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The First Threshold





Mercy Lands Hard

Ṛṣi heard it before he saw it.

A boy’s voice—panicked, defiant, cracking under fear.

A man’s voice—hard, angry, trained to command.

And the third sound, the one that always made his shoulders tighten even when he told them not to: the hiss of steel leaving a scabbard.

He turned the corner into Ragpicker’s Alley and let his eyes take the measure in one breath.

The buildings leaned close, shoulder to shoulder, blotting out most of the sky. Lantern light smeared across wet stone and smoke. The alley narrowed where a broken cart had been shoved half aside, making a choke point. Two Flaming Fist enforcers in rust-red cloaks stood in that narrowness like a gate.

Between them, pinned against a wall that smelled of old tallow and damp, was a boy.

No older than fifteen. Ragged clothes, patched too many times to count. A strip of cloth knotted clumsily at his waist, faint ink on the fabric—a gang mark, half hidden, half brag. A dropped purse lay on the ground with its belly torn open, coins scattered in the dirt like someone had tried to buy mercy and failed.

The boy’s hands were up, empty, shaking. His mouth was still moving—defiance by instinct, fear leaking through every syllable.

One of the Flaming Fist raised his sword.

Ṛṣi didn’t hesitate.

He stepped between blade and boy and caught the descending strike on the wrapped palm of his left hand.

The impact shuddered through bone and tendon, a clean brutal vibration that climbed his forearm and rang his teeth. The cloth bit into his skin. His shoulder wanted to give. He held anyway—muscles tightening with precision rather than force, like stopping a door before it slammed on someone’s fingers.

For a heartbeat, everything went still.

The Fist soldier staggered half a step back, eyes wide with surprise—more offended than afraid.

“What in the Nine Hells—”

Ṛṣi lowered his hand slowly. He kept it open. He kept his breath low so it didn’t turn into a growl.

“If a blade must fall,” he said, “let it fall on me.”

The boy stared at him as if he’d spoken a foreign language. Gratitude and terror fought in his face, neither winning.

The second Fist moved in, anger already flushing his cheeks. He took in the gang mark at the boy’s waist, then Ṛṣi’s robes, then the way Ṛṣi didn’t step back.

“You interfering bastard,” the man snapped. “This whelp runs with thieves—alley-trash.”

He said it like a verdict. Like it made the rest easy.

Ṛṣi shook his head once.

“Not scum,” he said. “Lost.”

They looked at each other. Quick. Familiar.

Then the first one grinned.

It wasn’t a villain’s grin. It was worse. It was a working man’s grin when he finds a way to enjoy what he was already going to do.

“You want to take his punishment?” he said. “Fine. Take it.”

Ṛṣi didn’t raise his hands into fists. He didn’t widen his stance in challenge. He didn’t threaten.

He only turned his head enough to catch the boy’s eyes.

“Run,” he said.

The boy’s breath hitched. Then he bolted—scrambling past the broken cart, shoes skidding on wet stone, vanishing into the maze of balconies and shuttered windows. He looked back once, just once, and Ṛṣi saw the moment something changed in him—fear still there, but folded around something heavier.

Then he was gone.

Ṛṣi faced the two soldiers again.

The alley gave him nowhere to breathe: wall at his right shoulder, cart to his left, slick stone underfoot. No room to circle out.

Their armor made them careless—leather, metal, weight. His padding was rags and needlework, good enough for rain and scrapes, not for two trained men.

His padded robes wouldn’t be enough.

He took one slow breath in. Not to become calm. Just to be present for what he had chosen.

The first hit taught the rules.

A forearm crashed into Ṛṣi’s guard and drove his own hands into his face. His jaw lit up hot, teeth clicking together hard enough that sparks seemed to jump behind his eyes. His vision blurred for a fraction of a second—not because he was weak, but because his body answered before pride could. His eyes watered. He tasted copper.

Before he could fully reset, the second man’s boot slammed into the outside of his thigh.

His leg went dead.

It wasn’t dramatic. It was simple theft: the leg that had been his a heartbeat ago turned numb and useless, and his balance went with it.

They didn’t “fight” him.

They dismantled him.

One stayed in front, keeping him busy, pushing him back into the wall. The other shifted to his side, angling into his blind spot. When he shelled up to protect his head, they went to his body—short, ugly shots into ribs and solar plexus, places that made breath a question. When he dropped his elbows to save his organs, they came upstairs again, gloves and knuckles thudding into cheekbone and temple.

Ṛṣi moved like someone trained to survive being hit.

Chin tucked. Shoulders high. Elbows tight. Hands open.

He turned his torso to bleed off force, took what he could on meat and bone he could afford. He slipped half steps not to evade, but to make angles imperfect. Once, when a sequence came too fast, he clinched—briefly—wrapping his arms around one man’s shoulders just to kill momentum and stop the next strike from landing clean.

The man snarled, surprised by the contact.

Ṛṣi released immediately.

He would not let this become a fight.

That was the point. That was the cost.

He felt fear, sharp and animal, when a blow landed too close to his eye.

He felt anger, hot under his skin, when he heard the men laugh between breaths.

He felt the part of him that knew exactly how to end this—where to strike, how to drop them, how to walk away while they gasped on the stones.

And he stayed anyway.

Because leaving would cost the boy his life.

His ribs burned. Each breath scraped against something cracked, raw. His mouth filled with blood. He swallowed it.

A knee buckled.

His hand hit the cobbles.

Stone bit through cloth and skin, a small sharp pain inside the larger one. Sharp. Clear.

He pushed up, shaking. He stood.

Not cleanly. Not like a hero. Like a man refusing to collapse while the world still had its hands on someone smaller.

Another boot caught his hip and drove him sideways. His shoulder hit the wall hard enough that his arm went numb for a heartbeat. He blinked against white light blooming in his vision.

Breathe. Don’t panic.

Stay up long enough that the boy stays gone.

The rhythm broke when one man’s fists slowed, not from mercy, but fatigue.

“That’s enough,” he muttered, flexing his hand like it ached.

The other spat to the side, wiping sweat from his brow with the back of his wrist, as if this had been labor.

“Throw him in Wyrm’s Rock,” he said. “Let him meditate on minding his own gods-damned business.”

Hands grabbed Ṛṣi’s arms. Hard. Metal gauntlets biting into bruised flesh. They hauled him upright like a sack.

His legs tried to fold again. He forced them straight.

He didn’t plead or explain. He didn’t give them that satisfaction.

He focused on his breath. The one thing still his.

The alley blurred. Lanterns smeared into streaks. He caught a glimpse of the scattered coins on the ground, dull and dirty now, and thought—absurdly—how small they looked measured against what he’d just paid.

Then the alley was behind him, the fog swallowing it as they dragged him toward the looming shape of the prison tower.

From somewhere above, unseen at first, a hawk’s shadow cut across the wet stone.



The first thing Maeril felt was the shock through the hawk’s bones.

Not pain. She was too far for that. But there was a jolt that traveled through the hawk’s borrowed senses when steel stopped short of where it meant to land.

From her stall on Wyrm’s Crossing, with the cookfire already hissing and a pot already steaming, Maeril went very still. A plank counter in front of her, bowls stacked within reach, a short line of morning mouths trying not to look desperate.

Her hands had been moving by habit—ladle, bowl, coin, smile—threading a morning’s work through the bridge’s constant noise. The river wind carried smoke and salt and the sharp tang of onions. People surged past, shouting prices, laughing too loudly, coughing into sleeves. A child hovered near the edge of her canopy, pretending not to look hungry.

Then the hawk’s view snapped into clarity.

Ragpicker’s Alley. Rust-red cloaks. A boy cornered. A sword lifted.

A stranger stepping in.

A wrapped hand catching steel.

And then—boots, fists, two men taking turns breaking someone’s structure because they could.

Anger rose in her so fast she tasted it, hot and bitter.

No surprise. No disbelief.

Just that old, familiar pattern: uniforms treating cruelty like a lesson, like a right.

Then something quieter moved beneath the anger and steadied it.

Recognition.

A man who chose to be where the blows fell.

Not because he loved suffering. Not because he was made of iron. She could see it in the way he swallowed blood and forced his legs to hold—he didn’t want it. He was scared. He was hurt.

And he stayed anyway.

By the time they hauled him out of the alley, Maeril’s breath had gone shallow without her noticing.

Her eyes tracked the hawk’s view as the men dragged him through fog toward Wyrm’s Rock. She watched the way his shoulders remained too still—discipline under force.

Her ladle hung above the pot, dripping broth back into steam.

Someone cleared their throat in front of her, impatient.

Maeril didn’t look away.

She sent a thought to the hawk—sharp, precise.

Follow.

The bird’s wings shifted in the air, and the view tilted to keep the prison tower in frame.

Maeril set the ladle down. She forced her hands to move again because people still needed food, because the bridge still ran on small mercies, because she could not abandon the whole world for one man.

But she could watch.

She slid a bowl toward the hungry child without making a show of it. A small extra scoop. A quick touch to the rim as if it had been an accident.

Then she lifted her gaze back to the invisible thread of her familiar’s sight and felt the decision settle in her chest, simple and heavy.

“Alright then,” she murmured, more to the hawk than to herself.

“We’ll see where you land.”

And she sent the hawk higher, tightening its circle around Wyrm’s Rock.





Where You Land

Morning found Wyrm’s Crossing already awake.

The Chionthar river moved under the boards and stone, more felt than seen—cold breath rising through cracks, carrying river-salt and rot and the clean edge of wind. Above it, the bridge lived on its own rules: stalls stacked tight, awnings stitched together like a patchwork roof, a narrow lane down the middle where carts argued with feet and always won.

Maeril’s canopy sat in the crush like it had grown there. A plank counter. Bowls within reach. A cookfire that never quite stopped smoking. A short line of regulars with work in their shoulders.

She fed them.

Not for charity—she needed coin like anyone—but because hot food kept tempers from sharpening, and she made her living serving them hot.

The weather was kind today. No hard rain to thin the crowd, no sharp cold to turn people mean. The flow only thickened.

No slack.

Maeril worked—hands steady, eyes bright—but her attention kept tugging upward, where her hawk circled high above the river and the stone throat of Wyrm’s Rock.

The hawk kept Wyrm’s Rock prison-tower in its wide, circling eye.

Stone over water. Guardwalks. Movement. From Maeril’s counter, it was only a lump of distance—close enough to haunt, far enough to be useless.

The morning went by in bowls.

Then noon.

Then the slow slide toward afternoon, when the bridge got louder and hungrier and everyone started to look like they’d forgotten what rest felt like.

Maeril didn’t crane her neck toward the Rock. She couldn’t afford to stall. She saved her face for customers and her hands for work, and sent her attention up the invisible thread instead—marking the rock, counting the gates, watching the same stretch of stone until it stopped being curiosity and became a kind of duty.

He was in there.

Alive, she told herself.

And when the monk finally walked, she meant to see it.

The sergeant showed up like he belonged there.

Rust-red cloak dulled by use. Boots planted wide at her counter. Not in line—never in line—just that familiar lean of a man who’d survived long enough to treat the world like it would make room.

Maeril didn’t blink at it. She just kept moving.

“Same as usual?” she asked, already reaching for a bowl. “How’s your wife today?”

The man grunted, the sound halfway between thanks and complaint. “Mean. Healthy.” A pause, softer: “Kid’s got a cough.”

“Mm.” Maeril slid the bowl across the plank and let the steam do the kindness first. “Bring him by later. I’ve got something bitter that works.”

He huffed like that was inevitable, and started eating like he’d been hungry for hours.

Maeril kept her hands busy—wipe, ladle, stack—then lowered her voice behind steam and bowls, like she was asking after weather.

“The monk they brought in last night,” she said. “Grey robes. Wrapped hands. When does he walk?”

The spoon stopped once, midair.

His eyes flicked past her shoulder toward the Rock, then back to the bowl like it hadn’t.

“That one,” he said, mouth tight. “Quiet sort. Patches people up.” A small pause, as if he didn’t like admitting the next part. “Still… he can put a drunk on the floor without spilling blood.”

Maeril let that land without smiling.

He scraped the bowl once, slow. “I’ll see him out later today. Need a word with him first.”

Maeril nodded like she’d asked what time the tide turned.



Ṛṣi woke to stone and iron.

Cold stone under his cheek. Iron bars in front of him. And the ache—a deep, heavy ache—settling into every part of his body like a tide returning to shore.

He didn’t move at first. He lay still long enough to map the night into his bones: bruises blooming under skin, a cracked rib that scraped when he breathed too deep, his jaw throbbing where a boot had caught him.

He pushed himself upright with care and sat cross-legged on the cell floor.

A thin shaft of light cut down from a tiny window high above, turning dust into a lazy fall. The air tasted of old iron and stale breath.

He set his hands on his thighs and slipped into his practiced rhythm.

Breath first—measured, disciplined, made to fit around broken places. Then warmth, quiet and steady, the small internal glow of his blood spreading through him like a candle lit behind ribs. Then fingertips pressing and tapping along collarbone, sternum, the bruised ladder of his ribs—awakening what still answered, easing swelling by degrees, coaxing dizziness down into the floor.

Hours passed. He changed posture when numbness demanded it, stretched when the rib let him, pressed along familiar points until the ache dulled into something he could carry.

Healing came slow. Earned.

By afternoon, the pain hadn’t vanished. It had simply changed shape—manageable, contained, no longer drowning him.

Footsteps echoed down the corridor.

Measured. Unhurried. Coming straight for his cell.

Ṛṣi straightened.

He let his face go blank.

The sergeant stood with his hands hooked on his belt, shoulders squared in a way that said he’d worn the uniform for years. Not one of the two from the alley. Older. Scar on the bridge of his nose. A face that had learned to stay bored so nobody could read it.

“You,” the sergeant said. “You’re the one who stepped in. Between my lads and that gang brat.”

Ṛṣi nodded.

The sergeant watched him a beat, measuring the bruises he couldn’t hide and the steadiness he could.

“They say you caught a blade.”

“I did.”

A corner of the sergeant’s mouth twitched—more irritation than amusement. “With your hand.”

Ṛṣi didn’t look down at it. “A hand was enough.”

“Hm.” The sergeant’s gaze narrowed, then shifted, taking in the wrapped wrists, the way he held himself like a trained fighter, even bruised. “And you didn’t swing back. Didn’t even try.”

“He was a child,” Ṛṣi said. “They were angry.”

For a moment the corridor felt quieter, as if the place itself had leaned in.

The sergeant exhaled through his nose. “Most folks don’t put themselves on the line for gang trash.”

Ṛṣi didn’t flinch. His fingers found the red cord at his wrist—thumb and forefinger, a small press like a habit of prayer.

The sergeant’s eyes held on his. Then he asked, plain as a boot.

“Why?”

“Because it would’ve ended him,” Ṛṣi said.

The sergeant studied him longer than courtesy required. Not soft. Not hostile. Just trying to fit a shape he didn’t like into a world he understood.

Finally, he straightened.

The sergeant grunted. “People die for less.” He shifted his weight. “I’ll let you out later. After I’m done with the paper.”

Ṛṣi inclined his head once. Not gratitude. Acknowledgment.

“Next time,” the sergeant said, already turning, “give a warning. Might save you teeth.”

A dry breath left Ṛṣi—almost a laugh, cut short by a sting in his side.

“I’ll try.”

The sergeant paused, like he hated the softness of it.

“Heard you mend bones,” he said. “Try not to break your own.”

Boots moved off down the corridor, the sound fading into stone.

Ṛṣi let the promise of later settle.



Maeril saw him before the bridge did.

Grey robes. Wrapped hands. That careful, controlled walk that pretended nothing hurt. He moved with the current instead of against it, letting carts and shoulders slide past him like he wasn’t a body that could be stopped.

If she waited, he’d be gone.

Time to move.

“Sorry—emergency,” she muttered, already stepping out from behind the counter.

A customer complained. Another leaned forward, offended.

Maeril didn’t look back. She left the ladle where it was, steam still rising, and threaded herself into the lane without blocking it.

Above, the hawk circled once and held.

She came up alongside him, close enough that he’d hear without her raising her voice, but not so close she’d force him to stop.

“Hey,” she said, and let it sound ordinary.

He didn’t slow. His eyes flicked past her, automatic—already moving, already elsewhere. He turned his head a fraction, looking behind him as if the person she meant must be there.

There was no one.

Maeril felt her pulse jump—annoying, bright—and kept her face steady.

“I watched,” she said. “Last night. Ragpicker’s Alley. Through different eyes.”

That did it.

He stopped as if the words had put a hand on his shoulder. Not hard. Just real.

His head turned. His eyes met hers. Then, a fraction higher, to the hawk’s shadow cutting across the boards.

Maeril held his gaze and let the bridge keep moving around them—carts complaining, boots clacking, bowls clinking behind her where she’d abandoned her post.

If he kept walking, the crowd would take him and she’d never find him again.

She kept her voice level anyway.

“Easy,” she said. “I’m not the Fist. I just wanted to make sure you made it out in one piece.”

She tipped her chin toward the canopy.

“Come on. Food first.”

Maeril walked as she talked—half a step ahead, just enough to make “come” feel like the obvious next thing, not a command.

Her stall was only a few strides away, but the bridge fought her for every inch. A cart shouldered through. Someone barked a price. The cookfire’s smoke snapped sideways in the river wind and stung her eyes.

Two customers were still at her counter, bowls promised, patience thinning.

“Back in a blink,” she called over her shoulder, already sliding behind the plank counter again.

Ṛṣi stayed where he was for a beat, like his body was checking for the hook in the offer.

Then—hesitant, careful—he nodded and followed her to the canopy.

He stopped beside it where there was room to stand without being pinned. He kept his shoulders too steady, the way men do when they’re making pain behave.

Maeril moved fast. One bowl out, a quick coin taken, another ladled and slid across with a murmured, “Sorry—keep moving.” A few words, a few motions, and the waiting mouths were no longer waiting.

Then she turned back to Ṛṣi.

She didn’t reach for him. Didn’t ask his name. Didn’t ask why. She only lifted the ladle again.

“This is the part where you let me be stubborn,” she said, low enough that the bridge didn’t get a vote. “You eat. You walk. No debt.”

His eyes flicked to the crowd streaming past, to the open lane where he could vanish in a breath, to the hawk’s shadow passing once across the boards, and something in him tightened: she really had seen.

For a heartbeat, he looked like he might choose disappearance on pure reflex.

Maeril didn’t push. She just held the bowl steady in the space between them—warmth and steam.

He exhaled. A small surrender. “Thank you,” he said simply.

Then he stepped in that last half pace.

Maeril set the clay bowl down in front of him like she was placing something ordinary on a table. Steam rose between them, softening edges. The broth smelled of onions and pepper and whatever cheap bones she’d bullied into giving up their last kindness.

He wrapped his hands around the bowl, the smell rising into his bruised face.

The first sip was careful. The second was real.

Maeril turned her face toward the work, because watching him too closely would make it a thing. She wiped the counter. She answered a question about price without hearing it. She kept the world moving.

And under all that motion, something in her chest unclenched—a small, private release she didn’t allow herself to show.

He stayed.

Great.

Now I have to keep him.





Soup and Teeth

From where Ṛṣi stood, Maeril’s canopy made its own small room in the crush—cloth stretched tight, steam rising from a pot that never seemed to stop breathing. The bridge traffic slid past in close inches: boots, wheels, shouted prices, wet wool. Her hawk familiar perched on the canopy’s ridgepole, talons hooked into wet cloth, head ticking in small, exact turns.

Ṛṣi stayed on his feet to eat, tucked close to the counter so the line could move. He ate cautiously—measured sips, measured pauses—letting heat and salt settle before he took more. The broth hit his bruised ribs like a held palm: warm, steady. His breathing loosened around pain instead of catching on it.

He watched Maeril over the rim.

Green skin, weather-dulled, like leaf-shadow on stone. Two horns swept back from her temples, clean curves into her hairline. Jewels studded the horn ridges, flashing when she turned—little defiant sparks that made her look less like a warning and more like a person who had decided to be seen. Long dark hair in practical braids, thick and heavy with work. He placed her roughly near his own age—late forties—and felt a quiet kinship.

Her clothes were tempered greens and working layers—nothing precious, nothing sloppy. Small carved charms hung at her neck and belt—wood and bone, worn smooth by touch. Her tail never stopped. It counterbalanced a reach, punctuated a turn, tightened when someone edged too close, loosened when a regular smiled.

She worked in clean motions: pot to bowl, a quick crumble of dried herbs, the counter wiped with the back of her wrist, payment taken as if it were just another ingredient. And her eyes—yellow, sharp, moving constantly—tracked everything without making a show of it: the line, the pot, the hawk, and him—his swelling, his careful breath, the way his posture tried to hide pain and failed.

