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Chapter One – Veltrane: The Price of a Kingdom
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The first time Alaric Veltrane bought a kingdom, he did it with ink.

He sat alone in his counting room in Vienna, 1732, while winter pressed its gray face against the glass. Outside, the city clattered and smoked and bargained with itself. Inside, there was only the scratch of his quill and the soft, steady tick of the clock on the mantel.

On the table before him lay three ledgers.

One recorded the debts of dukes and princes, the old families who still believed their blood outranked arithmetic. Another tracked the obligations of merchants, guilds, and shipping houses, the new men who understood that coin moved faster than cavalry.

The third ledger was different.

It was smaller, bound in plain leather, and it never left this room. Its pages held no names, only symbols and numbers, arrows, and balances. It was not a record of who owed what.

It was a record of who ruled whom.

Alaric dipped his quill and drew a line from one column to another.

He did not write “Kingdom of Westmark.” He wrote a symbol instead: a crown with a crack through it. Next to it, he wrote a figure—an amount that would make a finance minister blanch and a monarch sweat.

He paused, then added a second symbol: an open hand with a coin. Another figure. Another line.

He sat back and watched the ink dry.

On paper, a distant king had just refinanced his war.

In truth, Alaric had just bought the next five years of that kingdom’s history.

He closed the ledger and reached for the stack of letters waiting beside it. Requests, pleas, threats disguised as courtesies. Men with titles asking for money. Men with money asking for titles.

He read quickly, marking some with a neat X, others with a small circle. A few he set aside in a separate pile.

Those were the ones who thought they were dealing with a banker.

They were wrong.

He was not a banker. Bankers moved coin.

Alaric moved consequences.

He was halfway through a letter from a minister of trade when he saw it.

A figure that did not belong.

He frowned and read the line again.

It was a shipment of grain, on paper. A routine transfer from one state granary to another, routed through a merchant house he knew well. The amount was modest. The fee was fair.

The problem was not the number.

The problem was the path.

He reached for the second ledger—the one that tracked the obligations of merchants and guilds—and flipped to the relevant page. The merchant house was there, as expected. Its usual routes were there too: river barges, coastal ships, caravans.

This new route was not.

He turned back to the letter.

The grain was moving along a road that did not exist on any official map he had seen. The fee was being paid from a fund that did not appear in the kingdom’s published accounts. The guarantor was listed only as “a private party of unimpeachable standing.”

Alaric’s mouth thinned.

He set the letter down and opened the third ledger again.

He did not look at the symbols this time. He looked at the empty spaces between them.

For years, he had prided himself on the completeness of this book. Every major war, every significant treaty, every change of ruler in Europe—somewhere in these pages, there was a line of ink that had made it possible. A loan extended. A debt forgiven. A shipment diverted.

Nothing of consequence moved without passing, in some fashion, under his hand.

That was the rule.

Now, someone had moved something that mattered without him.

He picked up the letter again, reading it as if it were a confession.

Grain, on paper. But grain fed armies. Grain calmed riots. Grain starved cities that needed starving. Grain was not neutral.

Someone was moving grain along roads that did not officially exist, with money that did not officially exist, in a way that did not officially exist.

Someone was playing his game.

In his silence.

Alaric stood and crossed the room to the tall window. The glass was cold under his fingertips. He looked out over the city—the river, the bridges, the roofs pressed close together like coins in a purse.

He saw none of it.

He saw instead the pattern he had spent his life drawing: money flowing from vaults to battlefields, from taxes to palaces, from merchants’ tables to kings’ councils. Invisible rivers, all of them, and he knew every bend.

Except this one.

He turned away from the window and went to the cabinet in the corner. From it, he took a small box, unlocked it, and removed a folded sheet of parchment. It was old, the edges softened by handling, the ink faded but legible.

A map.

Not of Europe.

Of the ocean.

Lines traced the familiar coasts, the known ports, the routes every shipmaster could sail in his sleep. Beyond them, the paper was mostly blank.

Mostly.

In one corner, where the ink grew tentative, someone had drawn a faint line of coast. A suggestion of rivers. A bay. No name.

Alaric had acquired the map years ago, from a captain who had needed his debts forgiven more than he had needed his secrets. The captain had sworn he had seen land where no land should be. A new shore. A new world.

Alaric had not believed him.

He had believed the map.

He had kept it, not because he intended to send ships there, but because he liked the idea of it. A blank space. A place where none of the lines in his third ledger yet reached.

