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PROLOGUE 

	The Night I Made Them

	The girl I was at nineteen didn't know what she was doing.

	That is the truth I have spent eight years trying to live with, and it has never gotten easier to hold — the way certain truths don't soften with time but simply become more familiar, the way you stop flinching at a scar not because it stops hurting when you press it but because you've learned, finally, where it is.

	She didn't know. I didn't know.

	I was standing in my grandmother's workroom on the third floor of a building on Rue Dauphine in New Orleans, Louisiana, at eleven-forty-seven on a Tuesday night in October, and the candles had burned to their sockets, and the circle was broken, and Maren was on the floor, and I was screaming her name into air that smelled like ozone and scorched herbs and the specific, terrible sweetness of blood from a wound that was already too old to save her.

	I was screaming. And then I wasn't.

	And then something else happened — something that had no name, then or now, something that reached up through the broken circle and through my grief and through the part of me that had never been only human and pulled, and cast, and chose —

	Without asking me.

	Or maybe it asked, and I said yes, and I have simply never been able to remember giving my permission, because grief at that magnitude does not leave clean records.

	I don't remember the words. I don't remember the intention. I don't remember anything after Maren stopped breathing except waking up on the floor with my cheek against the old cypress boards and my magic so completely emptied out of me that I felt like a house after a fire — still standing, structurally, but hollow in a way that suggested the structure might be the problem.

	I spent a week in my grandmother's spare room and another week convincing the part of myself that still wanted to reach for my magic that it wasn't worth reaching for anymore. And then I rebuilt myself — smaller, quieter, more careful. I became a woman who restored rare books. I became a woman who lived alone and preferred it. I became a woman who had a cat named after a dead philosopher and a tea preference and an extremely specific opinion about the correct way to file pre-colonial supernatural manuscripts, and I called this a life, and I almost believed it.

	The four of them had been out there this whole time.

	That is the thing I cannot stop thinking about. While I was building my careful, reduced little life in the shop below the workroom where everything ended — they were out there. Living whatever they call their lives. Caspian Voss, two centuries old, rewriting magical law in his image in a Manhattan office that cost more per month than some countries' GDPs. Rael Morrow, charming his way through a century of exile, laughing at his own jokes in a dozen different cities that all eventually asked him to leave. Soren Blackwell, suspended in darkness fifty feet below the High Coven's stronghold, neither aging nor dying nor fully present in any sense that would satisfy a philosopher, just — waiting, in the way that only people who have forgotten what they're waiting for can wait. Zephyr Crane, moving through the world like a key looking for the right lock, doing things he has not yet told me about and may never tell me about and which I am, even now, not sure I want to know.

	They didn't know about me.

	I didn't know about them.

	And yet there it was, woven into existence on a Tuesday night in October by a nineteen-year-old witch who had just lost the only person she loved unconditionally — a binding so precise, so structurally elegant, so intentional in its architecture that every scholar who has examined it since has assumed it was the work of a master practitioner with decades of study and deliberate, careful craft.

	I was crying so hard I couldn't see.

	I don't know how I did it. I don't know what I was trying to do. My best theory — the one I return to at three in the morning when I can't sleep and the city outside the shop windows is doing that particular New Orleans thing where it sounds, faintly, like music that's in the wrong key — is that I wasn't trying to do anything. I think my magic acted without me. I think it looked at the world with Maren gone from it and decided, unilaterally and without my input, that it would not let me be alone in that world without something to hold on to.

	And it found them. Four men I had never met. Four men who were, by any reasonable metric, the worst possible candidates for the job of keeping me tethered to the living world.

	The worst. Absolutely.

	A warlock who had long since stopped believing he was a person. A warlock who had spent a century running from the consequences of a betrayal that had cost him everything he was running toward. A warlock who had been locked in a box underground for fifty-three years. A warlock who came to me with orders I still haven't finished feeling anything about.

	My magic chose them. The grief chose them. Nineteen-year-old Isla Vane, sobbing on the floor of her grandmother's workroom, chose them in the only language she had left — pure, desperate, magical instinct.

	I don't know if I'm grateful.

	I know they're coming. I know they're already on their way. I can feel the binding pulling at the edges of the careful numbness I've been living inside for eight years, and it feels like pressure, and it feels like heat, and it feels like that specific, awful, stomach-dropping sensation of remembering something important at exactly the moment when it is, officially, too late to have forgotten it.

	The cat is looking at me from the top of the manuscript shelf.

	His name is Descartes. He is unimpressed with me, and with this situation, and with the world in general, which I have always found very relatable.

	Outside, the French Quarter smells like it always does at this hour — jasmine and river and something old underneath, something that has been here longer than the buildings, longer than the city, something that knows exactly what lives inside it and has never once been surprised.

	I pour myself a glass of wine.

	I wait.


CHAPTER 1 

	Nobody Comes to Rue Dauphine by Accident

	The manuscript was dying.

	Isla could see it in the way the vellum had begun to separate at the spine — not dramatically, not in the catastrophic way that made clients gasp and clutch their pearls, but in the slow, cellular way that very old things died, quietly and from the inside, giving up molecule by molecule until one day you reached for them and found only the shape of what had been there. She'd been working on it for three weeks. A pre-Schism grimoire, circa 1743, written in a French that was half-dialect and half-code by a practitioner who had clearly trusted no one and been entirely correct not to. The binding was original horsehair and linen. The ink had foxed in places, brown spreading across the page like a bruise blooming under skin.

	She loved it unreasonably. She loved all of them unreasonably — that was the thing about rare books that she had never been able to explain to anyone who didn't already understand it. You spent enough time with something fragile and irreplaceable and you started to feel responsible for it in a way that had nothing to do with the client who was paying her to restore it or the academic institution that would eventually archive it. It was just hers, for now. While she was the one keeping it from falling apart.

	She was doing the thing she always did when she was deep in a restoration — the thing Maren used to tease her about, back when there had been a Maren to do the teasing — where her whole body went very still and her attention narrowed down to the width of a conservation blade and the world outside the pool of her work lamp ceased to exist entirely. The shop around her had gone dark in the way it went dark after six o'clock, when the last of the French Quarter's afternoon light left the high windows and the building settled into its own particular nighttime personality, which was: old, watchful, and faintly pleased with itself.

	Vane & Daughters occupied the ground floor and basement of a building on Rue Dauphine that had been in her family long enough that the deed listed a woman whose name Isla shared in handwriting that was, frankly, showing off. The shop had no sign. It had never had a sign. It had a door painted the deep, specific green of a copper roof gone to patina, and it had a front window full of things that were not for sale — an astrolabe, a collection of antique apothecary bottles in amber glass, a stack of books arranged by age rather than size in a way that drove certain clients quietly insane — and it had a reputation that moved through the correct communities by word of mouth, which was, in Isla's opinion, the only kind of advertising worth having.

	People who needed to find it always did.

	She was rethinking this policy at approximately eight-seventeen in the evening when the bell above the door made its sound — not a chime, exactly, more of a resonant single note that her grandmother had tuned by hand to a frequency that allegedly discouraged ill intent — and a man walked into her shop.

	Isla did not look up immediately. This was policy. She had found, over years of practice, that looking up immediately gave people the impression that you were available, which created an expectation of service that she was not always prepared to fulfill on demand. She set down her conservation blade. She noted that the bell had rung its true note, which meant whoever this was didn't mean her immediate harm, which was the lowest possible bar and she knew it.

