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A Throne Woven in Shadow

First edition.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places,

and incidents are the product of the author's imagination.

Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead,

is entirely coincidental. 

For every woman who was taught that what lived inside her was dangerous.

And for the ones who loved them anyway.

“Let it be remembered that the Crown did not give the land its voice.

The land had its voice long before the Crown existed.

We swear only not to silence it again.”

――――――――――――――――――――――――――――

Inscription in the throne room beneath the Greywood,

attributed to the Ash King, pre-Kingdom period.

A Note on the World

Aldenmere is a kingdom in the tradition of medieval England, though it is not England. Its capital, Thornwall, sits at the junction of two rivers in a plain that has been inhabited since before any record exists to say otherwise. Its northern reaches press against the Greywood, an ancient forest that does not behave entirely the way forests are expected to behave, and which the kingdom's oldest maps mark simply as: here.

The Weaving is the magic of Aldenmere. It flows through ley lines beneath the land; subterranean channels of accumulated natural energy that cartographers of a certain persuasion have spent lifetimes trying to map. A Weaver is a person born with the ability to sense and interact with these channels. The gift runs in families without pattern or predictability. It cannot be taught and it cannot be removed.

For forty years prior to the events of this novel, the Crown has required all Weavers to register with the Royal Weave Registry and obtain a license to practise. Those found Weaving without a license have been subject to arrest, trial, and, in cases the Registry deemed significant, execution. The law has never been applied evenhandedly. It has always fallen hardest on those with least protection.

This is a story about what happens when a kingdom is asked to remember what it always knew.
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The Commission

* * *
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The candle had burned to its last inch by the time Seren Ashvale finished the western quadrant.

She set down her quill and pressed the heels of her palms against her eyes, letting the dark bloom behind them like ink dropped into still water. Outside the narrow window of her upper-floor study, Thornwall was quiet at this hour, its cobbled streets wrapped in the grey hush that came just before dawn, when even the city's rats found corners to sleep in and the lamplighters had already made their rounds and gone home to their own beds.

She opened her eyes. The map spread before her across the worktable was beautiful, if she allowed herself to think so. She rarely did. Beauty was a luxury she could not afford to notice in her own work. There was only accuracy, precision, the relentless demand that every line she drew represent something true about the world. But tonight, bone-tired and ink-fingered and slightly dizzy from the hours of close concentration, she let herself look.

The ley lines ran like silver thread through the rendering of the Aldenmere lowlands, too fine to be seen clearly without the candle held very close, which was how she intended it. To the untrained eye, the map showed standard topographical detail: waterways, elevation markings, the roads and settlements that any Crown-sanctioned cartographer might include in a commission for a merchant lord. To Seren's eye, it showed something else entirely. The lines she drew in the palest silver-grey ink traced the Weaving routes beneath the land, the channels through which the old magic had flowed for centuries before the Crown learned to regulate it, to license it, to make it lawful only when conducted by those whose credentials had been formally reviewed, whose gifts had been measured and catalogued and issued a number by the Office of the Royal Weave Registry.

Weavers like her mother had not been issued a number.

Seren rolled the map carefully and slid it into its oilskin case. She would hide it in the false bottom of the cartography trunk before her assistant Pol arrived. Pol was loyal and discreet, but loyalty and discretion had their limits, and what Seren kept in that trunk was not the kind of secret that benefited from witnesses, however trustworthy.

She was washing the silver ink from her fingers at the basin when the knock came at the street-level door.

Too early for Pol. Too deliberate to be a neighbour.

She dried her hands on the cloth hanging from the basin stand, descended the narrow stairs with her candle, and opened the door to find a royal messenger in a grey travelling cloak. The seal of the Crown was stamped in red wax on the satchel at his hip, and the man wore the particular expression of someone who had been woken before dawn himself and was making a concentrated effort not to show his feelings about it. He was young, perhaps twenty, with a face trained since boyhood to reveal nothing of consequence.

Mistress Ashvale.

From the Office of the Crown Cartographer, under the authority of His Majesty.

She took it. The wax seal was intact. She waited until the messenger had retreated down the lamplit street before she closed the door and stood in the dark front hall and broke the seal.

