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​PROLOGUE: "The Last Order"

THE MAP SHOWED LINES and borders. Marchand had learned, over thirty years, not to see the borders first—to see the people instead, the ones whose names she would never know but whose blood would stain the decisions she made. At thirty-five, with two years of command pins on her shoulders, she had become very good at knowing this, at feeling it, at carrying it.

The tent smelled of oil lamps and old canvas. A month ago, it had smelled of a woman's perfume. Vespera had kept certain luxuries, certain standards, even in a siege camp. Now it smelled only of strategy and exhaustion.

The messenger had brought orders written in Vespera's precise hand. Marchand had read them twice. The third reading did not change their meaning.

Intensify the siege. The population must be weakened until surrender becomes inevitable. Use whatever pressure is necessary. I want the town broken, not merely occupied.

Marchand folded the orders and walked to Vespera's tent without waiting for permission. Ranks mattered less, in her estimation, than the conversation that needed to happen. She had learned this from her mother, a woman who had taught her that some things were more important than hierarchy. Vespera had learned something else entirely.

The High Commander was sitting at her desk, a glass of wine untouched at her elbow. She was forty-seven and moved like a blade—all efficiency, all edge. When she looked up at Marchand, her expression did not change.

"Commander," Vespera said. A greeting. Not a welcome.

"The siege is holding." Marchand kept her voice level. "The town will surrender within three weeks if we maintain position. They're out of grain. We've cut them off from water. They're waiting for us to make a mistake or for relief that isn't coming. Neither will happen."

"I'm aware," Vespera said. She set down her pen.

"Then you understand that intensifying the siege gains us nothing militarily. We've already won the siege. What we need now is—"

"Fear," Vespera interrupted. "We need the people of that town so terrified that when we enter, they don't think of resistance. We need them so broken that resistance becomes physically impossible. That's what intensifying achieves. Surrender now, or starvation. Surrender now, or we burn the outer buildings and send the refugees back inside with nothing. That's political victory, Marchand. That's how you hold territory for the Crown."

Marchand had prepared for this. She had thought through the argument, arranged the logic carefully. But logic was not the language Vespera spoke.

"Fear is how you lose trust," Marchand said quietly. "Without trust, you're just an occupying force. And an occupying force can always be expelled."

Vespera stood. She was a tall woman, broad-shouldered, and the movement seemed to change the size of the tent. When she spoke, her voice was still calm, which somehow made it more terrible.

"You're young, Marchand. Younger than you think. You've been given responsibility because you're competent and because you can inspire loyalty in your soldiers. Both valuable. But you're naive about power. Power isn't consent. Consent is what people grant when they have no choice. Fear is the lack of choice. Fear is the tool that ends arguments like this one."

Marchand felt it then—the moment when the world shifted slightly on its axis, when she understood, with absolute clarity, that Vespera had decided something about her. About whether she was useful, whether she was malleable, whether she deserved to continue in command.

"Reassign yourself," Vespera continued. "Supply unit. You'll manage logistics for the remainder of the campaign. General Koss will take your command. He understands necessity."

It was not phrased as a punishment because that would have been too obvious, too crude. It was a reassignment, a lateral move, a chance to serve in a different capacity. And it was also a destruction. Everyone in the camp would see it as demotion. Everyone would understand that Marchand had questioned Vespera and lost.

Marchand saluted. Her hand was steady. Her voice did not shake. "Yes, ma'am."

She turned to leave.

"Marchand," Vespera said. She waited until Marchand turned back. "You'll see, in a few years, how naive this choice is. How costly it becomes. And when you do, I'll be here. The offer of service will remain open."

Marchand returned to her tent and did not sleep. She listened to the sounds of the siege intensifying—the screams from the town, so far away that they sounded like wind. She thought of her soldiers, the ones who had served under her command, who had trusted her judgment. She thought of the ones who would suffer now, under General Koss's command, because she had spoken and been silenced.

By morning, she had made her choice.

The resignation papers took three hours to complete. She didn't announce them. She didn't tell anyone. She simply walked to the quartermaster's office and filed them, effective three months after the war's end. Three months to ensure everything was in order, that her command was properly handed off, that no one could claim she had abandoned them.

Vespera accepted the resignation that afternoon. She didn't argue, didn't try to convince Marchand to stay. She simply smiled—a thin smile, a cold smile—and wrote a note.

Cowardice dressed as principle. You'll see, in a few years, how naive this choice is. I'll be here if you change your mind.

Marchand burned the note. But she did not burn the memory. That, it seemed, would follow her.

She walked through the war camp in the pre-dawn darkness, one last time in uniform. Soldiers saluted as she passed. She nodded but did not meet their eyes. The weight of all the orders, all the lives, all the faith they had placed in her judgment—it settled onto her shoulders like armor she could no longer remove.