Now, looking at the unauthorized grain route, he thought of that blank space again.

The old world was becoming crowded.

Too many players. Too many small men with small schemes, thinking themselves clever because they had learned to borrow from one ledger to pay another. Too many ministers who believed that if they could just hide one more fund, one more shipment, one more favor, they could escape the arithmetic.

They could not.

But someone was trying.

Someone with enough reach to move grain and coin outside his sight.

He set the map on the table beside the third ledger.

A blank land.

A crowded board.

He dipped his quill and, on a fresh page, wrote four names.

Veltrane.

Karnov.

Selyth.

Drevane.

He underlined them once.

For generations, the Four Families had ruled from the shadows. Veltrane moved coin. Karnov moved armies. Selyth moved stories. Drevane moved life and death. Kings came and went. Empires rose and fell. The Families remained.

It was an arrangement as old as any crown.

It was also fragile.

If someone outside the Families had learned to move grain and coin without touching his books, then the balance was shifting. If someone inside the Families had done it without telling him, then the balance was breaking.

Neither was acceptable.

Alaric wrote a fifth word beneath the names.

Novara.

He let the ink sit there, dark, and alone on the page.

He had heard the word only in whispers, and only from men who did not know what they were saying. Sailors with too much rum. Merchants with too much imagination. Priests with too much fear.

A land across the ocean. A rumor with a coastline.

A blank space.

He tapped the quill against the page.

The old world was a board with too many pieces. Too many kings who believed they ruled. Too many ministers who believed they hid. Too many generals who believed they decided where wars went.

They did not.

He and his kind did.

But even he could see that the board was becoming unmanageable. Every war he funded spawned three more he had to contain. Every treaty he underwrote created debts that had to be balanced with others. Every famine he allowed or prevented had consequences that rippled out beyond his calculations.

He could continue to patch and adjust and correct.

Or he could change the board.

He went back to the desk and pulled a fresh sheet of paper toward him.

This letter would not go through clerks. It would not be copied. It would not be sealed with any official crest.

He wrote three names at the top.

To Seraphine Karnov.

To Elias Selyth.

To Thaddeus Drevane.

He did not waste ink on courtesies.

We have a problem, he wrote.

He described the grain route in precise, unemotional terms. The hidden road. The hidden fund. The hidden guarantor. He described the way the numbers did not match any pattern he recognized.

He did not say he was angry.

He said he was concerned.

He wrote of the old world as a ledger that had been corrected too many times. Margins full of notes. Columns full of adjustments. A book that had been balanced so often it was now held together by habit and hope.

He wrote of the map.

He wrote of the blank land.

There is a place, he wrote, that does not yet belong to anyone. No kings. No churches. No guilds. No histories. No debts.

He paused, then added:

No illusions.

We can continue to rule a world that believes in crowns and decrees and divine rights while others learn to move beneath us.

Or we can build a world from the ground up, with no power that does not begin with us.

He let the ink dry, then added one more line.

We must meet.

Not in any palace. Not in any city. Not in any place that believes it rules itself.

He thought of a monastery in the mountains. Old stone. Older silence. A place that had watched kings rise and fall and had never bent its knee to any of them.

He named it.

He set a date.

He signed the letter with his name and the serpent coiled around a set of scales.

He sealed three copies and rang the bell for his most trusted courier.

When the man entered, Alaric handed him the letters.

“These go to Karnov, Selyth, and Drevane,” he said. “By hand. No intermediaries. No copies. If anyone asks who you serve, you say you carry accounts for a banker in Vienna. If anyone takes these from you, you do not come back.”

The courier nodded once.

“Yes, sir,” he said.

He left without another word.

Alaric sat back down and opened the third ledger again.

He looked at the symbols and the lines, the invisible rivers of coin and obligation that flowed through the world.

For the first time in years, he felt something like unease.

Someone had moved a piece without him.

That would not happen again.

If the old world could no longer be kept in balance, then perhaps it was time for a new one.

A land where every road, every coin, every story, every life was counted from the beginning.

A land that would believe itself free because it had never known anything else.

He closed the ledger and set it beside the map.

The old world was a book with no margins left—every space filled with corrections and excuses. Novara was a blank page.

If the board was going to be redrawn, he intended to be the one holding the pen.
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Chapter Two – Karnov: The General Without a Flag
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By the winter of 1732, General Seraphine Karnov had run out of ways to pretend war was about flags.

