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They will tell you the world has always been whole.

They will speak of borders drawn in ink and treaty, of kingdoms rising and falling like breath against cold glass. They will assure you that reality is solid beneath your feet, immutable as stone, as certain as the stars that wheel overhead in their eternal patterns.

They are lying.

The truth is far more fragile. The truth is that existence hangs by threads so thin they make spider silk look like anchor chain, and those threads are fraying. For three thousand years, the Anchors held them taut, bleeding themselves dry to keep the membrane between what is and what hungers to be from tearing open like wet paper. They worked in silence. They died in silence. And when the last of them was hunted down and butchered by the very order sworn to protect them, the threads began to snap.

I know this because I am what remains.

My name is Isla Vorn, and six months ago I was a disgraced cartographer selling forged property deeds from the back room of a failing inn. I had been expelled from the Meridian Collegium for a crime I did not commit, stripped of my certification, my reputation reduced to ash and rumor. I thought my greatest enemy was poverty. I thought my deepest fear was dying unknown, unmourned, in some gutter while the world I had mapped so carefully continued on without me.

I was catastrophically wrong.

Now I understand that every map I ever drew was a spell I did not know I was casting. Every border I inked was a suture in the skin of reality. And the ability that got me expelled, the capacity to see the true shape of things beneath their surfaces, was not madness but the rarest form of sight. I am what the forbidden texts call a Veilwright: a living needle binding the worlds together. I am the only one left because someone decided we were too dangerous to exist.

The Covenant of the Sealed Eye was supposed to guard us. Instead, they became our executioners.

Three weeks ago, they sent their finest blade to finish what they started. He found me in a city where I thought I had buried myself deep enough to disappear. He held a knife to my throat in an alley that smelled of rotting fish and old rain.

He has not yet used it.

I wish I understood why, because the not-knowing is worse than any death he could offer. And the way he looks at me, like I am a problem he cannot solve, a lock he cannot pick, a wound he cannot bring himself to cauterize, makes me wonder if he understands it himself.

What follows is not a love story. It is an autopsy of one, conducted while the patient is still breathing.

Read quickly.

The shadows are learning to read too.
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Chapter 1: The Cartographer of Ruins
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The ink was wrong.

Isla knew it the moment her brush touched parchment, felt the subtle resistance that meant the pigment had turned. Moisture, perhaps. Age. Or something less explicable, something that had been happening more frequently in recent weeks, as though the materials themselves were rebelling against her touch.

She should stop. Mix a fresh batch. Scrape this attempt clean and begin again with the methodical precision that had once made her the youngest senior cartographer in the Collegium's two-hundred-year history.

Instead, she pressed harder.

The line bled outward, feathering into the fiber like a bruise spreading beneath skin. Isla watched it happen with detached fascination. Two months of work. Two months of painstaking forgery, recreating the property deed that would give old Maren Thess legal claim to the farm where her family had worked for four generations. The land that Lord Castellan's lawyers were trying to steal through bureaucratic sleight of hand and purchased judges.

Ruined. All of it.

She set down the brush with exaggerated care, as if gentleness could retroactively undo the damage, and pressed her palms flat against the scarred surface of her worktable. The cellar was cold despite the summer heat baking the streets of Verantum above. Damp stone walls wept moisture that smelled of mold and the ghost of old wine. A single oil lamp threw shadows that pooled in the corners like spilled ink, shadows that seemed to lean toward her when she was not looking directly at them.

Isla did not look at them. She had learned, over the past several months, that looking only made them bolder.

"Third time this week," she said to the empty room. Her voice sounded strange in the underground silence. Thin. Papery. "The bleeding, the spreading. Something is accelerating, and I am running out of excuses for why."

The shadows did not answer. They simply continued their patient congregation at the edges of the lamplight, and Isla continued her patient pretense that she did not see them waiting.

She gathered the ruined parchment, folding it with automatic efficiency, and fed it to the lamp's small flame. The edges caught and curled. For a moment, in the burning, she glimpsed something that might have been a face. A doorway. A hand reaching toward her through fire that suddenly felt cold.

Then it was ash, and she was alone with her failure and her dwindling options.

