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Chapter 217: The Title, Returned

The court was full when he arrived. He had expected that. News of this kind did not stay quiet in halls built for the express purpose of carrying news, and he had heard, in the days leading up to this morning, that word of his intention had already spread through the usual channels, whispered between officials who had nothing better to occupy their curiosity. He walked in regardless. He had decided this the way he decided most things now, quietly, without seeking anyone's counsel, and having decided it, he did not see the use in delaying it further.

He crossed the long floor toward the dais.

He was aware of the eyes on him. He had spent enough of his life in rooms like this one to know the particular quality of being watched by people who held opinions about you and were waiting to see which opinion would be confirmed. He kept his pace even. He kept his expression composed. Whatever was happening inside him, and a great deal was happening inside him, none of it was going to be visible from the outside if he had any say in the matter.

He stopped before the dais and bowed.

The official seated there, an older man Noel had known for most of his adult life in the particular distant way of people who occupied adjacent positions of authority, regarded him with the careful neutrality of someone who already suspected what was coming and had decided not to make it easier or harder than it needed to be.

OFC: Lord Noel. You requested this audience.
NOL: I did.
OFC: Speak, then.

The hall held its quiet, the particular taut silence of a room full of people pretending not to be as interested as they were. Noel was aware of all of it, the weight of attention from every side, and he found that none of it mattered as much as he might have once expected it to.

NOL: I am here to relinquish my title and the duties attached to it.

A murmur moved through the gathered officials, brief and quickly suppressed, the sound of something confirmed rather than something surprising.

OFC: You understand what you are asking.
NOL: I do.
OFC: The title was not given lightly. It was given because you were judged capable of the responsibility it carries. Capable of protecting what needed protecting.

Noel did not flinch. He had expected this, the precise place where the conversation would press, and he had prepared himself for it the way he prepared for most things now, methodically, without allowing himself the luxury of avoiding the parts that would hurt.

NOL: And I failed at that responsibility. More than once. I have decided that I am no longer willing to hold a title that implies a guarantee I cannot make.
OFC: No one guarantees against every loss.
NOL: I know that. It does not change my decision.

The official studied him for a long moment. Noel held his gaze, steady, the particular stillness he had cultivated across years of standing as a barrier between danger and the people behind him, the same stillness now turned toward a different kind of standing, a different kind of resolve.

OFC: Your barrier saved more lives than it failed to save. The court's records will reflect that, regardless of your decision today.
NOL: The records can reflect what they reflect. I know what I carry regardless of what is written down.

Another murmur, quieter this time, and Noel was aware of specific faces among the gathered officials, some sympathetic, some openly skeptical, a few unreadable in the particular way that powerful people learned to be unreadable when they had not yet decided how a situation would affect them.

OFC: This is irreversible, Lord Noel. Once relinquished, a title of this rank is not simply returned upon request.
NOL: I understand.
OFC: Then I ask you once more, formally, so that the record is clear. Do you relinquish your title, your rank, and the duties and protections attached to them, of your own will and without coercion?
NOL: I do.

The official held his gaze a moment longer, and Noel saw something pass through the older man's expression that was not quite disapproval, something closer to a private and complicated sorrow, the particular grief of watching someone choose a harder path than the one available to them.

OFC: Then it is done. The title of Lord, and the rank attached to it, is hereby relinquished, effective from this moment, by your own request and testimony before this court.

He struck the floor once with the ceremonial staff, the sound carrying through the hall with a finality Noel felt in his chest more than he heard in his ears.

NOL: Thank you.

He bowed once more, the same precise depth as before, and turned, and walked back across the long floor toward the doors, aware again of every eye in the room, aware of the murmurs that had started before he had even finished his bow, aware of the particular weightlessness that came from having done a thing that could not be undone. He did not look back.

He walked out of the hall and into the corridor beyond it, where the air was cooler, and the light came through tall, narrow windows in long pale columns, and he stood there for a moment letting the doors close behind him, the murmur of the hall fading into the heavy quiet of stone and distance.

He had no title now.

He had no rank, no duty assigned to him by anyone but himself, no crest to wear because he had already left that behind in a quieter place than this one, on a grave that did not require ceremony or witnesses or the striking of a staff against stone.

He stood in the corridor for a long time.

He had expected to feel relief, or grief, or some combination of the two arriving at once, the way feelings sometimes did when a decision finally completed itself. What he felt instead was simpler than either of those, and stranger.

He felt unanchored.

Not lost, precisely. Just without the particular gravity that a title provided, the weight that told you where you stood in relation to everyone else, the structure that had organized his sense of himself for as long as he could remember holding one.

He did not know yet what would fill the space it left.

He walked out of the palace into the ordinary afternoon, where the streets continued exactly as they had before he entered the hall, indifferent to what had just been formally undone within it, and he stood for a moment at the base of the steps looking out at a city that no longer required anything of him. It was the strangest freedom he had ever felt. He was not certain, yet, what to do with it.




[ Some doors close with violence. This one closed with a single quiet strike of a staff against stone, and somehow that was worse. ]




Chapter 218: Without The Crest

The street was narrow, and the light was poor, and that was probably why no one else had noticed yet. Noel had taken to walking the lower quarter of the city in the evenings, not for any particular reason, or none he had been willing to name to himself. It gave him somewhere to be. It gave his legs something to do besides stand still in the small rented room he had taken since leaving the palace, the room with no crest above the door and no guard posted outside it and no one who knew, looking at him, that he had ever been anything other than an ordinary man walking an ordinary street. He heard the voices before he reached the alley mouth.

TVR: You think you can just walk through here without paying the toll?

A second voice, younger, frightened in the way that came through clearly even without seeing a face.

BOY: I don't have any money. I told you already.
TVR: Then you've got a problem, don't you.

Noel stopped at the alley's edge.

He could see them from here, three older boys, perhaps sixteen or seventeen, circled around a smaller one who had backed himself against a stack of crates with nowhere further to retreat. It was not, by any measure he had once used to assess danger, a significant threat. No weapons visible. No lethal intent that he could detect in the postures or the voices. The kind of cruelty that existed in every city, in every lower quarter, the small daily violence of people with more power than sense directed at people with less of both. He had stopped threats like this without thinking, once. He stood at the alley's edge and did not move.

He told himself it was because it was not his place anymore. He had no rank here, no authority, no standing that would make three boys listen to him beyond whatever physical presence he chose to bring to the situation. He had relinquished the thing that had once made intervention automatic, the title that came with an implicit promise of consequence if you crossed someone wearing it, and without that title he was simply a stranger, and strangers who inserted themselves into other people's conflicts sometimes made things worse rather than better.

That was the reasoning.

It did not feel like reasoning. It felt like something closer to paralysis, the particular freezing that came when a decision that had once been automatic now required active deliberation, and the deliberation itself created a gap, a hesitation, a space where his feet simply did not move while his mind worked through justifications that arrived too slowly to matter.

The smaller boy made a sound that was not quite a cry. Noel's hand twitched at his side. He took one step into the alley. And then, before he had decided anything further, the largest of the three older boys shoved the smaller one hard enough to knock him into the crates, and there was a clatter, and a curse, and the older boys laughed the particular ugly laugh of people enjoying a cruelty they did not consider serious, and then, having apparently extracted what entertainment the moment offered, they turned and walked off down the alley's far end without taking anything at all, the threat dissolving on its own the way these things sometimes did, more performance than genuine danger.

The smaller boy picked himself up, rubbed his shoulder, and hurried off in the opposite direction without looking back. It was over. No one had been seriously hurt. The whole encounter, start to finish, had lasted perhaps ninety seconds, and Noel had stood at the alley's edge for the entirety of it, one step taken and no further, his hand twitching uselessly at his side, and nothing he might have done would have changed an outcome that had resolved itself without him regardless.

He told himself that.

He stood in the empty alley for a long time after both parties had gone, the poor light doing nothing to soften the particular weight of what had just happened, or rather what had not happened, the absence where an action should have been.

NOL: It was nothing. It resolved itself.

He said it quietly, to the empty alley, the way he had started saying things to empty spaces since leaving the palace, the habit of speaking aloud to no one because there was no one left whose opinion he was required to consider. It did not feel like nothing.

It felt like the first piece of evidence in a case he had not wanted to build, the particular dread of watching a fear confirm itself in real time, the fear that without the title, without the structure, without the years of training that had once made protection automatic, what remained underneath might simply be a man who hesitated. He walked back to his room.

He did not stop again that night, though the lower quarter offered ample opportunity, the ordinary friction of a city continuing its evening business, and each time he passed something that might have once drawn his attention he felt the same hesitation arrive, the same gap between recognition and action, the same quiet internal argument about whether it was his place, whether he still had the right, whether stepping in without the crest meant something different than it had meant with it.

He reached his room and closed the door.

He sat in the dark for a long time without lighting a candle, his hand still faintly aware of the twitch it had made at the alley's edge, the gesture toward something it had not been permitted to finish. He had no answer yet for what that meant.

But the question had arrived now, the way questions arrived once you stopped being able to avoid them, and it sat in him through the night, patient and unwelcome, refusing to be set aside the way the alley's small cruelty had eventually set itself aside, resolved without him, the way he was beginning to fear everything might resolve itself without him from now on.




[ The body remembers what it was trained to do.
It is the permission that goes missing first. ]




Chapter 219: The Habit Of Protection

He saw it from across the square this time. Closer to dusk, the market stalls beginning to close, the particular quality of a public space thinning toward emptiness as the day's business concluded. He had been walking through it without purpose, the way he walked through most places now, when he noticed the configuration of bodies near the well that told him, before any sound reached him, that something was wrong.

A woman. Two men standing too close to her, their postures aggressive in the particular way that aggression announced itself before it became violence. He stopped at the square's far edge.

He was further away this time, which gave him longer to deliberate and longer for the deliberation to do its damage. He watched the two men move closer to the woman, watched her step back against the well's stone rim, watched one of them reach toward her arm.

His feet did not move.

He told himself it was the distance. He told himself that by the time he crossed the square the situation might have already resolved, the way the last one had resolved, dissolving under its own momentum before intervention became necessary. He told himself several things, in rapid succession, each one a small brick in a wall he was building between himself and the obvious correct action.

The man's hand closed around the woman's arm.

She made a sound, sharp and frightened, audible even at this distance, and something in Noel's chest seized at the sound, the old alarm firing exactly the way it was supposed to fire, exactly the way it had fired a thousand times in his life before this, and his body began to move.

He crossed half the square at a run.

And then, perhaps twenty feet from the well, a third man emerged from one of the closing stalls, larger than the other two, clearly some relation or associate of the woman, and the situation resolved with shouting and a brief shove and the two aggressive men retreating with the particular speed of people who had misjudged the numbers they were dealing with.

Noel slowed.

He stood in the middle of the square, breathing harder than the short run warranted, watching the woman being checked over by the man who had intervened, watching the aggressors disappear between two stalls, watching the entire conflict resolve itself for the second time in two days without his contribution mattering at all.

He had moved this time.

That was different, he told himself, standing there with his heart still elevated from the run he had not needed to finish. He had moved. The hesitation had broken eventually, had given way to action, even if the action arrived too late and accomplished nothing because someone else had already accomplished it first.

It did not feel like progress.

It felt like proof of something worse, in a way, because it meant the failure was not a simple absence of will. He had wanted to help. He had moved his body toward helping. And it had still taken him long enough, had still required enough internal argument before the movement started, that by the time he arrived the need for him had already passed. He walked toward the well anyway.

WOM: I'm alright. My brother got here fast enough.

She said it before he had asked, the particular instinct of someone reassuring a stranger who looked concerned, and Noel realized he must have looked exactly as troubled as he felt, standing there in the aftermath of a conflict he had arrived too late to matter in.

NOL: I'm glad.

He did not know what else to say. He stood there a moment longer, the woman and her brother already moving past the incident with the particular resilience of people for whom this was not the first time the lower quarter had required resilience, and then he turned and walked away from the well, away from the square, away from the second piece of evidence in the case he had not wanted to build and was now, despite himself, building anyway.

He walked for a long time without direction.

The city moved around him, indifferent, continuing, the same way it always continued, and Noel walked through it carrying the particular weight of someone who had discovered that wanting to help and being able to help were not, it turned out, the same thing, and that the gap between them might be wider than he had ever previously had reason to measure.

He thought about the barrier.

He had not summoned it once since relinquishing his title, not in either of the two situations that had, in their small ways, tested whether the will to protect remained intact underneath everything he had given up. He thought about whether the barrier itself required something he no longer possessed, some permission structure tied to the rank he had returned, or whether it simply required him to move fast enough, decide fast enough, trust himself fast enough to let his body do what it had been trained to do without the deliberation that kept getting in its way.