Ṛṣi ate with discipline—full attention—and accepted the warmth with a quiet thanks he didn’t voice.

Gifts made him cautious. Kindness as well—not because he distrusted it, but because he never knew what shape it would ask him to take.

He watched for what mattered: her edge, her tells, what she chose to ignore.

Not the horns, not the skin—her timing. Who she greeted by name. What made her tail tighten. Where her eyes went when trouble brushed close.

The line held steady. It flexed as people peeled off and stepped in, as if the counter were the pivot the whole bridge moved around. Regulars came up without looking at the menu. Faces softened here—shoulders relaxing, hands loosening around bowls held too tight.

Maeril’s smile arrived with each face, unforced.

Names first—quiet, certain. A tilt of her head. A look that said she remembered yesterday’s complaint, last tenday’s cough, the way someone’s limp had been worse in the rain. Her hands never stalled, but she still found space for a joke at the right moment, a dry comment that landed, and the man who’d arrived sharp didn’t stay that way.

Laughter didn’t spread far on Wyrm’s Crossing. Under her canopy, it did. Small, quick, like people testing whether it was safe.

Children darted in and out of the press, too fast for grown hands, too small to be seen until they were gone. Maeril saw them anyway, and said nothing.

She set a heel of bread at the corner of the counter without looking at it. A biscuit waited under a folded cloth, nudged forward with the back of her wrist when a small hand paused near the edge. Quick. Practiced. Given in motion—so it wouldn’t become a scene. Like they were hers.

Ṛṣi watched what the giving did to her.

She gave carefully, not lavishly—each extra measured, each one chosen—yet her eyes still brightened when it landed. Each extra cost her something real, and she still let it go, the smallest shine in her eyes before she hid it again.

His gaze kept drifting to the ordinary signs people wore without thinking: a ring worn smooth by years. A cord at the throat. A token rubbed too often. Some proof that her warmth had somewhere to return to—someone waiting, another pair of hands, a life built around more than this stall. He saw charms—wood and bone, scratched with meanings he didn’t understand—but nothing that answered.

No ring. No braided cord worn bright with touch.

Just her.

Just the stall.

And the way the counter gathered people until the bridge felt—briefly—like a place you could stand without being lost.

The thought settled: she wasn’t feeding them because she had plenty—she was feeding them because this was how she stayed among the folk—held by names, held by need. Surrounded. Needed. Kept in place by names and small givings she never tallied.

Ṛṣi could see it wasn’t coin she was collecting. It was people—names, faces, the small ones the bridge forgot. And it landed in him, deep and quiet.

He finished the last of the broth. The bowl was nearly empty now; his grip felt steadier, less guarded by pain. His body still hurt. It would for a while. He held himself the way he always did when he was marked—quiet, contained, already mapping the simplest way back to Lantern Hall.

Maeril caught him before he could step away.

“I live out on the edge,” she said, as if she were placing a fact on the counter between them. “Doorless hut.”

“No door?” The question left him before he decided to ask it.

“No door.” She shrugged. “Still sleep. It’s protected. I’ve got eyes at night. The hawk, and wards besides.”

Next to them, the hawk shifted closer on the ridgepole. Feathers rasped against wet cloth. Its weight settled with a deliberate surety.

Ṛṣi’s eyes flicked to the familiar, then returned to her. “You watched the alley.”

“I watched, yes.”

“The fight?”

“Not a fight.” She said it the way you fixed a wrong name. “A man risking flesh and bone to keep a boy breathing.”

They fell quiet and let the late day thin toward evening, the light changing between awnings.

“Anyway.” She wiped her hands on a cloth—practical—and let the subject drop without making it heavy. “I’m Maeril. Some call me the Green Witch of Wyrm’s Crossing.” She smirked. “Just bridge talk.”

“Green witch,” he repeated, letting the title sit there and show its edges.

“You don’t look impressed.”

“I listen to actions, not titles.” He kept it plain. “Titles can hide more than they tell.”

“Hm.” Her smile cut sideways. “A philosopher.”

Silence sat between them for a beat. The bridge noise swelled and dipped, as if the crowd were breathing around their stillness. He was still standing, still angled to leave, his attention already tugging toward the road—Lantern Hall, Brampton, the familiar pull of routine and quiet.

“I should go,” he said.

“Tea, sometime?” Maeril didn’t push. She didn’t reach. She just offered it into the air like a thing that could be accepted later. “Not now. Just—sometime.”

He hesitated. Not refusal. Not agreement.

“Maybe,” he said—careful.

Maeril’s eyes held his. “I didn’t get your name.”

He nodded. He’d taken the bowl and her attention and still hadn’t offered the simplest thing back.

“Ṛṣiśūra,” he said, careful with the sounds. “But most call me Ṛṣi.”

Her mouth twitched—a small wince, like the sound caught on her tongue. “Rishi-shura,” she tried, slower. Then, candid: “I haven’t heard that pronunciation before. Where is it from?”

“Mount Celestia. Another Plane of existence,” he answered, plain. “It’s my monastic name.”

He hesitated, then added, “Ṛṣi means Sage. And śūra—” he paused, as if the word needed a different mouth, “—Warrior.”

Maeril inclined her head, brows lifting—disbelief edged with tease. “A name from the Seven Heavens.” Her mouth threatened a smile. “And for someone who doesn’t care about titles…”

“It’s a vow. Not a title,” he said—flat, certain.

He turned to leave. At the edge of it, he angled his head back and bowed—hands folded behind his lower back, quiet and formal, a monk’s shape in the middle of the bridge’s churn.

“You may send your familiar with me,” he said, voice low enough that it was only for her. “If you want to know the way.” He didn’t wait for an answer.

As he stepped away, the hawk lifted from the ridgepole and slipped into the air behind him.



He left Wyrm’s Crossing and felt the noise fall away in layers. Past the last crush of stalls, the crowd thinned. The boards underfoot gave way to uneven cobble, and the air off the Chionthar slid cold along his cheeks.

He took the riverside track toward the Lower City, where fewer eyes bothered to look up. Wind worried at his robes. The river kept pace beside him—dark, steady—carrying the day away.

He paused once at a riverside lookout, only long enough to taste the sea-bite on the wind, then kept going as the light thinned and the city’s edges sharpened.

Brampton took him in on the other side—tar and rope and salt replacing river-damp. Shipyard air, work air. The sound of it eased toward rest as he walked: hammers fading, voices lowering, the whole quarter folding itself toward evening.

The streets narrowed as he went. Lanterns flared under eaves, throwing warm pools across wet stone and leaving the gaps between them too dark to trust.

He slipped into a recessed doorway where the wall stole him from view and stopped for half a minute.

He checked himself quickly. Hand wraps first—tight where they needed to be tight, loose where circulation mattered. A knot tested with the edge of a fingernail. Arm guards seated into their familiar grooves. Then the studded leather over his knuckles, the kind of thing the neighborhood made you carry after dark.

When he stepped out again, he was already moving as if he’d never stopped.

Readiness.

A tavern door burst open behind him and threw lantern light onto the wet cobbles in a hard splash.

A man stumbled out with it—broad in the shoulders, built like someone who hauled rope for a living, reeking of drink and sour rage. He caught himself on the jamb, then lurched forward as if the street should steady itself for him. Voices followed in a ragged line—cursing behind him, laughter too loud, a third voice straining for command.

“Out,” a patron snapped from the doorway. “I said out.”

The drunk swung around, eyes bright and unfocused, and took up the lane like it belonged to him. He shouted something slurred and ugly, then shoved the air with his hands as if he could push the street back into order. He looked for something to hit, and his attention found the patron in the doorway.

Bodies around them tightened—feet bracing, hands pulling back. Bystanders backed away, quick, not wanting to be the nearest body when the blow landed.

Ṛṣi angled in without hurry, taking the scene in one breath: the tavern frontage, the slick stone, the doorway that could trap the patron, the light that made the drunk’s shadow larger than he was. He kept himself off the centerline, where a straight charge would be easy. He placed his body where it would matter.

The patron came out a step farther, panic in his face despite the bluster. A dog strained at his hand—lean and wired, teeth bared—kept just barely leashed.

“Don’t,” Ṛṣi said to the drunk, voice low, palm up. Not a shout. A line drawn.

The man didn’t hear it. Or did, and chose not to. He surged toward the patron, arm swinging wide, too broad to be precise and too far gone to care.

The patron’s bluff broke. His grip loosened—and then released.

The dog launched.

It hit the drunk’s forearm like a thrown weight and clamped down—hard. No warning bite. No snap and release. Teeth locked and stayed.

The street sound snapped. Someone screamed. Boots skittered on wet stone as bodies scattered away from the violence.

The drunk roared and jerked, trying to shake the dog loose.

Ṛṣi moved in.





Drunken Intercession

The dog stayed latched to the drunk’s forearm like it meant to stay—teeth buried, body braced low, the leash trailing on the cobbles. Lantern light slicked its wet coat to a shine. The drunk swayed, half-turned toward the tavern door, face twisted with pain and outrage.

He lifted his free fist and slammed it down into the dog’s head.

Again—heavier, faster, uglier blows.

The dog’s skull snapped sideways. Its legs skidded on wet stone. The jaws did not open. Its eyes went glassy for a beat, then blinked hard, searching for focus, as if shaking could drive the fog out of its head.

Ṛṣi moved.

He took in the pieces as he closed: the drunk’s wobble, the dog’s locked jaw, the doorway behind them, the wet stone underfoot.

He did not reach toward the dog’s teeth. He stepped in on the leash side—outside the dog’s jawline—and caught the collar from behind, fingers finding leather under wet fur, where the neck was strong and the mouth could not swing.

Then he yanked—up and sideways.

Hard and fast—stealing the dog’s leverage before it could brace. The body rose a handspan; the drunk’s arm came with it, twisted at an angle the jaw couldn’t keep. The bite broke—wet, reluctant.

The dog hit the cobbles yelping, gagging once. Its paws scrabbled on the slick stone. It shook hard, confused, then backed off in a tight arc, hackles up, head low.

The drunk lurched forward from the sudden release, arm swinging uselessly, weight pitching forward, suddenly unanchored.

Ṛṣi was already there.

He drove in low—shoulder into the drunk’s lower chest, using the stumble like a lever. Breath blasted out of the drunk. His knees dipped. Stubborn mass kept him upright for a heartbeat longer—then not.

Ṛṣi’s hand caught the drunk’s wrist and rotated it into a lock. Not a yank. A steer.

He hauled the drunk backward into the street—away from the door. His feet stayed wide on the rain-slick stone, hips turned, weight low. The drunk fought, but it came out clumsy—pulling against angles he couldn’t read.

The patron flashed at the edge of his vision, retreating into the tavern. Ṛṣi did not follow. He kept the drunk moving. Kept space open. Kept the doorway from becoming a trap.

The patron reappeared with a crossbow coming up, rain beading on the arms. He hunted a shot and found none—only Ṛṣi and the drunk tangled too close, too fast, too human for a clean line.

The bowstring drew back—and a sharp screech sliced down from above. A clear warning.

Maeril’s familiar—the hawk—dropped low over the raised crossbow, wings beating once across the lanternlight, cutting straight through the weapon’s line.

Ṛṣi heard it. No time.

He pulled the drunk aside and dropped his own weight low, using the lock, his hip, and a planted leg to drive him down onto the cobbles—fast enough that the drunk hit before he could brace.

The crossbow string snapped dry.

The bolt hissed through the space they’d occupied a heartbeat ago and slammed into a nearby wall with a heavy thunk. Wet splinters jumped.

The crossbow’s string still quivered.

Behind Ṛṣi, the drunk scrabbled, trying to get up. Wet hands found nothing but slick stone and rage. One boot got under him.

Ṛṣi kept hold of the back of his coat—just enough to deny balance without turning it into punishment. The drunk flailed: wild fists, backward kicks, heels thrown back without aim. Nothing landed clean. Ṛṣi stayed just out of range, body angled, breath even, letting the storm of limbs spend itself.

Then—no warning, no wind-up—he stepped in.

A hard, straight punch into ribs, driven through leather and bone.

Air burst out of the drunk in a harsh bark. His posture folded. His feet tangled. He stumbled into the wall and slid down it, one hand smearing rain across stone before he sank toward the ground.

Ṛṣi released him carefully—careful even now.

Across the lane, the patron raised the crossbow again, hands shaking with anger and fear.

Ṛṣi turned and went—direct and fast—on an angle.

Before the patron could ready the crossbow, Ṛṣi drove all his weight into the patron and slammed him back into the inn’s doorframe. Wood cracked. The patron’s breath popped out. His boots skidded on wet stone; his head clipped the frame—enough to rattle him and take his balance.

The crossbow slipped from his hands and clattered to the cobbles, skidding end over end into the doorway, out of reach.

Ṛṣi kept the patron there, forearm across his chest, weight set. Not crushing. Not kind. Decisive.

“Stop,” he ordered.

The patron pushed back once—more reflex than will—then the fight ran out of him. His eyes blinked too fast. His throat worked.

Ṛṣi held his gaze until the shaking eased, until the man’s posture sagged into something that couldn’t lift a weapon.

Then he released pressure and stepped back.

“Please,” he said—flat, purposeful. “Let me help this wounded man. I’ll take him off the street.”

A beat. Rain ticked on wood and iron.

The patron stayed braced in the doorway, blinking, swallowing hard.

Ṛṣi turned only when the weapon stayed down and the man’s shoulders sank, and moved toward the drunk on the stones.

Rain kept ticking—steady, small—flattening the street’s sounds into a damp hush. Lanternlight smeared in puddles as Ṛṣi took the drunk by shoulder and belt and pulled him upright, just enough to move.

No speech. No explanation. He took the weight and went.

The drunk sagged into him with dead heaviness—sour breath, wet wool, damp leather. The bitten forearm hung wrong at his side, wrapped only in rain and shock for now, the air around it sharp with blood-salt. Each step tugged a quiet answer from Ṛṣi’s own bruises, a reminder written under his ribs and along his forearms. He did not change pace for it. He chose streets he knew, straight lines where lanterns were already coming on and the docks’ smell began to rise.

Lantern Hall’s light showed ahead like relief and obligation wearing the same face. He felt it in his chest before he reached the threshold.

Inside, the common room held its usual warmth: worn wood, soot in the grain, low light that never fully chased the corners away. A few tables. A few chairs. The steady quiet of a place that kept taking in what the city threw out.

Elisa was at the altar—Lantern Hall’s spiritual anchor, the one who mended what words could reach when wounds were deeper than flesh. Still. Hands set. A small flame’s glow held to her face and left everything else in gentle shadow.

She lifted her gaze only enough to register him and the limp body at his side. Her eyes held him a beat longer than the wounded man, and something in her face softened—small, controlled—like she’d been braced for him not to come back at all. Ṛṣi felt her tension release.

Ṛṣi guided the drunk through as if he’d done it a hundred nights in a row. He checked the small room kept for the poor and wounded. Four bunks. All taken. Breath and sleep already rationed there, bodies wrapped in the Hall’s thin mercy.

He did not argue with it. He did not waste time wishing for more.

He brought the drunk back out and lowered him to the common room floor where he could be seen and managed. A bedroll went down quick. Blankets over it, then over the drunk—arranged to keep him from rolling, to keep the injured arm from being trapped beneath his bulk. The man muttered once, thick with drink, then sank into heavy breathing.

Adequate. Contained. Safe enough to get through the night.

Ṛṣi cleared space the way his hands always did—without treating it as important, because it was necessary. Chairs scraped back. A table corner opened. A lantern drawn closer and angled down, its light made functional. He went to the supplies nook that was his by habit more than ownership and opened it with the familiar economy of someone who replenished what he used.

Clean cloth first. Wraps. A small blade and scissors. A stopper-bottle of cleansing spirits. A jar of salve. More bandage rolls than he liked to see disappear in a week. He set them in a strict order—not ritual, just fatigue-proofing, so his tired hands could not reach wrong.

Then he knelt and inspected the drunk’s forearm.

The coat’s thick leather had blunted the worst, leaving tooth marks that were deep but not down to bone. Still, the wound was angry—ragged edges, darkened by rain-filth, swelling already gathering under skin. It would hurt worse by morning. It would tempt infection the way street wounds always did.

He laid a folded cloth under the wounded arm and positioned it so the drunk’s weight wouldn’t drag at it. The drunk breathed hard, mouth open, lost in drink.

Ṛṣi cut away clothing cleanly, avoiding any pull across the bite. The blade moved with competence. He exposed the wound fully, then poured the cleansing spirits and flushed it, slow and thorough, lifting grit and rain-dirt out in a thin, stinging wash.

The drunk twitched, a half-wake reflex. A low sound scraped up his throat.

Ṛṣi did not rush. He steadied the arm with one hand and worked with the other, keeping pressure where it mattered, letting the reflex pass without turning it into a struggle. He flushed again until the runoff ran clean enough to trust. Then he dabbed—not rubbed—and laid salve over the torn skin in a thin protective layer: enough to seal, enough to discourage rot, not so much it went slick.

Bandage came next. Firm tension. Even tension. He wrapped to hold without stealing blood, watching skin color and swelling as he went. Layer one supported the forearm and elbow properly, locking the joint into something the drunk’s unconscious thrashing couldn’t easily undo. Layer two bound the arm across the drunk’s chest—functional sling-wrap, snug and unglamorous, built to stop the drunken flail that would tear the work open before morning.

The drunk twitched again, then settled. His breathing thickened, then smoothed into a dull rhythm. Ṛṣi finished the last turn of cloth, tucked the end, pressed once to confirm it would hold.

Only then did he let his shoulders drop a fraction.

He put the room back in order: wraps re-stowed, jars re-corked, tools wiped and returned to their places. He turned the lantern’s flame down. He checked the drunk once more—bandage secure, sling binding seated, blanket placed to keep the wrapped arm from slipping free. The man was alive. Contained. No longer one more body the street could steal.

Ṛṣi stood, and the day finally reached him. Fatigue wasn’t drama. It was weight in the joints. Ache in the ribs. A faint tremor that wanted to start and didn’t—held back by habit.

He did the last small caretaker sweep—doors, corners, the common room’s quiet—then went to his small room as if it were another duty.

He lay on the plank bed, pulled blanket and fur up, and let his hands go still at his sides. For a moment he took one measured breath—in, out—and kept it plain.

Finally.

It’s been a long two days.

Tomorrow: a cold plunge, to clear my mind and reset my body. Then breathing. Stretching. Training.

I’ll be myself again.

He closed his eyes and let the Hall settle around him.





Tea, Sometime

Morning came to Lantern Hall whether Ṛṣi’s body was ready for it or not: boards cool under bruised feet, water drawn and put over the fire, the sweep that made his shoulders answer each stroke while last night’s grit gathered at the edges. The altar glow held steady in the dim, and Elisa held steady with it—present, contained, making the Hall feel anchored without speaking.

Ṛṣi took his breathwork where he always did, in the small space his body knew. Stretching. Light maintenance—enough to wake joints without pushing them. Then the Hall again: heat checked, kettle watched, a quick glance to Elisa—anything break overnight?—and a fast audit of the supplies corner.

Cloth. Wraps. Clean rags folded tight. Jars sealed.

His hands were sorting when his mind slid sideways.

A child’s thin wrist—gone as soon as he noticed it. Bread sliding to the edge of a counter as if it had been an accident. The brief brightening in Maeril’s eyes when she gave something away.

His thumb found the red cord and rested there. He let the exhale lengthen until his shoulders eased. The thought thinned.

Late morning and midday took him out into the city with a bowl and a practiced face that asked without words. Doorways. Corners. Small exchanges made without ceremony. People gave him crusts or a copper and, in return, he listened with his eyes as much as his ears: the grey of fatigue, the hitch in a breath, the way a hand guarded a rib even while the mouth said “nothing.”

A dockworker sat on a step with a cut that wouldn’t stop weeping. Ṛṣi rinsed it clean, wrapped with firm, even tension, and asked two questions that mattered.

As he tied off the final turn, the phrase surfaced uninvited—green witch. Bridge talk—Maeril’s smirk behind it.

He didn’t chase it. He kept his eyes on the dockworker’s face. He felt his feet on the stone. He counted one slow breath out.

“You dizzy?” he asked. “Any fever?”

Afternoon pulled him back to Lantern Hall for what never stopped arriving. Intake. Triage. Nursing work that was mostly patience: water, food, clean cloth, checking a fever by touch because there wasn’t time for fuss. He restocked what he’d used, wiped what needed wiping, put every tool back where a tired hand could find it without thinking.

Elisa spoke once—something small, functional, meant for him.

He answered a half-beat late, because for a heartbeat he thought he heard the hawk’s screech again—sharp above lanternlight, a warning note that tightened his chest.

