
    
      Ash-Waltz of Your Absent Heart

      
        	
          Chapter 1
        

        	
          Chapter 2
        

        	
          Chapter 3
        

        	
          Chapter 4
        

        	
          Chapter 5
        

        	
          Chapter 6
        

        	
          Chapter 7
        

        	
          Chapter 8
        

        	
          Chapter 9
        

        	
          Chapter 10
        

        	
          Chapter 11
        

        	
          Chapter 12
        

        	
          Chapter 13
        

        	
          Chapter 14
        

        	
          Chapter 15
        

        	
          Reading Group Guide
        

      

    

  
Chapter 1

    Dawn came to Eldervale on a wind that smelled of wet ash and river mud. Mira Cael rose before it, as she always had—hands awake before her thoughts, fingers tasting the soot beneath her nails like scripture. The room above the seamshop was a single shuttered window and a cedar trunk of fabric, but when she sat at her workboard the city folded around her: the chant of laundry on the lines, the scrape of oxcarts beyond the alley, the far bell that measured the hours between grief and market. Her fingers flexed, willing the ash to live.

    She set the shawl in front of her—gray wool softened by long use, the weave loose enough to accept a stitch that would hold a life inside its folds. A widow had brought it the night before, hands shaken, describing a husband who hummed in sleep, who stilled from a fever that ate names. The widow wanted the hum kept, a loop of warmth to hold the house through empty nights. Mira had promised she could do it, because she believed in promises the way she believed ash would take what it was offered and no more.

    Her ash laid out in a shallow bowl glinting like sifted moonlight. When she touched it, it answered: faint glowing veins traced the lines of her palms and the scars that marred her knuckles. She threaded the first stitch with a humming that lived behind her teeth, careful. Ash-weaving accepted grief but it would not lie; it made tidy bargains. If you offered it sorrow it would hold sorrow. If you offered it love it would cradle love. But if you tried to hide something inside—an unfairness, a falseness—the ash went hard, brittle as old bone. That was the rule her master had taught her; that was the rule she honored because the alternative was the world forgetting itself.

    A knock like a hammer on thin metal made Mira start. Tamsin, half-asleep and already ash-smudged, stuck her head through the doorway. "They've set up a cordon at the river," the apprentice whispered, and the word cordon tasted like other people's fear.

    Mira's fingers paused. The river-front ley-tree—one of Eldervale's oldest—had always been a seam in the city's memory. Its roots braided between houses and wells, fingers of wood threaded with living knots that smelled of sap and old prayers. The trees kept things: names, debts, promises. When a tree went sick, people forgot in small ways first—an address, a face—and then larger things began to slip: who they loved, what they'd been promised. A rot in a ley-tree was not just rot. It was unmaking.

    "Is it—" Tamsin's whisper cracked. "Is it bad?"

    Mira finished a stitch, the ash tightening like a breath. "I don't know," she said. Lying would make the ash betray the shawl. "Finish the hemming," she told Tamsin. "Take the shawl to the widow after I bind the knot."

    But the city has a way of speaking through its own wounds. By the time the sun had climbed enough to gild the chimney pots, the market field hummed with rumor. Mira could feel it in the way people shifted when she passed: a glance that pulled away too quickly, the quickening of breath not for her but at her. Her fingers, still haunted with ash, went cold.

    A pallid guard arrived with a squadron of men in magistrate's white stained faintly with gray dust. Their coats were immaculate enough to seem obscene in the morning light; their faces were law-shaped. The captain who led them moved like a shadow cupped in precise hands. When he stepped forward Mira felt the air grow thinner. He was tall—too tall, the way the Vael-bloods lengthened around their own hunger. A crescent scar leaned like a pale promise at his jaw, and his eyes were the sort of rooms that felt empty because they had been cleared of things.

    He introduced himself with no name. "We are detaining you on suspicion of unlawful binding," he said. His voice was small, controlled. The squad formed around Mira like a net. One of the guards—a woman Mira had traded linens to—looked at her with sorrow and that other thing beneath it: accusation.

    "They say a warded shawl found near the river is open to rot," the captain said. "That the signatures match an ash-weaver's hand."

    Mira's stomach went thin. A memory fluttered at the edges, a lullaby she'd once sung to herself in the dark to remind her fingers of how to keep their line steady. It trembled. The ash at her fingertips flared, like a living thing insulted by accusation. "You will inspect," she said. "Open the shawl. If it's mine, I'll prove it—"

    "We have already inspected," the captain cut in. He did not look at her when he used the word you. "You will come with us."