The stairs to the inn's main floor protested her weight, each step groaning like an accusation. The Salted Wheel had been dying by inches since before Isla arrived eight months ago, its reputation poisoned by the previous owner's debts and the new owner's stubborn refusal to bribe the right officials. Brennan Aldwych had given Isla the cellar in exchange for keeping his books and the occasional document that required a skilled hand and flexible ethics. It was not charity. Brennan did not believe in charity. It was, he had told her on the day she arrived half-starved and desperate, an investment in someone who still looked like she had the capacity to be useful.

Isla was increasingly uncertain that assessment remained accurate.

The inn's common room held a scattering of afternoon drinkers, merchants mostly, pausing between appointments to fortify themselves with watered ale and gossip. Dust motes drifted through the slanting light from windows that needed cleaning, tiny worlds suspended in amber. Behind the bar, Brennan's daughter Cora pulled drinks with the grim efficiency of someone who had stopped expecting the work to get easier.

Cora was seventeen, sharp-featured, too thin in ways that spoke of meals skipped so the younger children could eat. She noticed Isla emerge from the cellar and her expression flickered through recognition, assessment, and carefully neutral disinterest in the space of a heartbeat.

"You look terrible," Cora said.

"Thank you. I was aiming for moderately unwell."

"You missed." Cora slid a cup of water across the bar without being asked. "Da wants to see you. He's in the back with the accounts."

"The Castellan deed is ruined. I'll need to start over."

"Fourth time."

"Third." The lie came automatically, though Isla was not certain why she bothered. Cora saw too much, always had. "The ink keeps turning."

"Maybe it's not the ink."

Isla did not respond. They both knew it was not the ink.

She took her water and wound through the common room toward the cramped office where Brennan conducted business he did not want overheard. The door was heavy oak, scarred by decades of use, and it swung open before she could knock.

Brennan Aldwych was fifty-three, built like a dock worker gone slightly soft, with hands that still remembered violence and eyes that missed nothing. He stood behind a desk covered in ledgers and letters, and his face held an expression Isla had not seen before. Something between fear and calculation.

"Close the door," he said.

Isla closed it. The room was small enough that she could smell the pipe smoke caught in his wool coat, the ink on his fingers, the faint sourness of worry-sweat. Warning prickled along her spine.

"You've been here eight months," Brennan said. "In that time, you've never told me what you ran from. I didn't ask because I didn't need to know, and because you were useful, and because I understood that some debts can't be spoken aloud without giving them weight." He picked up a letter from his desk. The paper was heavy, cream-colored, marked with a seal Isla recognized instantly.

The world tilted.

"Someone from the Collegium came this morning," Brennan continued. "Wanted to know if I'd seen a woman matching your description. Wanted to know if I'd noticed anything strange about her. Anything unnatural." He set the letter down. "They're offering a reward. Substantial enough that I could pay off every debt this building carries and have enough left over to start again somewhere clean."

Isla's throat had closed. She forced words through it anyway. "And?"

"And I told them I had never seen anyone matching that description. I told them I would send word immediately if I did. I smiled and I lied and I watched them leave, and then I started wondering what exactly I've been harboring in my cellar for eight months."

"Brennan—"

"The shadows move when you're down there. The girls have noticed. They don't want to do the washing anymore because the cellar shadows reach for them." His voice remained level, almost conversational. "Three of my regulars have complained that their drinks taste strange when you serve them. Marcus Vell said his ale turned to something like tar in his mouth. I told him he was drunk. I've been telling a lot of people a lot of things, Isla. I'd like to know if any of them are true."

Isla should run. She knew that. Eight months of borrowed safety, and now it was ending, and she should already be calculating escape routes and alternative identities and how far she could get before the Covenant hunters caught her scent.

Instead, she said: "I don't know what I am."

The words surprised her. The truth of them surprised her more.

"There was an accident at the Collegium," she continued. "A map I was restoring. It was old, older than anything we'd catalogued before, and when I touched it, something happened. Something opened. I could see the way the world actually works beneath the skin of it, all the seams and stitches and places where reality has been patched and sewn together over wounds that never fully healed. And then the seeing started to affect things. The maps I drew began to change what they charted. The borders I inked became real borders. I drew a bridge that wasn't there, and three days later, workers were building it without knowing why, without remembering who had commissioned it."