	"We're closed," she said.

	"The door was unlocked."

	The voice was — she registered this without wanting to — a particular kind of voice. Low and even, with the careful, slightly over-precise diction of someone who had learned their current accent deliberately, at some point after childhood. European underneath. British, maybe, or something that had passed through British English long enough to pick up its cadences without fully committing to them.

	"The door being unlocked," Isla said, still not looking up, "is a function of me forgetting to lock it, not an invitation."

	A pause. The kind of pause that managed to convey, without any words, that the person producing it found this response both expected and mildly tedious.

	"I'm not here to browse."

	"Tremendous. We're still closed."

	She looked up.

	He was standing in the middle of her shop floor with the particular quality of stillness that she associated with things that had been in the world a very long time — old trees had it, certain buildings had it, bodies of water that had been standing water long enough to develop their own ecosystems had it. It was not the stillness of a relaxed person. It was the stillness of a person who had decided, at some point, that movement was a thing they would do only when it served a purpose.

	Silver eyes. Not gray — silver, the actual color, with a reflective quality that had nothing to do with any natural human eye she had ever seen. Dark clothing, expensive in the way that expensive clothing looked when it had been chosen by someone who did not think about money as a variable. He was looking at her workbench, at the grimoire under its conservation light, with an expression of someone who had not expected to be interested in what they found here and was, against their preferences, interested.

	"The Levesque grimoire," he said. Not a question.

	Something shifted in Isla's chest. Not her magic — she didn't think about her magic, she hadn't thought about her magic in eight years, she wasn't thinking about it now. Just something. A small, cellular alarm, the kind that registered before conscious thought caught up with it.

	"You know what it is," she said.

	"I knew Levesque." He said this the way people said things that were technically true and strategically incomplete. "We were colleagues, briefly. In 1761."

	She looked at him for a long moment.

	"Right," she said. "And you are?"

	"Caspian Voss."

	She knew the name. Everyone in every community that had any legitimate connection to pre-Schism magical history knew the name Caspian Voss — he was in the footnotes of half the foundational texts she'd spent her professional life restoring, the author of the Covenant Codex, a name that appeared in contemporaneous accounts the way significant figures always appeared: present at every crucial moment, usually controversial, never quite accountable.

	She had assumed he was dead.

	The assumption, clearly, had been incorrect.

	"You can't have it," she said. "It's not mine to give. I'm restoring it on behalf of a private collector who I'm not at liberty to name."

	"I'm not here for the grimoire."

	"Then what are you here for?"

	He looked at her. The silver eyes were doing something she didn't have a name for — assessing was the closest word, but assessing implied an external evaluation, and this felt more like he was looking for something specific, something he expected to find, and was working out what to do about the fact that he had.

	"You're Isla Vane," he said.

	"The door says Vane and Daughters. It's reasonable to assume."

	"You're the last of them."

	"Also reasonable to assume, given that there's one of me and no visible others."

	He was quiet for a moment. Then — and she would think about this later, would turn it over in her mind the way you turned over something you'd found in the street that might be valuable or might be trash — he looked, briefly, like he was choosing words from a set of options that all had different consequences.

	"I need you to understand," he said, "that I am not here by choice. I want to be precise about that from the beginning."

	"Flattering."

	"I'm not attempting to flatter you. I'm attempting to be honest with you before anything else happens, because what happens next is going to be considerably easier if we begin from a position of honesty."

	Isla put down her conservation brush. She pushed back her stool and stood up, and she was not a particularly tall woman, but she had grown up in this building, in this shop, in this city, and she had her grandmother's posture and her grandmother's way of occupying a room, which was: fully, and without apology.

	"What happens next," she said, "is that you tell me how you found this shop, and what you actually want, and then I decide whether to ask you to leave or call someone who will ask you to leave more effectively. Those are the options."

	Caspian Voss reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and produced a single sheet of paper, folded in thirds, and set it on the nearest shelf without moving further into the shop. It was a deliberate gesture — calculated to demonstrate that he understood he was in her space and was not going to press the point of it.

	She crossed the room, took the paper, and unfolded it.

	It was a binding notation. Old script, the kind of formal magical notation that had fallen out of standard use sometime around the early twentieth century, precise and dense and written in a hand she did not recognize. She could read it — her grandmother had made certain she could read everything — and what it said, laid out in the bloodless, technical language of formal magic, was:

	The practitioner known as Isla Vane, operating from a fixed locus at Rue Dauphine, New Orleans, Louisiana, is hereby identified as the originating source of a Class Seven Binding Covenant currently in active effect upon the following parties —

	There were four names below it.

	Caspian Voss was the first.

	She read all four. She read them twice. Then she refolded the paper along its original creases with hands that were very steady, because she had decided they would be steady, and she set it back on the shelf.

	"Where did you get this," she said.

	"It arrived," he said, "three days ago. It was not sent by any party I've been able to identify. It simply — arrived. Along with a compulsion that has been escalating in intensity since then, directing me here."

	"A compulsion," she said.

	"An irresistible directional pull," he said, with the diction of a man who found the experience distasteful and wanted to be precise about why. "It is not a sensation I am accustomed to. I don't experience — pull. I don't experience compulsion. I experience analysis and decision and action in sequence. What has been happening to me for three days is none of those things, and I want you to understand that I have exhausted every alternative explanation before standing in your shop at" — he glanced, briefly, toward the window, performing a calculation — "eight twenty-two in the evening telling you that I believe you have done something to me."

	The word something landed in the middle of Isla's chest and sat there, heavy and specific.

	She thought about Tuesday nights. She thought about a workroom floor and cypress boards and the smell of ozone and the specific silence of a room after someone stops breathing. She thought about eight years of careful, deliberate, constructed nothing — no magic, no reaching, no wanting, no risk — and she thought about the way the air in the shop had felt different for the past three days, charged at the edges, as if the building was aware of something she wasn't.

	"I haven't done anything," she said. "I don't practice."

	"I know," he said. "Which is what makes this interesting."

	The bell above the door rang again.

	Not the single clear note it made for Caspian Voss. This one rang twice — a doubled sound, like an echo arriving before the original — and it rang with a quality she could only describe as amused.

	The man who walked in was younger-looking than Caspian, with amber eyes and the kind of face that her lizard brain registered as trustworthy approximately one full second before her actual brain caught up and said: no, wait. He was grinning already, before he had fully cleared the doorway, and the grin had the quality of someone who had prepared it in advance and was pleased with how it was landing.

	He looked at Caspian. The grin didn't waver, but something behind it sharpened.

	"Voss," he said. "I should have known you'd get here first. You've always had a compulsive need to be the first person in any room."

	"Morrow," Caspian said. The word had a texture to it — not quite hostile, not quite neutral. Something that had calcified past active emotion into something more like geological fact.

	Rael Morrow. The second name on the list.

	Isla looked at the two of them standing in her shop — one perfectly still, one practically vibrating with a looseness that was either genuine or the most practiced ease she'd ever seen — and she felt the specific, awful, entirely familiar sensation of a situation escalating past the point where she had any realistic influence over its direction.

	"Right," she said. "Both of you. Don't touch anything."

	She went to lock the front door.