    Two guards leaned close enough for Mira to see the grind of their teeth. The crowd—always a mirror in Eldervale—watched with the mixture of hunger and relief that accompanies public ritual. Accusation is quick to be loved.

    They marched her through alleys that smelled of fried fish and old ink, and Mira kept her chin high. Her hands were tied with a rope of thick yarn that men called law-cord when they wanted it to feel heavier than cotton. People peered from windows, whispers catching on the breeze like trampled feathers: ash-witch, rot-bringer. The rope bit at her wrists and the ash beneath her nails throbbed as if the city had stepped on it.

    The captain walked at her left, his silhouette a blade of cultivated distance. Up close his eyes were not empty; they were dangerous in a different way—carefully hungry. When he looked at her she felt something uncanny, a sensation like standing on a bridge of glass across an abyss. He moved with the exacting economy of someone who conserved themselves for necessary things. In that moment she understood why the Vael were whispered about—their calm masked an appetite sharpened by centuries of bargain.

    "You will be presented before Magistrate Coren Thale," the captain said finally. He had the sharp, ledger face of someone who meant to add and subtract human beings like columns. "Until then, you will be kept in custody."

    At the Hall of Laws the air smelled like baked papyrus and wet stone, rituals softened into codex. Coren Thale's gallery was a box of white and shadow, his presence as precise as a binding clause. He did not have to stand; he could make others stand for him. His black-eyed stare measured Mira like a ledger line.

    "You are accused of loosening a ward," Coren told her. His voice was a knife that had been polished with caution. "A ley-tree on the riverbank has blackened at the heart. Wards failed in its canopy. Citizens forgot names. You were seen near the site. A shawl bearing your mark was found open to the rot. Do you deny it?"

    Mira wanted to tell the truth—the whole truth that ash-weaving did not make itself sinister. She wanted to explain that ash holds what is offered and cannot be coaxed into theft. But words are fragile; they are the sort of thing a rot eats first. Coren's face was precise, and the magistrate's court loved precision. "No," she said, because to deny would be to twist the truth into a knot that would later strangle someone. "I do not deny being at the river. I deny intentionally opening any ward."

    The gallery hummed. Liora Wynth sat near the back, a paper-skin figure with honey eyes that drank everything in. Mira felt a small, fierce relief when their eyes met. The woman who had taught her that ash would not be fooled had been dragged into the room by rumor and duty. Liora's mouth flattened into a line Mira had seen before—the exacting protection of one who has guarded too many things through too many bargains.

    Coren's hands were folded in his lap, ink-pale fingers like scales. "The law provides remedies," he said. "Bondwork is one. To prove innocence—or guilt—a suspect may be paired in sanctioned repair with a court-assigned partner. If the accused can repair the ley-knot under the supervision and effect of the court, their state will be noted and the city will be made whole."

    "Bondwork?" The word sat on Mira's tongue like an unfamiliar coin.

    Coren's eyes blackened a fraction. "Yes. The accused will be partnered with Captain Aiden Vael of the Pallid Guard." He said the name with the lightness of someone delivering a verdict. "He will oversee the work. You will perform with him. Success returns the Weave to health. Failure will be judged by this court."

    Mira's breath hitched not because of Coren's pronouncement but because of the shape the name gave the air—Aiden Vael. She had heard rumors. The Vael-blooded were paper-thin fables in marketplaces and taverns: exiled captains, men who ate absence the way other men ate bread. That they would be used as a measured remedy for a city’s wound was not an unfamiliar practice; the Vael lineage had long been bound to the city's balance. But to be forced into closeness with someone whose blood drank what she wove—who might hunger for the very memory she needed to keep—felt like being invited to warm a hand over a flame and told not to touch.

    When the captain stepped forward, he moved with that same economy. He did not bow. He did not need to. Up close, his face was a thing sculpted of careful cuts: a pale crescent scar at his jaw, a mouth that was neither kind nor cruel, and eyes that were cold rooms until he allowed them to be otherwise. For a moment, when their gazes met, Mira felt the pulse of the city contract.

    "You will come with me," he said. The way his voice slid over her use of the future—soft, precise—felt like instruction rather than invitation.

    She wanted to argue. She wanted to remind them both that ash does not take what it is not given. But the guild-laws and magistrate's writ were not arguments; they were nets. The choice had never been hers.