Brennan's face had gone pale beneath his weathering. "That's not possible."

"No. It's not. The Collegium agreed, which is why they declared me mad, stripped my credentials, and prepared to have me quietly disappeared. I ran before they could finish the process." Isla met his eyes. "I don't know what I am. I don't know why I can do what I do. I only know that the longer I exist, the more the strangeness spreads, and the more people seem determined to either kill me or capture me. The Covenant seal on that letter means they've escalated from Collegium inquiry to active hunting. Whatever grace period I had just ended."

"The Covenant." Brennan's voice had dropped. "The Sealed Eye."

"You know them."

"Everyone knows them. Or knows of them. They're the ones who handle problems that can't be handled through normal channels. Monsters. Rogue mages. Things that threaten the stability of the realm." He looked at her differently now, reassessing her place in his understanding of the world. "They hunt things that shouldn't exist."

"Yes."

"And they're hunting you."

"Yes."

Brennan was silent for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice had hardened into something Isla recognized: the tone of a man making a business decision. "How long do I have before they come back?"

"I don't know. Days. Hours. They may already be watching the building."

"Then you need to be gone before nightfall." He opened a drawer in his desk and withdrew a small purse that clinked with coin. "There's a ship leaving from the eastern docks at sunset. The Margin's Favor. Captain owes me a debt he'd rather not repay in person. Tell him Brennan Aldwych sent you, and he'll find you passage to the Threshold Isles. After that, you're on your own."

Isla stared at the purse. "You're helping me. After everything I just told you."

"I'm getting rid of a problem before it gets worse." But something in his expression softened, just slightly. "You've been good for this place, in your way. Cora likes you, and Cora doesn't like anyone. The least I can do is give you a head start." He pushed the purse across the desk. "Take it. Go. And Isla?"

"Yes?"

"Whatever you are, whatever they think you are, the shadows in my cellar never hurt anyone. They just watched. Maybe that counts for something." He turned away, dismissing her. "Maybe it doesn't. Either way, you need to be gone."

Isla took the money. Her hands were steadier than she expected.

She had learned, in the months since her flight from the Collegium, that hope was a luxury she could not afford. But Brennan's words planted something in the barren soil of her chest regardless, a seed she could not quite bring herself to uproot.

The shadows had never hurt anyone. They just watched.

Maybe it counted for something.

Maybe it didn't.

She would find out soon enough.

The afternoon had turned gray by the time Isla emerged from the Salted Wheel, the summer sun smothered by clouds rolling in from the harbor. Verantum sprawled before her in all its cluttered glory: three hundred thousand souls packed into a maze of streets that had grown organically over six centuries, each district bleeding into the next without clear boundaries. She had mapped this city in her first weeks here, charted its shortcuts and hiding places and blind corners where a woman could disappear if she needed to. The map was hidden beneath a loose stone in her cellar room, inked on paper that would burn at the first sign of danger.

She should retrieve it. Should gather her few possessions and her carefully hoarded documents and make her way to the eastern docks before the Covenant's hunters grew impatient with waiting.

Instead, Isla turned west, toward the Thornmarket and the closest thing she had to unfinished business.

Old Maren Thess lived in a crooked house at the edge of the Thornmarket district, three rooms stacked on top of each other like a child's blocks, surrounded by the vegetable garden she had maintained for forty years. The house sat on land that had belonged to her family since before Verantum had a name, passed down through generations of farmers who worked soil that somehow remained fertile even as the city swallowed the countryside around it. Now Lord Castellan wanted that land for a new warehouse, and his lawyers had discovered a technicality in the deed, a missing seal, a clerk's error from decades past that called the legal ownership into question.

The forged deed Isla had been creating would have resolved that question permanently. Now Maren would lose her home, her garden, her family's legacy, because Isla's hands had betrayed her at the crucial moment.

She should not be here. Every minute she lingered in Verantum was a minute the hunters could use to find her. But Isla had spent eight months watching Maren tend her tomatoes and argue with her chickens and bring soup to the Salted Wheel on days when Cora looked particularly tired. She could not leave without warning her, at least. Without apologizing for the help she had failed to provide.