	Through the green-painted wood, she could feel the city outside doing what it always did at this hour — breathing, moving, carrying its old and complicated self through another night on the edge of the river. The French Quarter had seen everything. It had watched empires arrive and dissolve. It had absorbed a hundred different ideas of what it should be and remained, stubbornly, itself.

	She pressed her palm flat against the door and felt, for the first time in eight years, the faintest edge of her own magic pressing back.

	It felt, against her will, like recognition.

	You know, it said, in the way that magic said things — not in words, but in the body, in the gut, in the specific physical sensation of a truth arriving before you're ready to hold it.

	You always knew.

	Behind her, in the warm lit interior of the shop that smelled like old paper and linseed oil and the particular incense her grandmother had burned for forty years, two of the most dangerous men in the supernatural world were presumably not touching anything and definitely not trusting each other, and somewhere outside in the New Orleans night, she could feel — not hear, feel — the approach of something else.

	Two more.

	She had not thought, at nineteen, lying on the floor with her magic running out of her like water from a broken thing, that she was making a choice.

	She was beginning to think she had made four.


CHAPTER 2 

	Four Names She Didn't Ask For

	She made tea.

	This was, Isla was aware, an absurd response to the situation. Two centuries-old warlocks were standing in her shop — one of them the author of the foundational legal text of the entire supernatural world, one of them a known exile wanted by no fewer than three separate magical governing bodies — and she was filling her kettle at the small sink behind the restoration workbench and measuring out loose-leaf oolong into a strainer because her hands needed something to do and tea was the thing her grandmother had always made when the world required managing.

	You can't think clearly when you're reacting, her grandmother had said, approximately ten thousand times over the course of Isla's childhood. Make the tea. Think while the water heats. By the time the cup is in your hand you'll know what to do.

	Grand-mère Vane had been a witch of considerable power and absolutely titanium composure, and she had died at ninety-one in the chair by the second-floor window with a cup of tea in her hand and an expression of someone who had made peace with everything and found the peace satisfactory. Isla was trying, in this moment, to access even a fraction of that composure.

	The kettle was not cooperating. It was taking forever.

	"You don't have to make tea," Rael said, from where he had installed himself on the edge of her consultation table with the ease of someone who had been making himself comfortable in other people's spaces his entire life. He was examining one of the apothecary bottles from the window display — not the one she'd told him not to touch, technically, but adjacent to the spirit of the instruction. "You could just ask us what we know."

	"I'm making tea," Isla said. "What do you know."

	"Well." He turned the amber bottle in his hands, watching the way the light moved through it. "I know I've been feeling like something's got a hook in me for about four days and has been reeling me slowly toward this specific address. I know when I walked through that door the hook stopped pulling and I felt, for the first time in four days, like a person who owns his own nervous system. I know that you are significantly less alarming in person than your reputation suggests, which either means your reputation is wrong or means you're very good at not looking alarming, and I am professionally interested in which one it is."

	"I don't have a reputation," Isla said.

	"Everyone has a reputation in the Meridian. Yours is just" — he tilted his head — "quiet. Which is its own kind of reputation."

	"What does mine say?"

	"That there's a Vane woman on Rue Dauphine who touches things nobody else can fix and doesn't ask what they are. That the building has been in the family since before the French Quarter was the French Quarter. That she keeps to herself and has no known magical practice and that this" — he set the bottle down gently, precisely where he'd found it — "is considered either admirable self-discipline or a waste of something rare, depending on who you ask."

	Caspian had not moved from his position near the door. He had not moved at all since Rael arrived, which Isla was beginning to understand was less a coincidence and more a policy — that he held positions in rooms the way certain buildings held positions in cities, with structural intention. He was watching her with those silver eyes that caught the lamplight wrong, and she could feel the watching in the back of her neck.

	"The binding notation I showed you," he said, "is not the complete document."

	She looked at him. "How much is there?"

	He removed two more folded sheets from his jacket. She crossed the room and took them.

	The second sheet was a set of parameters — the specific mechanics of the binding, laid out in that same bloodless formal notation. She read it twice, slowly, the way she read all documents that were trying to tell her something she wasn't going to enjoy knowing.

	Class Seven Binding Covenant: Active and Irrevocable. Terms: All bound parties must maintain proximity within a radius of —  the number had been redacted, replaced with a glyph she didn't immediately recognize  — or experience escalating physical distress. Duration: Indefinite. Resolution mechanism: See Document Three.

	"Escalating physical distress," she said.

	"Yes."

	"How escalating."

	Caspian was quiet for a fraction of a second — and she was already learning that fraction, learning to read what it meant when a man who never hesitated hesitated just that much. It meant the answer was something he'd decided to be honest about while not wanting to be.

	"The first twelve hours, it is the sensation of something misfiring — a static at the edges of consciousness, disrupted concentration. After twenty-four hours, the physical component begins. Pressure. Then pain. By forty-eight hours of full separation it becomes" — the pause again — "incapacitating."

	She looked at the second sheet in her hands, at the redacted number, at the glyph replacing it.

	"What's this glyph," she said.

	"I don't know," Caspian said, and the three words had the quality of something he had said very few times in his life and found deeply uncomfortable each time. "I have not been able to identify it. Which is not a sentence I have occasion to say often."

	Isla looked at the third sheet.

	The third sheet was a list of names.

	Her name was at the top. Below it, the four names she'd already seen on the first document. But below those — below Caspian Voss and Rael Morrow and Soren Blackwell and Zephyr Crane — there was a fifth name. Redacted, the same glyph as before, placed with what felt like deliberate precision at the bottom of the list, like a signature.

	Or like a warning.

	The kettle began to boil.

	She went back to the sink and poured water over the strainer with steady hands. The tea was the pale gold color of old varnish, and it smelled like something toasted and something green, and she poured three cups because it was what you did when there were three people in a room and the room was hers and she was going to maintain some form of civilized order if it was the last thing she did.

	She set a cup on the consultation table near Rael, who looked at it with an expression of genuine surprise that was either real or magnificent. She carried another to the shelf near Caspian, who regarded it the way he seemed to regard most things: with careful, non-committal assessment.

	She took her own cup and stood at the edge of the lamplight and said: "Tell me everything you know about Soren Blackwell."

	Rael's cup paused halfway to his mouth.

	Caspian's expression did not change, which was, she was learning, its own kind of change.

	"Why him specifically," Rael said.

	"Because I know who you are," she said, looking at Caspian, "from the literature. And I know who you are," she said, looking at Rael, "from the enforcement bulletins that come through certain channels I'm not supposed to have access to. Blackwell I know by name and almost nothing else, because" — she set her cup down on the workbench — "everything about him in any accessible record stops fifty-three years ago."

	Another silence. This one had a texture to it — the two men not quite looking at each other, not quite not looking, something passing between them that was not communication so much as a mutual recognition that they had arrived at a threshold.

	"Soren Blackwell," Caspian said, "is a death-magic practitioner of significant power who was convicted by the High Coven tribunal in 1973 of crimes against" — the briefest of hesitations — "multiple parties. He was sentenced to indefinite stasis detention. He has been held in a containment cell beneath the Coven's stronghold in the Garden District for the entirety of that period."

	"Has been," Isla said. "Present tense."

	"Until approximately ninety-six hours ago," Caspian said. "When, by my understanding, the binding compulsion overrode the containment wards."

	She absorbed this. "He walked out of a High Coven prison cell."