He swallowed. Let the sound pass. “I’ll handle it,” he said, and did.

Dusk cooled the river air and brought people into the yard for controlled rounds: hands wrapped, weapons checked, tempers watched before they turned stupid. Ṛṣi took matches for conditioning and control—sometimes with sailors, sometimes with mercenaries, sometimes with a Flaming Fist man who needed to hit something and came here because consequences still existed under the Hall’s eyes.

Between rounds, sweat cooling on his skin, his attention flicked—unasked—to Maeril’s gaze tracking a crowd without ever looking busy.

He reset his stance. Hands up. Work continued.

Late night meant alleys: routes, sightlines, exits. Walking Brampton and the Lower City, listening more than looking, learning how violence started before it started. Footing. Angles. The quiet change in a voice that meant someone was about to do something stupid.

For three days he did it all the same way: exact, clean, present.

And for three days the drift kept returning—not in floods, not in longing, just in small, persistent intrusions that should have slid off his discipline and didn’t.

Ṛṣi had believed his mind was sealed. He was learning it wasn’t.



Late afternoon emptied Lantern Hall in slow layers. The last bowls had gone out. The soup smell faded down to damp wood and soot. Voices dropped. Chairs settled into their places again. The supplies corner was being put back together from the day—wraps restacked, jars re-corked, clean cloth folded tight.

Ṛṣi stood at the supplies table, wiping a jar’s rim clean before he set the lid and pressed the seal down with his thumb.

Across the room, Elisa knelt at the small sun-altar, hands still, lips moving too softly to carry. Even in prayer she kept the room in the corner of her eye—counting who remained, catching what wasn’t said, ready to turn a person with one gentle question and make them tell the truth in their own words.

He was setting the jar back in place when movement caught at the threshold.

Maeril’s hawk perched on the doorframe as if it belonged there. Its feathers were ash-pale, the edges ghosting to translucence when the light caught them. It held the wood without sound. Eyes fixed into the Hall and did not blink.

Ṛṣi’s hands went still. His attention narrowed—precise. He moved to the doorway and stopped at a respectful distance. The hawk’s head ticked once, small and exact, and a pale strip of paper was bound to its leg.

He reached slowly, not grabbing, and the bird allowed it. The note came free without struggle.

Three lines. Plain hand. No flourishes.

Tea? You know where to find me. —The Green Witch

For a breath, the words sat in his chest heavier than paper should.

His thumb found the red cord and rested there. He let one long exhale empty his chest. The reflex landed him back in his body, back in the Hall, back in the fact of choice.

He folded the note once. Then again. Not hidden. Not crumpled. Made small and kept.

I can’t leave the sick.

He crossed the common room and re-checked a patient’s fever by touch—forehead, then wrist, then the rise and fall of breath. Adjusted a blanket edge so it covered what it needed to cover. Restacked the nearest bandages into a neat column where a hurried hand could grab them.

Then he went to Elisa.

He didn’t offer the note. He didn’t explain. He only met her eyes for a beat, the question clean: “Do you need my hands for anything?”

Elisa’s gaze flicked from him to the hawk on the frame, then back. She read the pull in his posture the way she read a confession—quick, clean, without making it a spectacle. She gave a single, small nod.

She didn’t need him.

He nodded. That was enough.

Cloak on. Staff in hand. The note settled inside his belt wrap where it wouldn’t be lost or damaged. When he stepped out into the evening, the air met him cold and wet, and the Hall’s warmth fell away behind his back.

He walked, and found himself looking forward to it. That was new.



The bridge took him back in the way it always did: press of bodies, steam lifting off pots, river damp rising through the boards. Maeril’s canopy held a small pocket of order—line, bowls, the pot’s steady breath. Her hawk familiar perched on the ridgepole, talons set into wet cloth, head ticking in small, exact turns.

She didn’t rush to him. She finished cleaning—one last wipe, a lid settled, the ladle set down—then met his eyes as if he’d arrived on time. She nodded toward the edge, an invitation without ceremony, and stepped away from the counter only after the last bowl in her hands found its place.

They walked off the bridge. The crowd noise thinned in layers. Boards creaked underfoot. River below. Above the awnings, the hawk’s shadow slid once, then kept pace.

“How long have you been in Baldur’s Gate?” Maeril asked as they walked.

He took a moment. Cut his life down to what was usable. “I was born here. I traveled for about a decade to train, and then came back. You?”

“A few years,” she said. “People see the Abyss in my face and decide where I belong. Usually somewhere else. But here, nobody minds. So I settled. Found a rhythm that worked.”

His eyes flicked to her horns, her green-tinted skin, her yellow eyes—then away. Not to reassure her. Just to keep himself from staring. He’d seen people treated like warnings.

The hawk passed overhead. Her gaze snapped up without thinking, then returned to the path like it had never moved.

“You watch from above?” he asked.

“I keep eyes on the bridge. And on the ones it eats first.” She spoke like it was work. “It also keeps me from being surprised by the wrong things.”

She went quiet for a heartbeat, measuring.

“And then I saw you step in,” she added. “Between a kid and a bad decision. Between a drunk sailor and a crossbow.”

Her head tilted, studying him.

“Looks like it tends to be a habit of yours. Those scars don’t come from one good deed.”

A small huff escaped him—almost a laugh. “Indeed.” His hand went to the back of his head, fingers finding the old knife-cut scar by muscle memory, then dropping. “Some things don’t stop unless someone steps in.”

Maeril smiled, looking ahead. “Most people can’t even stand being inconvenienced for someone else.”

“I’ve learned how to live with it,” he said, as if it were simple. “It’s like your cooking. It’s how I keep people from falling apart.”

“I’d rather cry over onions than cough blood,” she said.

He surprised himself with the grin that followed. “Try my stew. You’ll understand why I choose bruises.”

Her laugh came out warm and quick. “No, thank you. I’d rather stay alive.”

They left the densest part of the bridge behind. Boards gave way to packed earth. The city edge loosened: shacks spaced wider, scrub showing between them, wind gaining room. The hawk kept parallel overhead, patient as a tool.

Ahead, her hut waited: bead and leather strips where a door should have been. Herb bundles hung at the opening like a warning and an invitation at once.

He frowned at the lack of a door.

She said, “Hinges don’t stop anything that matters. Wards do. And flying claws.” Her eyes flicked up toward the beam line, as if the hawk could hear praise. “Some dare. They usually try once. Then regret it.”

She stopped at the threshold without stepping aside. Not blocking him—just refusing to make the choice for him.

“You can turn around. I won’t chase you.”

“You would,” he said, not believing her.

“I would. But I won’t drag you in either.” She gestured toward the hut’s interior and left the space open.

For a moment he tasted the ease of leaving. The clean relief of making it simple by disappearing.

“…All right.”

Ṛṣi stepped through. No flare. No spectacle. The space simply held itself: ordered shelves, jars and bundles, a hearth giving steady heat. Two mismatched stools set where tired bodies could be useful again. The air smelled of dried herbs and clean earth, river damp kept politely outside.

Maeril invited him to sit. He did. Above them, the hawk settled quietly on a beam.

Tea came without ceremony. Simple cups. Steam that smelled of mint and honey.

“Where did you learn to cook?” he asked.

Maeril smiled—at the question, at the fact he’d asked it. “Everyone needs food. It’s an easy way to earn a place when you don’t have one.”

The words sat for a beat. Ṛṣi watched the way her gaze went past him, not far—just enough to touch an old memory.

“I let it become one of my joys,” she continued.

She glanced at her small working desk—notes, paper, scrolls, ink, the quiet clutter of practiced craft.

“It taught me the value of practice and creativity,” she said. “Useful skills for an arcane weaver.”

The fire sank lower. Cups cooled and were warmed again. Maeril spoke about learning magic when she was young—the hunger of it—and then turned the question on him, asking about Lantern Hall like it mattered, like it was more than a place where people went to break.

As they talked, something in him loosened. Ease arrived, then the fear of it. He felt himself start to settle into the warmth of being received, and that familiarity made his stomach tighten.

“I should let you sleep,” he said, bluntly.

“You can leave if you want. But don’t pretend it’s because you’re polite.” Her grin wasn’t cruel. It was accurate. “It’s you trying not to get used to being taken care of.”

His throat tightened. Not shame—recognition. He let it sit there without wrestling it into a story.

“Drink your tea,” she said. “Then decide what you’re actually doing.”

Her mouth twitched, amused at his discomfort without taking advantage of it.

He drank the last of his cold tea, then felt his shoulders drop a fraction. “Should we make more? It’s gone cold.”

She smiled at the indirect agreement and set about warming what she’d prepared earlier.

They held silence while the water heated. He listened to the small sounds—kettle, fire, the bead strips shifting when the wind touched them—and let his body understand that, for once, no one needed anything from him.

Maeril sat back with the warm tea, poured fresh cups, and looked directly at him, soft smile held steady.

“I’m going to say something,” she said, “and you’re not allowed to turn it into philosophy.”

She held his eyes when she spoke next, and he didn’t look away.

“I don’t want to spend the rest of my life only reacting.”

“To what?” His brow furrowed.

“To hunger. To power. To systems that pretend they’re weather.”

The words hit close. Too close to dismiss.

“I want one thing that I choose.” She paused and let the quiet take the weight. “I want to visit Candlekeep’s great library.”

The name landed in the room like a placed stone. She didn’t soften it. She didn’t laugh it off.

“It’s a place built to keep knowledge from rotting,” she said. “It’s quiet on purpose. And I want to stand inside a wall that isn’t fear. But…”

She held the word, looking away, hesitating for a heartbeat. Then she faced him again.

“I don’t want to go alone.”

His gaze dropped to his cup. Thumb on the rim. The reflex to step back, to make it clean by refusing, rose sharp and practiced.

He didn’t move.

“You don’t know me,” he said, and heard how thin it sounded even to him.

“I know.” Her throat worked once. She didn’t reach for him. “But for once, I met someone who doesn’t need things to be easy.”

“Easy isn’t really what I do,” he said, a dry attempt to ease the tension.

Her shoulders dropped a little.

“Men I’ve met before,” she said, “they want the idea. The novelty. The green witch. Then the work shows up. The mud. The crowds. The waiting. And they get tired.”

She gestured at herself—no theatrics, just fact.

“But they do not want this.”

His caution rose in him like a trained muscle. “Want makes people careless.”

“Want makes people alive. Careless is a separate skill.” Her voice sharpened without becoming cruel. “I’m too old for games. I want something real. For once.”

The lantern guttered once. Silence deepened. Ṛṣi heard night birds outside and felt, in his bones, how late it was—how many times he’d used lateness as an excuse to leave.

He set his cup down. The sound was small and final.

The next line came out clean, unperformed. It surprised him—how little armor it carried.

“I’ve been celibate my entire life, you know. I’m a monk.”

She looked back at him. “That’s why I am asking you. Not the monk.”

He bit his lip, trying to contain his laugh. He couldn’t believe how open she was—how daring, and how direct, without making it a performance.

He leaned slightly on the table, toward her, and felt his own want sit in his chest without immediately turning into a problem.

“You know,” he said, “to enter Candlekeep we will need to offer a writing of value. Something they don’t already have.”

Maeril’s face lit with a wide smile, then she turned it into a grin like she refused to let herself linger too long on relief. “I don’t have a rare tome lying around.”

He heard himself before he could retreat. “We make one.”

Maeril’s eyes narrowed in disbelief. “Did you just volunteer to write?”

“It’s not the worst decision I took tonight,” he said, and the laugh that followed was quiet but real.

For a beat they held each other’s gaze. Then both looked away, as if holding it too long would make it fragile.

“Come back tomorrow,” Maeril said. “And bring your neat monk handwriting,” as if to seal their decision into fate.

“Writing’s not neat. My hands do other work.” He turned one hand, showing bruised knuckles like proof.

“That’s fine,” she said. “Candlekeep can suffer a little.”





On the Thresholds

The next tenday did not make a book.

Not at first.

At first, it changed where their hands went when they were tired.

Ṛṣiśūra found himself reaching for charcoal after bandages. Maeril found herself clearing a corner of her table before the evening pot had finished steaming. Notes appeared under bowls, beside jars, between packets of dried herbs. A scrap of paper weighted under a pestle. A sentence written on the back of a receipt because the thought had arrived while Maeril was serving three dockworkers and a hungry child pretending not to be hungry.

The book began badly.

It began with tea, an empty folio, and an argument.

“The walls,” Ṛṣi said.

Maeril looked up from sharpening her charcoal nub. “No.”

He blinked. “No?”

“No.” She said it with the patience of a woman correcting someone who had put salt in tea. “The city does not begin at the walls.”

“The wall is the formal threshold.”

“The wall is the part rich people point at when they want to pretend anything beyond it is someone else’s problem.”

Her tail flicked once behind her stool. Not irritation exactly. More like punctuation.

Ṛṣi sat across from her in the doorless hut, hands folded around a cup gone lukewarm. The hearth burned low.

He considered the page between them.

At the top, in Maeril’s narrow hand, she had written:

On the Thresholds of Baldur’s Gate

The title looked too certain for something neither of them understood yet.

“If not the walls,” he said, “then where?”

Maeril leaned over the folio and drew a rough circle around the Upper City, tight and controlled. Then another around the Lower City, messier. Then a third, sprawling ring that dragged itself across Wyrm’s Crossing, the shacks, the roadside stalls, the poor soil where people built because nobody had told them they were allowed.

“Here,” she said. “The city begins where people start behaving as if the land has already lost.”

Ṛṣi watched the charcoal move.

She tapped the outer edge. “My bridge.” Then the middle ring. “Your Hall.” Her finger came down where the two pressures overlapped. “The places everyone uses and nobody claims.”

The phrase settled in him.

Places everyone used and nobody claimed.

Doorways. Alleys. Bridges. Sickbeds borrowed for one night and remembered for years. The corners where the city’s cruelty gathered because no authority wanted ownership of it.

Ṛṣi took the charcoal from her hand, careful not to brush her fingers and careful not to ask himself why he noticed. He drew one line between the Hall and the bridge. Then another. Then small marks along the spaces between.

“Then the book is about where pain lands after it falls through the official maps.”

Maeril’s eyes brightened.

“That,” she said. “That’s what you write down.”

He gave her a look.

She smiled. “You make things understandable. I make sure we do not forget the color of their boots.”

“That is important?”

“Sometimes boots tell you who was expected to survive the mud.”

He held her gaze for a moment.

Then he wrote.



After that, the book began finding them everywhere.

On the bridge, Maeril worked with ladle in one hand and charcoal in the other. She marked which hours made the bridge sharpest, which stalls drew the desperate, which children stole bread and which stole only warmth. She wrote down the way people walked differently when rain came from the west. She wrote down the herbs growing from cracks in the stone, stubborn little things with roots strong enough to split mortar if given time.

At the Hall, Ṛṣi began seeing his own work with the discomfort of new eyes.

A broken hand after the river closed to small craft.

Three knife wounds on the same kind of payday.

A fever that spread along lodging-house walls faster than prayer could follow.

He had always noticed. Noticing was how he survived the work. But now the noticing had somewhere to go besides his own body.

He wrote what mattered.

A sailor became: adult male, dock labor, bitten after tavern violence, preventable escalation involving animal, crossbow, drink, crowd pressure.

A boy became: youth, gang-associated, nearly killed for theft below value of one day’s food.

He stared at that line longer than the others.

Then he crossed out gang-associated and wrote:

hungry.

The page looked better afterward.



Their handwriting began to learn each other.

Maeril’s ran narrow and quick, lines crowded with side-thoughts, arrows, corrections, little sketches of bridges and culverts and one extremely unflattering drawing of a Flaming Fist helmet. Ṛṣi’s script moved carefully down the page, each letter given its own breath. She filled margins. He made columns. She wrote smell and weather. He wrote sequence and cause.

Some evenings they argued until the tea went cold.

“Numbers matter,” he said once, tapping a line with the back of the charcoal. “If the Avowed are to understand scale, they need pattern.”

“They also need to smell the east culvert in spring,” Maeril said. “Otherwise they will think ‘foul water’ means ink gone bad.”

“They cannot smell a page.”

“Then I’ll write better.”

He looked at her.

She grinned.

They kept both.

A table of crossings by hour and season. A paragraph about wet boards under bare feet. A note on drainage failure. A line of Maeril’s about the city washing its filth downhill and acting surprised when the poor learned to swim in it.

Ṛṣi read that one twice.

“Too much?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “Accurate.”



Elisa noticed on the third evening.

Or perhaps she had noticed sooner and simply chosen not to mention it.

Lantern Hall had gone quiet in the thin way it did after a hard day: cots full, bowls washed, the altar flame low and steady. Ṛṣi sat at the back table with papers spread before him, one candle burning close to the nub. His hands were ink-stained.

That was what gave him away.

Blood, soot, salve, river mud—those belonged on him.

Ink did not.

Elisa paused in the doorway to the infirmary and looked at him long enough that he felt it across the room.

“Writing a sermon?” she asked.

“No.”

“A confession?”

His hand stopped.

“No.”

She came closer, bare feet silent on the boards. Her gaze dropped to the pages, but she did not read them without invitation.

“Then what?”

“Observations,” he said.

“About?”

He should have answered easily. The Hall. The bridge. Wounds. Water. Hunger. Thresholds. Baldur’s Gate hurting itself in patterns it pretended were accidents.

“Mercy,” he said instead.

Elisa’s face changed.

Not much. Just enough.

“Mercy usually has you standing, not sitting.”

“I am learning another posture.”

Her mouth tightened as if she wanted to smile and could not yet decide whether the smile would be kind.

“And who is teaching you this posture?”

Ṛṣi set the charcoal down carefully.

“Maeril.”

There. The name stood between them.

Elisa took it in without surprise. That was worse, somehow.

“The green witch.”

“Yes.”

“The one with the hawk.”

“Yes.”

“The one whose note made you leave with your cloak on backward two nights ago.”

He closed his eyes.

“It was not backward.”

“It was uneven.”

Despite himself, his breath left him in something close to laughter. It hurt less than expected.

Elisa did not laugh with him. Her eyes had gone softer, and more dangerous for it.

“You are building a road in your mind,” she said.

The sentence landed with more force than accusation would have.

Ṛṣi looked down at the papers.

He saw the line between Lantern Hall and Wyrm’s Crossing. Then the imagined line beyond both, south along the Coast Way, toward a fortress of books above the sea.

“I don’t know where it leads yet,” he said.

Elisa’s voice stayed gentle.

“Then don’t vanish before you tell me.”

He looked up.

There was no command in her face. No priestly rebuke. Only the plain fear of someone who had built a place with him and now saw one of its load-bearing walls wondering about the horizon.

“I will not,” he said.

He meant it.

He also knew, with a small cold certainty, that meaning it would not make it simple.

Elisa nodded once. She touched the back of the nearest chair, not sitting, not staying.

“Good,” she said. “Because I have seen too many people disappear by inches while still standing in front of me.”

Then she left him with the candle and the pages and the road he had not yet named aloud.



The book grew heavier.

Not in size, though the folio thickened under their hands. Heavier in the way some things gained weight once they became real.

There were stew stains on one corner by the sixth day. A thumbprint of dried blood near a margin note on preventable knife violence. Three pages had to be recopied after Maeril sneezed charcoal dust across a clean section and declared the page “more truthful now.” Ṛṣi disagreed. The page was rewritten.

They worked at the stall when the bridge allowed it. In the hut when the weather turned.

“Beds first,” she murmured.

Ṛṣi followed her gaze.

“Yes.”

She said nothing more. The agreement was enough.

Later, at her table, Maeril read from one of his sections while he prepared fresh tea.

“‘Small interventions altered repeated harm more effectively than punitive force in three observed street clusters,’” she read aloud, then looked up. “You write like a very tired magistrate.”

He took the page from her, scanned the line, and crossed out half of it.

“What would you write?”

Maeril leaned over his shoulder. She smelled of smoke, mint, and rain-damp wool.

“Try: ‘People stopped cutting each other so often when someone gave them somewhere else to put their anger.’”

He considered.

Then wrote it.

She tapped the page. “Better.”

“It is less precise.”

“It is more true.”

Sometimes she was right in ways that irritated him.

Sometimes he was right in ways that irritated her.

This, too, went into the work.

Not the irritation. The trust beneath it.



One evening, Maeril asked a question that changed how they understood their work.

They sat in the hut after dark, the bridge gone quieter beyond the walls, the hawk asleep above them. The folio lay open between their cups. Ink dried in uneven lines. The title page had been rewritten cleanly at last.

On the Thresholds of Baldur’s Gate A Study of Wounds and Ways of Mending at the Edges of a City

Maeril traced one finger near the words without touching wet ink.

“Do you think this is mercy?”