She stood on a low ridge overlooking the battlefield, boots planted in frozen mud, cloak snapping in the wind. Below her, the day’s work lay scattered across the snow—broken cannon, shattered wagons, bodies in uniforms that had looked impressive at dawn and pathetic by dusk.

Smoke drifted in thin, bitter lines. Somewhere, a horse screamed and then went quiet.

An aide cleared his throat behind her.

“General,” he said. “The king’s envoy awaits your report.”

Seraphine did not turn.

“Tell him we won,” she said.

The aide hesitated.

“And the cost?” he asked.

She let her gaze travel over the field. Men her scouts had called “expendable.” Men the king’s ministers had called “necessary.” Men whose names would never appear in any report.

“Tell him the cost was acceptable,” she said.

The aide swallowed.

“Yes, General,” he said.

She listened to his footsteps retreat, then finally allowed herself to exhale.

Acceptable.

It was a word that appeared often in the letters she received from the capital. Acceptable losses. Acceptable delays. Acceptable collateral.

The men in those rooms had never had to step over what they called acceptable.

She turned away from the ridge and walked back toward the command tent. The camp was a churned mess of mud and snow, tents sagging under the weight of frost, fires burning low. Men moved through it like ghosts, wrapped in blankets, faces gray with exhaustion.

They saluted when she passed.

She did not return the gesture.

Respect was not what she wanted from them.

Obedience was.

The command tent was warmer than the outside air, but only just. A brazier glowed in one corner. The center table was covered in maps, some weighted with stones, others with knives. Officers stood around it, murmuring in low voices.

They straightened when she entered.

“Leave us,” she said.

There was a flicker of surprise, but no one argued. They filed out, leaving her alone with the maps and the lingering smell of sweat and ink.

She moved to the table and studied the lines.

Rivers. Roads. Towns she had marched through and towns she had burned. Little carved figures marked regiments, artillery, cavalry. The familiar geometry of war.

She reached for a knife and used its tip to trace the path her army had taken that morning.

Advance along the ridge. Feint on the left. Real push on the right. Encircle. Break.

It had worked.

It always worked.

That was the problem.

She shifted her attention to a different map—one sent from the capital, marked with neat, optimistic arrows drawn by men who believed distance made them strategic.

Their arrows did not match the ground.

They never did.

She pushed that map aside and uncovered another beneath it.

This one she had not drawn.

Thin lines, precise and faint, had been added in a different hand. Supply routes that did not follow any official road. Depots that did not appear on any royal inventory. Arrows that curved not toward the enemy lines, but around them.

She had found this map three days earlier, tucked among the others in a packet from the quartermaster’s office. No note. No explanation. Just new lines, as if they had always been there.

She had spent a long time looking at those lines.

They were not hers.

They were not the enemies.

They were someone else’s.

She picked up the map now and held it closer to the lantern.

Grain. Powder. Shot. All moving along paths that did not exist on any map she had been given. Supplies arriving in places no official plan required them. Supplies failing to arrive where they were desperately needed.

On paper, it looked like inefficiency.

In reality, it looked like design.

“Who are you?” she murmured.

Not to the map.

To whoever had drawn it.

She had fought wars for three kings. She had marched under banners that changed color but never purpose. She had watched ministers come and go, each convinced they were the first to discover that war was expensive, and soldiers were inconvenient.

She had obeyed orders she knew were foolish and disobeyed others she knew were suicidal. She had won battles that should have been lost and lost men she could not afford to lose.

Through it all, she had believed one thing: that somewhere above her, there was a board. That someone saw the whole of it. That the chaos she waded through was part of a pattern.

Now, looking at the unauthorized lines on the map, she realized something else.

If there was a board, she was not on it.

She was a piece.

And someone was moving other pieces without telling her.

A gust of wind rattled the tent canvas. She folded the map carefully and slid it into the inner pocket of her coat.

A knock sounded at the tent pole.

“Enter,” she said.

The flap opened. A courier stepped inside, boots crusted with frozen mud, cloak stiff with frost. He saluted.

“Message from Vienna, General,” he said. “For your eyes only.”

She took the sealed letter from his hand. The wax impression was small and precise: a serpent coiled around a set of scales.

She had never seen the symbol before.

She knew what it meant.

“You may go,” she said.

The courier hesitated.