	"The compulsion created a structural conflict with the stasis enchantments. Stasis requires the subject's magical field to be inert. A Class Seven Binding Covenant apparently constitutes sufficient active magical engagement to — disrupt the inertness." The careful diction was working very hard here. "He walked out. Yes."

	"They're looking for him," Rael said, into his tea. "The Coven's enforcement division has had a quiet seizure about it for four days. It's in all the Meridian's underground channels — not officially announced, because officially announcing that one of your maximum-security stasis prisoners just stood up and left is not a fantastic look, but everyone who pays attention knows."

	"What did he do," Isla said. "The crimes."

	"That," Caspian said, "is a more complicated question than it appears."

	"I have tea and nowhere to be."

	He looked at her for a moment — assessing, recalibrating — and then he said: "The official record states that he killed eleven members of a Coven-affiliated practitioner family in the Welsh borderlands in the autumn of 1972. The charges were mass murder and illegal use of death magic."

	"And the unofficial record?"

	"The unofficial record," Rael said quietly, all the brightness drained from his voice for the first time since he'd walked through her door, "is that the family in question had been practicing ritual pain extraction on seventeen children for approximately a decade, and the Coven knew, and had decided the family's political connections made intervention inadvisable."

	The shop was very quiet.

	Outside, the city made its nighttime sounds — a bar two streets over, the low conversation of the French Quarter settling into its evening self, the distant moan of a riverboat on the water. Inside: lamplight, old paper, the faint ticking of the clock her grandmother had wound every Sunday until she couldn't, and then Isla had wound it, and wound it still.

	"He stopped it," Isla said.

	"He stopped it," Rael confirmed.

	"And they put him in a box for fifty-three years."

	"The Coven," Caspian said, with a careful neutrality that was not quite neutrality, "prioritizes the preservation of its own authority structure above most other considerations. This is not a new observation. It is simply — consistently demonstrated."

	Isla picked up her tea. She thought about a man in a cell underground, in the dark, for fifty-three years, with no one to talk to and no way out and nothing but the particular quality of time that passed in stasis, which she suspected was the worst possible kind of time: not experienced, not remembered, just — lost. Fifty-three years simply gone, like pages torn from a book.

	"Where is he now," she said.

	"Here," said a voice, from the back of her shop.

	She spun around.

	He was standing in the doorway that led to the back stairs — the stairs that connected the shop to the floors above, to the workroom, to the private parts of the building that no client had ever entered. The door had been locked. She knew it had been locked because she locked it herself every evening as part of a routine so automatic she could do it in the dark, and she had done it tonight, she was certain she had, and yet here he was.

	Soren Blackwell.

	He was taller than she'd imagined — not that she had imagined, she told herself, and immediately recognized this as a lie. He was very still, in a way that was entirely unlike Caspian's stillness: where Caspian was still like something controlled, like potential energy held in deliberate suspension, Blackwell was still like something that had simply forgotten how to move. Like a man who had been motionless for so long that motion was a language he was relearning in real time, word by word.

	His eyes were black. Not dark — black, the pupil and iris merged into something that absorbed light rather than reflecting it, and which watched her now with an attention so complete it felt almost tactile.

	He was wearing what appeared to be clothes that had last been fashionable in the early nineteen-seventies. He had not, she thought, been given time to change. He looked like a man who had stepped out of a door that opened fifty years in the past and kept walking because something had told him he had no choice.

	He looked at her for a long moment. She looked back.

	"I didn't mean to be in your building," he said. The voice was low and unused-sounding — rusty in the way that things were rusty after long disuse, but with something underneath the rust that suggested it had once been different, that there had been a time when this voice moved easily through air and conversation and the normal human territory of being heard. "The compulsion brought me to the address and the building" — a pause, the word chosen with something like difficulty — "accepted me."

	"The building accepted you," she repeated.

	"The wards didn't stop me." He said this as a fact rather than a boast. "Old family wards keyed to bloodline often don't. If the original practitioner had reason to anticipate" — his eyes moved briefly across the room, taking in Caspian, taking in Rael, returning to her — "someone like me."

	Grand-mère Vane had keyed the wards herself. Grand-mère Vane had never, to Isla's knowledge, explained all of what she'd keyed them to.

	Grand-mère Vane had known more than she'd said. This was becoming, with every passing minute, increasingly apparent.

	"Sit down," Isla said, to all three of them. "Not on the manuscripts."

	Rael immediately moved the manuscript he'd been about to sit adjacent to, with the cheerfulness of someone caught in the act who has decided that cheerfulness is the optimal response. Caspian moved to the chair by the cold fireplace with the precision of someone selecting a defensible position. Soren didn't sit. He stayed in the doorway with the particular stillness of someone who wasn't certain whether entering further constituted a claim being made, and had decided to wait for permission.

	"You too," she said.

	He moved into the room and lowered himself onto the edge of the wooden bench along the far wall — the one she used for clients' larger pieces, old chests and boxes, things she was assessing before she agreed to work on them. He sat like someone who had forgotten the mechanics of sitting with other people in a lit room and was working it out step by step.

	Isla looked at the three of them.

	Then she picked up the binding document and looked at the fourth name.

	Zephyr Crane.

	"One more," she said.

	"Yes," Caspian said.

	"Do we know where he is?"

	Rael's cup clinked against the table. "Zephyr Crane is—"

	The bell above the front door rang.

	Once, clear, with a tone that landed differently than the others — not the precise note of Caspian's arrival, not the doubled brightness of Rael's, not the resonant deep harmonic that had preceded Soren coming through the back. This one rang and then seemed to hold, the note extended past what was physically possible for a small bell mounted on a spring, as if the sound was deciding something.

	Then it resolved.

	The door opened.

	He was gold-eyed and open-faced, and he stood in the doorway of her shop in the French Quarter of New Orleans at nine-fourteen in the evening with the particular quality of someone who had been expected. Not by her. Not consciously. But by something — the room, the building, the eight years of carefully not-knowing that had just, conclusively, ended.

	He looked around the shop. He looked at Caspian and at Rael and at Soren on the bench along the wall. Then he looked at Isla, and his expression did the thing that she would spend a long time afterward trying to name — it was not surprise, and it was not satisfaction, and it was not the performance of either. It was something quieter than any of those things. Something that looked, uncomfortably, like relief.

	"Isla Vane," he said.

	"Zephyr Crane," she said.

	A beat.

	"You know who I am," he said.

	"You're the last name on a list that has been ruining my evening." She set down her tea. "There's no more cups. Someone's going to have to share."

	Rael raised his hand. "I'll share. I'm very generous."

	"You'll share with no one," Caspian said, from the chair by the fireplace, without inflection.

	"You don't even want any."

	"That's not the point."

	"What's the point, then—"

	"The point," Isla said, and something in her voice — something she hadn't used in eight years, something that came from the same place as the magic she'd locked away and which apparently had feelings about that decision — cut through the room like a blade through old linen, clean and final, "is that all four of you are in my shop, in my building, in my city, bound to me by something I apparently did without my knowledge or consent at the worst moment of my life. And none of us are going anywhere, because if that document is accurate, the alternative is escalating physical distress for all parties, which I am not interested in experiencing on a weeknight."

	Silence.

	Four pairs of eyes — silver, amber, black, gold — all trained on her.

	"So," she said. "We're going to sit in this room together, and we're going to be civil, and we're going to figure out what this binding actually is and what it actually wants, and nobody is going to touch my manuscripts without asking, and nobody is going to try to kill anybody else on the premises, and we are going to treat this as the logistical problem it is rather than the catastrophe it feels like."