Ṛṣi looked up.

“The book?”

“Yes.”

She sounded almost annoyed by her own seriousness. Her tail had gone still behind her chair.

“It won’t bind a wound,” she said. “It won’t feed anyone tomorrow. It won’t stop a Flaming Fist blade if some fool decides a hungry child is worth killing.”

“No,” Ṛṣi said.

The answer hurt more than he expected.

Maeril nodded once, too quickly. “Right.”

“But if someone reads it,” he continued, “and spends coin on clean water instead of another statue, it may stop a fever before we ever hear of it.”

Her gaze lifted to him.

“If a priest in another city reads it and places beds before icons,” he said, “someone may sleep who would otherwise be preached over. If a scholar understands that hunger has routes, someone may learn where to stand before the knife comes out.”

He looked down at the pages. At the stains. The corrections. The places where her words and his had begun to share breath.

“And if no one changes course,” he said, quieter, “then the truth will still not die with us.”

Maeril said nothing for a long moment.

The fire shifted. A coal broke softly in the hearth.

Then she leaned back and let out a breath.

“Well,” she said, voice roughening around the joke before it could fully form, “that is inconveniently beautiful.”

He inclined his head. “I apologize.”

She smiled, but it faded into something warmer and more afraid.

“So this is not just Candlekeep’s price.”

“No.”

“What is it, then?”

Ṛṣi rested his hand near the folio. Not on it. Near it.

“A door,” he said.

Maeril’s eyes moved to the bead-and-leather strips at her entrance, swaying gently in the night air.

“A door,” she repeated, skeptical and soft at once. “From the man who trusts thresholds more than rooms.”

“Because a door does not mend anyone by itself,” he said. “It only gives someone a way through.”

That took the smile from her face.

She looked at him then—not at the monk, not at the bruises, not at the hands that had caught a blade and cleaned wounds and now held ink.

At him.

“And what are you choosing?” she asked.

The answer was too large for the room, too new for his mouth.

Candlekeep. The road. Her company. A shared work. A horizon beyond the Hall. The terrifying possibility that mercy did not require him to remain planted in one place until he became another wall people leaned on without seeing.

He did not say all that.

He was not ready.

Instead, he said the part that was true enough to stand on.

“The next step.”

Maeril watched him, then nodded as if she had heard the rest anyway.

“Good,” she said. “One step is respectable. Several steps become a journey, and then everyone gets dramatic.”

He huffed a quiet laugh.

The folio lay between them, unfinished and already alive.



When Ṛṣi walked back to Lantern Hall that night, the city felt arranged along lines he had not seen before.

Bridge behind him. Hall ahead.

Candlekeep somewhere beyond both. It had become weight. Ink. Road. A promise forming before anyone had blessed it.

Inside his belt wrap, a folded scrap carried three notes Maeril had made him take because, in her words, “your memory is excellent, but your martyr habits are stronger.”

He touched the red cord at his wrist and let his breath lengthen.

The Hall’s light glowed through the river haze.

He loved that light.

That was the problem.

He loved the cots and Elisa’s steady dawn-prayers. He loved the rough mercy built into every repaired chair, every folded cloth, every bowl passed to someone who could not pay. He loved the place because it had taught his hands that they could build as well as endure.

And now those same hands had started building something that led away from it.

Not forever.

But away.

At the threshold of the Hall, he paused with one hand on the door.

Behind him, somewhere across the dark, Maeril’s hut waited without a door. On her table, their pages dried beneath the sleeping hawk.

Before him, Lantern Hall breathed in rows of tired bodies.

Ṛṣi opened the door quietly and stepped inside.

The next thing he needed to write was not in the book.





Do Not Vanish

Lantern Hall always felt different at night.

By day, it belonged to motion: bowls, basins, footsteps, low voices, soft curses when stitches pulled or fever refused to break. By evening, the noise thinned. The cots settled into rows of uneven sleep. Lanterns burned low, leaving the altar glow dawn-colored even after sunset.

Ṛṣi stood just inside the door with Maeril at his side.

His cloak was damp at the hem from river mist. His staff rested in his right hand.

Maeril pushed back her hood.

She did not speak at first.

Her yellow eyes moved over the room: the cots before the altar, the blankets folded where hands could find them in the dark, the water bucket by the far wall, the drain cut into the floor with practical ruthlessness. The painted dawn-disk above the simple shrine. The clean path from the door to the beds.

“Beds first,” she murmured.

Ṛṣi looked at her.

“Icons after,” she finished, voice low.

The comment landed more deeply than praise should have.

“That was Elisa,” he said. “She wanted the light to fall on the beds first.”

Maeril glanced at the drain. “And you wanted somewhere blood could go.”

“Yes.”

“Practical pair,” she said.

At the far end of the room, Elisa stood near the altar, turning down the last lantern. The little sunrise at her throat caught the flame and held it. Her hair had been pinned up badly after a long day; a few strands had escaped and clung to her cheek.

She heard them before she turned.

Ṛṣi saw the moment her face found him. Habit softened her first—relief, affection, the old counting of whether he had returned whole enough to stand.

Then her eyes moved to Maeril.

The softness closed.

“Morninglord preserve me,” Elisa said. “You bring guests at this hour now?”

Maeril bowed her head. Not deeply. Not falsely.

“Maeril Greenward,” she said. “Outer City witch. Soup-seller. Abjurer when the day is ambitious. I hope I am not too late for courtesy.”

Elisa came down from the altar step, bare feet silent on the floor.

“Elisa Duskwhisper,” she replied. “Priest of Lathander. Co-keeper of this Hall.”

Her gaze flicked to Ṛṣi.

“And sometime witness to monks deciding that ten days is an appropriate amount of warning before changing their lives.”

Ṛṣi felt that strike exactly where it was meant to.

“I should have spoken sooner,” he said.

“Yes,” Elisa answered.

No anger raised. No volume. That made it worse.

Maeril’s tail shifted once behind her cloak, but she did not speak over the wound. She only watched Elisa more carefully.

Ṛṣi stepped farther into the Hall.

“I wanted you to meet her before she became a rumor here.”

Elisa’s mouth tightened.

“She already has.”

Maeril’s eyebrows lifted.

“Elisa,” Ṛṣi said softly.

The priest held his gaze.

“Do you think a hawk on my doorframe, ink on your hands, and you looking toward the road every time you think no one sees you makes no noise?” she asked. “This Hall hears things. So do I.”

Ṛṣi lowered his eyes.

The room breathed around them: sleeping bodies, old wood, banked coals, the faint smell of salve and soup and river damp.

Maeril stepped forward only enough to be part of the truth, not enough to claim the room.

“Then I am sorry,” she said.

Elisa looked at her sharply.

Maeril did not flinch.

“For becoming a shape in your Hall before you saw my face,” she added.

That caught Elisa off guard.

Maeril folded her hands behind her back, fingers clasped around one wrist. For once, she did not smile.

“I asked for his time,” she said. “His thoughts. His company on a road, eventually. I did not want that to remain something whispered around your cots while you wondered what sort of woman had appeared on the bridge and started pulling at one of your walls.”

Elisa’s eyes narrowed at the word.

“One of my walls.”

“Yes,” Maeril said. “Unless I have badly misread this place.”

The silence tightened.

Ṛṣi drew breath, but Elisa spoke first.

“Are you leaving?”

There it was.

No accusation. No ornament. Just the question that had been waiting in the Hall longer than any of them.

Ṛṣi held his staff a little more firmly.

“Yes,” he said.

Elisa went still.

“Not forever,” he added. “Not tonight. Not before the book is ready. But yes. We intend to travel to Candlekeep together.”

Candlekeep.

The word did not echo. The Hall was too full of sleeping bodies for that. But it moved through Elisa all the same.

Her hands folded around the sun symbol at her throat.

“You choose a long road.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

Ṛṣi looked down at his hands.

Maeril stayed quiet beside him. Ṛṣi could feel the restraint in her like heat held under a lid. She wanted to answer, to shield him, to make the room less cruel with a joke.

She did not.

Elisa looked from one to the other. Her eyes took in the distance between them, the way Ṛṣi stood beside Maeril, the way she held herself ready without challenging the room. Not a trespasser. Not exactly a guest.

A threshold.

“I saw it happening,” Elisa said. “Before you named it. You would come back from the bridge with your body here and the rest of you elsewhere. Then the papers. The ink. The way you looked at maps as if they had begun speaking.”

Ṛṣi said nothing.

“You told me you did not know where the road led.”

“I didn’t.”

“And now?”

He looked at Maeril once.

Not for permission.

For honesty.

“Now I know the next step.”

Elisa closed her eyes briefly.

“That is not as comforting as you think.”

“I suppose it isn’t,” he answered.

A cot creaked. Someone murmured in sleep, turned, settled again. Elisa’s gaze went there automatically, checking. Even hurt, she counted the room.

Maeril saw it. Ṛṣi saw Maeril see it.

Something shifted.

“This Hall is beautiful,” Maeril said quietly.

Elisa’s eyes came back to her.

“Not pretty,” Maeril continued. “Beautiful. There is a difference. Pretty places often lie. This one doesn’t.”

Elisa looked at her for a long moment, searching for flattery and not finding it.

“Beds first,” Maeril said again. “Clean paths. Water near the weak. Light where frightened people wake. Someone thought about bodies before doctrine. I respect that.”

Elisa’s mouth loosened a little, but the hurt did not leave.

“He helped me build it,” she said.

“I know.”

“No,” Elisa said. “You know he serves here. That is not the same.”

Maeril inclined her head. “Then tell me.”

Ṛṣi turned toward Elisa.

She looked smaller suddenly, though she had not moved.

“I arrived in Baldur’s Gate with a cracked holy symbol and a sack of clothes,” Elisa said. “The Zhentarim were behind me. I had spent a year learning how not to sleep deeply, how not to trust kindness, how not to say my name in the wrong room.”

Her thumb passed over Lathander’s symbol.

“I met him at a ruined shrine,” Elisa said. “An old place. Broken walls, wet grass, a cracked stone circle where travelers had once left candles before the road.”

“I had made camp there because I was tired, and because the place still remembered dawn even after everyone else had forgotten it.”

She looked across the Hall, but her eyes had gone somewhere else.

“Before Baldur’s Gate, there was Waterdeep. Trollskull Manor. We called it the Beacon of Hope. It was supposed to be a sanctuary. A place for children. For the frightened. For anyone who needed a morning.”

Her voice stayed steady. That made it worse.

“My friend Firemind was captured by the Zhentarim,” Elisa said. “Tortured. Murdered. They wanted something we had, and they wanted Rika punished for leaving them.”

Her hand closed around Lathander’s symbol.

“Rika had been one of theirs once. We protected her. We thought that meant she was free.”

A small, bitter breath left her.

“Then they came for the Beacon. They attacked the place we had built for children and frightened people, and they burned it.”

Her voice did not break. That made it worse.

“Rika bought me enough time to run. She didn’t make it.”

Elisa looked down.

“So I fled. Hiding. Sleeping lightly. Alone.”

Ṛṣi remembered the pale morning, the dew on the stones, and Elisa kneeling as if prayer were the last structure still standing.

“This man,” Elisa said, nodding toward him without looking away from Maeril, “arrived and did not ask what was wrong. He did not offer salvation. He did not offer a sermon. He just sat where I could reach him if I wanted.”

Her mouth softened.

“He listened,” Elisa continued. “Then he brought me here, when this Hall was still a ruin, and said it could become something if enough hands believed it before anyone else did.”

Ṛṣi’s throat tightened.

Elisa looked around the Hall.

“We made this from broken furniture, old stone, borrowed coin, and stubbornness. We found candles, relics, beds, volunteers. He stood by the door the first day we opened, because I was afraid no one would come. Then too many came. He stayed.”

She finally looked at him.

“I thought,” she said, and the words cost her more now, “that perhaps Ilmater and Lathander had been kind enough to give me someone whose pain ran deep enough that he would never need to leave.”

Ṛṣi closed his eyes.

The sentence struck like a hand placed gently on a bruise.

“That was not fair,” Elisa said before he could answer.

“Fear is rarely fair before it is spoken,” she added.

Maeril let out a slow breath.

“No,” she said. “It isn’t.”

Elisa gave her a sharp, tired look. “You would know?”

Maeril’s smile came, small and edged. “Dawn-priest, I live in a doorless hut because I decided a door was a poor substitute for being ready. I know a thing or two about fear pretending to be architecture.”

For the first time, Elisa almost smiled.

Almost.

Ṛṣi stepped closer to the altar. The light caught the red cord at his wrist.

“When I met you,” he said, “I had nowhere to stand. I knew battlefields, cells, roads, and rooms where suffering was either currency or punishment. You gave me a place where pain arrived and was not worshiped.”

Elisa’s eyes shone, though no tears fell.

“You gave me work that made sense,” he continued. “This Hall rooted me. Every cot, every repaired wall, every drain and folded cloth—there is part of me here. I am not forgetting that.”

His fingers tightened around his staff.

“If I walk south, it is because this place taught me mercy can be built. Not only felt. Not only offered one wound at a time. Built. In stone, in habit, in beds placed before icons.”

Maeril looked down at that.

Ṛṣi swallowed.

“The book is another kind of building. Ink instead of mortar. Road instead of wall. I am not leaving you behind, Elisa. I am carrying what we made here.”

Elisa’s breath trembled once.

“You should have said that sooner.”

“Yes.”

“You are very bad at knowing when people need words.”

“Yes.”

Maeril made a small sound.

Ṛṣi glanced at her.

“What?”

“Nothing,” she said. “I am admiring your spiritual growth.”

Elisa huffed despite herself.

It broke the room a little. Not enough to end the pain. Enough to let air through.

Then Elisa sat down on the nearest bench as if her legs had finally decided the conversation was heavy.

“I have been afraid,” she said. “That if you step away, the Hall will discover it has only been standing because you leaned against it.”

Ṛṣi knelt before her before thinking better of it. Not supplication. Not penance. Only closeness enough to answer plainly.

“It stands because you built it,” he said.

“With you.”

“Yes. With me. And with everyone who learned where the blankets are kept. With every volunteer who came back twice. With every patient who became a helper because you remembered their name. I am part of this Hall. I am not all of it.”

Elisa looked at him for a long while.

Then her face changed.

Not healed. Not free of fear.

But the fear lost its right to rule.

“You will come back,” she said.

“Yes,” he said.

He did not know the road ahead, but he truly intended to come back.

Maeril shifted, then spoke quietly.

“I will do my best to bring him back with all necessary pieces attached.”

Elisa looked at her.

“All?”

“Most,” Maeril amended. “Travel is unreasonable.”

Elisa’s lips twitched.

Maeril’s expression softened past the joke.

“I mean it,” she said. “I know he is not mine to take. I asked him for a road. I did not ask him to cut his roots.”

The words settled.

Elisa stood.

“Good,” she said, voice rough. “Because if you had, I would have disliked you.”

“I assumed.”

“I may still dislike you slightly.”

“That seems healthy.”

Ṛṣi let his head bow for one heartbeat, hiding the beginning of a smile.

Elisa saw it anyway.

“Oh, don’t look relieved yet,” she said. “I am still cross with you.”

“I know.”

“With both of you, potentially.”

Maeril nodded. “Reasonable.”

“And I want wine.”

Maeril blinked.

Elisa crossed to a cupboard near the altar and pulled out a small clay jug and three chipped cups.

“Pilgrim’s gift,” she said. “Rough, young, and probably better used for cleaning wounds.”

“Honest wine,” Maeril said.

Elisa poured.

The red wine looked nearly black in the low light. They stood near one another, three tired figures between beds and altar, the Hall breathing around them.

Elisa lifted her cup.

“To what?” she asked.

Maeril considered, all mischief gone from her face for once.

“To thresholds,” she said. “The ones we guard. The ones we cross. The ones we pretend we haven’t already stepped over.”

Elisa’s smile came properly this time, small but real.

“To thresholds.”

Ṛṣi lifted his cup.

“To bonds carried,” he said.

They drank.

The wine was terrible.

Maeril coughed once, delicately, then stared into her cup as if it had personally betrayed her.

“Elisa,” she said, “your god owes you better pilgrims.”

Elisa laughed.

It startled the nearest sleeper.

The laugh softened everything that followed.

They spoke briefly of practical things—not enough to bury the wound under logistics, only enough to let the future become less monstrous. The road south. Weather. Which stretch of the Coast Way had been bad for bandits last season. Which of the Hall’s volunteers could be trusted with keys.

Elisa asked questions like a priest, a quartermaster, and a worried sister at once.

Maeril answered with more seriousness than Ṛṣi expected. She named safe camps, bad wells, shrines that were truly tended and shrines that were paint on stone. She admitted what she did not know.

That helped.

Elisa respected people who knew the limits of their knowledge.

At last, the priest set down her cup.

“Come here,” she said.

Ṛṣi obeyed at once.

Maeril did not. She hesitated.

Elisa noticed. “What?”

“Will your god mind?”

“About what?”

Maeril gestured vaguely at herself. Horns, tail, green skin, witchhood, the whole inconvenient assortment. “Blessing a woman who swears at dawn and feeds alley children under the table.”

Elisa looked up toward the painted sun-disk.

“If he minds,” she said, “he can take it up with me in the morning. Come.”

Maeril did.

Elisa lifted both hands.

“Lord of the First Light, hear us,” she said softly.

The Hall seemed to quiet around the words.

“You watched this place rise. You saw beds carried in before we had enough blankets, candles lit before we knew whether anyone would come, and two stubborn fools pretending they were not afraid.”

Ṛṣi closed his eyes.

Maeril’s shoulder brushed his.

“Now one of those fools walks a new road,” Elisa continued, “and brings with him another, equally troublesome, who has the good sense to feed people and the questionable sense to invite monks into her plans.”

Maeril whispered, “Accurate.”

Elisa ignored her with priestly dignity.

“Let the road meet them with more dawn than darkness. Let change bring renewal, not ruin. Let the work begun here in bandage, bowl, ink, and stubborn mercy take root wherever it can.”

Her voice thinned. Not weakness. Truth.

“And when they are far from this Hall, remind them that walls are not abandoned when their stones are carried forward. Remind them that some bonds are not chains, and some departures are not betrayals.”

Ṛṣi’s throat closed.

Elisa’s hands trembled once, then steadied.

“And if it would please you,” she added, much quieter, “send them back to me alive. Preferably with all necessary pieces attached.”

Maeril bowed her head.

“Aye.”

“Let dawn hear it,” Ṛṣi said.

The blessing settled without light, without thunder, without proof.

Only the Hall, the sleeping wounded, and three people choosing not to let fear become the final word.

Elisa lowered her hands.

For a heartbeat, none of them moved.

Then Maeril sniffed. “Well. That was dangerously sincere.”

Elisa wiped quickly at one eye. “I can ruin it if needed.”

“I was hoping you might.”

They let the blessing end and moved apart.

The night loosened.

At the door, Elisa’s expression changed with dangerous suddenness. Ṛṣi knew that look. It usually meant she had found a way to make truth useful and embarrassing at the same time.

“You know,” she said, far too casually, “I am empowered to bless unions as well. Weddings, handfastings. Rituals people use to justify sharing blankets.”

Ṛṣi froze.

Maeril turned slowly.

“Oh?” she said.

“Elisa.”

The priest looked innocent. Badly.

“I only mention it because Candlekeep is a long road, and arrangements sometimes change on long roads.”

“Elisa.”

“And I would hate for anyone to lack proper ritual support.”

Maeril’s grin spread bright and wicked.

“As far as I know,” she said, “your monk has taken no vow of chastity.”

Ṛṣi’s ears burned hot.

“I said that in confidence.”

Maeril blinked at him. “You said it to me over tea while trying very hard not to flirt.”

“I was not—”

Both women looked at him.

He stopped.

Elisa’s shoulders began to shake.

Maeril leaned toward her, solemn as a magistrate. “If I decide to marry your wall, Dawn-priest, I will send the request in writing. Triplicate. Proper seals. Candlekeep sounds fussy about documentation.”

Elisa laughed aloud.

Ṛṣi covered his face with one hand.

“You are both impossible.”

“Yes,” Elisa said.

“Deeply,” Maeril agreed.

“And now,” Elisa said, still smiling, “one of you is leaving my Hall before I regret being hospitable, and the other is going to bed.”

Maeril pulled her hood up. At the threshold, she turned back.

The smile had softened.

“Thank you,” she said to Elisa. “For the blessing. For the Hall. For him, before I knew him.”

Elisa’s face gentled.

“Bring him back.”

“I will.”

She stepped into the night.

Ṛṣi watched until the dark took the line of her cloak.

Then he closed the door quietly and turned back.

Elisa stood with her arms folded, the lanternlight warm on her tired face.