He did not know.

He had no way to test it without a situation severe enough to demand an answer, and he found himself, walking through the indifferent evening city, uncertain whether he hoped such a situation would arrive or hoped it never would. Both possibilities frightened him in their own way. He reached his room as full dark settled over the city and sat by the window without lighting a candle, watching the street below continue its business without him, and the question from the night before sat with him still, larger now, harder to set aside, accumulating the particular weight that questions accumulated when they kept being asked and kept going unanswered. What remained underneath, without the title. He did not know yet. But twice now, he had watched the answer arrive too late to matter, and twice now, the not knowing had cost him something he did not yet have a name for.




[ Wanting to help and being able to help looked identical from the outside. From the inside, the gap between them was the loneliest place he had ever stood. ]




Chapter 220: A Child Who Trusts Him

He noticed the boy on the third evening. Not because the boy did anything to draw attention. He was simply present, sitting on the low wall outside the bakery two streets from Noel's room, watching the evening traffic of the lower quarter with the particular stillness of someone who had nowhere urgent to be and had made peace with that fact. Noel walked past him without acknowledgment, the way he walked past most things now, and thought nothing further of it.

He noticed the boy again the next evening. Same wall. Same stillness. This time the boy looked up as Noel passed, and their eyes met for the length of a breath, and the boy did not look away the way most people did when caught staring at a stranger. Noel kept walking. On the fifth evening, the boy was waiting closer to Noel's door.

BOY: You're the one who stops and watches.

Noel paused.

NOL: I'm sorry?
BOY: I've seen you. You stop when something's happening and you watch and then you walk away. You did it outside the bakery last week, when those men were arguing. And by the well.

Noel said nothing. He had not realized he had been observed in either instance, had assumed the particular invisibility of someone no longer wearing anything that marked him as worth watching, and the realization that a thirteen year old boy had been tracking his movements with this much specificity unsettled him in a way he did not immediately understand.

NOL: Why does that interest you.
BOY: Because you watch like you used to be someone who did something about it.

The observation landed with more precision than the boy could have intended, and Noel stood there in the gathering dusk feeling something close to exposed, a stranger boy on a low wall having identified, in a handful of evenings, something Noel had spent weeks trying not to look at directly himself.

NOL: I'm no one in particular anymore.
BOY: That's not what I asked.

Noel studied him. Thirteen, perhaps, thin in the way boys that age sometimes were, dressed plainly but not poorly, with the particular alertness of someone who had learned to pay close attention to the adults around him because something in his life had required it.

NOL: What's your name.
BOY: Paul.
NOL: Noel.
PAUL: I know. People talk about you. Used to be a lord, didn't you. Gave it up.
NOL: Yes.
PAUL: Why?

Noel did not answer immediately. The question was simple and the honest answer was not, and he found himself unwilling, in this moment, on this street, to hand a thirteen year old the full weight of why a man relinquished a title that had defined his entire adult life.

NOL: It's complicated.
PAUL: Most things adults don't want to explain are complicated. Funny how that works.

Despite himself, something in Noel's chest loosened slightly at that, the dry edge of the observation landing closer to humor than accusation.

NOL: Fair enough.

He moved to continue past, toward his door, and the boy fell into step beside him without invitation, the particular presumption of someone young enough to not yet understand that adults sometimes wanted to walk alone.

NOL: You don't need to walk with me.
PAUL: I know.

He kept walking anyway. They reached Noel's door in silence, and Noel stopped, and looked at the boy, uncertain what was expected of him in this exact configuration of circumstances, a stranger child who had apparently decided, for reasons Noel did not fully understand, that he was worth following.

NOL: I'm going inside now.
PAUL: Okay.
NOL: You should go home. Your family will worry.
PAUL: My mother works nights. She doesn't notice till morning.

It was said simply, without self-pity, the plain fact of a life Noel did not know the shape of and was not, in this moment, equipped to ask about further. He looked at the boy for a long moment.

NOL: Be careful walking back.
PAUL: I'm always careful.

He turned and walked off down the street with the particular unhurried confidence of someone who had navigated this exact route many times before, and Noel stood at his door watching him go, feeling the specific unease of having been seen clearly by someone who had no business seeing him at all.

He went inside.

He sat by the window without lighting a candle, the way he had taken to doing most nights now, and thought about the boy's question. Why does that interest you. Because you watch like you used to be someone who did something about it.

It was, he realized, the most honest assessment anyone had offered him since the court hall, more honest than the official's careful neutrality, more honest than his own internal arguments about distance and timing and the gap between wanting and being able. A thirteen year old boy with nothing invested in the outcome had looked at him for five evenings and seen exactly what was happening, without the kindness of looking away from it.

He did not see the boy again for two days.

On the third day, Paul was back on the low wall outside the bakery, and this time when Noel passed he did not pretend not to notice, and the boy fell into step beside him again, and neither of them said very much, and somehow the silence between them felt less lonely than the silence Noel had been keeping by himself. He did not understand why the boy had chosen him. He understood even less why some part of him, quiet and reluctant and not yet ready to examine itself directly, did not entirely want him to stop.




[ He had spent his life being trusted by people who needed protecting. He did not know what to do with being trusted by someone who simply wanted company. ]




Chapter 221: He Tries To Leave

It became a routine without either of them naming it as one. Paul was on the wall most evenings now, and Noel had stopped pretending the boy's presence was incidental, and they walked together through the lower quarter in the particular comfortable quiet that had grown between them over the past two weeks, conversations that moved between nothing in particular and, occasionally, something that mattered more than either of them acknowledged directly.

Noel had started bringing two portions of bread instead of one.

He had not decided to do this. He had simply found himself, at the baker's counter, asking for two instead of one, the decision arriving below the level where he would have had to examine it, and Paul had accepted the second portion the first time without comment, the way he accepted most things, and it had become part of the routine alongside everything else.

It was on the fourteenth evening that Noel decided to end it.

He had been turning the decision over for several days, the particular dread of watching something become important to him at exactly the moment when he had decided he was not safe to be important to anyone. He thought of the two situations in the square and the alley, the hesitation, the arrival too late, the proof accumulating that something fundamental had broken in him that he could not yet repair. He thought about Paul standing near him in any one of those moments instead of safely elsewhere, and the thought arrived with a coldness that settled the matter.

He could not protect this child if it mattered.

He had demonstrated, twice now, that the protecting did not arrive when it was needed. And Paul, walking beside him most evenings, trusting him in the specific uncomplicated way that children trusted adults who paid them honest attention, deserved better than a man who might freeze at the exact moment freezing cost the most. He found Paul on the wall the next evening and did not sit beside him.

PAUL: You're standing weird.
NOL: I need to talk to you about something.

Paul looked at him properly, picking up on something in Noel's tone that shifted his own posture slightly, the easy looseness of the past two weeks replaced by something more careful.

PAUL: Okay.
NOL: I think you should stop spending your evenings with me.

The words landed exactly as badly as Noel had expected them to, and worse, in a way he had not fully prepared for, because Paul's face did not crumple the way a younger child's might have, did not give him the easy target of obvious hurt to apologize his way around. Instead the boy's expression went carefully neutral, the particular defensive stillness of someone who had been disappointed before and had learned not to show it too plainly.

PAUL: Why.
NOL: It's not about you. You haven't done anything wrong.
PAUL: That's what people say right before the thing that's actually about me.

Noel exhaled slowly, the precision of the observation landing the way Paul's observations always landed, too accurate to deflect easily.

NOL: I'm not a safe person to be around right now.

PAUL: Has someone threatened you?
NOL: No. Nothing like that.
PAUL: Then what.

Noel struggled with how to explain it, the particular difficulty of handing a thirteen year old the full architecture of his own self doubt, the gap between wanting to help and being able to, the fear that something essential had broken in him that he could not yet trust himself to have repaired.

NOL: If something happened. If you were ever in danger and I was nearby. I'm not certain I would be able to help you in time.
PAUL: Why not?
NOL: Because I've failed at it. Twice. Recently. People who needed help, and I hesitated, and the help arrived too late to matter.

Paul considered this with the particular seriousness he brought to most things, his eyes on Noel rather than away from him, refusing the easy exit of looking elsewhere.

PAUL: So you think if you're not around me, I'll be safer.
NOL: Yes.
PAUL: That's stupid.

The word arrived with more force than Noel had expected, sharp and immediate, and he found himself without an easy response to it.

PAUL: You're not the only thing keeping me safe. I was fine before you started walking with me. I'll be fine if you stop. That's not the point. The point is you found one person who wanted to spend time with you and you're getting rid of him because you're scared of something that might not even happen.
NOL: It's not that simple.
PAUL: It's exactly that simple. You're just making it complicated because complicated is easier to hide behind.

Noel stood there, the boy's words landing with the particular precision that only honesty delivered without diplomacy seemed to carry, and found he had no immediate counter to offer.

PAUL: I'm going home.

He said it flatly, without the easy warmth of their usual parting, and turned and walked off down the street without looking back, and Noel stood at the wall watching him go, the second portion of bread still in his bag, uneaten, the evening suddenly feeling considerably colder than it had a few minutes before. He told himself this was the right decision.

He told himself it for the rest of the evening, sitting by his window in the dark, the particular silence of his room louder now than it had been before two weeks of company had made him forget what the silence actually sounded like. He did not see Paul on the wall the next evening.

Or the evening after that.

He walked past the bakery each night out of habit, and each night the wall was empty, and each night the absence sat heavier in his chest than he had anticipated it would, the particular cost of a decision that had been meant to protect someone landing instead as a loss he had inflicted on both of them for reasons that felt, increasingly, less like protection and more like fear wearing protection's clothing. He had tried to leave. He was no longer entirely certain it had worked the way he intended.




[ He had called it protecting the boy. The boy had called it hiding. Noel was beginning to suspect the boy was right. ]




Chapter 222: The Barrier Rises

The alarm bell reached the lower quarter before any explanation did. Noel was in his room when it started, the deep iron tolling of the city watch bell, the particular rhythm reserved for genuine emergency rather than routine signal, and he was on his feet and at the window before he had consciously decided to move, old instinct firing the way old instinct fired regardless of titles relinquished or rooms rented or weeks spent convincing himself he was no longer the kind of man this bell was meant to summon.

The street below was already filling with people moving the wrong direction, away from the city center rather than toward it, the particular current of a population responding to danger by fleeing it. He grabbed his coat and went down into the street. A woman running past, breathless, answered his question before he had finished asking it.

WOM: Rogues. A whole group of them, ability users, came through the eastern gate. They're tearing through the market square.

Noel did not wait to hear more. He moved through the fleeing crowd against its current, the particular discipline of someone who had spent years moving toward danger while everyone sensible moved away from it, and the closer he came to the city center the louder the sounds became, shouting and the distinct concussive cracks of abilities being discharged at close range, the kind of violence that announced its scale before you could see it. He reached the edge of the square and stopped.

It was worse than the bell had suggested.

A dozen rogue ability users, perhaps more, moving through the square with the particular casual brutality of people who had done this before and expected to do it again, market stalls overturned and burning, the few defenders who had organized in time, a handful of nobles who had sworn protection oaths similar to the one Noel had once carried, scattered and struggling, severely outnumbered and outmatched.

He recognized two of them.

Former colleagues, men he had stood beside in formal ceremonies and informal crises both, now fighting a losing engagement against numbers that should never have been allowed to mass this large before anyone noticed.

His hand went to his side automatically, the old motion of reaching for a barrier that had once answered without being asked, and found nothing there, the absence of his crest suddenly more significant than it had been in weeks of carrying its absence quietly. He stood at the square's edge.

The old paralysis arrived exactly the way it had arrived twice before, the gap between recognition and action widening with every second he stood there, the particular cruelty of a mind that understood the stakes perfectly and a body that could not translate understanding into movement.

PAUL: Noel!

The voice cut through the chaos with a clarity that did not belong in this kind of danger, and Noel turned to find Paul beside him, having apparently followed the same current of fleeing crowd in the opposite direction, his face pale but his eyes fixed on the square with an intensity that made Noel's chest tighten with a fear that had nothing to do with rogues or abilities.

PAUL: You have to help them. They're going to die out there.
NOL: Paul, you need to get back. This isn't safe.
PAUL: I know it isn't safe! That's why you have to go!
NOL: I can't.

He said it before he had decided to say it, the honest admission arriving faster than any justification could build around it, and Paul looked at him with an expression that mixed disbelief and something close to disgust, the particular betrayal of a child discovering an adult was not who he had hoped they were.

PAUL: You can't, or you won't?
NOL: Paul.