    As they escorted her from the Hall, the city seemed to press in. Tamsin caught her eye and mouthed something that might have been I am here. Liora's honeyed gaze held a quiet plea: survive this, Mira. The captain's hand rested at the small of her back, not touching, but close enough that his shadow brushed the damp of her shoulder. His presence made the room they'd formed sharper, a thing with edges.

    They walked to the river. The ley-tree stood where it always had, but its crown had gone black as if winter had arrived in a single night. The bark breathed with a slow, sickened sound; leaves withered before the wind could shame them into movement. Wards stitched into its trunk were frayed, threads dull and slack. Something in the air felt wrong—not empty exactly, but erasing, like a coin rubbed until the image was flat.

    A shawl lay at the tree's roots, sodden with river-lint. When one of the guard-officers nudged it with a boot, the ash within it winked like a living eye—then recoiled, as if frightened. Mira's breath hitched. She recognized the pattern of the weave, the slight crookedness in the seam, a thumbprint only she would notice. A stitch in the hem had been coerced open by whatever sickness had struck the tree. It was the kind of thing that could have been done by a clumsy thief or a pious vandal.

    Aiden watched her as she crouched, as she moved her fingers toward the shawl. He made no move to stop her, but his eyes held her like a barometer measuring change. Up close, she could see he carried a reluctance that was different than Coren’s certainty—a reluctance that tasted like old pain. When the ash reacted to her touch—curling toward her like a stray cat recognizing its owner—Mira felt the skin along her spine tighten with something that was not only fear.

    "You will be the one to bind it," Aiden said quietly, the words folded in with the river's breeze. They were not an order but they weren't without coercion either. Duty hummed in them. She wanted to argue that she had other work to do, that the widow's shawl had to be finished, that the ash couldn't be demanded as if it were a tool free of consequence. But the city had chosen; its demands were already written in the faces watching them.

    Mira's thumb found the frayed hem, and for a second something inside her flared—an image like a lantern: her mother's hands smoothing a shawl over a child's knees, a lullaby that smelled of thyme. The memory was quick and sharp, and then the air pressed against it. A cold clawed at the memory's edges, and somewhere a small note of the lullaby dimmed, as if someone had let out a single breath from a held bellows.

    The ash at her fingertips prickled with recognition and alarm. She imagined the Quiet God, the thing that swallowed songs and names—the rumor, the half-voiced story in taverns. The city had never called it by a single name; names give things shape. Whatever it was, it had taken a bite from this tree and left a taste on the shawl.

    Aiden leaned closer as Mira began to stitch. His shoulder brushed hers by chance; the contact sent a sparking of heat through her ribs that had nothing to do with the cold. He did not speak. He watched, as if every motion of her hands were an incantation he could learn to read. When she threaded the first living loop into the shawl, his breath was a soft current against her neck, and for an instant their pulses aligned like two small birds pressed together in a narrow nest.

    It was a dangerous closeness. She knew the tales—Vael blood that bled absence, weavers who could build cages of memory—but necessity is a razor that smooths morality down to a usable edge. The court had given them a shared purpose and a shared alarm. Between them, something fragile quivered: the possibility that two broken instruments might, if tuned together, play a chord that could be heard across the city's fractures.

    Her hands moved, ash accepting and refusing in equal measure. Each stitch felt like a coin flipped—freedom or ruin. Every thread she laid hummed with the weight of all the things she feared she could never give back if they were taken: a mother's lullaby, the warmth of a first laugh, the taste of bread after a rain. And beneath it, like a hungry animal pacing a locked cage, the sense of being watched by a thing that fed on forgetting.

    As the shawl began to mend, a woman from the riverbank stepped forward—a child once, now wide-eyed with a forgetfulness that made her eyes blink in confusion. "Where is my shop?" she asked, and then stopped because she could not recall whether her question had been asked and answered. Around them people shuffled, small erasures moving like a tide.

    Mira's fingers tightened on the thread. Aiden’s scent—clean, iron, something of old blood—rose behind her like a promise she wasn't sure she wanted to keep. She could repair this shawl, could evert the frayed wards if she and this measured man could synchronize their work like the two half-keys of a lock. But each stitch she made felt like a choice: this memory, this pain, this piece of herself. Each stitch was a sacrament. Each stitch had a cost.

    "Keep steady," Aiden murmured, not looking away from the shawl.