“Well,” she said. “She is not what I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“I don’t know. Someone softer. Or worse.”

“She is not soft.”

“No.” Elisa looked toward the door.

Ṛṣi waited.

“She will keep you honest,” Elisa said. “And possibly alive through spite.”

“That seems likely.”

“And you will write.”

“Yes.”

“And return.”

“Yes.”

Elisa stepped forward and adjusted the edge of his cloak at his shoulder. A small act. Familiar. Maternal only if one ignored how often she had threatened to throw him into the river for overwork.

“Go to bed, Ṛṣiśūra,” she said. “Dawn comes whether you are ready or not.”

He smiled.

“Yes, Elisa.”

As he walked toward his small room, staff touching the floor in soft, even beats, something inside him settled—not into ease, exactly. Ease would have been too simple.

The road to Candlekeep was still long.

Leaving would still hurt.

But now the Hall had seen the hut.

The priest had seen the witch.

The woman who once stopped running had blessed the road that would take him away for a while.

That did not make the leaving easy. It made it honest.





Something to Carry

Four days passed in the way final preparations did: too quickly, too full of small necessary things.

Favors were asked. Routes were checked. Lantern Hall learned which hands would hold which duties while Ṛṣi was gone. Maeril’s regulars learned, through rumor and narrowed eyes and one very direct warning from the Green Witch herself, that her stall would not become easy pickings in her absence.

Packs were mended. Straps reinforced. Cloaks patched against weather. Food was wrapped, herbs bundled, remedies sorted into small pouches by purpose and danger.

The road south stopped being an idea.

It became weight.

But the only weight that mattered that night lay on Maeril’s table.

The messy folio sat to one side, swollen with crossed-out lines, cramped margins, charcoal smudges, grease stains, one thumbprint of dried blood, and a corner that still smelled faintly of stew no matter how much Maeril denied it.

Beside it waited the clean pages.

Cream-colored. Good paper. Better than either of them would have used for themselves.

Ṛṣi had raised an eyebrow when she brought it out.

Maeril had only said, “This deserves clean skin.”

So they gave it one.

The hut had become very quiet around the work. The bridge noise had thinned into a distant murmur. Herbs swayed in the doorway where no door hung. The hawk slept above them with its head tucked under one wing, trusting the room because Maeril did.

Ṛṣi copied with slow, careful attention. Maeril sat across from him, hair half-fallen from its braids, eyes sharp despite exhaustion, checking the master folio and stopping him whenever his discipline turned a sentence too dry to live.

The title came last.

At the top of the first clean page, Maeril had written it once in charcoal, testing the shape.

On the Thresholds

Simple. Bare. Large enough to breathe.

Under it, in Ṛṣi’s steady hand, came the smaller line:

A Study of Wounds and Ways of Mending at the Edges of a City

Maeril squinted at it.

“Accurate,” she said.

“You sound disappointed.”

“I wanted to accuse it of being melodramatic, but unfortunately it says what it is.”

“Then we keep it.”

“Yes, yes. Keep your tragic little subtitle.”

He almost smiled.

“Little?”

“It is trying very hard to be taller.”

This time he did smile, and the ink line wavered only slightly.

When the final page was copied, neither of them spoke for a while.

Maeril reached out, then stopped before touching the stack, as if fresh ink had made the thing holy enough to require manners.

“It looks real,” she said.

“It is real.”

Her eyes flicked to him.

He set down the quill. His fingers were stained dark almost to the nails.

“We only made it visible.”

That silenced her more completely than he had intended.

Then she cleared her throat, far too loudly, and stood.

“Well. Since you have chosen to be inconveniently right, we should bind the thing before I become sentimental.”

Binding was slower than copying.

Ṛṣi cut the leather strips himself, softening them over steam, measuring by touch. His hands knew this kind of care: tension, alignment, pressure, the difference between firm and too tight. Pages became signatures. Signatures became a spine. Thread passed through paper and leather in steady rhythm, in and out, in and out, like breath through a body learning to hold.

Maeril prepared the cover.

The leather had once been part of a merchant’s discarded coat, scraped clean, oiled, pressed flat under more books than she would admit to owning. Over the front she worked a heated mark into the surface: the outline of a gate, plain and sturdy. Along its lower edge she added three small signs.

A bridge.

A circle.

A hut.

She held it up.

“Too sentimental?”

Ṛṣi looked at it for a long moment.

“No,” he said. “Honest.”

“Hm.” She lowered the cover, but her smile stayed.

He fixed the pages into it.

By the time he tied off the final thread, the fire had burned low and the night outside had settled deep around the hut. The finished book lay between them.

Maeril placed her palm flat on the cover.

“Hello, little door,” she murmured.

Ṛṣi looked at her hand, then at the book, then placed his own palm beside hers.

Not over hers.

Beside.

For a moment they stayed that way: the Monk and the Witch with their hands on the first thing they had made together.

Then Maeril drew back and rubbed at one eye.

“If I cry on this now, I will kill us both.”

He took the book from her before she could prove it.

The book pulled at his hand.

Not heavily. Not really.

And still, the weight surprised him.

Maeril saw it.

“Feels heavier than it looks?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Truth usually does.”

He held the book a moment longer.

The road to Candlekeep had lived in words until now. Invitation. Warning. Blessing. Promise.

Now it had a shape he could carry.

He set it down carefully.

Tomorrow, he would patrol as usual. Maeril would feed the bridge. Elisa would light the Hall before dawn. The city would grind its teeth and pretend nothing had changed.

But under the surface, a door had been made.

At the threshold of the hut, Ṛṣi paused.

“Sleep,” he said.

Maeril leaned against the table, too tired to pretend she was not.

“You first.”

“I have farther to walk.”

“Exactly. You need the practice.”

He bowed his head, smiling despite himself.

“Good night, Maeril.”

“Good night, Ṛṣiśūra.”

The sound of his full name in her mouth still caught strangely in him.

He stepped out beneath the herb bundles and into the damp night.

Behind him, in the doorless hut, the bound book rested on the table.

Ahead, Lantern Hall waited with its cots, its dawn-priest, and the life he would soon leave for a while but not abandon.

They were as ready as people could be, who had spent their lives watching other people’s disasters and had finally chosen something of their own to carry.





Choosing Love





Thin Freedom

The first day tasted like damp air and thin freedom.

They left Baldur’s Gate under a low sky the color of old wool. The rain did not fall properly. It only drifted in veils, beading on cloaks, darkening the road, turning the dust of the Coast Way into a tacky paste under their boots.

Behind them, the city held to the river.

Walls. Smoke. Wet slate. The distant press of towers and roofs and chimneys, all of it hunched around the Chionthar as if the city had never learned to unclench.

Ṛṣi did not look back at first.

He walked with the book at his hip.

The satchel rested against him with every step, not heavy enough to burden him and too heavy to forget. Leather, paper, ink, thread. A gate, a bridge, a circle, and a hut pressed into the cover. The first thing their hands had made together, now carried away from the hands that had taught them why it mattered.

His staff touched the road in steady rhythm.

The road did not care that they had been blessed. It did not care that Lantern Hall had watched him leave before dawn, that Elisa had stood in the doorway with her arms folded and her face composed too carefully, that Maeril’s stall had been left in other hands after three warnings, two threats, and one last inspection she pretended was not sentimental.

The road was only mud, stone, ruts, weeds, and distance.

Maeril walked beside Ṛṣi, just far enough not to crowd, just near enough that he could feel the shape of her presence. Her cloak was hitched against the wet. Her staff rode easily in her hand. The hawk circled above them in slow, patient arcs, already belonging more to the sky.

For the first mile, Maeril was quiet.

That was how Ṛṣi knew the leaving had teeth.

She was not tense. Not afraid. But every so often her head turned, just slightly, and her gaze slid back toward the city. Toward the bridge. Toward the place where her fire should have been smoking under patched canvas, where children knew which corner of the counter might accidentally drop bread.

She looked forward again before the glance could become longing.

Then, a few hundred paces later, she looked back once more.

Ṛṣi let her.

Some departures needed witnesses. Some needed silence.

The Coast Way opened slowly around them. The crush of the Gate thinned into farms, hedges, wet fields, ditches breathing mist. Wagons passed with grunted greetings and the smell of damp wool. Crows argued from fence posts. Grass leaned under the weight of water and rose again after boots pressed it flat.

The world had more room out here.

Ṛṣi felt his awareness stretch to fit it.

In Baldur’s Gate, attention had edges: doorways, knife-hands, drunk voices, patrol boots, fever breath, who was about to fall, who was about to strike. Out here, attention spread wider. The depth of a ditch. The line of a hedgerow. The change in birdsong. A rut deep enough to break an axle if rain came harder.

Still vigilance.

But with air in it.

Maeril noticed him noticing.

“You’re doing that thing again,” she said.

He glanced at her. “Walking?”

“Pretending walking is ordinary while your eyes are writing a report about every puddle.”

“The puddles may become relevant.”

“Gods help us if Candlekeep asks for a sequel. On the Thresholds of Suspicious Puddles.”

His mouth moved before he stopped it.

Almost a smile.

“I would expect you to write the appendix.”

“I would. It would be better than the main text.”

They walked on.

The city sank behind them by degrees.

First it lost its voices. Then its smell. Then the particular weight it pressed between the shoulder blades when one was still near enough to be summoned back by guilt.

Ṛṣi felt each loss.

Not relief. Not grief either.

Lantern Hall did not vanish because distance grew. It remained in him: the cots under dawnlight, Elisa’s hands lifting in blessing, the exact shelf where clean cloth waited, the door through which the city brought its wounded. He had not cut the bond. That was what made leaving possible.

Beside him, Maeril touched the strap of her pack once, checking what did not need checking.

“The stall will hold,” he said.

She snorted. “Of course it will. I frightened three grown men and a twelve-year-old into competence.”

“The twelve-year-old may be the most reliable.”

“Absolutely. He fears me properly.”

Then the joke faded, not into sadness, but into something quieter.

“It feels strange,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I wanted this.”

“You did.”

She looked at him then, something grateful and irritated in her eyes. “You are very annoying when you understand me.”

“I will try to be confused later.”

“See that you do.”

By midday, the rain thinned to mist. They ate beneath a copse that did poor work as shelter. Maeril complained about the road, the weather, the quality of their travel food, and the lack of a proper sign announcing Candlekeep with theatrical dignity.

Ṛṣi listened, drank tea, and let her complaints make the world warmer.

They did not linger.

The first day was not for lingering.

It was for proving that the road continued after the first step.

In the afternoon, the land rose gently. At the top of one low hill, both of them stopped without deciding to.

Baldur’s Gate lay behind them as a dark mark against the river, softened by mist and distance. Smoke blurred its edges. The walls no longer looked immense. The roofs no longer looked crowded with individual lives. From here, the city was almost small enough to fit inside a hand.

Maeril planted her staff and stared.

“Does it feel small to you?” she asked.

Ṛṣi considered the shape of it, the pressure of it, the lives packed so tightly together that mercy had to learn elbows.

“No,” he said. “Concentrated.”

They stood a moment longer.

The hawk circled once above them, a dark mark against the grey.

Then Maeril turned south.

“Come on, monk,” she said. “Before we start feeling poetic and become unbearable.”

He followed.

Toward evening, the sky opened at last.

Not fully. Nothing so generous. But enough for bands of pale light to break through the clouds and lay themselves across the wet fields. The road shone briefly under their feet, silvered in puddles and wagon ruts.

They chose their camp off the road, in a shallow hollow behind a rise where scrub trees broke the wind and the Coast Way remained visible without being too near. Ṛṣi set the tent while Maeril gathered what dry kindling the day had spared. Neither of them spoke much. They had both made temporary homes before. The body knew how.

The fire took on the third try.

A small flame first, uncertain and blue at the base, then orange as it found the twigs. It licked upward, caught, and became something worth sitting beside.

They both watched it longer than necessary.

Maeril lowered herself onto her cloak with a sigh and stretched her legs toward the warmth. “Well,” she said, “we have left the city, failed to fall in a ditch, and produced fire. I call that a scholarly success.”

Ṛṣi sat across from her, the satchel with the book within reach.

“High standards.”

“I am a wizard. My standards are inconsistent but dramatic.”

The fire cracked softly.

The road darkened beyond the hollow. The first stars came out one by one, then in handfuls. Night opened around them, larger than any room, larger than the bridge, larger even than Lantern Hall with all its cots and prayers.

Ṛṣi felt the space of it press against his ribs.

Maeril looked up through the branches.

“Listen,” she said.

He did.

No carts on cobbles. No Fist patrols. No bridge shouting. No temple door opening because someone had been carried in bleeding.

Only insects. Wind. The small speech of fire. Somewhere far off, an owl.

“The world is bigger than Baldur’s Gate,” Maeril said quietly, as if reminding herself.

“Yes.”

“That seems rude of it.”

This time he smiled.

She saw, and her own smile answered.

They ate without ceremony. The food was simple, the tea bitter enough to be useful, the ground damp under them despite the rise. The book sat beside Ṛṣi’s knee. Maeril’s staff lay across her lap. The hawk settled in a low branch, feathers puffed against the cooling air, pretending to sleep while watching everything.

No great revelation came.

No omen. No attack. No sudden proof that the road approved of them.

Only the night, the fire, and the two of them sitting on the far side of a threshold they had chosen.

That was enough.

When the fire burned low, they banked it carefully. The tent waited behind them, small and dark and practical. Their packs leaned together under a waxed cover. The book remained wrapped against damp.

Before standing, Maeril glanced once toward the city.

Not long.

Just once.

Their first day of travel ended without drama: two figures beside a low fire, damp cloaks drying slowly, breath easing into the new shape of their lives.

Not peace.

Not yet.

But alignment.

Behind them, Baldur’s Gate held its walls, its bridge, its Hall, its wounds.

Ahead, Candlekeep waited somewhere beyond weather, distance, and whatever else the road decided to teach.

Between the two, the Monk and the Witch lay down under canvas for the first time, close enough to hear each other breathe, and let sleep find them.





A Circle of Her Own

Ṛṣi woke because the fire sounded wrong.

Not louder.

Tighter.

The soft pop of damp wood had become a sharper crackle, each flame catching and releasing breath like something held under discipline. He lay still inside the tent, eyes open in the dark, listening past canvas, past his own breath, past Maeril’s absence from the bedroll beside him.

The light around the tent flap was not orange.

It was blue.

He rose, wrapped his cloak around his shoulders, and stepped outside.

The camp had changed.

The small hollow they had chosen for shelter no longer looked like a hollow. It had become a circle.

At its center, the fire burned deep blue, edged in white, hot enough to make the air above it shimmer and yet somehow contained so cleanly that the damp grass around the stones remained untouched. Shadows leaned outward from it, taller than they should have been, climbing the scrub trees in long, warped shapes. Beyond them, the dark looked thicker, discouraged.

The moon rode high above the road, nearly full, but inside the little camp her light seemed to wait at the edge, as if Maeril had asked even Selûne to mind the line.

Maeril stood barefoot on the far side of the fire.

She wore only a simple shift beneath her open cloak, practical rather than displayed, her heavier road clothes folded over a nearby stone. Heat shone on her skin; the night breeze lifted the loose ends of her hair and made her shoulders twitch once before she settled herself again.

She was not performing.

That was the first thing Ṛṣi understood.

The second was that he had been allowed to wake.

Her spellbook hung open in the air to her left, held by a pale, translucent hand that turned pages with careful patience. The book’s margins were crowded with tiny corrections, diagrams, scratched notes, and little marks of emphasis that looked more like argument than scholarship.

To her right, laid across a flat stone, was her staff.

Or what had been her staff.

The wood was split along several shallow lines, not broken but opened. From Maeril’s fingertips fell threads of green acid, thin as needles. They hissed softly where they touched the grain, carving channels into it with a precision that made Ṛṣi’s own hands ache in sympathy.

Acid should have ruined.

In her hand, it obeyed.

She glanced once at the floating page, murmured something too low for him to understand, then narrowed the stream from her smallest finger until it became no thicker than hair. A final curve burned itself into the wood near the head of the staff.

“Don’t run,” she whispered, not to him. “Rules first. Appetite after.”

The acid trembled.

She lowered her hand.

“Good.”

Ṛṣi stayed at the edge of the circle.

He knew training when he saw it. Not the form of it, not the names, but the truth underneath: repetition made into instinct, danger made useful by attention, power refused permission to become waste.

The firelight shifted over her face. Her tail moved slowly behind her, countering balance as she leaned over the work. One horn caught the moonlight; the other glowed blue along its curve.

She spoke again, louder this time, without looking up.

“Acid is a bad guest,” she said. “It will eat the furniture, insult your ancestors, and leave through the wall if you don’t lay rules on the door.”

His mouth moved.

Almost a smile.

“I will remember that.”

“You should. You strike me as a man who invites difficult guests.”

“I try to keep them from killing anyone.”

“So do I. I just have to invite mine into the room first.”

The spectral hand turned another page.

Maeril read two lines, frowned, ignored them, and made her own adjustment. That, too, told him something.

At the staff’s head lay a small charm: feathers, copper thread, and a polished dark seed bound into a careful knot. It looked handmade, but not simple. Maeril lifted it with both hands.

Her expression changed then.

Less witch of the bridge. Less cook, less hawk-eyed watcher, less woman who laughed when fear came too close.

The scholar remained.

The wizard stepped forward.

She set the charm into the cradle she had carved.

The wood answered.

At first it was only a tightening in the grain. Then small living curls rose around the charm, rootlike and deliberate, bending upward where no root should grow. They crossed, braided, closed. Not a cage. A grip.

The charm woke.

Blue light spilled down through the new channels, catching in the acid-carved lines, running the length of the staff like water finding an old riverbed. For a heartbeat, Maeril’s whole body went still. Her breath stopped. The staff’s light climbed into her fingers, then vanished beneath her skin.

She hissed softly.

Not pain.

Contact.

Then the glow settled.

The staff lay whole again.

No longer the crooked bridge-witch’s walking stick, though it was still that. No longer only a practical length of wood, though it remained wood enough for mud, dogs, and bad roads.

It had become a focus.

A tool made for her hand.

Maeril wrapped her fingers around it and closed her eyes.

The blue fire bent inward, as if listening.

Ṛṣi realized he had not moved for several breaths.

He had seen magic before. Of course he had. He had watched spells split alleys open, seen priests pull breath back from the edge, seen planar light burn too bright for flesh to bear. He had seen magic as weapon, miracle, wound, rescue, threat.

He had not seen this.

The making of the tool.

Not power flung outward, but power shaped patiently enough to be trusted later.

It was closer to his own forms than he had expected. Not in motion. Not in method. But in the underlying refusal: nothing wasted, nothing accidental, nothing allowed to rule simply because it was strong.

Maeril opened her eyes.

For a moment they were lit blue from below and gold from within.

“Now,” she said, mostly to herself, “before I lose courage and decide to do this in Candlekeep’s front yard like an idiot.”

She crossed to a small box he had not noticed before.

Dark wood. Metal bands. No ornament that did not serve a purpose. The sigils etched into it were so fine they seemed at first like scratches from use, until she touched them in sequence and the air around the box loosened.

Ṛṣi felt the ward release as a subtle easing in his ears.

Maeril looked up and caught his expression.

“Old habit,” she said.

“Locking boxes?”

“Locking myself out of other people’s hands.”

She said it lightly enough that he did not answer quickly.

Then she opened the lid.

Inside lay a circlet.

Silver and warmer gold braided together, delicate without being fragile. At its center sat a green stone, deep and clear, no larger than the top joint of his thumb. The fire caught it and scattered faint green light across her fingers.

The circlet had the look of something long kept close, even when hidden.

Maeril lifted it with both hands.

For the first time that night, uncertainty crossed her face.

“Ṛṣiśūra,” she said.

His full name, careful in her mouth.

“Yes?”

She held out the circlet.

“Help me?”

He stepped into the circle.

Nothing resisted him.

The fire did not flare. The shadows did not rise. Her wards knew the difference between intrusion and invitation, and for a moment that knowledge touched something quiet in him.

He took the circlet from her.

The metal was cool and awake beneath his fingers.

Maeril bowed her head slightly. Her hair, half-freed from its braids, fell forward in dark strands. Her horns curved back cleanly from her temples, making the path more complicated. He moved slowly, parting hair with the same care he used around bandages and broken skin.

His fingers brushed the warm skin near her brow.

She shivered once.

He stopped.

“All right?”

“Yes,” she said. “Just… yes.”

So he continued.

The circlet settled above her brow as if it had been waiting for the shape of her. Silver lines woke along its band, then green light from the stone, softer than the fire and steadier. The glow crossed her forehead, caught in the curve of her horns, then sank inward.