	She looked at each of them in turn.

	"Those are the terms," she said. "Does anyone object?"

	Nobody objected.

	Descartes chose this moment to emerge from behind the manuscript shelves and arrange himself in the center of the room with the authority of something that had decided to observe proceedings and was reserving judgment. He looked at each of the four men. He looked at Isla. His expression communicated, as it generally did, that he found everyone present mildly inadequate but was prepared to coexist.

	Rael stared at him. "Is that a cat?"

	"His name is Descartes," Isla said. "He bites."

	Soren, from his bench along the wall, looked at the cat. The cat looked back at him with the particular quality of attention that Descartes reserved for things he found either very boring or very interesting, and it was never obvious which until he either left or stayed.

	He stayed. He arranged himself with deliberate, contemplative intention three inches from Soren's knee and sat there.

	Something shifted in Soren Blackwell's face. Something very small, in the region around his eyes. There and gone before she could name it.

	She filed it away. She filed all of it away — the silver eyes and the amber ones and the black and the gold, the stillness and the easy charm and the fifty-three years underground and the relief she hadn't expected in the last face through the door, the names on the document and the redacted fifth name at the bottom, the glyph she didn't recognize and her grandmother's wards that had let Soren Blackwell through her locked back door like he was family.

	She picked up her tea. It had gone lukewarm. She drank it anyway.

	Outside, New Orleans breathed its old breath along the river, and the night settled in around the building on Rue Dauphine like it had settled around it for a hundred and fifty years — like it knew the building and its women, and was not surprised by anything it found inside.


CHAPTER 3 

	What the Curse Feels Like From the Inside

	She gave them the third floor.

	This was not generosity. This was geometry — the shop was the ground floor, the second floor was her living space, and the third floor was the workroom where everything had ended and which she had not entered in eight years and which was, consequently, the only floor of the building with enough square footage to accommodate four large, magically volatile men without any of them having to share a wall with her bedroom.

	She stood at the bottom of the third-floor stairs with a set of keys she hadn't touched since the autumn she was nineteen and said: "The room at the end of the hall has four chairs and a table and I don't know what else because I haven't been up there. There are blankets in the cedar chest on the landing. The bathroom is through the door on the left. If anyone breaks anything I will know."

	"How will you know," Rael asked, with the quality of someone asking because they genuinely intended to break something and were conducting preliminary risk assessment.

	"Because the building will tell me," she said. "It's been in my family for four generations and it has opinions."

	She handed Caspian the keys and went back downstairs before any of them could say anything else.

	She sat at her workbench. She did not work. She put her hands flat on the surface of the bench — scarred wood, stained with decades of conservation solvents and ink and the particular residue of old things being carefully taken apart and put back together — and she breathed, slowly, in the way her grandmother had taught her to breathe when the world was moving faster than she wanted it to.

	In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Feel the floor under your feet.

	Descartes arrived from nowhere and sat on the workbench beside her hands and looked at her with his customary judicial detachment.

	"Don't," she told him.

	He blinked once and looked away, which was as close to mercy as he got.

	Above her, she could hear them moving. Four sets of footsteps with entirely different signatures — Caspian's measured and deliberate, each step placed with the precision of a man who had stopped moving carelessly sometime in the previous century. Rael's lighter, quicker, the tread of someone comfortable with being in spaces that weren't theirs. A third set that was nearly silent, that she felt through the building's bones more than heard through its floors — Soren, moving through the rooms above her with the careful non-presence of someone who had learned to take up as little of the world as possible. And the fourth — Zephyr, whose footsteps had an evenness to them that was somehow more considered than Caspian's, more deliberate in a way that felt less like habit and more like practice.

	She made herself stop cataloguing them.

	She picked up her conservation blade and looked at the Levesque grimoire under its lamp, and the grimoire looked back at her with the patience of something that had been waiting for three hundred years and could wait a little longer.

	She put the blade down.

	She got up and went to the shelf in the back corner of the shop — the one behind the false panel that looked like a section of wainscoting and which every Vane woman since the building's construction had used for the things that were too important to leave accessible and too necessary to lock away entirely. She pressed the panel at the lower right corner in the way she'd been shown at eleven years old, and it swung open, and behind it were the things her grandmother had left her.

	A bundle of correspondence tied with red thread.

	A small cedar box she knew contained her grandmother's personal talismans.

	Three leather-bound books that were not restoration projects — they were reference texts, handwritten, the ink in her grandmother's distinctive cramped script, organized in a system that had taken Isla two years to fully decode.

	And a glass bottle, sealed with black wax, containing what appeared to be smoke that wasn't moving.

	She had never known what the bottle was. She had asked her grandmother once, when she was very young, and Grand-mère Vane had looked at it for a long moment and said: That's for later, chérie. You'll know when later is.

	She looked at it now.

	She left it where it was and took the second of the three leather-bound books — the one that dealt with binding theory, with covenant architecture, with the formal structure of magical agreements — and went back to her bench and began to read.

	She read for two hours.

	At eleven-thirty, the footsteps on the third floor went quiet, and then at eleven-forty-seven — she noticed the time because she noticed it every night, had noticed it every night for eight years, the way you noticed the anniversary of things even when you were trying not to commemorate them — a single set of footsteps came down the stairs.

	She didn't look up from the book.

	"If you're Rael, I'm not in the mood. If you're Caspian, I'm not ready to have whatever conversation you want to have. If you're Zephyr—"

	"It's Soren."

	She looked up.

	He was standing at the bottom of the stairs in the clothes from 1973 and his bare feet and the particular expression of someone who was not entirely comfortable with the fact of their own presence in a room and had decided to be there anyway. He looked at the book open on her bench. He looked at her. He looked at Descartes, who had returned from wherever cats went during administrative crises and had reinstalled himself on the shelf nearest the stairs.

	"I didn't mean to interrupt," he said.

	"You're not interrupting. I'm not making progress." She looked at him properly — the black eyes in the lamplight, the quality of stillness that was different from an hour ago, something that had shifted fractionally toward something she couldn't name. "Can't sleep?"

	"I haven't slept in fifty-three years."

	She absorbed this. "Right. Stasis."

	"Stasis is not sleep. It's — the absence of time. Sleep is time passing. Stasis is time not passing at all." He said this with the flatness of someone who had reached a level of factual relationship with a terrible thing, where the feelings about it had been compressed under so much time that they'd become geology. "I'm not certain sleep is something I'll be able to do. I'm not certain my nervous system remembers the sequence."

	"Do you want tea?"

	He looked at the kettle on the small table behind the bench. He looked back at her. "I don't require—"

	"That wasn't what I asked."

	A pause. "Yes," he said. "Thank you."

	She got up and filled the kettle and put it on and got another cup from the shelf, and the domestic routine of it settled something in the air of the room — not resolving anything, but lowering the ambient temperature of it, making the strangeness slightly more manageable by performing the ordinary inside it.

	She heard him move further into the room. Not toward her — he was careful about that, she noticed, careful with the space between himself and other people, measuring it with a precision that suggested long practice at not frightening things. He stopped near the workbench and looked at the grimoire under its light.

	"Levesque," he said.

	"Caspian recognized it too."