“General,” he said. “The quartermaster also requests clarification on the supply orders for—”

“Later,” she said.

He nodded and left.

She turned the letter over in her hands.

The seal was unfamiliar, but the paper was expensive. The handwriting on the outside—To General Seraphine Karnov—was neat, unhurried, and utterly confident.

She broke the seal and unfolded the letter.

General Karnov,

You have been observed.

Your campaigns have been noted. Your refusal to waste lives for the sake of appearances, your willingness to adjust orders when the ground contradicts the map, your loyalty to order rather than to any particular crown—all of these qualities are of interest.

You have seen enough to suspect that wars are not decided by courage and steel alone.

You are correct.

There are roads your maps do not show. There are depots your quartermasters do not list. There are supply lines that answer to no king.

There is a land across the ocean. You have heard rumors of it. You have fought in wars that were, in part, about who would reach it first.

We have decided it will not be left to kings.

You are invited to a meeting. Not as a subordinate. As a candidate.

If you accept, you will leave this front without fanfare. You will travel under a different name, with no insignia, no rank. You will tell no one where you are going—not your officers, not your king, not your family.

If you refuse, you will remain here. You will continue to fight well. You will die in a war designed by others.

If you accept, you will help design the next one.

The place of meeting is enclosed in the second page.

Burn this letter.

A. Veltrane

Seraphine read it twice.

Then she turned to the second sheet.

A monastery, she saw. A mountain range she knew by reputation but had never visited. A date, not far off. No further explanation.

She let the paper fall to her side and stared at the tent wall.

Someone in Vienna, someone who signed with a serpent and scales, knew how she fought. Knew how she disobeyed. Knew how she thought.

Someone had drawn lines on her maps and then sent her a letter explaining why.

She went to the brazier, held the corner of the letter to the coals until it caught, and watched as the flame crawled across the page. She dropped it into the brazier and waited until it was nothing but ash.

Only then did she allow herself to think about what it had said.

Design the next war.

Not fight it.

Design it.

She had spent her life executing plans written by men who had never seen a battlefield. Men who believed that lines on a map could be moved like ink. Men who thought soldiers were numbers.

She had always known they were wrong.

She had never considered that there might be others above them, moving them as carelessly as they moved her.

She took the unauthorized map from her pocket and smoothed it on the table.

The thin, precise lines no king had ordered.

The supply chains no minister had approved.

The routes that served neither side and both.

“Who are you?” she asked again.

This time, she had an answer.

Veltrane.

She did not know the name, but she understood the type.

Someone who moved coin the way she moved regiments.

Someone who believed the world was a problem to be solved with ledgers.

Someone who had decided that the old way of doing things was no longer sufficient.

She looked back at the brazier, at the last glowing flecks of ash.

If you refuse, you will remain here. You will continue to fight well. You will die in a war designed by others.

She could picture that future with painful clarity.

Another campaign. Another winter. Another king. Another envoy asking for a report on acceptable losses.

She would win battles.

She would bury men.

She would retire, if she lived long enough, with a chest full of medals and a pension.

They would call her loyal.

They would call her honorable.

They would never call her necessary.

If you accept, you will help design the next one.

She folded the unauthorized map and slipped it back into her coat.

Outside, the wind shifted. Somewhere in the camp, a man laughed too loudly, the brittle sound of someone who had survived when he had not expected to.

Seraphine picked up her gloves.

She stepped out into the cold.

The night smelled of smoke and iron and unwashed bodies. The stars were hard points of light in a black sky.

She walked through the camp, past the cook fires, past the makeshift infirmary, past the lines of tethered horses. Men saluted. She nodded without breaking stride.

At the edge of the camp, she stopped and looked back.

Tents. Fires. Flags.

All of it temporary.

All of it pretending to be permanent.

She thought of the monastery in the mountains. Stone older than any banner. Silence older than any anthem. A place that had watched wars come and go and had never once been conquered, because no one had ever thought to conquer it.

She thought of a land across the ocean. A blank space on a map. A place where no king’s colors flew. A place where the first laws had not yet been written.

A place where the idea of war could be designed from the beginning.

She exhaled, a thin plume of breath in the cold air.

There were orders to write, a successor to name, a transfer to arrange that would look routine on paper.

She would leave quietly travel under another name and climb a different kind of mountain.

If there really was a board above the kings and ministers, she was done being just another piece.
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Chapter Three – Selyth: The Historian Who Erases
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Elias Selyth had spent his life deciding what the world remembered.