The letter was brief and formal, written in the clipped administrative hand of a minor official, but what it described was not minor at all. The Crown required a skilled and credentialled cartographer to lead a survey expedition into the Greywood, the ancient forest that formed the northeastern border of Aldenmere, where the kingdom's edge pressed against the territory of their long-contested neighbour, Valdenmoor. The commission was to produce a detailed map of the Greywood's interior, with particular attention to geographical features that might bear on ongoing territorial negotiations. The expedition would be escorted by a small royal guard. The cartographer selected would be well compensated, the sum named generous enough that Seren read the number twice to ensure she had not misread. The expedition would depart in four days from Thornwall's East Gate.

Seren read it twice.

Then she sat down on the bottom step of her own staircase and held the letter in both hands and tried to breathe steadily.

The Greywood.

She had mapped the approaches to it, twice, from a safe distance, standing at the treeline in the autumn with her survey rods and her compass and the low, persistent pull in her palms that grew stronger the closer she drew to the forest's edge. She had studied every published account of its interior, gleaned fragments from the journals of old foresters and hedge-women and Court Weavers who had been sent in by previous kings. She had read, in private, her mother's letters. The ones Brennan Ashvale had written from within the Greywood in the weeks before she died, letters full of careful wonder and a measured, practised calm that Seren, at twenty-four, now recognised as the voice of a woman trying not to alarm the daughter who would read them later. Trying to make the ordinary marvellous rather than the marvellous terrifying.

Her mother had gone into the Greywood on an unlicensed expedition, mapping the ley lines as Seren herself did now, privately and without the Crown's knowledge. She had been reported by someone in her party whose name Seren had never been able to learn. She had been arrested when she emerged from the forest, tried before a magistrate for the practice of unlicensed Weaving, and found guilty. The sentence had been carried out in the central square of Thornwall on a cold November morning when Seren was fourteen years old and had not been permitted to attend.

She had heard about it afterward from the woman who lived two doors down from their rented house, a woman with sharp eyes who had described events in more detail than was necessary and watched Seren's face the entire time, as if grief were a spectacle worth observing.

Seren set the letter on the step beside her and pressed her hands flat against her thighs until they stopped their fine trembling.

The commission paid enough to keep her practice solvent for two years. She had three current clients, none of them reliable payers. Her assistant Pol needed his weekly wage, and she had not paid him in full for the last month. The lease on this building renewed in six months, and the landlord had already sent a note hinting at an increase that she had not yet worked out how to accommodate.

These were practical concerns. She was a practical woman.

She was also a woman who had been secretly mapping the ley lines of Aldenmere for six years, building toward something she had not yet been able to name precisely. Some understanding of what the Weaving truly was beneath all the legislation and regulation and careful official language the Crown wrapped around it. Some answer to the question her mother had been in the process of answering when someone had decided her curiosity was criminal.

The Greywood was the densest concentration of ley lines in the entire kingdom. She knew this from her own mapping. She knew it the way she knew anything: from evidence, from years of careful accumulation, from the faint warmth that rose in her palms whenever she stood within fifty paces of a line that ran particularly strong. The Greywood was not just a forest. It was the oldest part of the land's memory. And it was where her mother had made her last discovery and her last mistake.

She picked up the letter again.

Four days. She would need to prepare the survey equipment, requisition additional rods and measuring chains from the supply house on Carpenter Lane, hire two experienced woodsmen familiar with the outer Greywood. She would need to write to the Crown Cartographer's office with her acceptance and attach her credentials. She would need to be very, very careful about what she brought into the forest and what she allowed herself to feel in the presence of magic strong enough to pull at the edges of her own.

She thought of her mother's face. Not the careful composed face from the letters. The face from before, bent over a map spread across the kitchen table in their house in the countryside south of Thornwall, tracing ley lines with one finger while Seren watched from across the table, fourteen and hungry to understand everything her mother understood.

The land remembers,

Long after we have forgotten. Long after we have made laws about what we are and are not allowed to feel.

Seren folded the letter with precise, even creases and tucked it into the pocket of her work apron.

She was a practical woman. She was also the only person she knew of who might begin to understand what the Greywood had to offer.

She went upstairs and lit the study lamps and began to write her acceptance.

When Pol arrived at the usual hour, he found the study in better order than it had been in weeks, the recent map commissions shelved and labelled, the supply ledger updated, the commission letter from the Crown placed squarely in the centre of the cleared worktable beside a neatly written list of requirements. He read through the letter with the slow, careful attention he gave to everything, set it down, and then read through the list. He set that down too with the care of a man handling something he wished he had not touched.