He reached for the boy's arm, the instinct to pull him back from the danger overriding everything else, and Paul wrenched away from his grip with a strength that surprised him, stepping backward toward the square rather than away from it.

NOL: What are you doing.
PAUL: If you won't go, someone has to.
NOL: Paul, no.

But the boy was already moving, ducking past Noel's reaching hand and into the chaos of the square, small and fast in the particular way of children who had spent their whole lives learning to move unnoticed through crowded dangerous streets, and Noel's voice calling after him was lost beneath the wider noise of the battle.

He froze at the square's edge.

He watched, with a horror that had no precedent in anything he had felt in his entire adult life, as Paul crossed into the open ground between the struggling defenders and the rogue ability users, small and exposed and utterly unprotected, and stopped, and turned to face the nearest of the attackers directly.

PAUL: You're cowards! All of you! Hurting people who never did anything to you!

His voice carried with a conviction that should not have belonged to a thirteen year old facing down a dozen armed and powered adults, and one of the rogues, a large man whose forearms were already shifting and gleaming with the particular metallic sheen of a manifesting ability, turned toward the sound of it.

ROG: What did you say, brat?
PAUL: I said you're cowards! You'll be punished for this! All of you!

The rogue's expression shifted from irritation to something colder, something that recognized an opportunity for a different kind of cruelty than the one he had been engaged in, and his arm began to change more fully, the metal sheen spreading and lengthening and condensing into a shape that drew immediate horror from anyone with enough knowledge to recognize it, a fully manifested drill of dense chromium, spinning already with a low mechanical whine that promised exactly the kind of violence its shape suggested.

ROG: Let's see how brave you are after this.

He raised his arm and fired. The drill left his arm with a sound like tearing metal, crossing the open ground between the rogue and the boy with a speed that compressed the distance into something far too small for any ordinary response, and Noel watched it happen from the square's edge with a clarity that stretched the moment far longer than the actual physics of the situation should have allowed, the particular slowed perception of total crisis, every detail visible and enormous, the spinning chromium catching the firelight from the burning stalls, the trajectory locked and certain and entirely unstoppable by anything Paul himself might do, the boy's face still set in defiant conviction, not yet understanding what was closing the distance toward him, the drill's tip gleaming, the whine of its rotation rising in pitch as it tore through the air, closer, the gap between it and the small unmoving figure of a thirteen year old boy collapsing toward nothing, closer, the world reduced to the single unbearable fact of distance running out, closer, closer, close enough now that

Noel was already moving.

He did not remember deciding to. He did not remember the ground beneath his feet or the distance he crossed or the exact mechanism by which his body arrived between the boy and the drill's path with a speed that should not have been possible from where he had been standing a moment before. He simply was there, between Paul and the oncoming weapon, his side turned to absorb what his front could not block in time, and the drill struck him low on the left side of his abdomen with a force that drove every other sensation out of his awareness at once.

He felt it tear through.

He coughed, and his mouth filled with blood, and he was distantly aware of falling, of the ground arriving beneath him faster than it should have, of Paul's voice somewhere above him screaming his name with a pitch that had nothing left of conviction in it and everything of pure terror, of his own hands pressing uselessly against a wound that was already soaking through his coat in a spreading dark warmth that did not stop.

Across the square, the two former colleagues who had been fighting their own desperate battle turned at the sound and saw him on the ground, the boy beside him, the blood, and their faces went through a transformation that even in his rapidly narrowing awareness Noel registered with a kind of distant clarity, disbelief giving way to something closer to horror, the particular horror of seeing a man they had once called brother fall in a fight he had walked away from weeks before, bleeding now for a stranger's child in a square he had no remaining obligation to defend.

NOL: Paul. You're a stupid brat.

He managed the boy's name, barely, his voice thinner than he had ever heard it. He did not manage anything further.




[ He had spent weeks asking whether anything remained underneath the title. The answer arrived not as words but as his body, already moving, already certain, long before his mind had caught up to the cost. ]




Chapter 223: The Crest Unworthy

Paul's eyes were wide with a horror too large for his face to hold. He was staring at the wound, at the dark spreading ruin of Noel's side where the drill had torn through, at the blood that did not seem to be slowing, and his mouth opened and closed without managing words, the particular paralysis of a child confronted with damage that exceeded anything his thirteen years had prepared him to witness.

He started to cry.

Not loudly. Just tears, sudden and overwhelming, sliding down a face that had, moments before, been set with a conviction far too large for its age, and now collapsed into something smaller and more honest, the simple terror of a boy who had pushed a man into danger and was watching the cost of it bleed out onto the ground in front of him.

Noel's hand found his face.

It was slower than it should have been, weighted by the blood loss already pulling at the edges of his vision, but it found Paul's cheek and wiped at the tears with a thumb that left a faint smear of red where it passed, and the gesture was gentle despite everything, gentle in the specific way that mattered more for what it cost to produce than for what it accomplished.

NOL: Don't.

His voice was thin, wet at its edges, but steady enough to carry the single word with something that resembled command.

NOL: Not yet.

He turned away from the boy. He turned to face the rogues, the dozen or more figures scattered across the burning square, the two former colleagues who had gone still at the sight of him, kneeling now where they had been fighting, and Noel stood despite the wound, despite the blood still rising in his throat with every breath, despite every reasonable signal his body was sending him that standing was no longer a thing it could safely do.

He began to speak.

The words arrived from somewhere old in him, somewhere that predated the title he had relinquished and the doubt that had followed its absence, the particular vow every knight of his order had once sworn before the crest was ever placed on their shoulder, words he had not spoken aloud since the ceremony that first gave him the right to wear it.

NOL: I swear upon blood and breath, that my body is a wall between harm and the innocent.

His voice gathered strength as it went, the blood at his lips doing nothing to diminish the particular clarity of the vow, each word landing with a weight that silenced even the chaos of the burning square around him.

NOL: I swear upon bone and will, that my fall is acceptable if it buys another's standing.

Across the square, his two former colleagues, still on their knees from the shock of seeing him, shifted further, lowering themselves fully, one knee to the ground, heads bowed, the particular salute reserved for a vow being spoken in earnest, the oldest acknowledgment one protector could offer another.

The nearest rogue, recovering from his own brief shock, raised his arm again, the chromium reshaping itself into a second drill with the same low mechanical whine as before, aimed now at the kneeling man who had somehow survived the first.

He fired.

The drill crossed the distance with the same lethal speed as before, and this time, a shimmering barrier erupted from Noel's outstretched palm, faint blue light crackling along its surface, and the drill struck it and shattered into a hundred scattering fragments of useless metal, the impact absorbed and dispersed without so much as a tremor passing through the barrier's caster.

NOL: Thus my words turn to strength, for that is all we have from this point onward.

He lowered his hand. The fragments of broken chromium settled around him like falling rain.

NOL: Death before dishonor. The strong are destined to protect the weak.

The square held its silence for one impossible moment, the fires still burning, the smoke still rising, every figure within it, ally and enemy alike, suspended in the particular stillness that arrived when something larger than the immediate violence had just been spoken into existence. The rogue who had fired snarled, breaking the silence with a string of curses, raising his arm for a third attempt.

ROG: You think a few pretty words mean anyth-

He did not finish. Noel was no longer where he had been standing. He appeared directly in front of the rogue with a speed that defied the blood loss visibly soaking through his coat, and his fist connected with the man's jaw in a single clean motion, the force of it lifting the larger man entirely off his feet and sending him skidding backward across the scorched ground in a tangle of limbs that came to rest against an overturned market stall.

The remaining rogues, perhaps a dozen still standing, converged on Noel at once, the particular desperate logic of numbers against a single wounded man, certain that enough of them at once would overwhelm whatever had just happened.

It did not.

Noel moved through them with a precision that belonged to years of training reasserting itself all at once, barriers flickering into existence and dissolving the instant they had served their purpose, strikes landing with an economy that wasted nothing, every motion drawn from the same well of discipline that had once made him the kind of knight whose name carried weight before he ever opened his mouth.

He took hits. He felt each one arrive through a body that was already failing him in other ways, the wound at his side a constant searing presence beneath everything else, and still he did not fall, still he did not slow, the particular stubbornness of a man who had decided, somewhere in the moment he crossed the square toward Paul, that falling was no longer an option available to him.

One by one, the rogues went down.

The last of them, bloodied and staggering, backed away from Noel with something that had curdled from confidence into genuine fear, staring at the man who should not have still been standing, whose coat was soaked through with his own blood, whose breath came wet and labored and entirely insufficient for what his body had just accomplished.

ROG: How are you even still moving. You've lost half your blood. You should be on the ground.

Noel looked at him.

NOL: Pride takes its place in my veins.

Behind him, Paul stood frozen at the square's edge, tears still wet on his face, watching the man who had wiped them away minutes before now standing amid a dozen fallen attackers with a wound that should have ended him three times over.




[ He had spent weeks asking what remained beneath the title. The answer, it turned out, had never needed the crest to be true. ]




Chapter 224: The Slums Remember Her

The smell hit her first. It was not a pleasant smell, had never been a pleasant smell, the particular mixture of refuse and woodsmoke and too many people living too close together that defined every lower quarter she had ever known, and Ivy stood at the edge of the district she had grown up in and breathed it in like something she had been missing without knowing she was missing it.

She had not planned to come here.

That was, in its way, the most honest thing about the decision. She had simply found her feet carrying her in this direction over the past several days, away from the people who had known her after, away from the version of herself that had grown and changed and become something she had once thought she wanted to be, and toward the only place that had ever asked nothing of her except survival. The streets had not changed.

That was the second thing she noticed, walking deeper into the quarter, past buildings that leaned against each other for support the way old friends sometimes did, past the particular geography of alleys and shortcuts she had once known better than her own reflection. The paint was different on some doors. A few buildings had fallen and not been rebuilt. But the bones of the place were exactly as she remembered, the same narrow streets, the same watchful quiet that settled over everything once the sun began to lower. A man at a corner stall recognized her before she had decided whether she wanted to be recognized.

VEN: Ivy? That you?

She turned. He was older than she remembered, greyer, but the face was familiar, one of the dozen merchants who had occupied this same corner for as long as she had memory of it.

IVY: It's me.
VEN: Been a long while. Heard things about you. Big things. Heroics and whatnot.

He said it with the particular skepticism of someone who had lived his whole life in a place where heroics were a luxury other people could afford, and Ivy felt something complicated move through her at the word, something she did not examine too closely.

IVY: Things change.
VEN: They do. You eating alright? You look thin.

It was such a plain, ordinary question, the kind that belonged entirely to this place and not to wherever she had been living for the past several years, and something in her chest loosened slightly at the simplicity of it, the lack of anything beneath the surface, no expectation, no hidden agenda, just an old man at a corner stall noticing she looked thin.

IVY: I'm fine.
VEN: Mm.

He did not push further. That, too, was familiar, the particular etiquette of a place where everyone had secrets and everyone respected everyone else's right to keep them. She kept walking.

The deeper she moved into the quarter, the more the recognition spread, faces turning as she passed, the particular ripple of word moving ahead of her through whatever channels word still moved through here, channels she had once known intimately and had not used in years. By the time she reached the old market square, several people had already stopped what they were doing to watch her walk through it, and none of them approached, and none of them needed to, because the watching itself was its own kind of welcome.

She had been gone a long time.

She had built something else, somewhere else, with other people, and that life sat behind her now like a held breath, and here, in this place that had never asked her to be anything other than what survival required, she felt something she had not let herself feel in weeks.

She felt like she fit.

That was the danger of it, she understood distantly, the part of her that had grown enough to recognize danger even while not yet ready to act on the recognition. The fitting was not because this was who she truly was. It was because this was the version of herself that asked the least of her, that required no explanation for the things she had lost, that simply absorbed her back into its rhythms the way water absorbed a stone dropped into it, no ripple lasting longer than it needed to before the surface settled flat again.

She reached the building she had once called home.

It was occupied by someone else now, had been for years, and she stood outside it for a long moment without going in, looking at the door that had once been hers, the particular ache of a place that remembered you perfectly while having moved on entirely without you.

She did not knock.

She turned instead toward the part of the quarter where her old crew had operated, the network of alleys and rooftops she had once known better than anything else in her life, and her feet carried her there with the same unthinking certainty they had carried her into the city limits with days before, old patterns reasserting themselves the way old patterns always seemed to in places built specifically to hold them.

The quarter received her without ceremony.

It simply opened around her, the way it always had, and Ivy walked through it feeling the particular comfort of a thing that did not require her to be anything other than what she had once been, and underneath the comfort, quiet and persistent and not yet ready to be examined directly, something that understood exactly how dangerous that comfort actually was.