He sat alone in the royal archives, deep beneath the palace, while the city above him slept. Candles burned low in iron sconces, their light catching on rows of leather spines. The air smelled of dust, ink, and the slow decay of paper.

On the table before him lay a chronicle.

It was a thick volume, bound in cracked brown leather, its pages filled with neat, careful script. The official history of the last reign. Wars fought, treaties signed, taxes levied, famines endured. A story of a kingdom that had survived through wisdom and courage.

It was, of course, a lie.

Elias dipped his pen in ink and crossed out a sentence.

The king, in his mercy, reduced the grain tax in the seventh year of his reign...

He scratched a thin line through “in his mercy” and wrote, in the margin, at the insistence of his council.

He did not do this for accuracy.

He did it for balance.

The king had not reduced the tax out of mercy. He had done it because riots were spreading and someone—Elias, in fact—had quietly suggested that a little less hunger might be cheaper than a lot more rebellion.

The king would never know that.

The chronicle did not need to say it.

It only needed to suggest that the king listened, sometimes, to reason.

History was not a record.

It was a tool.

Elias turned the page.

Here, a battle that had been lost had become a “strategic withdrawal.” Here, a failed harvest had been “mitigated by prudent reserves.” Here, a treaty signed under duress had been “entered into after careful deliberation.”

He had written all of it.

He had also written the other version.

The one that lived in a different set of books, locked in a cabinet only he and a few others could open. The one that recorded which minister had taken which bribe, which general had ignored which order, which noble family had quietly shifted its allegiance when the wind changed.

The world would never see that version.

The world did not need to.

It needed a story with which it could live.

He set the pen down and flexed his fingers. Ink stained the tips, the same way it had for twenty years. He had entered this room as a young man with good handwriting and a better memory. He had become, over time, something else.

Not a historian.

A filter.

A knock sounded at the heavy door.

“Busy,” he said, without looking up.

The door opened anyway.

He frowned and raised his head, prepared to scold whichever junior scribe had decided that word did not apply to them.

The man who entered was not a scribe.

He wore a plain dark coat, travel-stained but well-cut. His boots were clean. His eyes were not.

“Master Selyth,” the man said.

Elias recognized him.

Not by name. Messengers like this did not have names that mattered.

By type.

“Close the door,” Elias said.

The man did so, then stepped forward and placed a folded piece of paper on the table. It was sealed with wax, the impression small and precise: a serpent coiled around a set of scales.

Elias had seen the symbol once before.

On a ledger, in a bank in Vienna, years ago. On a page he had not been meant to see.

He had remembered it.

“Who sent you?” Elias asked.

“A man who moves coin,” the messenger said. “And wishes to move something more.”

Elias studied him for a moment, then picked up the letter and broke the seal.

Master Selyth,

You have been observed.

Your work has been noted. Your ability to turn defeats into lessons, your talent for removing what should not be remembered and amplifying what must be believed, you are understanding that stories are more powerful than decrees—all of these qualities are of interest.

You have seen enough to suspect that the chronicles you write are not the only ones that matter.

You are correct.

There are ledgers that record decisions your kings never knew they made. There are maps that show roads your generals never marched. There are accounts of life and death that never pass through your archives.

There is a land across the ocean. You have heard rumors of it. You have imagined, perhaps, what kind of story could be told there if one began before the first flag was raised, before the first anthem was sung.

We have imagined the same.

You are invited to a meeting. Not as a clerk. As a designer.

If you accept, you will leave this city without announcement. You will tell no one where you are going—not your patron, not your colleagues, not your family. You will bring no chronicles, no notes, no drafts.

If you refuse, you will continue to write histories that shape this kingdom. You will continue to erase what must be erased and preserve what must be preserved. You will die knowing you improved the story of a small corner of the world.

If you accept, you will help write the story of a nation that will one day teach the world what freedom means.

The place of meeting is enclosed in the second page.

Burn this letter.

A. Veltrane

Elias read it once.

Then again, slower.

He turned to the second sheet and saw the name of a monastery, the line of a mountain range, a date not far off.

He folded the letter and held it over the candle flame. The wax seal bubbled. The paper blackened, curled, and then flared. He dropped it into the metal tray he used for scrap and watched until it was ash.

The messenger said nothing.

“You know what was in it?” Elias asked.