Under his fingertips, he felt the smallest click.

Not metal.

Magic aligning.

Maeril inhaled sharply.

The circle tightened around them for one heartbeat.

Then released.

Her eyes opened.

They shone brighter for a moment, yellow sharpened through green, as if the mind behind them had stepped closer to the surface.

Ṛṣi let his hands fall away.

He did not step back immediately.

Neither did she.

The night held them there: blue fire, moonlight, spellbook floating patiently beside them, new staff in her hand, circlet bright on her brow.

He saw her then in a way he had not before.

The soup-seller remained. The woman who fed hungry children with accidents of bread remained. The bridge-witch with no door, the abjurer, the scholar, the old survivor with jokes sharp enough to draw blood before fear could.

But now the scale had changed.

Not larger in the sense of pride.

Clearer.

“You know where to put the danger,” he said.

The words came out plain.

Maeril’s mouth softened before she could make it sharp.

“I am prepared,” she answered. Then, after a beat: “Or closer than I was yesterday.”

She looked down at the staff, turned it once in her grip, then looked back at him.

“I wanted you to see this before something tried to eat us.”

That drew a quiet breath from him.

“Maeril the wizard.”

“Yes.” Her smile tilted. “Less convenient for hungry dockworkers, more alarming to fools.”

“I am glad to know both.”

“Good,” she said, and this time the word had very little armor on it. “I wanted that too.”

The spellbook’s pale hand closed the pages and carried it toward her pack. Maeril lifted one finger and the blue fire eased downward, blue to white, white to orange, the shadows shrinking back into ordinary night. The camp became smaller again. Warmer. Less guarded, though not unprotected.

She sat near the fire with the new staff across her knees.

Ṛṣi brought her cloak and set it around her shoulders. Then he sat beside her, close enough to share the heat, far enough that the space between them still had breath.

For a while neither of them spoke.

The road slept around them. The hawk shifted in a nearby branch, unimpressed by wonders it had presumably seen before. The carved lines in Maeril’s staff pulsed faintly, quieter now, like a second heart remembering its rhythm.

Maeril broke the silence.

“Ask.”

He turned his head.

“Ask?”

“Whatever is sitting behind your careful eyes. I’d rather you ask than build a whole monastery of wrong conclusions in there.”

He considered her.

There were many questions.

About the staff. The circlet. The spellbook. The way she braided druidic instinct through wizard geometry. The cost of learning such control without a tower, without safety, without anyone making room for her.

He chose the first question by following the one that mattered most.

“What does it feel like,” he asked, “when the spell settles in your mind?”

Maeril looked at him for a long moment.

Then she smiled.

Not the stall smile. Not the dangerous one.

The teacher’s smile.

“Oh,” she said. “That one.”

She drew the staff closer across her knees and leaned toward the fire.

“All right, monk,” she said. “Imagine trying to hold a door closed in a storm, except the door is made of mathematics, the storm is reality, and your hands are mostly spite.”

He listened.

And under the ordinary orange fire, with the blue gone but not forgotten, Ṛṣiśūra began to learn what it meant when Maeril called herself a wizard.





There You Are

The fire had settled back into orange.

After blue flame, acid light, and shadows taught to stand guard, ordinary coals seemed almost shy. They breathed heat into the hollow in slow pulses. Above the camp, the sky lay clear and dark, stars bright enough to make the road feel briefly honest.

Maeril sat with her new staff across her knees.

The staff’s pulse had quieted. The circlet rested above her brow, green stone catching stray sparks when she turned her head. The witch-heat of the working had ebbed, leaving sweat cooling on her skin and something more vulnerable in its place.

Ṛṣiśūra sat beside her, close to the fire, his cloak wrapped around his shoulders.

He had asked about spells first. How they settled in the mind. How a wizard carried force without letting it spill. Maeril had answered with doors, storms, mathematics, spite, and several hand gestures that made no sense to him until the third explanation and then only barely.

Now silence rested between them.

Not empty.

Simply waiting.

His gaze moved, despite his intention not to stare, to the circlet.

Maeril noticed.

“This old thing?” she asked.

He inclined his head. “It does not feel like an old thing.”

“No.” Her fingers rose to the band, brushing the green stone. “It is my excellent bad decision.”

His brow lifted.

She smiled into the coals.

“Let me show you.”

She raised two fingers and drew a quick sigil in the air. Heat shimmered above the fire, gathered, and took shape.

A young woman appeared in the glow.

Maeril.

And not.

She was perhaps twenty-five, maybe younger, with unlined skin, loose dark hair, horns bare of jewels, and a body that moved as if knees had never been invented as future enemies. She wore a dancer’s skirt bright with green glass and little mirrors. Her bare feet turned in a circle. Anklets flashed. The illusion did not sing, but Ṛṣi could almost hear bells.

Young Maeril smiled at an unseen crowd as if she knew exactly how much power beauty could have and had not yet learned how expensive it was to carry.

Maeril watched the image with a crooked mouth.

“Ridiculous,” she said. “Look at that hair. Do you know how long that took? And the beads. Gods, the beads. I spent half my twenties sewing little green baubles back onto skirts because apparently I believed dignity came in reflective pieces.”

Ṛṣi studied the illusion, then the woman beside him.

“You were beautiful,” he said.

“I was,” Maeril answered at once.

No coyness. No apology.

The answer pleased him more than modesty would have.

“Properly, painfully beautiful,” she continued. “The sort of beautiful that made people stupid if they were careless enough to look too long.”

The illusion turned, all loose hair and mirrored light, the festival girl caught in a memory painted with music.

Maeril leaned back on one hand, the circlet gleaming on her brow.

“Now I have lines at my eyes, and my back has opinions about potato sacks, and most merchants look at my ladle before my hips. Which, frankly, improved the quality of conversation.”

Ṛṣi’s mouth softened.

“I see the resemblance.”

“That is a careful answer.”

“I prefer the woman who knows how to build wards.”

Maeril went still for half a heartbeat.

Then she looked at him sharply, as if checking whether he had meant to strike so cleanly.

He had.

“Hm,” she said. “Good. You may survive this road after all.”

The young Maeril danced a little longer. Then the real one closed her hand, and the illusion broke into sparks.

The darkness after it felt older.

Not sad.

Only true.

“The circlet came from those years,” Maeril said. “When I still thought charm and cleverness could outrun time.”

She tapped the emerald.

“I was poor, beautiful, and hungry for magic. A dangerous combination. There was a wealthy merchant who wanted me. Comfortable man. More perfume than spine. He had this in a glass case and thought it was a pretty trinket for quick sums.”

Her eyes brightened with old indignation.

“An insult to both magic and sums.”

Ṛṣi listened.

“He wanted the dancer,” she said. “I wanted the circlet. So I let him think he was bargaining for one thing while I measured another.”

The coals shifted softly.

“I did not love him,” she said. “I did not even like him much. But I was not a child, and I was not helpless. I made the trade I chose to make.”

Her fingers rested lightly against the green stone.

“He got a night with beauty already fading. I got a lifetime’s worth of mind.”

The sentence landed without shame.

Ṛṣi let it sit there in the firelight. He did not try to soften it for her. She had not offered it as a wound.

“What did it do?” he asked.

“When I first attuned to it?”

“Yes.”

Maeril’s smile changed.

Younger, suddenly, than the illusion had been.

“It opened a window in my skull,” she said. “Everything I had been reaching for—abjuration patterns, layered wards, the way a spell folds without tearing—suddenly had room. The world went from crowded room to workshop.”

She closed her eyes briefly, remembering.

“I do not regret it,” she said. “Not for one breath. Back then I thought my face was my most valuable piece. This taught me better.”

“And now?”

“Now?” She opened her eyes. “Now the lines on my face tell me I lived long enough to use what I bought.”

There was no self-pity in her voice.

That, too, moved him.

The younger version was gone, but the fire still held the memory of her: glass beads, festival light, a body sure the future was endless.

Ṛṣi looked at Maeril’s hands, at the little scars near her knuckles, at the shape of the fingers that had fed children, carved runes, measured herbs, and laid acid down like thread.

“Do you miss her?” he asked.

Maeril considered.

“I miss the knees.”

He huffed softly.

“And the certainty that every path was still open,” she added. “That part was nice. False, mostly, but nice.”

Her gaze moved past the fire toward the dark line of the road.

“I do not miss being defined by hunger in other people’s eyes. Want is pleasant. Being reduced to it is tedious.”

“Yes,” he said, though his experience of being looked at had been very different.

She turned back.

“We are not young, Ṛṣiśūra.”

“No.”

“You are nearer fifty than twenty.”

“Yes.”

“I have seen enough winters that my body has begun writing complaint letters.”

“I have old breaks that predict rain.”

“See?” she said. “Useful. Tragic, but useful.”

He waited.

Maeril’s humor thinned, not gone, but no longer defending the door.

“There are only so many years left,” she said. “Years where I can sleep on bad ground and wake up willing to do it again. Years where my fingers hold the weave cleanly. Years where I can still say yes to a road because I want what waits at the end, not because something is burning behind me.”

Her hand rested on the staff.

“And yet.”

She said it softly.

Then she looked at him.

“Since I saw you through my hawk’s eyes, I have felt younger.”

The words entered him slowly.

Not because he misunderstood them.

Because he did.

Maeril’s gaze shifted to the coals, but not in retreat. More as if she needed to watch the memory while speaking it.

“You were in that alley,” she said. “Standing between two Flaming Fist and a boy with nothing but terror and bad judgment to his name. You were being beaten from both sides and still trying to make everyone less stupid.”

“That sounds unlikely.”

“It was extremely annoying.”

His mouth twitched.

“The hawk circled,” she continued. “I saw you from above. This ridiculous, stubborn monk who had no reason to stay and stayed anyway.”

Her fingers tightened around the staff.

“And I thought: there you are.”

Ṛṣi did not speak.

He could feel his own breath, slow and carefully held. Not controlled enough to hide the force of the sentence. Only enough to remain with it.

“There who?” he asked at last.

Maeril’s smile came, small and afraid of itself.

“The person I could walk beside.”

The fire broke softly.

A branch collapsed inward, sending sparks up between them.

“And then,” she said, with a breath that might have become a laugh if she had let it, “because apparently age has not made me sensible, I went and invited you for tea.”

“I am grateful for your lack of sense.”

“Good. It may be my finest quality.”

Ṛṣi laughed aloud.

She looked at him again.

“Rish,” she said.

The name was shorter. Softer.

It landed in the space between them like a hand laid carefully on a table.

She seemed to hear it after she said it. Her eyes flicked once across his face, checking. Not asking permission exactly. Not taking it back either.

Ṛṣi felt the shape of it.

Not the name given in a monastery. Not the meaning trained into vow and discipline: sage, warrior.

This was something else.

Not lesser.

Nearer.

He let it remain.

Maeril’s shoulders eased by a fraction, and she continued before either of them could make too much of it.

“You make me feel like the festival girl again,” she said. “Not because I want to be her. Gods spare us all from that amount of beadwork. But because there is something ahead worth dancing toward.”

His throat tightened.

“Work that is ours,” she said. “Not only work we hold together because everyone else is falling apart. Not only soup because people are hungry, or bandages because the city keeps making wounds. Ours.”

She gestured vaguely toward the road sleeping beyond the dark.

“I want to use the years I have left feeling alive. Right now, that means this road. The book. The fortress full of scholars who may or may not deserve us. And you, standing beside me when mercy has to be argued to people who think it belongs in a footnote.”

The confession was not polished.

That made it better.

Ṛṣi looked down at his hands.

Hands that had caught steel. Set bones. Struck nerves. Folded cloth. Copied words. Hands that had spent years knowing what to do with pain.

He did not know what to do with this.

So he told the truth.

“I do not know how to be the reason someone feels younger.”

Maeril’s smile softened.

“You do not need to be good at it.”

“That is fortunate.”

“You only need to know it. Let it sit somewhere among your vows, your guilt, your red cord, and your habit of stepping into knives. It has a place there too.”

He looked up.

“In that crowded hall?”

“Yes. Put out another chair.”

A quiet laugh left him before he could prepare it.

“I will try.”

“Good,” she said. “Trying is most of what anyone over forty can promise without lying.”

They sat until the fire sank low and the night cooled around them.

Weariness arrived slowly, honest and heavy. Not battle-tired. Not grief-tired. Only the fatigue of a long road, a longer life, and a conversation that had asked both of them to leave something unguarded.

Maeril rolled one shoulder. It clicked.

“There,” she said. “Listen. My body is composing a protest song.”

“I hear only one note.”

“It is a minimalist protest song.”

“You should sleep.”

“I was about to say the same to you, but with more authority.”

They banked the fire together. The last of Maeril’s shaped shadows loosened from the edges of the hollow and became ordinary darkness again.

At the tent, she paused with one hand on the flap.

“Rish.”

He looked at her.

The name struck differently the second time.

“Yes?”

“Thank you,” she said. “For looking.”

He waited.

“Not staring,” she said. “Not looking away. Just… looking. At the young fool, the old bargain, the circlet, the woman left after all of it.”

He inclined his head.

“It seemed the respectful thing to do.”

“It was.”

Inside, the tent was small, practical, already carrying the smell of damp cloth, road dust, and the two of them. Their bedrolls lay side by side with enough space to preserve courtesy and not enough to pretend the space meant nothing.

They settled without ceremony.

Boots off. Cloaks folded. Staffs within reach. The little rituals of travelers who knew the road could turn at any hour and still wanted, stubbornly, to sleep.

In the dark, Ṛṣi lay awake a little longer.

He listened to Maeril’s breathing slow beside him. Thought of blue fire, acid governed by rules, a young dancer made of light, and Maeril’s voice saying there you are as if she had been looking down roads for years without knowing what shape she hoped to find.

He turned slightly toward her warmth.

Not touching.

Nearer than before.

Outside, the night went on with owls, insects, and wind moving through wet grass.

Inside the little canvas world, both lay close enough to feel the truth of each other’s presence.

Not lovers yet.

Not strangers.

Something between. Something chosen enough to be dangerous.





A Form of His Own

Morning came cold and clean.

The night’s damp had silvered the grass, and the first light had not yet climbed over the low fields when Maeril woke to the absence beside her. Only the slow annoyance of discovering that monks did, in fact, wake before the sun even when there was no priest, patient, or city to impress.

She lay still for one breath.

Outside, the fire murmured. A kettle breathed steam.

And under it, quieter than both, someone moved.

Maeril pulled her cloak around herself, ducked through the tent flap, and stepped into the morning.

The cold bit her nose first.

Then her knees.

“Rude,” she muttered at the world.

Ṛṣi stood barefoot in the frost.

He wore loose trousers and a thin sleeveless shirt, nothing fit for sensible people, and moved as if the cold had been invited. His breath showed in pale ribbons. Each exhale matched the sweep of one arm, the turn of his hip, the slow placing of his foot into wet grass.

Maeril had seen fighters drill before.

This was not that.

There was no swagger in it. No performance. No striking at imaginary enemies with a man’s need to prove he could hurt the air.

This was quieter.

A step became a turn. A turn became a low sweep. A lifted hand became a closed line across the body, then opened again into stillness.

He did not move quickly.

That was what made it stranger.

Nothing wasted itself. Nothing hurried to arrive. His body seemed to be remembering something under each movement, not inventing it: an old fall, a blow taken, a mistake survived, a road walked too long. Each piece folded into the next.

A form.

She leaned on her staff and watched the monk put his life in order through breath and movement.

At last, he stopped.

Not suddenly. The movement simply completed itself. His hands rested before his chest. His spine aligned from heel to crown. Breath left him once, long and slow, and the morning seemed to leave with it.

Then he looked around.

He saw her.

“Good morning,” he said, smiling slightly.

“Cold morning,” she replied. “You are going to lose important pieces if you keep standing in frost dressed like a philosophical scarecrow.”

He looked down at himself with mild interest.

“The cold is useful.”

“Of course it is.”

“It wakes the body.”

“My body woke perfectly well without being personally insulted by the weather.”

That earned her the almost-smile again.

The fire had been coaxed up from coals. Beside it, breakfast waited on a cloth: bread warmed on one side, dried fruit, a small wedge of cheese, and tea already steeping dark in the pot.

Maeril lowered herself near the flames with a sigh that began in her hips and ended somewhere in her ancestors.

“You prepared breakfast,” she said.

“Yes.”

She picked up a piece of bread, then narrowed her eyes.

Ṛṣi sat across from her with only tea in his hands.

“No,” she said.

He glanced up. “That is a broad objection.”

“Fasting.”

“I see.”

“No. Absolutely not. That is the holy line I will never cross.” She pointed the bread at him like a weapon. “I will tolerate blue fire, bad roads, your strange fondness for painfully early mornings, and your habit of walking into violence with the expression of a man choosing soup. But I will not be recruited into heroic breakfast avoidance.”

“I was not recruiting you.”

“Good. Because if you faint, I am feeding you like a sick goat and telling everyone.”

“I accept the consequence.”

“You say that now.”

He drank his tea.

Calmly.

Infuriatingly.

Maeril bit into the bread with more force than necessary.

“Monks,” she said.

“Wizards,” he answered.

“That is not an argument.”

“It felt symmetrical.”

She stared at him.

Then laughed despite herself.

The sound startled a small bird from the scrub.

He looked pleased by that, though he hid it badly.

Maeril ate while the sun gathered itself beyond the fields. The hawk circled once above the camp, wings catching early light.

After breakfast, they broke camp. Fire smothered. Ground checked. Tent folded. Packs tightened. Book satchel secured against damp.

Then they returned to the road.

The day unfolded under a grey ceiling.

Not rain, not yet. Only heavy air and a damp chill that settled into cloth. The road stretched south in long, uneven lines, dipping between hedges, rising along low fields, carrying wagon ruts full of yesterday’s water.

Ṛṣi walked a few paces ahead without meaning to.

At first Maeril thought it was height, or habit, or some monkish refusal to understand that other people’s legs had opinions.

Then she watched more closely.

It was not speed.

It was economy.

His stride was shorter than she expected, smoother than most travelers managed under a pack. Each foot landed where it needed to and nowhere else. No slip in mud. No wasted correction. No sway from the satchel at his hip. His staff touched ground only when useful, not because his hand needed something to do.

He moved like the morning form had stepped onto the road and kept going.

Maeril had good endurance. She could stand from dawn to midnight, haul water, lift sacks, stir pots, walk the city’s edge, and still have enough spite left to frighten thieves.

But Ṛṣi did something else with effort.

He did not simply endure it.

He spent it carefully.

His attention moved the same way. Not darting. Not restless. He noticed ditches, hedgerows, birdlift, a wagon’s uneven creak before it appeared around a bend. He looked at the world as if every detail deserved one clear glance and no panic.

Near midday, when they stopped beneath wind-twisted trees, Maeril finally said, “You’re doing something with your head.”

He looked at her over his cup. “Thinking?”

“Do not become smug. It doesn’t suit you.”

“I will try not to.”

“Not watchfulness,” she said. “The other thing. You keep… returning.”

His eyes moved to the road, then to his bare hands.

“Yes,” he said. “I remind myself to be where my feet are.”

Maeril considered that.

“Monk talk,” she decided.

“Yes.”

She leaned back against the tree, chewing dried fruit.

“Does it work?”

“Sometimes.”

“And when it doesn’t?”

“I return again.”

That was so plainly him that she had no joke for it.

The road resumed.

By afternoon, the damp warmed. Cloaks loosened. Mud clung to boots. A little sun found a gap in the clouds and silvered the puddles until the path looked briefly kinder than it was.

Maeril walked beside him now, matching rhythm where she could, refusing to be left to the road’s opinion of her knees. The hawk traced patient circles overhead.

They passed wagons heading north. A drover with a sour mule. Two farmers arguing about a broken axle. A pair of pilgrims who nodded at Ṛṣi’s cords and Maeril’s horns with equal uncertainty, then decided uncertainty was safer than conversation.

The day might have passed that way.

Road. Mud. Breath. The growing shape of each other’s silence.

Then the hawk cried once.

Short. Sharp.

Maeril’s hand tightened on her staff.

Ṛṣi had already turned his head.

Ahead, the road dipped and rose again. Four figures moved toward them from the south: cloaks, packs, weapons at belts, no banner. Travelers, if one glanced. Hired guards, perhaps. The Sword Coast grew such groups like burrs on wool.

Maeril saw the broad strokes first.

Ṛṣi saw the spaces.

One walked too easily in front. One hung back too deliberately. One wore a trade brooch that sat too clean against a dirty cloak. One kept looking at Maeril’s staff.

Not looking.

Measuring.

The leader lifted a hand as they neared.

“Ho there,” he called. “Road to the Gate still standing, or did the whole cursed city finally slide into the sea?”