	"Caspian knew Levesque. So did I, briefly." He looked at the manuscript the way she looked at manuscripts — with a specific quality of attention that was also a kind of care. "He was a paranoid man. Brilliant, but paranoid. He wrote everything in code because he didn't trust anyone who hadn't earned a specific key."

	"I've been working on the cipher for three weeks," she said. "I'm about sixty percent of the way through."

	"The key is musical. He notated the cipher against the intervals of a specific melody — a Breton folk song his mother sang. If you know the melody, the intervals map directly onto the substitution sequence."

	She stared at him.

	"I have been sitting on that," she said, "for three weeks."

	Something happened in his face. Not quite a smile — more like the memory of one, the structural foundation of a smile without the full expression of it, which was somehow more devastating than an actual smile would have been. "I didn't know you had it."

	She poured water over the strainer and handed him the cup and said: "What else do you know about pre-Schism binding architecture."

	He wrapped both hands around the cup. He had large hands, she noticed — not a startling observation but one her attention made anyway, the way attention made observations without asking for permission. He held the cup like he was grateful for the warmth of it.

	"I know more than I know how to quantify," he said. "I was a scholar before I was anything else. Fifty-three years in stasis doesn't erase knowledge — it leaves everything intact, which is" — his voice moved through something, briefly — "not always the relief people might expect."

	She pulled the second leather-bound book toward her and turned it to the page she'd been studying. The binding notation was reproduced at the top — she'd transcribed it from the document Caspian had given her — and below it were her own notes, the beginnings of an analysis she didn't yet have enough vocabulary to complete.

	He looked at it. She watched his eyes move across the page — the notation, her notes, the notation again — and she watched him read the way she watched everyone read things she'd given them, which was with a specific anxious attention to whether they were receiving it properly.

	"You can read formal notation," he said.

	"My grandmother taught me. She said no Vane woman should be illiterate in any language relevant to her inheritance."

	"She was right." He set the cup down and leaned forward slightly, angling toward the book, and she caught the edge of his attention shifting from careful restraint to something more concentrated — the scholar underneath the containment, surfacing through fifty-three years of submersion. "This glyph here. The redaction."

	"Neither Caspian nor I can identify it."

	"It's old. Pre-Schism, but earlier than Levesque — earlier than the formal notation system this document uses, which means whoever inserted it either had access to very old source material or wrote it themselves." His eyes moved across the page. "It's a placeholder glyph. In old covenant architecture, when a document was drawn up in anticipation of a party whose identity was not yet determined or not yet disclosed, a placeholder was used — a formal signal that a fifth element was structurally present in the covenant even if not yet named."

	She looked at the glyph. "There's a fifth party."

	"There's a fifth party," he said. "Not yet identified. Not yet arrived."

	The shop was very quiet.

	"The fifth name at the bottom of the list," she said. "Below the four of you."

	"The covenant isn't complete," he said. "What you're experiencing — what we're all experiencing — is an active binding operating at partial capacity. A Class Seven Covenant with a missing fifth element is" — he picked up his tea, set it back down — "structurally unstable. It explains some things about the last four days that didn't make sense to me."

	"What things."

	He looked at her with the black eyes, and for the first time since he'd walked through her back door she felt that the attention in them was not the attention of someone trying to be careful around her but the attention of someone who had simply, temporarily, forgotten to be careful.

	"The pain," he said. "When I was separated. It was — irregular. Not the consistent escalation the document describes. It spiked in ways that weren't calibrated to distance. I thought perhaps the stasis had disrupted my response to it." He paused. "But if the binding is operating at four-fifths capacity, the structural instability would create irregularity. Interference patterns."

	She thought about this. "Like a chord with a missing note."

	He looked at her. "Yes," he said. "Exactly like that."

	She wrote it in the margin of her notes — missing note, interference pattern, fifth element — and then she sat back and thought about what it meant to be an incomplete chord, to be a structure held together at eighty percent capacity, to be — she looked at the four names on the document and thought: four very specific, very dangerous, very complicated men arriving in her shop over the course of a single evening, all of them pulled here by something she had apparently done without knowing it — and felt the weight of it settle across her chest like a hand pressing down.

	"Tell me what you know about the Convergence," she said.

	His hands stilled around the cup.

	"What do you know about it," he said, careful.

	"Nothing. The word came up in Caspian's notation analysis and he didn't define it before your extremely dramatic entrance through my locked back door."

	"It's not dramatic to enter through a door. Entering dramatically would be—"

	"Soren."

	He was quiet for a moment. Then: "A Convergence is a practitioner whose magical capacity exceeds the standard spectrum of individual power. Not just powerful — structurally different. A Convergence is born with a magical field that functions as a nexus rather than a singular point. It's designed to receive and amplify and redistribute power rather than simply generate and direct it." He looked at the binding document. "The word appears in the covenant structure in three places. Once in the formal identification of the primary party — that's you — once in the mechanism description, and once in the resolution clause."

	"Show me."

	He turned the pages with the careful hands of someone who had been around old things long enough to know how to handle them, and he pointed to each instance in turn, and she read them, and the reading landed in her chest like stones dropped into still water, one after another, the ripples spreading out before she'd finished absorbing the first.

	The primary party, identified as a Convergence, constitutes the structural anchor of this covenant.

	The covenant's function is to bind four practitioners of sufficient power and specificity to act as channels for the Convergence's amplification capacity.

	Resolution of the covenant will occur upon the full awakening of the Convergence's native magical field and the willing activation of the amplification circuit by all five parties.

	"All five," she said.

	"All five," he confirmed.

	"I suppressed my magic," she said. "Eight years ago. I—" She stopped. "Whatever I am, whatever the native magical field is, I've been keeping it quiet for eight years. I don't practice. I don't reach for it. I haven't—"

	"I know," he said.

	"How."

	"Because," he said, slowly, with the care of someone choosing each word as a structural element in something they were building in real time, "a Convergence's magical field doesn't suppress cleanly. It's a nexus, not a switch. You can put walls around it — and you clearly built very good walls — but it doesn't stop operating simply because you've stopped engaging with it. It's been doing what it does regardless of what you've chosen." He paused. "The binding is part of that. You cast it while suppressed, while in the depths of a grief that would dismantle most practitioners entirely, and it was still a Class Seven Covenant. Still precise enough that it found four specific people across the entirety of the supernatural world and held for eight years." He looked at her. "That's not suppressed magic, Isla. That's magic that has simply been operating without your permission."

	The clock on the shelf ticked.

	She thought about eight years of careful nothing. Eight years of conservation blades and old vellum and the smell of linseed oil and the particular peace of being a woman who had removed herself from anything that could use her or be used by her or go wrong in her hands. She thought about the walls she'd built — so meticulously, stone by stone, the way her grandmother had built the shop's actual walls: with attention and intention and the knowledge that what you built around yourself determined what could reach you.

	She thought about the binding document sitting on her workbench, naming four men she hadn't known she'd chosen, and the fifth placeholder glyph underneath, and the word Convergence appearing three times in formal notation that described her as a structural anchor for something she didn't understand.

	"Someone is going to have to tell the others," she said.

	"In the morning," he said. "They'll absorb it better in the morning."

	"Will they."

	"Caspian will want the night to process privately. He doesn't—" He stopped. Started again. "He doesn't do well with information he can't immediately categorize. Give him the night, and by morning he'll have a framework. Rael will make jokes, and the jokes will be real feelings he won't call feelings, and he'll need a little time for the jokes to run out before you can have an actual conversation." He was quiet for a moment. "I can't speak to Zephyr. I don't know him well."