The crooked house came into view around a corner, and Isla stopped walking.

A man stood in Maren's garden, his back to the street, examining the tomato plants with apparent interest. He was tall, broad-shouldered beneath a dark traveling coat, his black hair pulled back from a face Isla could not see. His posture held the deceptive ease of someone who knew exactly how quickly he could move if he needed to.

There was a sword at his hip. Not ornamental. Working steel, the kind that had been sharpened enough times to show wear patterns on the scabbard.

And at his feet, pooled in the afternoon shadows beneath the tomato stakes, darkness gathered in ways that had nothing to do with the clouds overhead. It lapped at his boots like water, like something hungry and patient, and the man stood in it as though he belonged there. As though he had always belonged there.

Isla's blood went cold.

She should run. She knew that. Turn around, walk calmly back toward the Salted Wheel, collect her things, get to the ship, disappear into the Threshold Isles, and never look back. This was a hunter. Covenant-trained, almost certainly. Drawn to the same location she had chosen for her sentimental detour, because the Covenant did not simply wait for their quarry to appear. They studied. They predicted. They understood the minds of the things they hunted well enough to anticipate their movements.

He knew she would come here. Knew it before she did.

The smart thing, the survivable thing, was to retreat. Isla had become very good at retreating over the past eight months.

Instead, her feet carried her forward into the garden.

The man turned before she was halfway across the vegetable beds, and Isla saw his face for the first time.

He was younger than she expected. Late twenties, perhaps, with features that might have been handsome if they had held any warmth: a strong jaw, a straight nose, eyes the color of iron left out in rain. A thin scar ran from the corner of his left eyebrow to his temple, pale against skin that suggested ancestry from the northern provinces. His expression held nothing. No recognition, no hostility, no satisfaction at having caught his prey walking willingly toward him.

Just emptiness. The kind of emptiness that came from having carved out everything soft and left only purpose behind.

"Isla Vorn," he said. His voice was low, rough-edged, as uninflected as his face. "Formerly of the Meridian Collegium. Cartographer, Second Rank. Expelled for unsanctioned practice of restricted arts. Wanted by order of the Sealed Eye for questioning regarding violations of the Veil Accords." He paused. "You're smaller than your file suggested."

"I've lost weight." The words came out steadier than Isla felt. Her heart was hammering against her ribs, her palms damp with cold sweat, every instinct screaming at her to run. "The fugitive lifestyle isn't exactly conducive to regular meals."

"No. I imagine it isn't." He studied her with clinical detachment, the way a physician might examine a patient with an interesting disease. "You should have gone to the docks. Brennan Aldwych's contact was genuine. The ship would have taken you far enough that I might have had difficulty following."

"You were watching the inn."

"I've been watching you for three days. You favor the market in the mornings, the abandoned scriptorium on Vellum Street in the afternoons. You talk to yourself when you think no one is listening. And you see things that ordinary people cannot see." His iron-gray eyes held hers. "The shadows move for you. They gather when you're near. That's why they sent me specifically."

Isla's breath caught. "What do you mean, specifically?"

In answer, the hunter raised his right hand, palm up.

The darkness at his feet stirred. It rose like smoke, like water defying gravity, coiling around his fingers in tendrils that seemed almost affectionate. The shadows from the tomato stakes stretched toward him, abandoning their natural shapes to join the gathering darkness in his palm. Within seconds, he held a sphere of absolute black, deeper than any shadow had a right to be, a void that ate the light around it.

"Because," he said quietly, "the shadows move for me as well."

The sphere collapsed. The darkness returned to its natural positions, falling back into the shapes that physics and sunlight demanded of it. But Isla had seen. Had understood.

They had not sent an ordinary hunter. They had sent someone like her.

"You're a Veilwright," she breathed.

"No." His voice hardened almost imperceptibly. "I'm what's left when a Veilwright is trained properly. When the power is contained instead of allowed to spread unchecked. When the danger is channeled into purpose instead of permitted to rot everything it touches." He took a step toward her, and Isla forced herself not to retreat. "The Covenant calls us Severed. We're the ones who cut what shouldn't exist out of the world. And you, Isla Vorn, shouldn't exist."