Friendly tone. Open face. A beard trimmed better than the rest of him deserved.

Maeril snorted. “Still standing. Though if it slid a little, I wouldn’t mourn the smell.”

One of them laughed.

Ṛṣi did not.

He let the conversation happen around him. Weather. Roads. The inn ahead. Warnings about mud and bandits. Nothing quite false enough to challenge. Nothing quite true enough to trust.

The leader’s eyes flicked to Maeril’s circlet.

Then her staff.

Then the satchel at Ṛṣi’s hip, dismissed a breath later when it looked like paper instead of coin.

Maeril’s tail stilled beneath her cloak.

She had noticed too.

The group began to pass.

For three steps, it almost ended there.

Then the wiry one with the quick eyes looked back at Maeril’s staff and made the kind of mistake greed often made when it thought itself clever.

“Shame to let wizard gear like that walk past,” he said. “Staff alone would feed us for a month.”

The leader closed his eyes.

Just briefly.

A tired man hearing the sound of his own plan break.

“Jerrin,” he said. “You stupid bastard.”

The road changed.

Not visibly. No thunder. No shout.

Only weight shifting forward. Hands lowering toward hilts. The younger one’s nervousness vanishing into focus. The woman with the spear letting the false merchant’s slouch fall off her shoulders.

Maeril began to reach inward.

Not for acid.

Not for cold structure.

For something older in the blood.

A closed hand. A stopped body. A command the flesh understood before thought could argue.

Ṛṣi moved as the word formed behind her teeth.

One step.

That was all Maeril saw at first.

One step that placed him where he needed to be, as if the road had been waiting for his foot.

The leader’s sword had barely cleared leather when Ṛṣiśūra’s staff struck the side of his knee. Just hard enough to steal the leg from under him. As the man folded, Ṛṣi turned with him and drove the heel of his palm under the ribs.

Breath left the leader in a wet grunt.

He hit his knees, sword still in hand and suddenly irrelevant.

The spear came next.

The woman was competent.

That made no difference.

Her thrust slid toward Ṛṣi’s side. His staff met it, not blocking so much as persuading the point to move aside. He stepped inside the shaft before she could recover. Two fingers dug hard under her ribs.

Maeril felt something in the air tighten.

Not light.

Not spellcraft.

Breath.

The woman’s eyes widened. Her body forgot its argument. She dropped, gasping, spear clattering into mud.

The wiry one saw the opening and chose wrong.

He did not go for Ṛṣi.

He went for Maeril.

Short blade low. Fast feet. Greed sharpened into certainty.

Maeril’s hand closed.

“Hold.”

The word struck him harder than the staff would have.

He stopped mid-lunge.

Not asleep. Not stunned. Stopped.

One boot forward. Knife half-raised. Eyes awake and furious inside a body that had become someone else’s locked door.

Ṛṣi did not look surprised.

He seized the gift.

Wood caught the frozen man’s wrist with a clean crack, sending the blade into the mud. One turn of the staff swept his planted leg from under him. The spell released as he fell, and he hit the road face-first with a sound that made Maeril’s eyebrows rise.

The fourth had his sword half drawn.

Then he looked at his companions.

Leader on his knees.

Spear-woman fighting for air.

Jerrin spitting mud.

Ṛṣi standing between them, staff held low, shoulders loose.

Maeril beside him, hand still half-raised, eyes bright with the last ember of the command.

The fourth let go of his sword.

It slid back into the scabbard with a small, wise sound.

“Done,” he said.

Ṛṣi looked at him.

“Are you?”

“Yes,” the young man said quickly. “Very done.”

Silence held the road.

Maeril lowered her hand.

The entire fight had taken less time than choosing the correct insult.

Ṛṣi did not smile. He looked over each fallen thug with the same focused attention he had given puddles, ditches, birds, and breath.

“You will take them off the road,” he said to the young one. “They can breathe. They can walk, if slowly. None of them need to die unless they insist on being foolish a second time.”

The young man nodded so hard it looked painful.

“Yes. Yes, absolutely. We will be very unfoolish.”

Jerrin groaned into the mud.

Maeril pointed her staff at him. “That one may need practice.”

Ṛṣi glanced at her.

She gave him her best innocent look.

It failed.

The young man hauled Jerrin upright first. The leader recovered enough breath to glare. The spear-woman took longer, one hand pressed to her chest, eyes watering with pain.

No blood.

No broken bodies.

Only humiliation, and the sudden discovery that robbery was a profession requiring better judgment.

As they staggered toward the scrub, the young man looked back once.

“Didn’t know she had a wall with her,” he muttered.

Ṛṣi planted the butt of his staff in the road.

Maeril watched the four disappear into the hedgerow.

Then she started laughing.

Not loudly at first. A little cracked breath. Then another. Relief found the absurdity and shook it loose. She bent slightly over her staff, one hand pressed to her mouth, shoulders trembling.

Ṛṣi turned to her.

“Are you hurt?”

That only made it worse.

“No,” she managed. “No, I am not hurt. I barely had time to become usefully dramatic.”

He looked toward the place where the thugs had vanished. “That was preferable.”

“Preferable?” She straightened, wiping at one eye. “Rish, they looked at my circlet and my staff and thought, ah yes, there is the dangerous one, let us rob the expensive wizard before she does anything sparkly.”

“They were not entirely wrong.”

“They were catastrophically incomplete.”

His mouth twitched.

She pointed at him. “Do not make that small.”

“We ended the matter before worse things flew.”

“They barely had time to become a problem.”

“A kindness, then.”

“I thought so.”

“Ah.”

She looked at him then, truly looked, and the laughter softened into something warmer.

The morning form returned to her mind: barefoot in frost, breath in visible ribbons, each motion placed with impossible care. Then the walking: no wasted step, no spilled attention. Then this: the form no longer slow, no longer private, but suddenly present inside violence.

Not a different man.

The same discipline given teeth.

And, beside it, the strange satisfaction of her own hand closing at the right moment.

“I saw it,” she said.

He waited.

“This morning. On the road. I saw the form before I understood what it was for.”

His expression changed, barely.

But she was learning him.

“That is one use,” he said.

“One?”

“Yes.”

She tilted her head. “And the others?”

He looked down the road, where the day continued as if nothing had happened.

“To return to myself,” he said. “To carry what experience teaches before it becomes only memory. To be ready without being eager.”

Maeril let that settle.

Ready without eager.

There he was.

Not a serene monk carved from temple stories. Not a man who endured because endurance was holy. Not only the wall in the alley, taking blows because a child had needed time to run.

A form of his own.

Walking. Breathing. Choosing where violence ended.

“I am very glad,” she said, “that we are on the same side.”

He inclined his head. “As am I.”

“That I am on your side?”

“That you are.”

She grinned.

They adjusted their packs.

The book sat safe against his hip. Maeril’s staff, newly awakened and still unused, glimmered once as if offended by the lack of opportunity.

“Next time,” she told it softly, “you’ll be faster.”

Ṛṣi heard her.

“I have no doubt.”

They returned to the road.

For a while, Maeril was quiet. Every so often, she smiled to herself.

“You are enjoying their mistake,” he said at last.

“I am savoring it.”

“That seems unkind.”

“It is a controlled indulgence.”

“Like fasting?”

She shot him a look. “Do not compare my healthy appreciation of poetic justice to your holy breakfast crimes.”

“I would not dare.”

“You would.”

He almost smiled.

The clouds thinned as the afternoon leaned toward evening. Damp fields darkened on either side of the road. Far ahead, where the Coast Way bent between low rises, a warm glow began gathering against the grey: walls, lamps, hearthlight, some fortified place drawing night around itself and refusing to be swallowed.

Maeril saw it and lifted her chin.

“Friendly Arm?” she asked.

“Likely.”

“Good. I would like a bed, a meal I did not make, and ale strong enough to improve the memory of mud.”

“In that order?”

She considered. “The order may change.”

They walked toward the distant light.

The road no longer felt like the same road that had left Baldur’s Gate behind them. Or perhaps they were no longer walking it as the same people.

Maeril had shown him her circle.

Now she had seen his form.

And he had seen how quickly her refusal could become command.

And whatever waited under the walls ahead—food, strangers, warmth, trouble, rest—they reached it with the quiet, deepening certainty that the danger on the road did not belong to one of them alone.





Not as Penance

The Friendly Arm rose from the evening like a place that had survived learning kindness needed walls.

Stone keep. Gate lamps. Smoke from chimneys. The smell of horses, hay, woodfire, and food Maeril had not cooked herself.

She stopped on the road and stared.

“Civilisation,” she said. “By which I mean a roof, a bed, and someone else regretting the dishes.”

Ṛṣi looked at the walls, the guards, the travelers moving under the gate with that tired loosening people had when they believed, for one night, that nothing would immediately kill them.

“Neutral ground,” he said.

“Good. I could use ground with no personal opinion.”

At the gate, the guard gave them the rules: no brawling, no blades drawn in anger, no spell-slinging, no testing the patience of the inn.

Maeril listened solemnly.

“I will not hex anyone unless the matter rises to a formal civic standard.”

The guard looked at her horns, her staff, her circlet, then at Ṛṣi.

Ṛṣi said, “She is joking.”

Maeril said, “Mostly.”

The guard sighed in the manner of a man who had decided tomorrow’s problems could belong to tomorrow, and waved them through.

Inside, the yard moved with end-of-day bustle. Stablehands cursed at horses as if the horses were beloved idiots. Children chased a dog that clearly believed itself the author of the game. Travelers leaned against stone walls with cups in hand, trading the sort of stories that improved with fatigue and worsened with evidence.

The inn’s common room was warm, loud, and full of people who had survived enough road to deserve exaggeration.

Maeril’s shoulders dropped.

“Safe walls,” she said. “Hot food. We chose well.”

Maeril ordered mead and something thick with gravy that made her close her eyes after the first bite. Ṛṣi ordered stew, bread, cheese, and hot water with citrus. He ate with the careful attention of a man making peace with his stomach after several days of treating breakfast as a theological suggestion.

Maeril watched him over her mug.

“Still recovering from your holy breakfast crimes?”

“Carefully.”

“If you start apologizing to the cheese, I am leaving you here.”

“The cheese has done nothing wrong.”

“Exactly. Don’t involve it in your monk politics.”

He almost smiled.

That was happening more often now. Small, reluctant things at the corner of his mouth, as if joy kept arriving without proper documentation.

Maeril loved it more than was sensible.

The common room thickened around them. A caravan guard told a story about bandits that changed weapons twice before the end. A merchant complained about Beregost prices. Someone sang three verses of a song and forgot the fourth so confidently that no one minded.

Maeril joined easily. Not the way she had at her stall, where every word came with a task tucked under it. Here, she could simply be sharp, green, horned, hungry, and amused. Her hand brushed Ṛṣi’s once beneath the table.

Not by accident.

Not as a claim.

Enough to ask whether he was still there.

His hand did not move away.

Later, the room began to thin. The fire settled lower. Someone started a story about a goblin, a spoon, and a tragic childhood.

Maeril stood.

“Upstairs,” she said. “Before I learn whether the spoon survives.”

Ṛṣi rose at once.

“Was it magical?”

She pointed at him. “That is how they get you.”

Their room upstairs had gone quiet.

The candle had burned low. Gold light touched the basin, the packs by the wall, the two beds with their thick folded blankets. Wind pressed once against the window and made the flame bow.

Maeril closed the door.

She left her hand on the latch a moment.

Then she turned around.

No joke came immediately.

That, more than anything, told him the shape of the moment.

All the road stood between them: blue fire, acid-light, the circlet under his hands, her voice saying there you are, his form in the frost, the four men in the road learning too late that quiet was not empty.

Maeril crossed her arms, then uncrossed them, annoyed at herself.

“When I asked you to come to Candlekeep with me,” she said, “this was part of it.”

Ṛṣi held her gaze.

“I thought it might be.”

“Good. I would hate to have been subtle by accident.”

“No.”

“You are not supposed to agree that quickly.”

“I was answering honestly.”

“Terrible habit.”

She came closer, stopping within reach but not touching him yet.

“I told you I am not new to this,” she said. “Beds. Lovers. Bad decisions with nice shoulders. Good decisions with terrible timing. I have lived, Rish.”

The name had become easier in her mouth since the firelit hollow. Still private. Still hers.

“I know,” he said.

“But I have also become careful.” Her eyes stayed on him. “Not cold. Not untouched. Careful. There is a difference.”

“Yes.”

“I do not want the road to decide for us. Or relief. Or mead. Or loneliness wearing a clean shirt.” Her mouth twitched, then steadied. “I want to choose this. And I want you to choose it too, or not at all.”

His breath entered him slowly.

The body knew how to prepare for pain.

It knew how to brace, how to endure, how to become useful under pressure. It knew where to stand when blades moved. It knew how to make itself into the answer to someone else’s danger.

This was not that.

His body did not know what to do with a question asked gently.

So he made the question clearer.

“What are you asking?”

Maeril’s face softened.

Not because he needed the explanation.

Because he needed the words.

She lifted her hand and laid it against his cheek.

“I am asking whether you will share my bed tonight,” she said. “Not because you owe me anything. Not because your body has to prove it can be good for something besides taking blows. Not because life hurt us into being lonely enough to mistake closeness for cure.”

Her thumb moved once, rough and warm over his cheekbone.

“Because you want to. As a man. As yourself.”

The candle stirred.

Ṛṣi closed his eyes.

Old lessons rose.

Pain given meaning. Hunger given shape. Touch as discipline. Touch as punishment. Touch as something endured because endurance could be made holy if no better god answered.

He let all of it pass through without letting it decide.

Then he opened his eyes.

“I have spent many years putting my body between others and harm,” he said. “I do not know how easily it understands being brought closer for other reasons.”

Maeril did not move her hand.

“But I want to learn,” he said. “With you. Not as penance. Not as duty.”

The next words took longer.

“Not because suffering made me useful enough to deserve tenderness.”

Something in Maeril’s face changed.

Her hand cupped him more firmly.

“No,” she said. “Not that.”

He covered her hand with his.

“Then yes,” he said.

For a moment neither of them moved.

Then Maeril exhaled, one sharp breath that broke into a smile.

“Good,” she said. “Because if you had made me say anything more solemn, I was going to bite you.”

His eyebrows lifted.

“That seems like a mixed signal.”

“I contain multitudes.”

“So I have learned.”

She laughed then, softly, and took his hand.

The first kiss was not elegant.

That helped.

Maeril’s horn bumped his head at the wrong angle. He pulled back too quickly to apologize. She caught the front of his shirt and said, “If you bow formally at me right now, I will throw you into the sea.”

“I was not going to bow.”

“You thought about it.”

“I think about many things.”

“Think less.”

He did.

The rest belonged to them.

To old scars touched with care. To laughter swallowed against skin. To pauses when one of them needed a breath, a shift, a word. To Maeril’s practical impatience with bootlaces. To Ṛṣi’s hands, so precise with wounds, learning that not every careful touch needed to mend something.

At some point, the candle went out.

Much later, with the inn gone quiet and the wind worrying softly at the shutters, they slept.

For once, Ṛṣi did not arrange his breath into discipline before letting go.

He simply slept with Maeril’s warmth against him, and did not wake to walls.



Morning arrived without permission.

Late.

Sunlight had climbed well up the plaster by the time Maeril opened one eye. For a heartbeat she knew only warmth, tangled blankets, and the unfamiliar luxury of not being required by anything that knew her name.

Then Ṛṣi shifted behind her.

She smiled into the pillow.

“We are disgraced,” she murmured.

His voice came sleep-rough, near her shoulder. “Are we?”

“No dawn forms. No dawn spells. No heroic suffering before breakfast. Somewhere your monastery has felt a disturbance.”

“If a monastery is troubled by one late morning, it lacks discipline.”

She turned over to look at him.

“Did you just insult an imaginary monastery?”

“I did.”

She laughed and reached for him, and the sheet moved.

That was when she saw the tattoo.

Only part of it. Enough.

Black ink, old and faded unevenly, mostly hidden along his side where clothes would cover it and casual eyes would never find it. A nine-tailed whip, the lashes barbed, curling around scar tissue that had grown through and across it like pale roots through dark soil.

Maeril went still.

Ṛṣi felt the change.

His gaze followed hers. His hand moved once, not quite to cover the mark.

Then he let it rest open on the bed.

“Loviatar,” she said.

No horror for display. No flinch.

Only recognition.

“Yes.”

The room changed around the name.

The Maiden of Pain. Mistress of suffering. The kind of goddess people invoked when cruelty wanted incense.

Maeril did not touch the mark.

“When?” she asked.

“When I was young.”

He looked at the ceiling for a breath, then back at her.

“My family taught me pain before I had words for most other things. Parents. Siblings. The street when I ran out of house to be hurt in.”

Maeril’s jaw tightened.

He saw it and shook his head once.

“Not yet,” he said softly.

She understood.

Her anger could come later. It was not the thing he needed to hold right now.

“Pain was honest,” he said. “That was what drew me. Not cruelty. Not at first. Words lied. Affection lied. Promises lied. Pain did not.”

His fingers moved near the tattoo, then stopped.

“I thought if I chose suffering before it chose me, it would become mine. If I endured enough, I would become stronger than what they poured into me. If pain had meaning, then perhaps I was not only being broken.”

Maeril listened without rescuing him from the words.

“For a while,” he said, “I mistook endurance for freedom.”

The sunlight lay across the old ink.

It made the barbs look smaller than they should have.

“And now?” she asked.

“Past.” His voice was steady, though not untouched. “A mark left by a boy who thought pain was the only door out.”

Maeril raised her hand slowly, stopping before she reached him.

“May I?”

He nodded.

She placed two fingers beside the tattoo, not on the whip itself. On living skin near it. Warm. Present. Not claiming the wound. Not afraid of it.

“He was wrong,” she said.

“Yes.”

“He was trying to live.”

Ṛṣi closed his eyes.

She leaned in and kissed his shoulder above the old ink. Not to cleanse it. Not to bless it away. Only to put another truth near it.

“Then we won’t mock him,” she said.

A breath left him, unsteady.

“No.”

“But I may mock the goddess.”

His eyes opened.

“Carefully.”

“Obviously. I am fond of having skin.” She looked down at the tattoo again. “But I reserve the right to object to divine branding practices.”

“There are many practices worth objecting to.”

“We’ll make a list,” she said. “After breakfast. Lists are very healing.”

He looked at her.

The softness in his face almost undid her.

Then he said, “You are hungry.”

“I am always hungry. That is not prophecy.”

“We should get up.”

“Yes.”

Neither moved.

Maeril settled against him again, careful of the marked side without making ceremony of it.

For a while, they let morning be larger than the past.



They gave the day to being alive.

They ate late.

They did not leave the inn.

Ṛṣi did not drill in the yard.

Maeril did not open her spellbook.

They wandered through the little walled hamlet with no purpose.

Maeril simply enjoyed their little temporary world.

Ṛṣi watched her and did not try to make the warmth in his chest useful.

That was new.

Later, in the yard, she argued with a farmer about turnips.

Ṛṣi sat on a low wall nearby, hands folded loosely, and let the day happen without turning it into duty.

Maeril glanced over in the middle of a sentence and caught his expression.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Dangerous word.”

“Very.”

She narrowed her eyes, then returned to the farmer.

That evening, they returned to the room before exhaustion demanded it. The day had done what it needed to do.

They sat on one bed with their backs to the wall. A candle burned on the table. The inn murmured around them: footsteps, a closing door, laughter below, then quieter sounds as the night settled.

Maeril’s head rested against his shoulder. His arm lay around her.

They remained silent for a long moment.

Then Ṛṣi said, “In Hopeless, I survived by becoming narrow.”

Maeril did not lift her head.

She knew the name by now. Enough to know it was a place and an injury.

“Narrow how?”

“Feeling less. Wanting less. Letting nothing grow too large to carry.”

His thumb moved once over her wrist.

“It saved me.”

“Did it?” she asked.

“It also stayed.”

“Yes.”

He looked at the candle.

“I have been saved for a long time,” he said. “I am beginning to understand that saved is not the same as alive.”

Maeril went very still.

Then she turned and pressed her forehead to his jaw.

“No,” she said. “It isn’t.”

He breathed.

“With you,” he said, “things become large.”

“That sounds inconvenient.”

“It is.”

“Good.” Her hand found his. “Some inconveniences are sacred.”

He looked down at her.

She was smiling, but only barely. The rest of her face had gone tender in a way that still looked slightly annoyed to be caught.

“Rish,” she said, “do not waste this by pretending you are still in Hopeless when you are in a good bed with a woman who has very inconveniently fallen in love with you.”

The word did not thunder.

It slipped in sideways, wearing Maeril’s voice, armed with humor because otherwise it might have been too bright to look at.