    She held his gaze for a fraction of a breath, and in that tiny exchange something significant lodged in her chest—an alarm with a shape like longing. It was not a want she could promise to indulge; it was a want that felt older than prudence. Mira swallowed. The ash along her fingers pulsed with its own secret life; the shawl vibrated like a small heart. Around them, the river whispered against stone, patient as a god.

    If he was a hunger and she was a keeper, the city had sewn them together whether they liked it or no. And somewhere, in the hollows between stitched memories, something else watched and waited with the delicate cruelty of appetite.


Chapter 2

    The magistrate's dais smelled of dried citrus and old law-slate, a clean scent that tried and failed to pretend the room was not crowded with hunger. Coren Thale's robe hung like a pageant of authority, every fold pressed into the posture of a man who had rehearsed mercy until it became indistinguishable from calculation. He did not rise when they entered. Instead he watched as if a spectacle were being set upon a table and he wanted to turn the plates himself.

    Mira kept her hands where Aiden could see them. Her ash-streaked fingers were folded, palms inward, knuckles white with restraint. The room's light pressed at the edges of her vision like an unkind question; people smelled of boiled cabbage and fear. Tamsin hovered behind her like a shard of bright color that didn't belong. Joryn had his usual half-smirk, but it didn't reach his eyes. Liora—small and severe in a chair that might have been stitched from patience itself—closed her hands over a bundle of thread and did not look at Mira.

    Coren's voice filled the court, smooth as ledger-ink. "Mira Cael of the Lower Ward," he said, the name measured like a tally, "you stand accused of being the origin of the rot that devoured the river grove's heartwood. You will either repair what you damaged or bear the consequences of trespass against the Weave."

    Across the room, someone snorted. It was a sound Mira would have laughed at under other circumstances. Now it landed like a stone against the thin glass of her composure.

    "I did not—" she began, but Coren cut her off with a look that made the word curdle inside her.

    "You understand how this works," he said. "Weavecraft holds the city together. When your craft fails or is used as sabotage, the consequence is communal—so is the remedy. You will undergo bondwork with Aiden Vael, formerly Captain of the Pallid Guard, now of the Magistrate's oversight. Together you shall tend the grove, perform the renewal rites, and prove your innocence by mending the Weave." He pronounced "bondwork" like a cleansing, as if a word could unstick the history of what such a coupling had demanded in colder winters.

    Aiden's face did not change when the verdict landed. He looked like someone who had been asked to fold papers into themselves for years and had become expert at pretending the creases did not hurt. Yet when Coren said Aiden's name, something subtle shifted behind his eyes—a muscle tightening, a note of distance. The crowd inhaled; Mira felt the intake like weather.

    "This is not charity," Liora said at last, voice dry as a salted shawl. "It is an order of stewardship. The rite requires a heart that remembers paired with hands that will bind. Mira's ash is known; Vael blood answers absence. Together you may cover more ground."

    "Together," Aiden echoed. The word slid between them, thin and clinical. When he turned his head, the angle of his jaw revealed the pale crescent scar. His gaze landed on Mira like an assessment—cool, professional. But under its surface she found a tremor, as if the word "together" was a door he feared to open because something on the other side might take his shape and not give it back.

    "You expect us to perform an Ash-Waltz in public?" Mira heard herself say. The question had teeth; it bit down on the absurdity of exposing the Weave to magistrates and gossip. "Those rites are intimate. They are not theatre."

    "They are what the city needs," Coren replied. "If you succeed, we spare you both suspicion and punishment. If you fail, we remove you from the registry."

    The registry. A dry, bureaucratic death. Mira's throat closed. She saw in her mind the slow erasing—the clerk's precise knife shaving away a name like a sliver of bone. She had watched erasures before; the city did them with gloves and polite hands. That thought made the air close around her ribs.

    Aiden stepped forward because the court had asked him to, but his step was also a choice. Up close his pallor was more conspicuous—the skin the color of old paper, lips like a lock that never quite opens. His voice dropped, a private tone that brushed the back of her ear despite the room's watchfulness.

    "We will go now," he said. "We will not waste the grove on ceremony. If the root's rot spreads, the rip will deepen. The longer we wait, the harder the mend."

    There was a command in that, but also a plea for urgency she could not ignore. It landed in her like a pebble in a bowl: it caused concentric circles, and somewhere at the center Leah—no, Mira—felt something begin to move.
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