She carried it with her when she left the camp. She would carry it for the next twelve years, until a woman with sharp features arrived in a small village and demanded entrance to a bakery that smelled of flour and honey and home.
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​CHAPTER 1: "The Morning Shift"
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Marchand woke at 4:00 AM because her body had learned, over twelve years of peace, that 4:00 AM was when the work needed to happen. No alarm. No need. Her eyes simply opened to darkness, and she lay still for exactly three seconds before rolling out of bed.

The apartment was small—a bedroom, a sitting area, a kitchen barely large enough for one person to move through. She had lived in worse. She had lived in tents and barracks and once, for a week, in the ruins of a bathhouse. This was a palace by comparison. She did not appreciate it. Appreciation was not something she was good at.

Her left hand tremored slightly as she pulled on her work clothes. She had stopped trying to hide this. The tremor came and went, sometimes strong enough that her fingers couldn't grip, sometimes barely noticeable. On the good mornings, when her shoulder only ached instead of screamed, she could kneave dough with both hands. On the bad mornings, she favored her right and pretended the left wasn't relevant.

This was a medium morning. The hand tremored, the shoulder ached, and the nightmares from two hours earlier were still sliding away like water. She had dreamed of siege camps again. Always siege camps.

The stairs down to the bakery proper were narrow and creaked in a familiar pattern. Third step down. Seventh. Ninth. Marchand counted them without thinking, the way you count the breaths in a meditation. The counting helped. The counting always helped.

The bakery was cold and dark. The oven had been allowed to cool overnight—a deliberate choice. Cold ovens needed rebuilding. Hot ovens that had never been allowed to cool properly lasted longer. She had learned this from a baker in the second-to-last village where she'd worked before Ashwell. A woman named Cressida who had shown her the rite of fire without explaining it.

The logs were stacked where she'd left them. She began to arrange them: base logs for structure, kindling for catch, a piece of oiled cloth for acceleration. She had used to joke, internally, that building a fire in an oven was not so different from building a fire in a camp. The same principles. The same care. The difference was that no one died if you got the oven fire wrong.

She struck the spark-stone and coaxed flame.

The oven was large—too large for a one-person operation, except she had learned, five years into her tenure at the Hearthstone Bakery, that she was not actually a one-person operation. She just had never admitted it. The oven seemed to know her hands, to respond to them even on the mornings when the tremor was bad. It was possible she was imagining this. She had learned not to question it.

By 4:45, the oven was hot enough. She moved to the work surface, a broad table of pale wood that she kept scrupulously clean. The flour came from the jar marked with a symbol she had drawn herself—a wheat sheaf, very simple. It was flour milled from wheat grown in the foothills above Ashwell, grain blessed during harvest under precise conditions that Marchand could not have articulated if asked. She just knew, the way you know how to breathe, that this flour was right. The flour from the larger mill in town was not right. The flour from commercial sources was acceptable but ordinary.

She measured with her hands, not scales. Four handfuls. She had filled her hands the first time and never deviated. The flour fell into the basin in a soft cloud.

Water came next. Not from the town well—the one with the iron pump where children gathered and gossip spread like dandelion fluff. The water came from the deep well, the older well, the one with runes carved around its rim that no one talked about. The water from the deep well was colder and tasted faintly of minerals and time. Marchand had never questioned why she preferred it. She had simply started using it, and continued.

She poured the water, warmed slightly from sitting in a pitcher near the fire, into the flour. Not all at once—measured, careful, the way a physician might measure medicine. The flour began to absorb, to darken, to transform.

Salt came next. From a jar. Not marked, but she knew the taste of it—ancient salt from caves, mined in winter under moonlight by people whose names she would never know. She used one pinch, always one pinch, and had never felt the need to vary. The salt dissolved into the dough and was gone, invisible, but present.

She began to knead.

This was where the work became meditation. Her hands moved without her watching them, her shoulders settling into a rhythm that her body remembered even when her mind wanted to wander. The tremor in her left hand became part of the kneading, not something separate. The ache in her shoulder was just weight, just the cost of movement. She poured intention into the dough the way you might pour water into thirsty soil.

This will be good. This will matter. This will hold the people who eat it.

She had no words for what she was doing. Magic was a word that belonged to other stories. What she was doing was just baking. The very best baking. The kind of baking that made a widow sleep better, that made a child's cough ease, that made people come back to her shop even when the bread from the town bakery was half the price.

By 6:00 AM, the loaves emerged.

Golden. Heavy. The crust sang slightly as it cooled, the familiar crack of a good loaf settling into its final form. The smell was what it always was—like home. Like survival. Like the only thing she had managed to build that didn't involve blood.

The shop window faced the street. She had arranged the display the same way every morning for five years: the
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