	"But you know Caspian and Rael."

	"I know of them. The Coven had files." A pause with something dark in it. "I had a lot of time to read the files they put in my cell, before the stasis. I think they expected me to find it demoralizing. I found it educational."

	She looked at him — at the black eyes and the stillness and the scholar underneath the containment and the fifty-three years compressed into something she didn't have a word for, something that sat in him the way stones sat at the bottom of a very deep river, present and weighty and completely still and occasionally, briefly, visible from the surface.

	"What was it like," she said. "The stasis."

	He was quiet for long enough that she thought he wasn't going to answer. Then:

	"You know how time feels different in different circumstances," he said. "When you're doing something absorbing, time compresses — an hour feels like minutes. When you're in pain, time expands — a minute feels like an hour. Stasis is neither of those. It's time with no texture at all. No compression, no expansion. Just — the removal of the variable entirely." He turned the cup in his hands. "The worst part is not that it was dark, or silent, or that I was alone. The worst part is that I can't tell you what fifty-three years felt like because it didn't feel like anything. It felt like a door, closing. And then the same door, opening. And I had no way of knowing how long I'd been on the other side of it except by counting the things that were different when I came back through."

	She didn't say anything. There was nothing to say that wouldn't be inadequate, and she had always preferred silence to inadequacy.

	After a moment, he said: "Your cat is on my foot."

	She looked. Descartes had migrated from the shelf to the floor during the course of the conversation and was now arranged across Soren's left foot with the settled, proprietary air of something that had made a decision.

	"He doesn't usually do that," she said.

	"I know." He looked down at Descartes, and the thing happened again in his face — the almost-smile, the structural foundation without the architecture, present for a moment and then carefully withdrawn. "I think he can feel the death magic."

	"Is that — comfortable? For a cat?"

	"Apparently," he said. "Some animals find it grounding. They understand mortality in a way that living things with greater cognitive complexity sometimes struggle to. Cats especially — they're very matter-of-fact about it."

	"Descartes," she told the cat, "is not a comfort animal."

	Descartes did not move.

	"He may have a different understanding of his own role," Soren said.

	She looked at them — the man from the box underground, the cat who bit everyone, the lamp throwing its warm circle across the floor between them — and she felt, against the careful architecture of the last eight years, something shift. Not dramatically. Not in the way of things breaking. In the way of things settling, of a structure finding its true level after a long time of being slightly, imperceptibly off.

	She picked up her book.

	"Tell me about the Breton folk song," she said. "The cipher key."

	He told her. He described the melody in a voice that had spent fifty-three years in silence and was clearly, carefully, with something like relief, remembering what it was for. She wrote the intervals in the margin of her notes. And the clock ticked, and the city breathed outside the green-painted door, and upstairs, three other men tried to sleep or didn't, each of them in their own way carrying the weight of being here, in this building, pulled by something older than their choices and stronger than their plans.

	In the morning, she would tell them what they were.

	Tonight, she let the lamp burn, and wrote the cipher key in her grandmother's book, and listened to a man who had been in the dark for fifty-three years describe a song.

	 


CHAPTER 4 

	The Rules of Proximity

	She fell asleep at her workbench.

	This was not a decision. It was the kind of thing that happened when a person had been awake since six in the morning, spent the day in the precise and demanding focus of manuscript conservation, and then spent the night receiving four magically bound warlocks and learning that she was a Convergence — whatever that meant, whatever that cost, whatever that was going to require of her body and her carefully constructed life and the eight years of walls she'd built against exactly this kind of requiring.

	She woke to grey light through the high windows and the smell of coffee.

	She lifted her head from her folded arms and found that someone had placed a blanket across her shoulders at some point during the night — wool, dark green, one of the ones from the cedar chest on the third-floor landing. She didn't know when. She didn't know who. The blanket was there and she was warmer than she should have been and her neck ached from the angle and Descartes was gone from wherever he'd been and the clock on the shelf said seven-fourteen.

	The coffee smell was coming from her kitchen.

	Her kitchen was on the second floor.

	She took the blanket off her shoulders and folded it with the automatic, slightly resentful neatness of someone who had been raised by a woman who considered leaving things unfolded a moral failing, and she went upstairs.

	Rael Morrow was in her kitchen.

	He was standing at her stove in last night's clothes with his amber eyes at half-mast and his dark hair doing something unstructured and he was making coffee in her moka pot with the focused attention of someone performing a sacred ritual, and he did not look up when she came in, which she appreciated, because she was wearing yesterday's clothes and her hair was doing something she wasn't going to think about and she needed at least one minute of not being looked at before she could be a functional person.

	She sat at the kitchen table.

	He set a cup in front of her without comment.

	She drank half of it before she said anything.

	"How did you know where the coffee was."

	"I looked," he said. "I hope that's all right. I've been awake since four and I have a functional inability to exist without coffee after a certain number of hours, and I didn't want to wake you. You looked—" He stopped.

	"I looked what."

	"Like someone who needed the sleep more than you needed to know I was in your kitchen," he said, with an absence of his usual bright irony, a directness that arrived without announcement and sat there, plainly.

	She looked at him across the kitchen table. In the grey morning light, stripped of the performance quality that had coated everything he said and did last night, he looked younger and more tired and considerably more real.

	"Sit down," she said.

	He sat across from her with his own cup and wrapped his hands around it the way Soren had wrapped his hands around the cup last night — not the same gesture, but the same impulse underneath it, she thought. The seeking of something solid and warm to hold on to.

	"How long have you been running," she said.

	He looked at her over the rim of his cup. "That's a fast place to start."

	"You said you've been in exile for a hundred and twelve years. Running from Coven enforcement."

	"Running is a strong word. I prefer—" He stopped. Started again. "Running is accurate," he said, with the flatness of someone deciding, in real time, not to be charming about something. "I've been in a lot of cities. I've learned a lot of languages. I've become very good at leaving before anyone can finish deciding what they think of me."

	"Why did you do it," she said. "The betrayal. The intelligence."

	His hands moved around the cup. "What did Caspian tell you."

	"That you handed classified intelligence to a rival faction during the Schism Wars."

	"That's accurate."

	"He said there was more to it."

	"There's always more to it." He looked at the window — the grey New Orleans morning coming in, the sound of the Quarter waking up, a delivery truck on the street below, the particular quality of early light that made old cities look like they were remembering themselves. "I was twenty-six years old when the Schism began. Biologically twenty-six — I'd been practicing for about four years at that point. I had a handler in the Coven intelligence division. His name was Aldric." A pause. "He was very good at his job, which was identifying young practitioners with useful skills and making them feel that the Coven was the only thing standing between them and chaos. I was very good at my job, which was getting into rooms I wasn't supposed to be in and remembering everything I found there."

	She waited.

	"There was a woman," he said, and she heard in the word woman the specific weight of someone trying to compress an entire person into a single word and knowing it's insufficient. "Her name was Delia. She was a practitioner aligned with the Meridian faction — not the Coven, the independent network that the Coven considered a rival power. She was also—" He stopped again. Took a breath. "She was being used as an intelligence asset by both sides. Neither of them had told the other. Neither of them had asked her. She was being handled without her knowledge by two separate intelligence operations and the information she was passing in both directions was being used to get practitioners on both sides killed in ways that looked like accidents."