"Then why am I still breathing?"

The question hung between them. For a long moment, the hunter did not answer. Something flickered across his empty face, there and gone too quickly to identify. Confusion, perhaps. Or something more troubling.

"I don't know," he finally said. "You should be dead. I had three opportunities in the last three days. Clean kills, no witnesses, the kind of work I've done a hundred times before." His jaw tightened. "But every time I positioned myself, every time I prepared to act, the shadows refused. They wouldn't touch you. They pulled back from you like water from hot iron. I've never felt them refuse before."

Isla processed this. Her mind, trained for years to find patterns in chaos, to identify the shapes hidden beneath surface disorder, worked through the implications.

"The shadows obey you," she said slowly. "They're your weapon, your tool for doing the Covenant's work. And they won't let you use them against me."

"Yes."

"Which means either I'm somehow immune to your abilities, or..." She trailed off as a second possibility occurred to her. One that made far less sense but felt, in some deep and inexplicable way, correct.

"Or the shadows recognize you," the hunter finished. His voice had dropped even lower. "Not as a threat. Not as prey. But as something else. Something they want to protect."

"That's impossible."

"Yes. It is." He took another step toward her, close enough now that she could smell leather and steel and something else underneath, something like ozone before a storm. "Nothing in my training prepared me for this. Nothing in the Covenant's records suggests it should be possible. Veilwrights are aberrations. Mistakes in the fabric of reality that need to be corrected before they spread. We don't protect each other. We don't even recognize each other as kin." His iron eyes burned into hers. "So what are you, Isla Vorn? What have you done to my shadows?"

"I don't know." It was the truth, and it tasted like copper in her mouth. "I've been asking myself that question for eight months. What I am. Why I can do the things I do. Why the strangeness keeps growing no matter how hard I try to suppress it." She held his gaze, refusing to look away despite every instinct screaming at her to flee. "You're the first person I've met who might actually have answers. And you're also the person sent to kill me."

"Yes."

"So what happens now?"

The hunter was silent. Behind him, the shadows shifted restlessly, and Isla realized with sudden clarity that they were not waiting for his command. They were waiting for hers. All of them, every patch of darkness in Maren's garden, the shadows beneath the tomato stakes and the shade under the crooked eaves of the house and the darkness gathered in the folds of the hunter's own coat. They strained toward her like flowers toward sunlight, held back only by the thinnest thread of something she did not understand.

If she called them, they would come. She knew it the same way she knew how to breathe.

And judging by the way the hunter's eyes widened almost imperceptibly, he knew it too.

"My name," he said slowly, "is Corwin Hale. I've served the Covenant of the Sealed Eye for eleven years. I've killed thirty-seven Veilwrights in that time, including my own teacher, including the woman who trained me to control what I am instead of being consumed by it." His hand drifted toward his sword, not quite touching the hilt. "If you're what I'm starting to suspect you might be, then killing you may not be possible. Not for me. Perhaps not for anyone."

"What do you suspect I am?"

"Something that shouldn't exist." He said it like a diagnosis. Like a death sentence. "Something the old records called an Anchor. The living threads that hold the Veil in place. There were supposed to be hundreds of you once, scattered across the world, each one stabilizing a section of the barrier between realities. Then something happened. A war, a plague, a purge. The records are incomplete. But afterward, there were fewer Anchors. And then fewer still. And then the Covenant was formed to hunt down the remaining Veilwrights before any more could become Anchors, because an Anchor that isn't controlled is more dangerous than any other force in existence."

Isla's legs had started trembling. She locked her knees to keep from swaying. "More dangerous how?"

"An Anchor doesn't just hold the Veil in place. An Anchor is part of the Veil. Their emotions affect it. Their desires reshape it. If an Anchor is happy, the membrane strengthens. If an Anchor is afraid, it weakens. And if an Anchor is angry, truly angry, with the kind of rage that burns away reason and restraint..." Corwin's voice dropped to barely above a whisper. "The Veil doesn't just weaken. It tears. And through the tears come things that make the Covenant's worst nightmares look like children's stories."