The Greywood,

He was a small man of forty, with grey threading his dark hair and the permanently worried expression of someone who had spent too many years in the employ of people whose judgment was worse than his own. He had been with Seren for four years and had never once questioned her unusual interest in ley line research, which was why, in her private estimation, he was the best assistant she had ever had or was likely to have.

It pays well,

Your mother went into the Greywood.

He picked up the list of supply requirements and studied it without appearing to read it. Standing at the window with the list in his hand and the morning light making a grey frame around him, he looked older than his age. He looked like a man engaged in a calculation he knew he was going to lose.

You could recommend another firm,

There is Alstorn and his people on the south side of the market district. They have more licensed Weavers on staff and more experience with royal expeditions. They would be better suited.

I am better suited.

She met his eyes. She very rarely did, not because she was evasive, but because she had learned early that sustained eye contact invited conversations she did not always wish to have, and she was particular about which conversations she opened. But she met his now, because he had earned that much after four years of asking no questions he knew she would not answer.

I know what I am doing,

He looked at her for a long moment. He had the look of a man weighing something on a scale he already knew was unbalanced. She knew what he was weighing: the years of trust accumulated between them against the years of worry, the colleague he respected against the young woman he had watched map ley lines in secret and never said a word about because saying a word would have made him complicit and making him complicit would have meant she had to stop.

All right,

I will requisition the survey rods today.

She exhaled something she had been holding since dawn. 'Thank you.'

He had nearly reached the door when he stopped. Without turning around: 'She died for less than what you are carrying into that forest, you know.'

Seren said.',
'
He left. She stood in the centre of the study with the morning light coming flat and grey through the window and felt the twin weights of grief and purpose settle in her chest like stones she had long since learned to carry without visibly straining.

She went to the trunk. Lifted the false bottom. Took out her most detailed ley line map of the northeastern territories and unrolled it across the table, weighting the corners with ink pots.

The Greywood glowed at its centre, even rendered in the palest silver ink. A concentration of ley lines so dense they had overlapped in her rendering into something that looked, from a distance, less like cartography and more like a fire.

She traced the heart of it with one fingertip and felt the warmth that rose in her palm whenever she was near the Weaving. Always faint in the city, where the old routes had been built over and disrupted and rerouted by centuries of construction. But present. Always present. Like a voice in another room that never quite became words.

What are you?

This time, perhaps, she would get close enough for an answer.
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The Prince's Shadow

* * *
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The East Gate plaza was loud at dawn on the morning of departure, which Seren considered an unnecessary complication.

She arrived with twenty minutes to spare, which was her standard practice, and found the plaza already busy with royal guard horses being fitted with expedition panniers, two supply wagons being loaded by men who argued with each other in lowered voices about the correct way to balance a load, and a crowd of royal stable staff standing around with the specific aimlessness of people waiting to be told what to do next. She made her way through it with her two leather cartography cases and her oilskin pack and found the spot beside the second wagon where Pol had already arranged their survey equipment in ordered rows.

You look like you did not sleep,

I slept enough.

He looked at her the way he always looked at her when she said things like this, which was to say with the expression of a man who had given up on arguing about something he knew he was not going to win. She appreciated him for it.

The woodsmen arrived next, two brothers named Coll and Devin, recommended by the hunting master of the Royal Household as men who knew the outer Greywood better than anyone willing to enter it for pay. They were weathered, compact men with the quiet self-possession of people accustomed to being in places that had not been made comfortable for human beings. Coll was older, with a scar along his jaw from some encounter he did not volunteer to explain. Devin was younger and smiled more often. Seren shook their hands and found them both to have the particular grip of men who respected competence wherever they encountered it, which told her more about them than any letter of recommendation could have.

She was going over the instrument inventory with Pol when the sound changed.

It was subtle, the kind of shift in a crowd that happens before any individual voice or movement announces itself, a collective slight straightening, a reorientation. Seren looked up.

The man who had ridden into the plaza through the gate from the palace quarter was not who she had expected.

She had expected a minor official from the Crown Cartographer's office. Someone with papers and a seal ring and a formal manner adopted to compensate for an informal amount of actual authority. She had expected, in short, someone she could manage.

What she got instead was the Crown Prince of Aldenmere, mounted on a grey horse, wearing travelling leathers rather than court dress, with a sword at his hip and three armed personal guards flanking him and an expression that suggested the morning had not yet offered him anything worth his time.

She had seen him twice before, both times at official royal functions she had attended in her professional capacity, once to receive a commission from the Palace Surveyor's office and once at the annual Guild ceremony where
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