[ Some places do not forgive you for leaving. The slums simply forgot she ever had. ]




Chapter 225: Old Names

The first job came easier than she expected. She had not sought it out, not exactly, but word had moved through the quarter faster than she anticipated, and by her third day back a face she half remembered approached her near the old fountain with the particular careful friendliness of someone testing whether an old arrangement still held.

CAS: Heard you were back.

She recognized him slowly, the features rearranging themselves into a name from years ago, Cassian, who had run small jobs alongside her crew back when she was young enough that running jobs had felt like a game rather than survival.

IVY: Cassian.
CAS: Didn't think I'd see you in these streets again. Not after everything. You're famous now, aren't you. One of the big heroes.

He said the word with the same skepticism the old vendor had used, the particular flatness of someone for whom the word had never meant anything practical, and Ivy found herself, for the second time in three days, uncertain how to respond to it.

IVY: I don't know what I am right now.
CAS: Fair enough. None of my business anyway.

He studied her for a moment, the particular assessment of someone deciding whether an old colleague could still be trusted with something.

CAS: There's a job. Nothing big. A merchant on the east side, keeps too much coin on hand and not enough sense to hide it properly. Could use someone with your hands.

He said it casually, the way you offered something you expected to be declined, and Ivy felt the old shape of the offer settle into her with an ease that frightened her slightly, the particular comfort of a language she had not spoken in years and had apparently never forgotten.

IVY: When.
CAS: Tonight, if you're interested.

She did not answer immediately. She thought, distantly, of the version of herself that had grown past this, that had built trust with people who knew her by a different measure than what her hands could lift unnoticed from someone's pocket. She thought of that version of herself the way you thought of someone you had once known well and had lost touch with, fond but distant, no longer entirely real.

IVY: I'm interested.
CAS: Good. Meet at the usual spot. You remember where that is.
IVY: I remember.

He left without further ceremony, the particular efficiency of someone who had gotten what he came for, and Ivy stood by the fountain for a long moment afterward, the easy familiarity of the exchange sitting strangely against everything she had supposedly become. She met him at the usual spot.

It had not changed, the narrow gap between two buildings where deals were struck and plans were laid, and several others were already there when she arrived, faces she recognized in varying degrees, the particular network of a crew that had scattered and partially reformed in her absence.

GRT: Well look who it is.

This voice she knew immediately and completely, Greta, who had been the closest thing to a friend Ivy had possessed during her years in this quarter, sharp featured and sharper tongued, the particular kind of person who had survived the slums by being faster and more observant than everyone around her.

IVY: Greta.
GRT: Heard the rumors. Didn't believe them. Thought maybe someone was just using your name to sound impressive.
IVY: It's me.

Greta studied her for a long moment, the particular evaluating look of someone who had known you well enough once to notice exactly what had and had not changed.

GRT: You look different.
IVY: I am different.
GRT: Then why are you here.

The question landed with more weight than its simplicity suggested, and Ivy found herself without an immediate answer, the particular silence of someone caught between two truths that did not comfortably coexist.

IVY: Does it matter?
GRT: I suppose not.

She did not push further, the same etiquette the old vendor had observed, the particular respect for secrets that defined every relationship in this quarter, and Ivy felt grateful for it in a way that also troubled her, because it meant no one here would ask the questions that needed asking.

The job went smoothly.

Her hands had not forgotten, the old patience and precision returning with an ease that should have alarmed her more than it did, the particular satisfaction of a skill executed well settling into her the way it always had, uncomplicated and immediate. The merchant did not notice. The coin transferred from his keeping to theirs without incident.

CAS: Good as you ever were.

He said it with genuine approval, splitting the proceeds with the same casual fairness she remembered, and Ivy took her share and felt nothing she could clearly identify, the particular numbness of doing something competently that she had once believed herself to have outgrown.

GRT: Welcome back, Ivy.

She said it as they parted for the night, easy and uncomplicated, and Ivy walked away from the gathering with her share of coin and the particular hollow satisfaction of a thing accomplished, and somewhere underneath all of it, quiet and persistent, the awareness that nobody in this quarter had called her by anything other than her old name.

She had not corrected anyone.

She had not needed to, because nobody had asked her to be anything other than what they remembered, and that absence of expectation felt, in this exact moment, like the gentlest kind of mercy she had encountered in weeks.

It also felt, underneath the mercy, like erasure.

She walked back through the quiet streets toward wherever she was sleeping these days, her hands still faintly remembering the precise weight and texture of someone else's coin, and the poison beneath her skin sat the same way it always had, unchanged, the one part of her that the years had not touched at all.




[ When no one asks who you've become, it is easy to forget you ever became anyone at all. ]




Chapter 226: What She Brought Back

The crew fell back into its old shape faster than Ivy expected. Two weeks in, and the days had taken on a rhythm that felt uncomfortably familiar, jobs planned in the gap between buildings, coin split with the same casual fairness, evenings spent in the particular easy company of people who had known each other through the specific intimacy of shared risk. Greta was usually there. Cassian organized most of the work. A handful of others drifted in and out depending on what was needed. It should have felt like home. It mostly did, which troubled her more than if it hadn't.

GRT: You're quiet tonight.

They were sitting on a low rooftop overlooking the quarter, the evening settling into the particular blue dimness that came before full dark, and Greta had brought a bottle of something cheap that she was nursing slowly, the way she always had, never quite enough to dull her edges, just enough to soften them.

IVY: I'm thinking.
GRT: About?

Ivy considered how to answer that honestly, and found, the way she had found several times over the past two weeks, that honesty required excavating things she had not yet decided whether to look at directly.

IVY: Nothing important.
GRT: You used to be a worse liar.

The observation landed with more precision than Ivy expected, and she looked at Greta properly, the particular sharpness in her old friend's expression that suggested she had been paying closer attention than the easy rhythm of the past two weeks had let on.

GRT: You used to tell me everything. Or close enough to everything. Now you just sit there thinking about nothing important.
IVY: People change.
GRT: That's the second time you've said that without explaining what it means.

Ivy did not answer immediately. She thought about the small details that had been accumulating over the past two weeks, details she had noticed in herself without fully registering their significance until Greta's observation pulled them into clearer focus. She had hesitated, twice now, before taking a job that would have hurt someone vulnerable rather than someone who could afford the loss. She had found herself, during a job three days ago, calculating not just the most efficient path to the coin but whether the family sleeping upstairs would wake, would be frightened, would carry the fear of the intrusion longer than the loss of the coin itself.

She had not done that calculation, years ago.

She had not needed to, because the calculation had not yet existed in her, the particular moral architecture that had grown into her somewhere during the years she had spent becoming someone else, somewhere she could not now find without examining the thing directly.

GRT: You hesitated on the job last week.

Ivy looked at her sharply.

IVY: You noticed that.
GRT: Of course I noticed. I notice everything. It's why I'm still alive and half the others I grew up with aren't.

She took a slow drink, watching Ivy with the particular patient attention of someone waiting for an explanation she suspected would not come easily.

GRT: You used to be the fastest hands in this quarter. Fastest and least sentimental. Last week you stood outside that window for almost a full minute before going in. That's not the Ivy I remember.
IVY: Maybe I'm not her anymore.
GRT: Then who are you?

The question arrived the same way Greta's earlier question had arrived, simple and devastating in its simplicity, and Ivy found herself without an answer again, the particular silence of someone caught between two versions of themselves that refused to fully merge or fully separate.

She thought of Astra, somewhere finding her light again.

She thought of Lisa, somewhere tending a garden she had nearly destroyed and was learning to let breathe.

She thought of all of them, scattered and grieving in their own particular ways, each finding some path through the wreckage that belonged to them specifically, and she sat on a rooftop in the slums with a bottle of cheap liquor and an old friend who saw too much, and she did not have an answer to the simplest question anyone had asked her since coming back.

IVY: I don't know.
GRT: That's the most honest thing you've said in two weeks.

She said it without judgment, just observation, and the two of them sat in the gathering dark for a long while without speaking further, the particular comfortable silence of people who had once known each other completely and were now navigating the strange distance of someone who had changed without fully deciding what the change meant.

GRT: Whatever you're doing here. Whatever this is. You should figure it out before it figures itself out for you.
IVY: What does that mean.
GRT: It means people in this quarter don't get the luxury of half measures. You're either all in or you're not, and the in between gets people hurt. Including you.

She stood, brushing off her coat, the conversation apparently concluded by her own internal measure.

GRT: I like having you back. I do. But I'd rather have you back as whoever you actually are now than as a worse copy of who you used to be.

She left without waiting for a response, her footsteps receding across the rooftop and down into the alley below, and Ivy sat alone in the deepening dark with the bottle between them now entirely her own, and the question Greta had asked sat with her the way questions sat when they had found exactly the right place to lodge. Then who are you. She did not know.

But she understood, sitting alone on the rooftop with the quarter settling into its evening rhythms below her, that the not knowing was no longer something she could keep avoiding simply by staying somewhere that did not ask her to know.




[ She had come back expecting to find the person she used to be. Instead she found that person standing beside someone new, both of them waiting to see which one she'd choose. ]




Chapter 227: The Mirror

She found the shard in an abandoned building three streets from where she slept. It was not much, a broken piece of what had once been a full length mirror, most of its silvering worn away at the edges, leaning against a wall in a room that had clearly not been entered by anyone in a long while. She had not gone looking for it specifically. She had been moving through the building scouting a possible job, the old habits of assessment running automatically beneath whatever else occupied her thoughts, and the shard had simply been there, catching the thin light from a broken window in a way that drew her attention before she had decided to give it any.

She stood in front of it.

Her reflection looked back at her, fractured slightly by the crack running through the glass's center, the image splitting into two halves that did not quite align, and she stood there for a long moment simply looking at the strange doubled version of her own face.

She did not recognize either half.

That was the thing that unsettled her, standing in the dim abandoned room with dust settling around her feet and the city's evening noise filtering faintly through broken windows. She looked at the left half of her reflection, slightly higher than the right due to the crack's angle, and saw someone she remembered from years ago, sharper around the eyes, harder in the jaw, a girl who had survived this quarter through speed and precision and the particular ruthlessness that survival sometimes required.

She looked at the right half, slightly lower, and saw someone else entirely.

Someone who had learned to trust people. Someone who had fought alongside others rather than only for herself. Someone who had grown into a version of herself she had once, in her better moments, been almost proud of.

The two halves did not align.

She moved slightly, testing whether a different angle might resolve the discrepancy, might let one face settle fully into focus while the other faded, but the crack ran too deep through the glass, the misalignment too fundamental to correct through positioning alone.

She was neither of them, looking at this.

That was the realization that settled into her slowly, standing in the abandoned room with her own fractured reflection refusing to cohere into anything she could call simply herself. She was not the girl who had survived these streets through ruthless precision, because that girl would not have hesitated outside a window last week, would not have calculated a sleeping family's fear into the cost of a job, would not have felt the particular hollow guilt that had been accumulating in her over the past two weeks like sediment settling at the bottom of still water.

But she was also not the woman who had grown past all of this, because that woman would not be standing here at all, would not have let herself fall back into old patterns with an ease that should have alarmed her far more than it had, would not be taking jobs alongside Cassian and drinking cheap liquor with Greta on rooftops while pretending the question of who she actually was could be indefinitely postponed.

She was caught in the crack itself.

Not one face or the other, but the fracture line running between them, the unstable space where two versions of a person failed to resolve into a single coherent whole, and she stood there feeling the particular vertigo of that realization, the specific terror of understanding that she did not currently know, with any certainty, who she was looking at.

IVY: Who are you.

She said it to the reflection, the way she had started saying things to no one in particular since coming back to the quarter, and the fractured face said nothing back, simply existed in its broken doubled state, waiting the way reflections waited, patient and indifferent to the crisis of the person looking into them. She thought of Greta's question from the rooftop. Then who are you. She had not answered it then. She did not have an answer now, standing in front of a literal fracture that mirrored the figurative one she had been carrying since returning to streets that asked nothing of her, that let her hide in the gap between who she had been and who she had become without ever forcing her to choose.

She raised her hand toward the glass.

Her fingers, when they reached the shard's surface, left the faintest trace of the poison that lived permanently beneath her skin, a thin dark residue visible against the broken silvering, and she pulled her hand back and looked at it, the one part of her that had remained constant across every version of herself she had ever been.

The poison did not care which face was real.

It simply existed, the way it always had, unchanged through years of growth and unchanged now through weeks of regression, and Ivy looked at her hand and then back at the fractured reflection and felt something that was not quite an answer but was, perhaps, the beginning of understanding where to look for one.

She was not going to find herself in this quarter.

