was already nothing to him. She had, technically, been nothing to Hartmoor for exactly as long as it took an Alpha to say so out loud, in a hall full of witnesses, in front of the woman who would sleep in a bed Wren had never once been permitted to imagine as her own.

	She stepped through the gate and heard it groan shut behind her, iron and oak swinging closed on the only life she had ever known.

	Ahead of her, the boundary road stretched dark and empty toward a horizon she had never once, in fourteen years, had any real reason to imagine crossing. Overhead, clouds were beginning to gather, heavy and low, thick with the particular smell of a storm that would break within the hour. Somewhere beyond that horizon was a life she hadn’t chosen and couldn’t yet picture, and behind her was a gate that would never open for her again no matter how hard she knocked.

	She thought, walking toward that horizon with a bag of someone else’s charity on her shoulder and her mother’s unfinished embroidery pressed against her spine, that she should probably be more frightened than she was. Fourteen years of practice at surviving Hartmoor’s particular cruelty, it turned out, had left very little room left over for fear of the unknown. Whatever waited past this road, it would at least have the decency of being honest about what it wanted from her. Hartmoor had never once managed that.

	Wren adjusted the bag on her shoulder, fixed her eyes on the road, and started walking. She did not look back at the gates.

	She had already given Hartmoor everything it was ever going to get from her.

	 

	
 

	THREE

	The Boundary Road

	THE STORM FOUND HER WITHIN the hour, exactly as promised.

	It came the way real storms came in this part of the world — no warning drizzle, no polite build. One moment the sky was a heavy, waiting gray, and the next the road had become a shallow river and Wren was soaked through to skin that had barely dried since she’d wept against a cold pillar three hours and an entire lifetime ago. She kept walking. There was, she was beginning to understand, a particular freedom in having nothing left that could get worse from getting wet.

	The road unspooled ahead of her, pale and rutted between black hedgerows, lit only by whatever thin gray the clouds allowed through. She had no lantern. She hadn’t thought, in the chaos of packing, to take one — a small, practical failure that struck her now as almost funny, the kind of oversight that belonged to a version of herself who had never once had to plan an actual departure, only ever imagine one.

	She had never been past the third milestone on this road. Fourteen years at Hartmoor, and she had never once had reason to travel farther than the market village two hours out, close enough to the walls that she could still see Hartmoor’s watchtower if she turned to look for it. She did not turn to look for it. Somewhere past the fourth milestone, in the dark and the driving rain, the watchtower disappeared behind a stand of black pine, and for the first time in her memory, Wren genuinely did not know where she was.

	The road here had stopped being a road in any way that mattered, reduced by the rain to two churned ruts and a strip of grass down the center that offered slightly better footing than the mud on either side. Twice she had to detour around water pooling too deep to safely cross, feeling her way along the treeline by touch as much as sight. Once, a fallen branch cracked somewhere close in the dark, and she stood frozen for a full minute before deciding it was only the storm, only the wind, only her own nerves manufacturing danger out of an ordinary night — and even as she decided it, some old animal part of her didn’t quite believe herself.

	It should have frightened her more than it did. Instead, walking blind into unfamiliar country with a bag of someone else’s charity on her back, she found a strange, weightless clarity settling over her — the kind she imagined a bird might feel the first time a cage door simply failed to close. No one was watching to see whether she flinched. No one would carry word back to Cassius of how she’d carried herself on the road, whether she’d wept, whether she’d stumbled. For fourteen years, every version of herself she’d shown the world had been curated for an audience that judged her for a mark she’d never had. Out here, in the storm, there was no audience left at all. There was only the road, and the rain, and the strange privacy of being entirely, finally unwatched.

	At one point, crossing a shallow stretch where the rain had turned the ditch grass into a hundred small streams, she caught the sharp, clean scent of wild yarrow growing wedged between two stones, and some absurd, stubborn part of her filed the location away out of habit — good for wounds, good for fever, worth remembering — before she caught herself and nearly laughed at her own uselessness. She had no garden left to tend. She had no one left to hand a poultice to. And still some old instinct in her kept cataloguing the world for its usefulness to people who no longer wanted anything from her at all.

	She let herself have that, too, for as long as it lasted.

	It lasted almost exactly as long as her legs did.

	By the time real exhaustion set in — the kind that made her knees ache with every step and turned the edges of her vision soft and unreliable — she’d lost any real sense of how far she’d come. Her boots, resoled twice already, had rubbed a raw place against her left heel somewhere around the sixth milestone, and she’d stopped noticing it the way she’d stopped noticing most things tonight, filing it away with everything else there was no use complaining about. She ate a heel of Maisie’s bread standing up, not trusting her legs to fold and unfold themselves again if she sat, and kept moving because stopping felt, obscurely, like the first genuine surrender of the whole terrible night. The rain thinned in waves and thickened again. Thunder rolled somewhere beyond the black pines, close enough now that she felt it in her teeth before she heard it.

	Lightning split the sky twice in quick succession, throwing the road into stark white relief before plunging it back into a darkness that felt, by contrast, even more complete than before. In the brief light she caught glimpses of the country she was walking into — low hills she didn’t recognize, a line of dense forest crowding closer to the road than it had any right to, the silver flash of water somewhere off to her left that might have been a stream or might have been nothing at all. None of it told her anything useful. She kept walking anyway, because the alternative was standing still in the middle of nowhere and admitting, out loud, to no one, exactly how lost she actually was.

	More than once in the hours that followed, she considered simply sitting down in the mud and letting the storm decide what happened to her next. She didn’t. Some old, stubborn part of her — the part that had stood in Hartmoor’s Great Hall three hours ago and refused to give
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