	The kitchen was quiet. Outside, the delivery truck moved on.

	"I found out," he said. "Aldric's files — I had access to things I probably shouldn't have had access to, because I was good at my job and he trusted me and I was twenty-six and I thought trust meant something. I found the file on Delia. I found both operations, both handlers, both sets of orders." He turned his cup on the table. "I went to the Meridian faction with the Coven's operational intelligence — not because I believed in the Meridian, not because I was defecting, not for money or ideology or any of the reasons that appear in the Coven's official account of what I did. I went to them because the only way to stop both operations using Delia without telling the Coven I'd found the file — which would have ended with Aldric deciding I was a liability — was to make both operations collapse simultaneously. If both sides knew the other had a handler on the same asset, both operations died. Delia was free."

	Isla held her cup. "And Delia?"

	"Died anyway," he said. "Six months later. A different operation entirely, nothing to do with either handler. Just—" He made a small sound that had no name, a sound that lived in the register of things people made when they had run out of ways to be angry about something and had arrived, exhausted, at the other side of it. "Just the world being the world."

	"You've been running for a hundred and twelve years," she said, "for a choice that didn't save her."

	"I've been running," he said, "for a choice I'd make again. Whether it saved her or not." He looked at her. "That's the part that's hardest to explain to people. I don't regret it. I'd do it again tomorrow. And I've been paying for it for a century and twelve years, and I'll apparently keep paying for it, and I've made my peace with that. What I haven't made peace with is—" He stopped.

	"What."

	"The running," he said quietly. "Not the consequence. The running. The never finishing anything. The never — staying." He looked at the window again. "I'm very good at leaving. I've been leaving for a hundred and twelve years. It's the only thing I know how to do when things start to feel like they might become something I'd want to keep."

	Isla thought about eight years of careful construction. Of removing yourself from anything that could need you or be needed by you. Of becoming a woman with a tea preference and a cat and a very specific professional identity, all of it arranged to prevent exactly the kind of wanting that led to exactly the kind of loss she'd already experienced once.

	She thought about recognizing something in someone else's architecture because you'd built the same thing in different materials.

	"Right," she said, and put her cup down. "Tell me something useful about Class Seven Covenants."

	He looked at her for a moment — reading, she thought, the deliberate redirect, the decision to move them both away from the ledge of something real before either of them fell off it — and his mouth curved, slow and slightly crooked, the joke arriving and then stopping short of its own punchline.

	"I know that the proximity parameter," he said, "is not the same for all bound parties. Each person in a Covenant like this has an individual threshold — the minimum distance from the anchor before the pain begins. For some practitioners it's very tight. For others it's wide."

	"How do you find out which?"

	"Trial and error," he said. "Which I imagine is going to be a delightful morning for everyone."

	It was not a delightful morning for everyone.

	By nine o'clock, all four of them were in her kitchen, which was a kitchen designed for one person, specifically one person who didn't cook elaborate meals and ate most of her breakfasts over the sink while reading. It had one small table and four mismatched chairs and a window that looked out at the building's interior courtyard, and it now contained Isla, Rael, Caspian, Soren, and Zephyr, and the atmosphere had the particular quality of five people who had not agreed to share a kitchen and were all very aware of it.

	Zephyr had, apparently, found the second moka pot she kept in the back of the cabinet and made another round of coffee, which had generated a silent, sub-surface conflict with Caspian about the correct ratio of coffee to water that had not been articulated aloud but was present in the room as a structural force. Soren was standing at the far end of the kitchen near the door to the hallway with his coffee and the specific quality of someone who understood that they were in a small space with multiple people and was maintaining maximum available perimeter. Rael was back in his chair with his second cup and the bright, watchful eyes of someone who had decided that being entertained was preferable to being concerned.

	"We're going to establish the proximity parameters," Isla said, from her position at the counter, which she had selected because it gave her the most physical distance from all four of them while remaining technically in the room. "One at a time. I'm going to stay here, and each of you is going to walk toward the front of the building until you feel the binding engage, and then you're going to stop and tell me what that feels like, and we're going to map it."

	"Map it how," Caspian said.

	"The building is sixty-two feet deep," she said. "I know this because I've lived in it for twenty-seven years and I had the measurements done when I replaced the kitchen floor. The shop floor is forty feet. The courtyard is another twenty-two. If you walk toward the street, I can estimate the distance."

	He looked at her with the silver eyes that had a way of making assessment feel like a physical pressure. "You measured the building."

	"I replace things when they wear out. Knowing your dimensions is basic property maintenance."

	"I measured it too," he said, and there was something in his voice that was not quite approval and not quite surprise and lived in the narrow corridor between them. "When I arrived last night, before I came in."

	She looked at him for a moment. "Of course you did."

	"It's sixty-four feet," he said. "The original deed describes it as sixty-two, but there's a two-foot addition at the rear that predates the current survey."

	"Fine. Sixty-four." She set her cup down. "Caspian. You first."

	He set his cup down with the precise placement of someone who had never in his life set something down carelessly, and he walked out of the kitchen and down the stairs.

	She followed to the doorway at the top of the stairs and watched. He crossed the shop floor, his footsteps measured in the quiet morning, and passed through the shop toward the front door.

	At approximately forty feet, she felt it.

	This was not something she had anticipated — that she would feel it. The binding document had described escalating physical distress as a function of the distance between the bound party and the anchor, and she had understood herself to be the anchor, but she had not thought about what that meant from her end. She had not thought that the anchor would also feel the extension of the chain.

	It was not pain. Not yet — he hadn't gone far enough for the pain. It was more like pressure, a kind of stretching, as if something that connected them had a physical dimension she could feel being drawn out to its limit. Like the tightening of a thread she hadn't known was attached to her.

	He stopped at the far end of the shop, near the front door, and turned.

	"Here," he said. His voice was even but she could hear something beneath the evenness — the same tightening, from his end. "It begins here. A low-grade pressure at the base of the skull and the sternum simultaneously."

	"Come back," she said.

	He came back, and the pressure released, and she breathed out without meaning to make it audible.

	He heard it. She could tell by the fractional change in his expression as he came back up the stairs — not commenting on it, filing it.

	"Rael," she said.

	Rael went.

	He made it further — through the shop, out the back, into the building's interior courtyard, all twenty-two feet of it. He stopped at the far wall.

	"Here," he called back. "It's a weird one. Not pain, exactly — more like something trying to get my attention from inside my own chest." A pause. "It's annoying."

	"Come back."

	He came back grinning, which was either a genuine response to the absurdity of the situation or a performance of not caring that he had a threshold, and she suspected it was both at once and didn't push it.

	Zephyr went next. He made it to the same approximate point as Caspian — the front of the shop, maybe slightly past it, toward the street. He stopped without being told, stood there for a moment, and came back with an expression that was even and composed and gave her nothing.

	"Noted," she said, when he came back up. "What did it feel like."

	"Like a signal losing clarity," he said. "Still receiving, but — degraded."

	She looked at him for a moment. The gold eyes were steady and the open face was giving her exactly as much as he intended it to, which was probably not very much. She filed this and turned to Soren.

	He had gone to the doorway of the kitchen while the others were going through their trials and had been standing there in the particular quality of his stillness, Descartes arranged on the floor a foot from his feet with the settled loyalty of a creature that had made its allegiances clear.