The realization arrived with the particular clarity that sometimes followed long periods of avoidance, the way a held breath finally released found itself surprised by how badly it had needed releasing. The quarter had never asked her to resolve the fracture. It had simply let her exist within it indefinitely, comfortable and unexamined, and she understood now that comfort had never been the same thing as healing.

She left the broken mirror where she found it.

She walked back out into the evening streets, the fractured reflection of herself still sitting behind her eyes the way a held image sometimes did, refusing to fully fade, and she carried it with her through the quarter's familiar alleys, the question still unanswered, the fracture still unresolved, but for the first time since returning, she understood clearly that the answer was not something this place could give her. She would have to go looking for it elsewhere. She simply did not yet know where elsewhere was.




[ A fractured reflection shows you two truths at once and refuses to tell you which one is real. Sometimes the only honest answer is that you are still deciding. ]




Chapter 228: Leah

The job that night was meant to be simple. A storehouse near the quarter's eastern edge, lightly guarded, holding goods that Cassian had assured everyone would be easy enough to move once lifted. Ivy had agreed to it the way she had agreed to most things over the past three weeks, the particular momentum of habit carrying her forward faster than any deliberate decision could have managed.

She was inside within minutes.

The storehouse was dim, lit only by a single lantern near its far entrance, and Ivy moved through the stacked crates with the old fluid silence that had once made her the fastest hands in this quarter, her fingers already finding the latch of the nearest crate worth investigating. She did not hear the small footsteps until they were nearly on top of her.

LEA: Hey!

She turned sharply, old instinct snapping her into a defensive stance before her mind had fully processed the size and posture of whoever had spoken, and found herself looking at a girl, perhaps nine or ten, standing in the storehouse doorway with a lantern of her own held aloft and an expression of complete and immediate recognition spreading across her face.

LEA: I know you!

Ivy straightened slowly, the defensive posture easing as the lack of any real threat became clear, though something else, something less easily dismissed, began to settle into her chest instead.

IVY: You should go home. It's late.
LEA: You're Ivy! From the war! You fought with the heroes, with Noel and everyone, I've seen the drawings!

The girl's voice carried an excitement that filled the dim storehouse entirely, bright and unguarded in a way that felt almost violent against the particular quiet Ivy had been moving through.

IVY: I think you have the wrong person.
LEA: No I don't! My papa told me about you. He said the heroes saved everyone. He said Noel especially, that Noel could have killed him once but didn't, that Noel chose to protect instead of destroy, and that's why we're alive, my whole family, because Noel chose mercy.

Ivy went very still.

LEA: He talks about it all the time. Says it's the most important thing anyone ever did for him. And you fought alongside him, didn't you? You're one of the heroes too.

The word landed in the dim storehouse with a weight that felt entirely disproportionate to its size, and Ivy stood among the half opened crates of stolen goods with a child's bright unguarded face looking up at her with something close to wonder, and felt the particular vertigo of being seen, suddenly and completely, exactly as she had once been and exactly as she currently was not.

IVY: I'm not who you think I am.
LEA: You are though. I've seen pictures. You have the same eyes.

She said it with the simple certainty of a child who had not yet learned that people could become unrecognizable to themselves without changing their face at all, and Ivy felt something curl tight and ugly in her chest, recognition tangled with shame tangled with something close to disgust at being caught here, in this exact moment, by the one person whose family's entire existence depended on a mercy Ivy herself was actively betraying.

IVY: You should leave.
LEA: Why are you in here? This is the Hendricks' storehouse. They're not bad people.
IVY: That's not your business.
LEA: It is my business if you're stealing from them!

The girl's voice had shifted, the wonder curdling rapidly into something sharper, the particular fierce indignation of a child who had been raised on stories of heroism and was now confronting a version of that story that did not match what she had been told.

LEA: You're supposed to be a hero. Heroes don't steal from people. Heroes don't sneak into storehouses in the middle of the night and take things that don't belong to them.
IVY: I told you. I'm not a hero.
LEA: Then what are you doing with their things in your hands?

Ivy looked down. She had not noticed, in the chaos of the encounter, that her fingers had remained closed around a small bundle of goods, the old habit completing itself even while the rest of her attention had been entirely consumed by the girl in the doorway. She felt something close to disgust at herself.

LEA: You're throwing it all away. Everything they fought for. Everything Noel and Maeve and Johann and all of them gave up. You're just throwing it away to steal from people who never did anything to you.

The names landed like individual blows, each one carrying weight Ivy had spent the past three weeks trying to avoid feeling, and she stood in the dim storehouse with stolen goods in her hand and a child's righteous anger filling the space between them, and something in her chest, long buried beneath weeks of comfortable regression, began to crack open in a way the mirror's fracture had only suggested.

IVY: You don't understand what you're talking about.
LEA: I understand plenty! My papa said the heroes were supposed to be better than the people who hurt us! He said that's what makes them heroes! And you're standing here being worse than the man who almost killed him!
IVY: I am not a hero.

She said it again, louder this time, the words arriving with a desperate finality, as though repeating them firmly enough might make the conversation stop, might make the child's righteous fury subside, might erase the particular reflection she was being forced to see in a girl's furious unguarded eyes.

LEA: Then prove it.

She set her small lantern down on a nearby crate with a decisiveness that startled Ivy, the particular fearlessness of a child who had not yet learned that confronting adults carried genuine risk, and raised her fists in a clumsy, untrained approximation of a fighting stance.

LEA: If you're not a hero, fight me. Prove you're just a thief who doesn't care about anyone.
IVY: I'm not going to fight a child.
LEA: Why not? Are you scared?

The provocation was absurd, a girl barely a third of her size and with no training whatsoever issuing a challenge that should have been laughable, and yet Ivy felt something in her chest twist at the dare anyway, the particular sting of being called out by someone too young and too righteous to understand the actual stakes of what she was demanding.

IVY: This isn't a fight you want.
LEA: It's the only one I've got.

She stood there in the lantern light, small and furious and entirely unafraid, and Ivy looked at her and felt the full weight of everything the girl represented settle over her at once, the mercy that had built this child's entire understanding of what heroism meant, the legacy she was actively dishonoring with stolen goods still clutched in her fist, the particular collision of who she had been and who she had become finally, after weeks of avoidance, refusing to be avoided any longer.




[ Children believe in heroes because no one has yet taught them how complicated heroism actually is. Sometimes that simplicity is exactly the mirror an adult needs. ]




Chapter 229: A Hero, Huh

Leah swung first. It was a clumsy strike, untrained and overcommitted, the kind of motion that telegraphed itself a full second before it arrived, and Ivy's body responded before her mind had finished deciding whether responding was the right thing to do at all. She caught the girl's wrist with two fingers, redirecting the momentum harmlessly past her shoulder, and Leah stumbled forward from the force of her own missed swing.

LEA: That's not fair, you're supposed to actually fight!
IVY: I told you. I'm not fighting you.
LEA: Then block me properly!

She came again, faster this time, and Ivy moved through the next several exchanges with the particular ease of someone whose body had spent years learning exactly how to neutralize a threat without causing harm, deflecting, redirecting, absorbing the small clumsy blows against forearms that barely registered the impact. Leah was breathing hard within a minute, sweat beading at her hairline, her fury undiminished despite the obvious futility of the exchange.

LEA: Why won't you actually hit me back!
IVY: Because you're a child and I'm not interested in hurting you.
LEA: But you'll steal from people who never hurt you! That's worse! That's so much worse than hitting me!

The accusation landed harder than any of Leah's physical strikes had, and Ivy felt herself falter for the length of a breath, the particular sting of an uncomfortable truth delivered without any of the diplomatic softening an adult might have offered. Leah used the opening.

She lunged forward with everything her small body could generate, and this time Ivy's redirect came a half second later than it should have, distracted by the words rather than the motion, and Leah's fist connected weakly with her side, more contact than damage, but contact nonetheless.

LEA: There! I hit you! Does that count for something?
IVY: It counts for you being braver than you are smart.

She said it without malice, the particular dry observation of someone who had, despite everything, found something close to reluctant respect forming for the girl's complete lack of self preservation instinct.

Leah came again.

The exchange continued for several more minutes, Leah's attacks growing increasingly desperate and increasingly tired, her breathing ragged, her small fists swinging with diminishing force and increasing frustration, and Ivy moved through all of it with the patient unhurried precision of someone who had never once been in genuine danger from the encounter, redirecting, absorbing, occasionally catching a wrist or a shoulder and turning Leah's own momentum gently against her without ever delivering a strike of her own. Eventually Leah simply stopped, hands on her knees, gasping.

LEA: Why won't you just hit me back properly.
IVY: I already told you why.
LEA: That's not a real answer.

Ivy crouched down slightly, bringing herself closer to the girl's eye level, the storehouse lantern casting long shadows between them.

IVY: It's the only answer I have.

Leah looked at her, still breathing hard, her earlier fury cooling now into something more complicated, confusion tangled with the lingering edges of righteous anger and something else Ivy could not immediately name.

LEA: You could have hit me. Easily. I'm not stupid, I know I'm not actually good at fighting. You could have hurt me the whole time and you didn't.
IVY: No.
LEA: Why not, if you're really not a hero like you keep saying?

Ivy did not have an immediate answer for that, the question landing in the same place Greta's questions had landed, in the same fractured space the mirror had revealed, the particular space where two versions of herself refused to fully resolve into one.

LEA: I think it's because you can't.

She said it slowly, working through the logic the way children sometimes did, with a clarity that bypassed the complicated hedging adults brought to the same realizations.

LEA: You can't hurt me. Not really. Because you're a hero. Just like Noel. He could have killed my papa and he didn't either. That's what heroes do. They could hurt people and they choose not to.

The words arrived with a weight Ivy had not been prepared for, standing in a dim storehouse with stolen goods still loose in one hand and a child's exhausted clarity dismantling, piece by piece, every justification she had built over the past three weeks for who she had decided to become again.

IVY: A hero, huh.

She said it quietly, almost to herself, the words tasting strange in her mouth after weeks of insisting otherwise, and Leah straightened slowly, still catching her breath, watching Ivy with an expression that had shifted from anger into something gentler, something closer to the wonder she had arrived with before any of this began.

LEA: Yeah. A hero.

The storehouse held its quiet around them, the single lantern flickering slightly in a draft from somewhere unseen, and Ivy stood there with the stolen goods still in her hand, the weight of them suddenly unbearable against everything Leah had just laid bare without meaning to be cruel about any of it. She set the goods down on the nearest crate.

She did not say anything further. She simply stood there, in the aftermath of a fight she had never truly fought, looking at a child who had somehow, without training or strategy or anything beyond stubborn furious conviction, accomplished what three weeks of her own internal reckoning had failed to manage.




[ She had spent weeks trying to prove she was not a hero. A child with no training and less sense had just proven, in under five minutes, that she could not stop being one even when she tried. ]




Chapter 230: The Poison Chooses

She walked Leah home. It was not something she had decided with any deliberation. It simply happened, the natural continuation of a night that had already upended every careful avoidance she had constructed over the past three weeks, and Leah had not argued, falling into step beside her with the easy trust of a child who had, somewhere in the course of an aborted fight, decided that whatever else was true, Ivy was not someone to be afraid of.

LEA: My papa's going to ask why I was out so late.
IVY: Tell him the truth.
LEA: That I tried to fight a hero in a storehouse?
IVY: That part you can leave out, if you'd like.

Leah laughed, the sound bright and unguarded in the quiet street, and Ivy felt something in her chest ease slightly at the sound, the particular relief of tension breaking after something that had cost more than it should have. They were three streets from the Hendricks' home when the second incident occurred.

A man emerged from an alley ahead of them, moving with the particular unsteady aggression of someone who had spent the evening drinking somewhere unwise, and his attention fixed on Leah with an intent that needed no further confirmation, the specific predatory focus that every person who had grown up in streets like these learned to recognize instantly and without hesitation. Ivy moved before she had consciously decided to.

Her hand found the man's wrist as he reached toward Leah, and her power activated the way it always activated, automatic and unbidden, the poison beneath her skin transferring through contact with the precision it had always possessed.

She expected the old effect.

She had used this power for survival for most of her life before she had ever learned to calibrate it, had once understood it purely as a weapon, a thing that incapacitated or worse depending on dosage and intent, and in this moment, reacting purely on instinct to protect a child from a threat she had not had time to properly assess, she expected whatever version of herself currently occupied her hands to default to whichever calibration she had been living in for the past three weeks.

The man collapsed, but he did not stop breathing.

He folded to the ground in the particular boneless way of someone whose nervous system had been precisely and temporarily disabled, conscious but immobilized, breathing steadily, no lasting harm done beyond the temporary paralysis that would fade within the hour.