The garden had gone very quiet. Even the birds had stopped singing.

"You think I'm an Anchor," Isla said. "The last Anchor, based on what you said about a purge. And that's why your shadows won't touch me. Because destroying me would destroy the Veil itself."

"I don't know what I think." Corwin's hand had closed around his sword hilt now, knuckles white with tension. "I know what I was trained to believe. I know what the Covenant's records say. And I know that every single piece of evidence I've gathered over the past three days contradicts everything I thought was true." He drew the blade an inch from its scabbard, steel gleaming dully in the gray afternoon light. "I should kill you now, while I still have the choice. While you're still confused and frightened and don't know how to use what you are. It would be a mercy. For both of us."

"Then do it."

Isla heard herself speak the words as though from a great distance. The terror was still there, ice in her veins, pressure in her chest, but something else had risen alongside it. Something that felt almost like defiance.

"If you're so certain I need to die, then do it," she continued. "Draw your sword. Cut me down in an old woman's garden and tell yourself you're saving the world. But know this, Corwin Hale of the Sealed Eye: if you're wrong about what I am, you'll have murdered an innocent woman for no reason. And if you're right about what I am, you'll have just torn the last thread holding reality together."

She spread her arms. The shadows around her surged, and she let them, felt them flow up her legs and pool in her palms like liquid darkness, like power she had never known she possessed. Corwin's face went pale.

"Choose," she said.

The moment stretched. One second. Two. Ten.

Corwin's sword slid back into its scabbard with a soft click.

"Damn you," he said quietly. There was something almost like admiration in his voice, buried deep beneath the frustration. "Damn you for being exactly what I was afraid you'd be."

"And what's that?"

"Interesting." He practically spat the word. "Compelling. The kind of problem that can't be solved with steel, no matter how much I wish otherwise." He turned away from her, toward the crooked house where old Maren Thess presumably still lived, unaware that her garden had become the site of a confrontation that might determine the fate of reality itself. "I can't kill you. My shadows won't allow it, and neither, apparently, will my conscience. But I can't let you wander free either. You're a danger to everyone around you, including yourself."

"So what do you propose?"

He looked back at her over his shoulder. The emptiness in his eyes had fractured, just slightly, revealing something underneath that Isla could not quite name.

"I propose," he said, "that we figure out what you actually are before someone less conflicted than me decides to find out by dissecting you. The Covenant won't stop with one hunter. When I fail to report back, they'll send more. Worse. And you, Isla Vorn, are nowhere near ready to face what's coming."

"And you think you can prepare me?"

"I think I'm the only one who can." He started walking toward the garden gate, not checking to see if she followed. "The Covenant trained me to kill Veilwrights. That means they trained me to understand them. Their powers, their weaknesses, the ways their abilities manifest and grow. Everything they taught me to use against your kind, I can teach you to use to defend yourself."

Isla remained where she stood. "Why would you do that? You just said you've been killing people like me for eleven years."

Corwin stopped at the gate. For a long moment, he did not turn around.

"Because in eleven years," he finally said, "not one of them ever made the shadows hesitate. Not one of them ever made me hesitate." His voice had gone rough, almost raw. "And because the last time I felt something other than purpose was so long ago I'd forgotten what it was like."

"What does it feel like?"

He did turn then, and Isla saw that the emptiness in his expression had cracked wider. Beneath it was something she recognized, had seen in her own reflection on the worst nights of the past eight months.

Loneliness. The bone-deep kind that came from being utterly alone in a world that would never understand what you were.

"It feels," Corwin said quietly, "like the beginning of something I'm probably going to regret."

Then he walked through the gate and into the street beyond, and Isla, after a moment's hesitation that felt like the last breath before a plunge, followed.

The ship was called the Margin's Favor, and it was not going to the Threshold Isles after all.

Corwin had contacts. Of course he did. Eleven years as the Covenant's most effective hunter meant eleven years of building networks, cultivating informants, accumulating favors that could be called in when needed. Within two hours of leaving Maren's garden, Isla found herself standing on the deck of a merchant vessel bound for the Thornwood Coast, watching Verantum's harbor lights dwindle in the gathering dusk.