“No,” the man said. “I know only that if you are wise, you will be where it tells you to be.”

Elias smiled faintly.

“Wisdom,” he said. “An interesting word for a courier.”

The man shrugged.

“I carry letters,” he said. “I see who receives them. The ones who go where they are told tend to live longer.”

He turned and left.

Elias sat alone with the chronicles and the ash.

He rose and went to the cabinet in the corner. From it, he took a different book—not a history, but a ledger of his own. Not of events.

Of patterns.

He flipped through its pages.

Here, a famine that had ended abruptly when grain shipments arrived from nowhere. Here, a war that had dragged on not because either side wanted it, but because someone kept both supplied just enough. Here, a plague that had burned through one region and then, inexplicably, stopped at a border no physician could explain.

He had written notes in the margins.

Coin?

Design?

Who benefits?

For years, he had suspected that the stories he wrote were only the surface of something deeper. That beneath the chronicles, decrees, and proclamations, there was another narrative—one told in numbers and shipments and quiet decisions.

He had never been able to prove it.

He had only been able to shape how it was remembered.

Now, someone who signed with a serpent and scales had written to him as if they knew him. As if they understood what he did. As if they assumed he would understand them.

He went back to the table and opened the official chronicle again.

The king, in his mercy, reduced the grain tax...

He had changed that line once already.

He crossed it out entirely.

The king reduced the grain tax in the seventh year of his reign.

He left it at that.

No motive. No judgment. Just an event.

The truth, he thought, is not what happened.

It is what people believe happened.

If there was to be a new land, a new nation, a new story, someone would have to decide what its people believed about themselves.

He had spent his life adjusting the story of a kingdom that had already been written by blood and accident.

The idea of starting from the beginning was...tempting.

He closed the chronicle and blew out the candle.

The room fell into darkness, then slowly brightened again as his eyes adjusted to the faint light from the corridor.

He did not need to see the books to know they were there.

He knew every shelf.

Every spine.

Every lie.

He gathered a few personal items—a pen, a small notebook, a ring his father had given him—and put them in a leather satchel. He did not take any of his work.

The past would survive without him.

It always did.

He left the archives and climbed the long staircase to the palace corridor. Guards nodded to him; servants stepped aside. To them, he was just another functionary, another quiet man with ink on his fingers.

They had no idea how much of their world he had already erased.

He stepped out into the cold night.

The city spread below the palace, roofs and chimneys and narrow streets. Somewhere, a tavern door opened and spilled light and laughter into the dark. Somewhere else, a church bell tolled the hour.

He thought of the monastery in the mountains. Of stone and silence. Of others who moved things unseen.

He thought of a land across the ocean. A blank page.

He adjusted the strap of his satchel.

He had spent years revising other people’s endings.

Now someone was offering him a beginning.

He decided to take it.
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Chapter Four – Drevane: The Price of a Life
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Thaddeus Drevane had long ago stopped asking whether a life was worth saving.

The question was never “worth.”

It was always “use.”

He stood at the window of his townhouse surgery, looking down at the street. Snow fell in slow, indifferent flakes, softening the edges of the city. Below, a carriage rattled past, wheels crunching on ice. A woman hurried by with her shawl pulled tight. A child slipped, laughed, got up.

Behind him, the room smelled of alcohol, iron, and boiled cloth.

“Doctor,” his assistant said quietly. “He’s ready.”

Thaddeus turned.

On the table lay a man in his thirties, shirt cut away, chest rising and falling in shallow, ragged breaths. His skin had the waxy sheen of someone who had been sick for a long time. A thin line of blood ran from the corner of his mouth.

“Consumption,” the assistant said. “Advanced.”

Thaddeus did not answer. He did not need to.

He had seen this pattern a hundred times. The cough. The wasting. The false recoveries. The final collapse.

He stepped closer and placed two fingers on the man’s wrist. The pulse fluttered weakly, like a trapped bird.

“Does he have family?” Thaddeus asked.

“A wife,” the assistant said. “Two children.”

“Coin?” Thaddeus asked.

“Some,” the assistant said. “Not enough.”

Thaddeus nodded once.

“Then we will try,” he said.

He did not say “because he has children” or “because he is young.” He did not say “because it is right.”

He said “try” because the man’s lungs sounded like a particular pattern of rot he had been tracking. Because the man’s village matched a cluster of cases in his ledger. Because the man’s survival or death would tell him something he did not yet know.
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