Ivy stood over him, staring at her own hand.

This was not the calibration she had used three weeks ago. This was not even close to the careless, faster, more lethal default she remembered using during her years surviving these exact streets. This was precise. This was controlled. This was the exact careful gradation she had spent years training herself into during her time among people who had taught her that power could be wielded with restraint, that the most dangerous tool in her arsenal could also be the most merciful, depending entirely on what she chose to make of it.

LEA: Is he dead?
IVY: No.
LEA: Will he wake up?
IVY: Within the hour. He won't remember much of it.

She said it with a certainty that surprised her even as she spoke it, the calibration arriving not through deliberate calculation but through pure instinct, her body defaulting, under genuine pressure, to the version of herself she had spent the past three weeks insisting she had abandoned. Her hands had not forgotten how to be ruthless.

They had simply chosen, when it mattered, when a child's safety hung on the decision, not to be. She looked at her own palm, the faint dark traces of poison still visible against her skin, and felt something crack open further than the mirror's fracture had managed, further than Leah's fight had managed, the particular devastating clarity of understanding that her body had already made the choice her mind had spent three weeks avoiding.

She was not the girl who had survived these streets through ruthless precision.

That girl's hands would have killed this man without a second thought, the threat assessed and eliminated with the particular cold efficiency survival had once demanded. These hands, her hands, the ones she had spent three weeks trying to convince herself belonged to someone else entirely, had made a different choice the instant the choice actually mattered, faster than conscious thought could intervene, faster than three weeks of regression could override.

LEA: Are you okay?

Ivy looked up. Leah was watching her with the particular concern that came naturally to a child checking on an adult who had just done something that visibly shook them.

IVY: I'm fine.
LEA: You don't look fine.
IVY: I just realized something.
LEA: What?

Ivy looked at the man on the ground, breathing steadily, alive, harmless now and harmless for the hour he would remain immobilized, and looked at her own hand, and looked finally at the girl beside her who had spent the past hour insisting on a version of Ivy that Ivy herself had been actively trying to deny.

IVY: I think I already know who I am. I think I've known for a while. I just haven't been willing to say it out loud.

Leah considered this with the particular seriousness she brought to most things.

LEA: So say it.

Ivy looked at her. She did not say it. Not yet. The words sat in her throat the way important words sometimes did, requiring more readiness than this exact moment could provide, but she understood, standing over an immobilized man on a quiet street with a child waiting patiently for an answer she was not yet ready to give, that the readiness was no longer far away. It was close enough now to see.




[ Her hands had spent three weeks pretending to forget what they had learned. When it mattered, they remembered everything. ]




Chapter 231: A Real Hero

She did not go back to Cassian's crew the next morning. She had expected, lying awake through most of the night turning over everything that had happened in the storehouse and the street afterward, that the decision would feel larger than it did, that walking away from three weeks of comfortable regression would require some dramatic severing, some confrontation or declaration that announced the change to anyone who needed to witness it.

It did not feel that way at all.

It felt instead like simply not showing up, the particular quiet finality of a choice made once and not revisited, and she spent the morning instead walking through the quarter without purpose, the way she had walked through it on her first day back, except now the familiar streets felt different beneath her feet, less like a place that had absorbed her and more like a place she was finally seeing clearly.

She found Leah in the late morning, sitting outside the Hendricks' home on the front step, a wooden bowl balanced on her knees, eating with the particular unhurried focus of a child who had nowhere urgent to be.

Leah looked up as she approached and broke into a grin immediately, unguarded the way she had been from the very first moment in the storehouse, as though the previous night's fight and fury had simply never happened, or had happened and been fully resolved by the morning's distance.

LEA: You came back!
IVY: I did.
LEA: Did you steal anything else last night?
IVY: No.
LEA: Did you go back to your friends? The ones who do the stealing?
IVY: No. I don't think I will.

Leah set her bowl aside, studying Ivy with the particular careful attention children sometimes brought to moments they sensed mattered more than their size suggested they were equipped to understand.

LEA: Why not?

Ivy sat down on the step beside her, the morning sun warm against the quiet street, and considered how to answer a question that had taken her three weeks and a night of sleepless reckoning to arrive at honestly.

IVY: Because I spent a long time trying to convince myself I was someone I wasn't anymore. And it took you, mostly, to make me admit that the trying was the problem. Not the person underneath it.
LEA: That's a complicated way of saying you figured it out.
IVY: It is.
LEA: So what did you figure out?

Ivy looked at her, this furious unguarded child who had stumbled into a storehouse expecting to find a hero and had instead found someone actively betraying everything that word was supposed to mean, and had refused, with nothing but stubborn conviction and a complete absence of self preservation instinct, to let that betrayal stand uncontested.

She thought of the man on the ground, breathing steadily, harmless, spared by hands that had chosen mercy before her mind had caught up to the choice.

She thought of Noel, somewhere recovering from whatever had happened in his own reckoning, the same mercy that had spared Leah's father now apparently woven so deeply into Ivy's own instincts that even three weeks of deliberate regression could not unmake it.

She thought of the fractured mirror, the two faces that had refused to align, and understood now that the fracture itself had never been the problem. The problem had been refusing to choose which side of it to stand on.

IVY: My name is Ivy.

She said it plainly, without performance, the words arriving with none of the defensive insistence she had carried into the storehouse the night before.

IVY: That's actually who I am. Not the person who ran jobs with Cassian for three weeks pretending that was the whole of it. Not the girl who survived these streets through whatever ruthlessness kept her alive. Just Ivy. Someone who fought alongside people she loved, and lost some of them, and got lost herself for a while afterward, and is trying now to find her way back to who she actually became.

Leah listened to all of it with the particular solemn attention she had brought to everything since the previous night, and when Ivy finished, the girl was quiet for a moment, processing. Then she smiled, wide and immediate and entirely without reservation.

LEA: That's much better! You're acting like a real hero now!

The simplicity of it nearly undid something in Ivy's chest, the particular plain uncomplicated joy of a child's approval landing with more weight than any formal acknowledgment could have carried, and she felt her eyes go warm in a way she had not expected, the particular relief of being seen clearly and accepted entirely in the same breath.

IVY: Thank you.
LEA: Are you going to go back to them now? The other heroes?

Ivy considered this, looking out at the quiet street, the quarter that had once asked nothing of her and had, in the end, given her exactly what she needed without ever meaning to.

IVY: Eventually. I think I need a little more time first. But yes. Eventually.
LEA: Good. They probably miss you.
IVY: I hope so.

She sat with Leah for a while longer, the morning sun climbing higher, the street settling into its ordinary daytime rhythm around them, and for the first time in three weeks, Ivy felt something that was not quite peace but was, perhaps, the beginning of it, the particular settling that came after a long fracture finally found its alignment. She had not needed the slums to forget her.

She had needed, instead, to remember herself, and it had taken a furious, fearless, completely unqualified nine year old to remind her that the version of herself worth being was never lost to begin with. It had simply been waiting for her to choose it again.




[ Some people need a mirror to see themselves clearly. Ivy needed a child who refused to let her hide from one. ]




Chapter 232: What Witnessing Costs

He watched Astra first. She was kneeling in the grass beside a grave, her hands raised, light spilling from her fingertips in long careful strokes, building something on the stone that had not been there before. Blook watched from the particular distance he always watched from, the formless place between the story and the telling of it, and saw the portrait take shape beneath her hands, a boy with a smile too bright for the weight he had carried, rendered now in light instead of paint, given back to the world by someone who had finally remembered how to give anything at all.

She was smiling when she finished.

Small. Real. The kind of smile that did not erase grief but sat alongside it, the particular coexistence Blook had watched so many people fail to find and had begun to wonder, somewhere across his unmeasured years, whether finding it required something he himself did not possess.

He watched Lisa next.

She was kneeling in a garden bed, a girl with careful gentle hands working beside her, and a small blue flower stood between them, finally blooming, finally itself, having survived the worst of what grief could pour into soil and emerged anyway, the way living things sometimes did, incorporating loss instead of being destroyed by it. Lisa wiped a single tear and did not let it become more than one, and stood, and walked toward the girl with an offer of tea that meant, beneath its simplicity, that she had chosen to keep tending things instead of holding them too tightly to let them live.

He watched Alexander.

Walking east, toward a coast he had never seen, his pack light on his shoulders and his pace unhurried, the particular ease of someone who had finally stopped needing a destination assigned to him by someone else's need. He was not running from anything. Blook could see the difference, the specific quality of movement that belonged to choosing rather than fleeing, and something in him recognized, with a complicated ache, how rare that distinction actually was.

He watched Noel.

Bleeding, technically, though he would not die of it, the wound already being tended by hands that had rushed to him the moment the fighting ended, and beside him a boy who would not stop crying despite Noel's repeated assurances that he was, in fact, going to be fine. The vow Noel had spoken still hung faintly in the air around the scene, the particular weight of words that meant something because they had cost something to say.

He watched Ivy.

Sitting on a doorstep beside a child eating from a wooden bowl, having just said her own name aloud for the first time in weeks like she meant it, and the child's bright unguarded approval landing on her with more force than any formal recognition could have managed.

Five survivors. Five griefs. Five small, hard-won returns to something resembling themselves. Blook sat with all of it for a long while.

He had watched grief before. He had watched it more times than he could comfortably hold in mind at once, across more stories than he had ever been permitted to count, and he understood, distantly and with the particular clarity of long familiarity, that what he had just witnessed was not unique. People grieved. People found their way through it, eventually, more often than the stories about grief usually suggested. It was, in its way, one of the more reliable patterns he had observed across the whole of his existence.

He had never once been part of it.

That was the thought that sat heaviest, watching the five of them from his particular distance, the formless place that let him see everything and touch nothing, that had let him watch every story unfold across more years than any of these five would live even if their lives ran unusually long, and had never once permitted him the thing he had just watched all five of them achieve.

He had never grieved anything and come out the other side of it.

He had simply accumulated. Loss after loss, name after name, the list he had recited to himself in a graveyard that would never stop growing as long as he remained what he was, and he understood now, watching Astra's portrait and Lisa's flower and Alexander's chosen road and Noel's vow and Ivy's name spoken plainly, that accumulation was not the same thing as living through something. It was simply carrying weight indefinitely. He thought about his own list.

Aquila. Rogen. Zephine. Marlow. Sampo. Remi. Sienna. Calista. Mirelle. Draken. Emery. Velvet. Louch. Tove. Aldric. Sable. Korren. Wren. Jade. Salazar. Fenwick. Icarus. Calla. Matta. Lorne. Polka. Dusk. Milo. Nilah. Maeve. Johann.

Deaths that could've been prevented. The list that never finished, that simply kept extending the longer he existed, and beneath the list, the question he had not let himself finish in the graveyard, the question that had been building since the morning after, patient and persistent, finally arriving now with enough weight that avoiding it any further felt less like restraint and more like cowardice.

What witnessing cost was not pain, exactly.

Pain, he understood from observing it in others, eventually transformed, eventually became something survivable, something that integrated into a person the way Lisa's grief had integrated into her garden's soil, feeding what came next instead of only destroying what came before.

What witnessing cost was the absence of that transformation.

It was perfect memory without the mercy of healing. It was watching every grief in existence move through its full cycle, every single time, while his own grief, accumulated across more deaths than any single life should ever have to absorb, simply sat in him unchanged, untransformed, carried rather than lived through, because living through something required an ending he had never been permitted to have.

He sat in the formless place between the story and the telling of it, watching five small fires finally catching after weeks of careful tending, and understood, with a clarity that arrived gently and devastatingly all at once, that he had spent longer than any of their lifetimes combined simply watching other people learn the thing he had never once been allowed to learn himself. He did not know yet what to do with that understanding. But he no longer believed he could keep setting it aside.




[ He had watched countless people grieve and heal. He had never once been permitted to do either. ]




Chapter 233: The Question

Illia found him in the heavens, sitting where he usually sat, in the particular stretch of pale endless light that served as the closest thing to a fixed location his existence required. She dropped down beside him without ceremony, brush still in hand, a fresh streak of paint along one knuckle that she had apparently not bothered to clean before coming to find him.

ILA: You've been quiet.
BLK: I've been thinking.
ILA: That's usually when you're quiet. I've learned to read the difference between thinking-quiet and brooding-quiet. This feels like the second one.

He did not answer immediately, and Illia, who had never once in their long acquaintance allowed silence to sit unchallenged for longer than she found tolerable, continued without waiting for him to fill the gap.

ILA: I checked on Astra today. She's painting again. Properly, I mean, not just the cliff stuff we did together. Found her own thing again.
BLK: I saw.
ILA: Of course you did. You see everything.