The city where she had hidden for eight months disappeared into the evening mist, taking with it the Salted Wheel and Brennan's grudging kindness and Cora's sharp observations and the cellar room that had become the closest thing to home Isla had known since her expulsion. She should feel grief. She should feel fear, at least, embarking into unknown waters with a man whose profession was killing people like her.

Instead, she felt something unexpected. Relief.

"You're not frightened enough." Corwin's voice came from behind her, and Isla did not turn. "Most people in your position would be terrified. Fleeing into the dark with a stranger who admitted he was sent to execute them."

"Most people in my position would be dead." Isla kept her eyes on the fading lights. "I've spent eight months being terrified. Jumping at shadows, lying awake wondering when the Covenant would find me, running from every stranger who looked at me twice. Terror becomes exhausting after a while. It stops being motivating and starts being just another kind of paralysis."

"So you've moved past fear into acceptance?"

"I've moved past fear into pragmatism." She finally turned to face him. The ship's lanterns cast his features in amber and shadow, softening the hard lines, making him look almost approachable. Almost. "You could have killed me. You chose not to. You could have turned me over to the Covenant. Instead, you're helping me escape. Either you're planning something far worse than simple execution, or you genuinely believe that keeping me alive serves some purpose I don't yet understand." She studied his face, looking for the truth beneath the careful blankness. "Which is it?"

"I don't know yet."

"That's not very reassuring."

"It's honest." He moved to stand beside her at the rail, keeping several feet of distance between them. "I've spent eleven years being certain. Certain of my purpose, my mission, the rightness of the Covenant's cause. Three days ago, that certainty started cracking. You are the crack. And I don't yet know if what lies beneath is something worth building on or just another kind of void."

Isla absorbed this. The ship creaked and swayed beneath her feet, timbers groaning as they cut through the harbor swells. Somewhere below decks, sailors called to each other in the rhythmic shorthand of their profession.

"The Thornwood Coast," she said. "What's there?"

"Answers, possibly. There's a woman I know. She was Covenant once, before she left. She's spent the past twenty years studying the old records, the ones the Sealed Eye doesn't want anyone to read. If anyone can tell us what you really are, it's her."

"And if she can't?"

"Then we find someone else. Or we figure it out ourselves. Or..." He paused, jaw tightening. "Or the Covenant finds us first, and the question becomes academic."

"You're risking a great deal for someone you just met."

"I know."

"Why?"

Corwin was silent for a long moment. When he spoke again, his voice was quieter, stripped of its professional flatness.

"Because when I was sixteen years old, a Veilwright power manifested in me without warning. I woke up one morning and the shadows had come alive around me, hungry and eager and ready to obey. My family was terrified. The village priest wanted to burn me. The local lord wanted to sell me to a traveling menagerie as a curiosity." His hands gripped the ship's rail, knuckles white. "The Covenant found me before either could happen. They took me in. Trained me. Taught me to control what I was instead of being controlled by it. And then they showed me how to use my abilities to hunt others like me, because uncontrolled Veilwrights were a threat to everything stable and safe and ordered in the world."

"They made you a weapon."

"They made me useful. They gave me purpose when I had none. And I was grateful, for years, because purpose is easier than uncertainty. Purpose doesn't ask questions it can't answer." He turned to look at her, and in the lantern light, his iron-gray eyes held a complexity that had not been there before. "But you asked me why your shadows hesitated. Why mine did. And the truth is, I don't know. I've killed dozens of Veilwrights without a moment's pause. I've told myself every time that I was protecting the world from chaos, from the tears in reality that uncontrolled power creates. But watching you, these past three days, I started wondering if I ever actually believed it. Or if I just needed to believe it, because the alternative was admitting that I'd spent eleven years murdering people who might not have deserved to die."

The ship had cleared the harbor now, sailing into open water. The lights of Verantum were gone, swallowed by distance and darkness.

"You're having a crisis of faith," Isla said.

"Something like that."

"And I'm the cause."

"Something like that too." A ghost of something that might have been humor flickered across his face. "You're inconvenient, Isla Vorn. You've made my life very complicated in a very short time."

"I apologize for not being easier to kill."

"Don't. It's the most interesting thing that's happened to me in years."
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