She said it without bitterness, just observation, the particular ease of someone long accustomed to the specific shape of what he was and what he did, and Blook felt the words land with more weight than she had likely intended them to carry.

BLK: I do see everything.
ILA: That's not a complaint, if that's what you're hearing. It's useful. You're the only one who actually knows what's happening to everyone at once.
BLK: It doesn't feel useful from where I'm sitting.

Illia turned to look at him properly then, setting her brush down across her knee, the particular attention she gave to things she had decided mattered more than her usual cheerful deflection suggested.

ILA: Alright. Talk to me, then. What's actually going on.

He considered, for a long moment, whether to answer honestly, and found that the considering itself had already answered the question, the particular exhaustion of someone who had been carrying something silently for far too long to keep doing so convincingly.

BLK: I watched all five of them today. Astra. Lisa. Alexander. Noel. Ivy. Each of them found their way through something I didn't think they'd survive intact, and each of them came out the other side different. Changed. Whole in some new configuration that wasn't available to them before.
ILA: That's good, isn't it?
BLK: It is. It's wonderful. I'm glad for all of it.
ILA: But.
BLK: But I've watched thousands of people go through exactly that, across more years than I can properly measure, and I have never once gotten to do it myself.

Illia was quiet for a moment, processing this with more seriousness than her usual demeanor typically allowed for.

ILA: Do what, exactly?
BLK: Grieve. Properly. The way they did. Hold something terrible and let it transform into something survivable. I don't transform anything. I just keep it. Every loss I've ever witnessed sits in me exactly as fresh as the day it happened, because I never get the ending that lets grief become something else.
ILA: Because you can't die.
BLK: Because I can't die.
ILA: Have you ever tried to.

The question arrived plainly, without dramatics, the particular directness Illia brought to most things she actually cared about beneath the cheerful exterior, and Blook found himself sitting with it longer than the simplicity of its phrasing suggested it should require.

BLK: No.
ILA: Why not?
BLK: I don't know.
ILA: That's not an answer.
BLK: It's the only one I have.

She studied him for a long moment, her expression shifting through several things Blook recognized but could not immediately name, settling finally on something quieter and more careful than her usual register.

ILA: You've had countless chances. Countless centuries, by the sound of it. You could have asked someone, found some way, ended this whenever you wanted to. And you never did. Why not?

Blook turned the question over the way he had turned over the unfinished thought since the graveyard, since the morning after, finding it harder to evade now that someone else had finally given it a voice outside his own circling internal repetition.

BLK: I think some part of me believed that if I stopped watching, everyone would be alone with their grief. That the watching itself was a kind of company, even if no one knew I was offering it. I think I told myself that mattered enough to justify staying exactly as I was.
ILA: Does it matter? The watching?
BLK: I don't know anymore. I used to believe it did.
ILA: And now?
BLK: Now I think I might have been telling myself that so I wouldn't have to ask the harder question.
ILA: Which is?

He looked at her, this woman who had spent centuries painting things into and out of existence with a brush that answered to nothing but her own will, who had once been part of a generation of knights alongside Nilah, who had agreed without hesitation when he asked her to go sit outside a grieving woman's door for two weeks straight, and found, somewhere in the particular safety of her direct unflinching attention, the words he had been avoiding since the morning after the graveyard.

BLK: Whether I actually want to keep existing like this. Or whether I've simply been too afraid to find out what happens if I don't.

The heavens held their pale endless quiet around them, no wind, no weather, nothing but the particular stillness of a place built for permanence, and Illia sat with him in it for a long while without speaking, the question now fully spoken aloud between them, no longer something Blook could pretend he had not yet finished thinking.

ILA: For what it's worth. I don't think wanting an ending makes you selfish. Even if the ending means forgetting all of us.
BLK: I know.
ILA: But I also don't think you have to decide today.
BLK: No.
ILA: Just. Don't disappear without telling me first. When you do decide.

He looked at her, and something in his chest, old and heavy and finally beginning to shift after far too long held perfectly still, eased slightly at the particular plain affection in the request.

BLK: I won't.

She picked her brush back up, the moment settling into something gentler now, the particular ease that came after a hard thing had finally been said aloud and survived the saying.

ILA: Good. Now come watch me paint something. I'm working on a mountain again and I want an audience that isn't a confused village three states over.
BLK: You already painted a mountain. You told Astra about it.
ILA: I'm painting a different one. Keep up.

He almost smiled. It had been a long while since anything had nearly managed that.




[ The hardest question is rarely the one someone else asks you. It is the one you finally let yourself hear. ]




Chapter 234: The Decision

He sat alone for a long while after Illia left. The heavens held their pale endless quiet around him, the particular stillness of a place that had never needed to change because nothing within it ever truly ended, and Blook sat in the middle of that permanence with the question now fully spoken, no longer something he could pretend existed only in the abstract corners of his own avoidance.

Whether he wanted to keep existing like this. Or whether he had simply been too afraid to find out what happened if he didn't.

He turned the question over slowly, the way he turned over most things now, with the particular deliberate care of someone handling something that might break if mishandled. He thought of the list, the one that never finished, the names accumulating across more years than any single life should have to absorb. He thought of the graveyard, the morning after, the silence that had settled into the cracks of the world like dust after an earthquake.

He thought of the five of them.

Astra's portrait. Lisa's flower. Alexander's road. Noel's vow. Ivy's name spoken plainly to a child who had refused to let her hide.

Each of them had been given an ending. Not a happy one, necessarily, not even always a peaceful one, but an ending nonetheless, the particular mercy of grief eventually completing its cycle and depositing the person who carried it somewhere new, changed, capable of continuing because the carrying had finally been allowed to finish.

He had never been allowed that.

He understood, sitting in the pale endless light, that the not-allowing had never actually come from outside himself. No one had forbidden him from ending it. No law of his existence demanded the watching continue indefinitely. He had simply never asked, had told himself a story about the watching being a kind of company, had built an entire identity around the necessity of his own continuation without ever once testing whether the necessity was real or simply comfortable in its familiarity.

He was afraid.

That was the plain truth of it, sitting underneath every justification he had ever constructed. He was afraid of an ending the way mortal things were afraid of endings, despite never having earned the right to that particular fear through any of the vulnerability that usually accompanied it. He had watched countless beings face death with courage he had never been required to summon, and now, finally facing the possibility of his own, he found the courage considerably harder to locate than he had expected, having spent so long admiring it in others without ever needing to produce it himself.

BLK: I don't know if I can do this.

He said it to the pale light, to the formless place that had been the entirety of his existence for longer than he could measure, and the light, as it always did, offered no response, indifferent in the specific way that permanence was always indifferent to the small terrified creatures that occasionally found themselves trapped within it.

He thought about what waited on the other side of the decision.

Not an ending, precisely. He understood that much, at least, from the fragments of conversation he had absorbed across his existence about how mortality actually worked in places like the one Illia had described, monsterkind, where lives were lived and lost the ordinary way, where memory accumulated and was eventually lost entirely, where the watching he had done for so long would finally, mercifully, become something he no longer had the perspective to perform.

He would forget everything.

That was the cost, and he understood it fully, sitting in the heavens with the decision finally crystallizing into something he could no longer avoid looking at directly. He would lose the list. He would lose every name he had ever carried, every grief he had ever witnessed, every small private moment he had observed across more years than any single life could properly measure. He would lose Illia's particular brand of cheerful directness, the centuries of her checking on him without ever needing to be asked. He would lose the formless place between the story and the telling of it, the only home he had ever known, however imperfect a home it had been.

He would lose himself. Whatever self that actually was.

BLK: I think I want to stop knowing everything.

He said it slowly, testing the shape of the words in his mouth, and found that saying it aloud made it feel more real than thinking it had managed, the particular weight of language giving form to something that had previously existed only as pressure behind his ribs.

BLK: I think I want to find out what an ending feels like. Even if I don't get to keep the knowledge of having had one.

The heavens did not answer. They never did. But something in the silence felt different now, less like indifference and more like the particular quiet that arrived after a decision had finally settled into certainty, the kind of quiet that came not from absence but from completion.

He was afraid.

He remained afraid, sitting there with the decision now made, the fear not dissolving simply because the choice had finally crystallized into something solid enough to hold. He understood, with the particular clarity that sometimes arrived alongside difficult decisions, that the fear was not going to leave before the ending did. He would have to carry it the entire way, the way Astra had carried her grief into the cliff, the way Lisa had carried hers into the soil, the way all five of them had carried their fear and their grief simultaneously, neither one waiting politely for the other to finish before allowing the next step forward.

He stood, in the particular way he stood when he had somewhere, finally, to be.

He did not know exactly how this worked, the mechanics of unmaking something as old and persistent as what he currently was. He understood only that there were beings in the higher reaches of the heavens who might know, who might have the authority or the simple capacity to grant what he was finally, after more years than he could comfortably hold in mind at once, ready to ask for. He began walking toward them. The fear walked with him, the entire way, exactly as he had expected it would. He did not stop.




[ He had spent his whole existence learning what other people's endings looked like. He had never once learned what asking for his own would feel like. He was about to find out. ]




Chapter 235: Everything, Once More

Before he reached them, he stopped. He had been walking toward the higher reaches of the heavens, toward whoever might hold the authority to grant what he had finally decided to ask for, and somewhere in the pale endless stretch between where he had been sitting and where he needed to go, his feet simply ceased moving, the particular stillness of someone who understood, suddenly and completely, that he could not walk into this decision without first doing the one thing his entire existence had been built around.

He needed to remember.

Properly. Fully. Not the habitual remembering that came with simply existing as something that forgot nothing, but the deliberate kind, the kind that chose to look directly at everything instead of letting it sit passively in the particular architecture of a mind that held all things equally without ever needing to revisit any of them.

He sat down where he stood.

He closed his eyes, which was unnecessary in the strictest sense, since sight had never been the mechanism through which he held what he held, but the gesture felt correct, felt like the proper posture for what he was about to do, and he let himself sink backward through everything he had ever witnessed.

He began at the beginning.

He remembered the first thing he had ever watched, so far back that the memory itself felt less like an image and more like a texture, the particular quality of a universe still settling into its earliest shapes, beings who existed before the concept of names had fully solidified into something stable enough to apply. He remembered watching the first loss he had ever witnessed, Aquila, the first name on a list that would never stop growing, and the particular shock of understanding, for the first time, what watching something end actually meant.

He remembered all of them after that.

Not in order, exactly, because order had stopped meaning much to him centuries ago, the particular linear progression of cause and effect blurring at the edges of something that experienced time the way an ocean experienced individual waves, present everywhere at once rather than arriving in sequence. He remembered Aquila's laugh, too loud, apologized for every single time. He remembered Sienna's garden, watered the morning before everything ended. He remembered Mirelle's silence, which had never needed filling.

He remembered every single name on the list, fully, completely, the texture and weight of each individual loss arriving with a clarity that the simple recitation of names had never quite captured.

He remembered Nilah.

The particular fire that had burned brighter in the presence of malevolence, the wandering swordsman who had struggled with purpose after the war ended, haunted by losses she carried the way he carried all of his, except hers had eventually found their ending, their integration, their transformation into something survivable, while his had simply continued to accumulate.

He remembered Maeve.

The scholar who held on longer than was fair, who gave herself so that the others might have a fighting chance, the particular selflessness that he had watched unfold with a horror that had never fully released him even weeks later.

He remembered Johann.

The boy with the smile too bright for the weight he carried, who had taken everything onto himself in the final moment, who had sacrificed himself to end Vazroth and end his own existence in the same impossible motion, the particular sacrifice that Blook had watched with a closeness that made the distance between watching and participating feel, in that exact moment, thinner than it had ever felt before or since.

He remembered all of it.

Every grief. Every joy that had preceded the grief and made it heavier for having existed first. Every small private moment no one else had been close enough to witness, the conversations whispered in dark rooms, the decisions made in solitude that no history would ever record, the particular fullness of a life lived completely even when that life ended far sooner than it should have.

He remembered the centuries between losses too.

The quiet stretches where nothing terrible happened, where people simply lived, built things, loved each other, grew old in the ordinary unremarkable way that most of existence actually consisted of, the particular texture of normal life that the list of losses had never adequately represented because grief was loud and ordinary life was quiet, and he had spent so long cataloging the loud parts that he had nearly forgotten how much of what he witnessed had simply been people, living, without any tragedy attached to the living at all.

He remembered that too, now. Deliberately. Fully. He remembered Illia.

Centuries of her cheerful directness, her brush that could paint anything into and out of existence, the particular ease with which she had agreed, without hesitation, to go sit outside a grieving woman's door for two weeks because he had asked her to. He remembered every conversation they had ever had, the small ones and the significant ones, the particular companionship that had been the closest thing to genuine connection his existence had ever afforded him. He sat with all of it.

Hours passed, though hours meant little in a place that did not measure time the way mortal places did. He simply remained there, in the pale endless light, holding the entirety of his existence in his awareness at once, every loss and every joy and every quiet unremarkable stretch between them, the complete and total weight of everything he had ever witnessed across more years than any single accounting could properly capture.

It was enormous.

It was, he understood now, holding all of it simultaneously for what might be the final time, the only thing he had ever truly possessed. Not a home, not a purpose, not even really an identity in the way mortal things understood identity. Just this. The accumulated weight of having watched everything, the particular completeness of a memory that forgot nothing, finally being given its proper farewell before being asked to disappear entirely.

He did not cry. He was not certain he possessed the mechanism for it, not in any way that would have produced something visible.

But something in him, sitting with the whole of his existence held fully in view for what would likely be the last time he was ever capable of doing so, ached in a way that felt, finally, almost like the grief he had spent so long watching other people transform into something survivable.

He opened his eyes.

The heavens remained exactly as they had been, pale and endless and indifferent, and Blook stood slowly, the entirety of everything he had just remembered settling back into its usual passive architecture, no longer actively held but not forgotten either, not yet.

He continued walking toward the higher reaches.

He carried everything with him, the whole enormous weight of it, knowing that within the hour, or the day, or however long the asking required, he would be setting all of it down for good.




[ He held the whole of his existence one final time, the way you hold something before giving it away, memorizing not the thing itself but the particular weight of having had it at all. ]




Chapter 236: Goodbye To The Story

He reached the higher places near the end of what passed for a day in the heavens, the pale light shifting subtly toward something warmer, and he stood at the threshold of where the asking would need to happen and found himself, for one final moment, unable to continue forward without first doing something he had never once permitted himself across the entire span of his existence.

He needed to speak directly.

Not to anyone in particular. Not to Illia, who already knew most of what mattered, and not to whoever waited beyond the threshold ahead of him, who would learn everything soon enough regardless. He needed, finally, to speak to the thing he had been narrating toward for longer than he could properly measure, the particular audience he had addressed and immediately dismissed in a graveyard weeks ago, the one he had told himself, more than once, was not actually listening.

BLK: I don't know if anyone's ever really been there. On the other end of this. I told myself for a long time that no one was, because believing that made it easier to keep talking without feeling foolish about it.

He paused, the way he always paused when he caught himself doing this, except this time he did not follow the pause with dismissal.

BLK: I think I was wrong to assume that. Or maybe I wasn't. Maybe it doesn't matter either way. I think what matters is that I needed somewhere to put all of this, and you, whoever or whatever you are, became that place, whether or not you ever actually received any of it.

The pale light held its particular quality around him, warm now at its edges, and Blook continued, the words arriving easier than they ever had before, the particular relief of finally allowing himself the thing he had spent so long performing and dismissing in the same breath.

BLK: I've watched five people learn how to let go of things that hurt them. I watched them grieve properly, for the first time in my experience actually grieve, transform their losses into something they could carry forward instead of simply carrying. I didn't think, when I started watching them, that I would end up needing to learn the same lesson myself.

He looked out at the pale light, the formless place that had been the entirety of his existence, and felt something in his chest that was not quite sorrow and not quite relief, some complicated third thing that did not yet have a settled name.

BLK: I'm not going to be the one telling this story anymore. After this. I wanted to say that directly, instead of just disappearing the way these things sometimes do. I wanted whoever has been listening, if anyone has, to know that the silence afterward isn't abandonment. It's just an ending. The kind I never let myself have before.

He thought of the list, finally laid to rest in his memory after one final complete recitation. He thought of Nilah and Maeve and Johann, the three who had sat differently than the rest. He thought of Astra and Lisa and Alexander and Noel and Ivy, each of them finding their way through grief into something whole and changed and entirely their own.

BLK: Thank you, I think. For whatever this was. Whether you were ever actually there or not.

He let the words settle into the pale light, unanswered the way they always had been, and found that the lack of an answer no longer felt like the particular loneliness it had once carried. It simply felt complete. A thing said because it needed saying, regardless of whether saying it changed anything beyond the saying itself.

GBR: That was a kind thing to say.

Blook turned. A figure stood a short distance away, warm light gathering gently around a presence that had always, in the rare moments Blook had encountered it across his existence, carried the particular quality of unhurried kindness, a guardian of the higher reaches who had never once, in any interaction Blook could recall, raised anything resembling judgment toward the things he witnessed.

BLK: Gabriel. It's been so long since I've seen you. I thought you'd never show up again.
GBR: I felt you approaching. I assumed you'd come to ask something, eventually. I confess I expected it sooner.
BLK: I wasn't ready sooner.
GBR: No. I imagine you weren't.

Gabriel's expression carried the particular warmth that had always accompanied him, the kind that did not minimize difficulty but somehow made it feel survivable simply by being present alongside it, and he studied Blook for a long moment with an attention that felt entirely unhurried, as though there was nowhere else in all of existence he needed to be in this exact moment.

GBR: You want to become mortal.
BLK: Yes.
GBR: You understand what that requires. The forgetting. Every name, every memory, everything you have ever held across more years than I think even I could properly measure. It will not return to you. Not in this life, and you will not remember enough to know there was ever anything to mourn the loss of.
BLK: I understand.
GBR: You understand it will not be a full life either. What you are, unmade and remade into something mortal, will not carry the full span that those born into mortality typically receive. There is a cost to becoming something you were never originally built to be. The borrowed time will be shorter than you might hope.

Blook absorbed this without flinching, the particular acceptance of someone who had already done the harder work of deciding before arriving to hear the terms.

BLK: I understand that too.
GBR: And you still want this.

It was not quite a question, though it carried the shape of one, the particular gentle confirmation that Gabriel seemed to specialize in, never pushing, simply offering the space for someone to arrive at their own certainty without feeling rushed toward it.

Blook thought, one final time, of everything he was choosing to release. The list. The centuries. Illia, and every conversation he would never remember having had. The formless place between the story and the telling of it, the only home his existence had ever known.

He thought of Astra's portrait, Lisa's flower, Alexander's road, Noel's vow, Ivy's name spoken plainly. He thought of what an ending might finally feel like, after watching so many of them happen to other people without ever once being permitted one of his own.

BLK: I still want this.
GBR: Then let's begin.

Gabriel's expression softened further, the particular warmth deepening into something that looked, for just a moment, almost like pride.




[ He had spent an eternity speaking to an audience he was never certain existed. In the end, it did not matter whether anyone had been listening. What mattered was that he had finally allowed himself to speak. ]




Chapter 237: The Last Memory

It began the way everything had always begun, vast and formless, the particular texture of existence before existence had learned to call itself anything in particular.

He was aware of light, first. Not light as a single thing but light as a category, every variation of it he had ever witnessed compressed into a single overwhelming impression, starlight and sunlight and the particular pale endless glow of the heavens, all of it arriving together and then receding, the way a tide arrived and receded, present everywhere at once before pulling back into something quieter.

He was aware of sound after that.

Every voice he had ever heard, layered atop itself in a way that should have been chaos and instead felt like music, the particular harmony of countless individual notes that had each, in their own moment, meant everything to someone. Laughter. Grief. The particular silence between words that sometimes carried more than the words themselves.

He was aware of names.

They arrived the way the list had always arrived, but faster now, compressed, the particular accounting of everyone he had ever watched pass through existence rushing past him in a blur too quick to individually register, and he let them pass without trying to hold any single one in place, understanding somewhere beneath conscious thought that holding on was no longer the correct posture for what was happening.

The vastness began to narrow.

Slowly, the way morning narrowed from the full breadth of night into the specific clarity of a single sunrise, the overwhelming totality of everything he had ever witnessed beginning to focus, details sharpening, the particular wide angle of an entire existence gradually resolving into something more specific, more individual, more capable of being held in a single coherent shape.

He remembered hands holding a brush.

Not his hands. Hers. The particular confident looseness of someone who painted the way other people breathed, without needing to think about the mechanics of it, and he remembered watching her work on countless afternoons across countless centuries, the easy company of someone who had agreed, without hesitation, to sit outside a grieving woman's door for two weeks because he had asked her to. He remembered her voice.

ILA: You're being quiet again.

He remembered the particular cadence of it, cheerful and direct and entirely without patience for his deflections, the voice that had cut through more of his careful avoidance than anything else across his entire existence.

He remembered the mountain she had painted just to see if she could, still standing somewhere, a geographical problem or a great success depending on who you asked. He remembered her telling Astra that. He remembered the particular satisfaction in her voice when she described it.

He remembered asking her to help Astra, and the way she had agreed before he had even finished the request. He remembered her asking him, simply and without judgment, whether he had ever tried to end this.

He remembered her telling him not to disappear without telling her first. The narrowing continued, the vast totality of his existence settling more and more fully into this one specific thread, the centuries of her particular brand of company becoming, in this final compression, the clearest and most solid thing he had left to hold.

He remembered the last conversation properly.

BLK: Illia...

The heavens, pale and warm at their edges. Gabriel's gentle confirmation. The particular weight of choosing an ending after refusing one for longer than any single accounting could measure. He remembered the fear that had walked with him the entire way and had never once left, exactly as he had expected it wouldn't. He remembered deciding he still wanted this, even knowing everything it would cost.

GBR: Before he wakes, allow me a moment with you directly. I do not often speak this way, and I suspect I will not again, but I felt this once deserved an exception. I hope, whoever you are, wherever you have been reading this from, that you enjoyed his voice across all the time he carried it. He worried, more than he ever let on, that no one was listening. I think you should know he worried more than he was ever willing to admit, and that knowing he was heard would have meant more to him than he had the courage to ask for outright. I would ask, if you are willing, that you hold a small measure of gratitude for him. Not for the story he told, though I hope that part brought you something worth keeping. For the courage it took to finally ask for an ending after refusing himself one for longer than I think even he understood. That is not a small thing. I have watched a great many beings face death. Very few of them had to first learn how to want it for the right reasons. He was a dear friend to me, in whatever capacity a being like myself is permitted friends. I will miss the particular shape of his company more than I expect to easily admit again after this. I am glad, more than I can properly express, that he finally let himself have this. Thank him, if you can find a way to. I do not think he will ever know it. But I believe, somehow, it will still matter.

The light began to change. It was not the pale endless glow of the heavens anymore. It was warmer, more specific, the particular quality of sunlight filtered through something overhead, leaves perhaps, the dappled shifting pattern of light moving through branches in a gentle wind.

He became aware of grass beneath him.

He became aware of his own breathing, which felt strange in a way he could not immediately place, the particular rhythm of something that required continuation, that would eventually stop if not maintained, the first mortal fact his body had ever needed to learn.

He opened his eyes.

A vast green field stretched in every direction, the grass moving gently in a breeze that carried the particular smell of growing things, and above him a tree spread its branches wide, dappled light falling through the leaves in shifting patterns across his face. He was lying beneath it, the ground solid and real beneath his back, and somewhere in the distance he could hear the particular sounds of a world going about its ordinary business, birds, wind, the faint murmur of something that might have been a stream. He did not know who he was.

The thought arrived without panic, the particular calm uncertainty of someone encountering a question for the first time rather than rediscovering one they had lost. He had no name yet, in his own awareness. He had no memory of light layered atop light, no recollection of a list that never finished, no understanding of formless places between stories and their telling.

He simply was.

Present. Breathing. Lying beneath a tree in a green field with the sun moving gently through the leaves above him, and he felt, without knowing why, like he had been waiting a very long time to be exactly here, in this exact moment, with nothing behind him and nothing yet decided ahead.

He sat up slowly. The field continued in every direction, vast and green and entirely ordinary, the particular unremarkable beauty of a world that asked nothing of whoever happened to be standing in it. Somewhere beyond the trees at the field's edge, he could hear voices, the distant sound of other living things going about their lives, and something in him, quiet and instinctive and entirely without history to draw from, understood that he could walk toward those voices if he wanted to.

He was not waiting anymore. He stood, brushing grass from clothes he did not remember choosing, and looked out at the field, at the tree, at the particular ordinary morning unfolding around him without any weight of accumulated grief attached to any part of it.

He began to walk. He did not know where he was going. He did not need to know. The not knowing, for the first time in an existence he could no longer remember having had, felt like nothing more complicated than simply being alive.




[ He had spent an eternity watching other people learn how to begin again. He did not remember learning it himself. He simply woke up, one morning, already living it. ]
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