Ṛṣi closed his eyes.

There were many words he could not yet use well.

Many he distrusted because they had been used too easily by people who left bruises behind.

He took her hand in both of his.

“I do not have all the names for this,” he said.

His thumb rested over her knuckles.

“But I know I want to stay.”

Maeril’s mouth trembled.

Only once.

Then she nodded, as if he had said something exactly in the language she needed.

“Good,” she whispered. “Then stay. Since apparently I am making questionable decisions in my mature years.”

“Excellent decisions.”

“Do not flatter me. It works.”

“I will be careful.”

“No, you won’t.”

He leaned his forehead against hers.

Their breath mingled in the small candlelit space.

No vow was spoken. No god invoked. No promise made large enough for the future to punish.

Only this:

Two people who had spent years turning pain into work sat in a borrowed room and chose not to make tenderness pay rent.

When they lay down, it was without urgency. Without proof. Maeril’s hand found the old tattoo once in the dark, not touching it, only near enough that he knew she remembered and was not afraid. His hand settled over hers.

Sleep came simply.

In the morning, he woke beside her.

That was all.

It was not small.



They left the inn before the yard grew busy.

Ṛṣi returned to his forms before dawn, but not as apology for the day before. Maeril prepared her spells by the window, spellbook floating in spectral fingers while she yawned like a cat and complained that abjuration should have the decency to arrange itself.

Their packs were ready by the time the gate opened.

Road-faces on.

Faces prepared for weather.

They turned south.

For a while, the Coast Way held them in quiet. The Friendly Arm inn dwindled behind them: wall, tower, banner, then only safe stone remembered by the body.

Ṛṣi spoke first.

“What if Candlekeep does not want our book?”

Maeril glanced at him. “Then Candlekeep is run by fools.”

“Fools exist in libraries.”

“Worse. Educated fools.”

“If they refuse us,” he said, “do we go back?”

The question walked with them.

Maeril looked ahead, where the road bent through low fields and vanished.

The thought of the bridge rose in her: the stall, the steam, the hungry children, the same ten paces of mud. She loved it. That was why it could become a cage if she never left.

“No,” she said. “Not right away. I left to learn who I am when I am not standing behind my counter.”

He nodded.

“I do not want to go back yet either.”

“Good.” Her smile curved. “If Candlekeep slams the door, we keep walking and see what else the road has in its pockets.”

“Yes.”

“I can sell soup wherever fools are hungry.”

“And I can pull them from ditches.”

“Between us, a thriving business.”

He almost smiled.

“As for the book,” she said, “they will want it. Street mercy, planar scars, outer-city witchcraft, proper footnotes. Irresistible.”

“I hope you are right.”

“I usually am.”

He looked at her.

“About important things,” she amended.

The road carried them south.

Days passed without drama. Their routines returned changed around the edges: his forms, her spells, shared tea, shared glances, her hand finding his when the road widened enough. They spoke sometimes. Sometimes not.

The Sword Coast softened and busied around them. More farms. More side tracks. More smoke lifting from chimneys. The smell changed before the view did: horses, tilled soil, onions, bread, iron, beer.

Then sound gathered ahead.

Hammering. Dogs. Wheels. Voices crossing.

At the crest of a long rise, they saw Beregost.

Roofs clustered along the road. Chimneys breathed into late light. Above the town, the tower of the Song of the Morning caught the sun, Lathander’s sign glinting as if Elisa had sent a small dawn ahead to check whether they were behaving.

Maeril stopped with her staff planted beside her.

“Another threshold,” she said.

Ṛṣi came to stand at her side.

The book rested against his hip.

Her hand found his without concealment.

“Yes,” he said. “Another threshold.”

She looked from the town to him.

“Ready?”

He looked at Beregost, at the road descending, at the woman beside him.

Then his fingers closed around hers.

“With you,” he said, “yes.”

Together, they walked.





Between Towns





Godsent

They expected Beregost first.

A roof. A gate. Beer, if Maeril had anything to say about it. A room where the ground did not try to climb through the soles of their boots.

The road had been tilting toward town for the better part of an hour. Wagon ruts deepened. Bootprints crossed over one another until no single traveler could be read. The air had begun to smell like country near a market: woodsmoke, damp wool, tilled earth, horses, and the faint sour promise of tannery work carried on the wind.

Maeril shifted her pack higher on one shoulder.

“Another half hour,” she said. “I can almost taste the beer.”

Ṛṣi glanced at the road ahead.

“Close,” he said. “More traffic.”

Above them, the hawk rode a slow circle on the weak afternoon air.

Maeril looked through her.

The world sharpened.

The road became a pale scar through fields worn green and brown. The darker edge of Cloakwood sat westward, all tangled boughs and patient trouble. Ahead, Beregost gathered itself in rooftops and chimneys, with Lathander’s sign catching pale light from a temple tower.

But before the town, at the fork where the Lion’s Way peeled away toward the unseen cliffs of Candlekeep, something else had spread across the land.

Tents.

Not a caravan camp. Too many fires. Too little order. Wagon tilts gutted and made into roofs. Sailcloth patched with sacks. Smoke hanging low because the fires were too close together. Small shapes moving between them.

Too many small shapes.

Maeril came back into herself with a cold tightening under the ribs.

“There is a camp ahead,” she said.

Ṛṣi’s stride changed.

Not faster in a way that looked like alarm. Longer. Decided.

“Soldiers?” he asked.

“No. Families. Refugees, I think.” She swallowed. The hawk circled again, and she let the image settle where her own eyes could use it. “Too many children. Too many low fires. Bad ground.”

He said nothing.

That was answer enough.

They left the last rise and followed the road down.

The smell reached them before the camp did.

Not farm-smoke. Not town-filth alone. The sour heaviness of too many people crowded where water had nowhere clean to go: sweat, old cloth, wet ashes, stale food, mud stirred with waste, and sickness beginning to learn the place by name.

A baby wailed somewhere in the canvas maze.

Someone coughed, deep and tearing.

Maeril’s fingers tightened on her staff.

The Coast Way bent around a shallow depression before rising toward Beregost. The town’s rooftops showed beyond the camp, close enough for the people here to see the walls that had not swallowed them. The Lion’s Way cut away southeast toward Candlekeep and the sea.

Between all of it, the camp sagged in a bowl of churned ground.

“Between town and nowhere,” Maeril murmured.

Ṛṣi heard her.

The camp had grown the way suffering grew when no one claimed responsibility for its shape. First wagons on higher ground. Later tents pushed lower. Bedrolls laid where rain had made the earth soft. Ropes strung from wheel to post, from post to thornbush, holding up cloth that had given up pretending to be dry. A ditch cut too shallow along one edge had become a foul, narrow vein.

“Of course,” Maeril said under her breath. “Put the poorest where everything runs downhill.”

Ṛṣi’s jaw tightened.

Not anger yet.

The moment before it.

As they reached the camp’s edge, he slowed.

Children noticed them first.

Two small faces streaked with dirt stared at Maeril’s horns and green skin. One pointed until the other slapped the hand down with the grave wisdom of a child who had learned pointing could be dangerous.

Maeril smiled at them.

Not broadly. Not falsely.

Just enough.

A woman stirring thin stew watched from beside a low fire. A man with a bandaged hand stopped mending a harness. Someone inside a nearby tent whispered.

“Let’s not walk through the middle like conquering heroes,” Maeril said quietly. “You’ll have people asking you to fix every cough you pass.”

“That is not a problem.”

“I know,” she said. “That is what worries me.”

Before he could answer, a voice cut through the camp.

“Lift, not drag. Lift. Gently, for the Broken God’s sake—no, under the frame, you’ll twist him—there.”

Low. Rough. Carrying without shouting.

Maeril turned.

Ṛṣi had already gone still.

Between two sagging rows of canvas, four exhausted people struggled to carry a makeshift stretcher through mud. Their arms shook. Their footing failed twice in three steps. At the head of the stretcher, boots sunk to the ankles, stood an orc in battered plate and a travel-stained cloak.

He had one broad hand under the stretcher’s frame, steadying what the others could not. A greatsword’s hilt rose over one shoulder.

Beside it, strapped with equal care, was a shovel.

Not decorative. Not symbolic in any polished way. Its blade had been worn bright from use.

On his chest, over steel dulled by weather and work, a brass disk bore a sun half-eclipsed by a horizontal bar. A red cord was tied once around his wrist. Sweat and mud streaked his face. His tusks had been filed blunt. His eyes held the patient focus of someone who had been tired long enough to stop resenting it.

Ṛṣi said his name softly.

“Kargun.”

The orc’s shoulders twitched.

He turned.

For one breath, the camp fell away.

Ṛṣi saw stone under candlelight. A mausoleum. Elisa’s dawnfire burning in a place that had forgotten morning. An orc kneeling in ash, tears cutting clean tracks through soot. A sword laid down on Lantern Hall’s floor like something too heavy to keep carrying. A voice asking, not for forgiveness, but for a different way to live.

Then the mud returned.

The stretcher.

The coughing.

Kargun.

The orc looked at him across the lane.

His expression barely changed.

Only the eyes.

“Ṛṣiśūra,” he said.

He released the stretcher, and the four bearers nearly lost it.

Kargun’s head snapped back toward them.

“Set him by the cart. Higher ground. Then water from the north barrel, not the ditch. If I catch you filling from the ditch again, I will make you drink your own sense first.”

The bearers mumbled and obeyed.

Kargun slogged toward them.

Up close, he smelled of sweat, iron, mud, smoke, and work. The shovel handle over his shoulder had been repaired twice. The leather wrap on it was dark with use.

He stopped a pace away.

“You’re early,” he said.

Ṛṣi’s mouth almost moved.

“For what?”

“Trouble. You people usually arrive after a problem has learned to be dramatic.”

Kargun’s gaze flicked to Maeril. Staff. Circlet. Boots muddy to the ankle. Hawk circling above. Then back to Ṛṣi.

“Passing through?” he asked.

“We meant to be.”

“And the Broken God dropped you here anyway.”

It was not quite a question.

Ṛṣi inclined his head. “It seems so.”

Maeril cleared her throat.

“I’m Maeril,” she said.

Kargun looked at her properly, then gave one short nod.

“Kargun.”

“Yes,” she said. “I gathered. The shovel helped.”

His eyes moved once toward the handle over his shoulder.

“It often does.”

“I saw you once at Lantern Hall,” she said. “You were carrying grain and half a man.”

“Grain was heavier.”

There. A ghost of humor. Dry as bone and just as useful.

Ṛṣi looked past him to the camp.

“What happened?”

Kargun’s face settled.

He answered with facts, because anything softer would have wasted time.

“Floods inland. Bandits on the smaller roads. One village lost its mill. Another its fields. Fever in a third. People moved toward the Coast Way because roads feel like answers when homes stop being one.”

His chin lifted toward Beregost.

“Some got inside the town. Children. Worst cases. Those with coin or kin. The rest stopped here.”

“Why here?” Maeril asked.

“Because no one stopped the first wagons, and afterward everyone pretended the camp had chosen itself.”

She exhaled through her nose.

That, she understood.

Kargun continued. “First wagons took the high spots. Later ones went lower. Rain came three nights ago. The ground turned. Sickness followed the water.”

Ṛṣi’s gaze moved from tent to tent. Too pale. Too hot. Too still. A child lying with mouth open and breath shallow. A man hunched over his own knees, shaking under two blankets. A woman rinsing something in water that should not have touched skin.

“What kills them?” he asked.

Kargun’s jaw shifted.

“Bad water. Fever after. Hunger underneath. Fear through all of it.”

Maeril looked toward the ditch. “Town wells?”

“One shared by permission. Too far for the weak, not enough for the many. The Song of the Morning is stretched thin. They send what they can.”

He did not spit the words.

That made them worse.

“They ration miracles,” he said. “I do not blame them. If they spend all their light out here, someone inside the walls goes dark. Still.”

His eyes moved once toward Lathander’s distant tower.

“Light does not seem to like being asked to choose.”

Ṛṣi said nothing.

Maeril stepped past Kargun far enough to see the camp’s slope. Her eyes moved differently now: not face to face, but line to line. Ground. Water. Smoke. Tent ropes. Children’s paths. Where flies gathered. Where people had decided safety was worth damp.

“This is a bowl,” she said.

Kargun nodded. “That was my thought. Less elegantly.”

“It catches what should be leaving.” She sniffed once and frowned. “Not only runoff. There is a twist in the air.”

“Magic?”

“Badly asked magic, maybe.” She looked back at him. “Someone tried to cleanse this?”

“A young acolyte, I think. Or a hedge-priest passing through. Before I arrived.”

“Of course.” Her tail flicked beneath her cloak. “Someone told the filth to stay politely contained and forgot to tell it where to go afterward.”

Kargun watched her with immediate attention.

“You can see the shape of it.”

“I can smell the stupidity from here.”

“Useful.”

“Unfortunately.”

Ṛṣi looked at the nearest coughing tent.

“When did you arrive?”

“Six days ago.” Kargun’s hand brushed the shovel strap. “I was on pilgrimage. Meant to offer labor at the temple for a tenday. Saw this. Asked to stay.”

“And they let you.”

“They were relieved to let me.” No bitterness. Only recognition. “Less strain on conscience when someone else stands where the overflow gathers.”

A boy ran too close to the ditch. Kargun’s head turned.

“Darvo.”

The boy froze.

Kargun did not raise his voice. “What did I say?”

The child looked at the ditch, then at his own feet.

“Not past the rope.”

“And?”

“North barrel.”

“And?”

The boy sighed with the theatrical exhaustion of the very young. “Mud is not soup.”

“Good. Go tell your sister.”

The boy fled.

Maeril watched him go.

Then she looked at Kargun.

“You have been holding this together with a shovel and threats.”

“And poor theology.”

Then, for the first time, his tiredness showed through the edges.

“I can lift,” he said. “Dig. Keep men from drawing blades when fear makes them foolish. I can stand between two people until their anger remembers hunger is the real enemy. But I cannot see all the flows. Water. Sickness. Magic. Authority.”

His hand touched the red cord at his wrist.

“I have two hands.”

The camp moved around them: smoke, coughs, mud, fretful eyes.

Kargun’s voice lowered.

“Last night I stood on that rise and told the Weight I had reached the limit of what one back could carry. I asked for help that knew how to mend in ways I do not.”

He looked at Ṛṣi.

Then at Maeril.

“I do not presume to say the gods sent you. I do not trust them to be that tidy.”

Maeril’s mouth twitched.

“But the timing,” Kargun said.

He let the rest remain unsaid.

Ṛṣi held his gaze.

A great many answers could have been made from doctrine.

He chose the useful one.

“You asked for more hands,” he said. “You have four.”

Kargun’s gaze moved over the camp: the muddy lanes, the sagging cloth, the thin faces watching with the fragile suspicion of people who had learned hope could be expensive.

For the first time since they had found him, something like relief broke through Kargun’s tired face.

Not enough to soften him.

Enough to show how badly he had needed them.

“Good,” he said. “Then let’s make use of the mercy before it gets ideas about being symbolic.”

He looked at Maeril.

“Tell me where the water wants to go.”

He looked at Ṛṣi.

“Tell me who cannot wait until morning.”

Then he settled the shovel more firmly across his back.

“I’ll keep the camp moving. Tell me where you need me.”





Foul Water

Kargun took them to the temple first.

Not because he thought the Song of the Morning would solve the camp. Ṛṣi understood that before they reached the gate. If Kargun had believed a priest could pour dawn over the mud and make it clean, he would have asked days ago.

He took them because one well could change a day.

And wells, like doors, needed someone with authority to open them.

The temple stood inside Beregost’s northern edge, pale stone bright against the working town around it. Its tower held Lathander’s rose-and-road sunburst up to the morning. On another day, Maeril might have called it beautiful.

With the camp’s stink still in her clothes, it looked like an answer that had arrived on the wrong side of the wall.

She stopped before the steps and looked back toward the road, where patched canvas and thin smoke showed beyond the town’s safer roofs.

“So,” she said. “We ask the dawn why it has been rising over here.”

“Maeril,” Ṛṣi said softly.

“I know.” Her jaw worked once. “I know.”

Kargun did not look offended.

“She is not wrong,” he said.

“No,” Ṛṣi answered. “Only sharp.”

Maeril glanced at him.

“That phrase is becoming very inconvenient.”

“It has many uses.”

“It has one use.”

“Still useful.”

She inhaled through her nose, held it, and let it go.

“Fine,” she said. “I will be usefully sharp.”

Kargun pushed the temple door open.

Inside, the air smelled of beeswax, warm stone, clean cloth, and exhaustion no incense could hide. Acolytes moved quickly between side chambers, carrying basins, folded linens, bowls of broth. Too many pallets had been laid along one wall. Children slept there, not enough of them. An old man breathed shallowly beneath a yellow blanket. A woman in a bloodstained shawl murmured a prayer over someone’s hand.

The temple was not empty.

That mattered.

It was also not enough.

That also mattered.

Dawnmaster Halver met them near the inner arch, frowning as if he had been called from three tasks and failed all of them by answering.

He was not old, but strain had made him look as if he had borrowed years against future rest. His vestments were clean only where someone had recently brushed mud from them. A faint gold glow still lingered around one hand, the last trace of some spent healing.

His eyes went first to Kargun, then to Ṛṣi’s red cords, then to Maeril’s horns and staff.

“Kargun,” he said. “If this is about more hands, I have sent what I can.”

His voice came out too hard.

He heard it.

A flicker of shame crossed his face before he could hide it.

Kargun bowed his head once. “Dawnmaster. This is Ṛṣiśūra of Lantern Hall. Maeril Greenward of Wyrm’s Crossing.”

Halver’s expression shifted.

Recognition, not familiarity.

“Lantern Hall,” he said. “Yes. We have had letters from Baldur’s Gate.”

His eyes moved to Maeril.

“Maeril Greenward,” she said. “Not in the letters, I assume.”

“No,” Halver said.

“Good. Then I can make a fresh poor impression.”

Halver almost smiled.

Almost.

Then the temple’s weariness returned.

“What can you spare?” Ṛṣi asked.

No greeting before it.

No accusation.

Only the question that mattered.

Halver closed his eyes briefly.

“We are not doing nothing,” he said.

Maeril’s gaze sharpened.

Halver winced as if he had stepped on his own foot.

“That came out badly.” He rubbed both hands over his face, then dropped them. “I know how it looks. Some of it is how it looks. Not all.”

“Then tell us the part we cannot see,” Ṛṣi said.

Halver looked toward the pallets.

“We have taken in the worst cases we can house. Children first. Then those too fevered to lift their heads. We send acolytes out when we can. We boil water until our fires threaten to eat the stores. We pray. We fail. Then we pray again.”

His voice stayed level because he forced it to.

“Folks are frightened. The town sees the camp and wants it gone. The camp sees our walls and thinks we are keeping dawn in a chest. The merchants complain that sick refugees scare caravans away. The townsfolk complain that their wells are watched, their bread is rationed, their temple is spending light on outsiders.”

Maeril’s hands tightened around her staff.

“So the camp gets the ditch because the town gets the walls.”

Halver flinched.

Ṛṣi gave Maeril a slight look.

Not to silence her.

To remind her where her sharpness needed to land.

She breathed out through her nose.

Halver’s eyes stayed on her, tired and honest enough not to look away.

“Yes,” he said. “Some days. Yes. That is what happens.”

That answer quieted her more than defensiveness would have.

He continued, rougher now.

“If I send more acolytes outside, the town says I have abandoned them. If I keep them here, the camp says the same. If I open the temple stores, they are empty by nightfall and tomorrow there is hunger on both sides of the gate. If I hold them back, I preserve strength by watching suffering continue.”

His mouth twisted.

“There are prayers for judgment. Fewer for arithmetic.”

Kargun shifted beside them.

The shovel handle over his shoulder knocked softly against his plate.

“We need clean water,” he said.

Halver looked at him.

“I know.”

“One well,” Kargun said. “The eastern reserve.”

Halver’s face tightened immediately.

“That well is for townsfolk.”

“For one day. Healthy carriers only. I choose them. I stand there. I answer for them.”

“That well is already a grievance.”

“Then let the grievance draw clean water before it grows teeth.”

Silence settled between them.

Somewhere behind the inner screen, a child coughed in sleep.

Ṛṣi spoke softly.

“If you cannot spare healing, spare permission.”

Halver looked at him.

“Permission is not nothing,” Ṛṣi said. “Sometimes it is the first bandage.”

The Dawnmaster’s gaze moved from Ṛṣi to Maeril, then to Kargun.

Maeril did not trust her first words. She let the second ones come instead.

“We can change the camp’s shape,” she said. “But not if people are washing bandages in runoff and cooking with ditch water. One clean day lets us move the worst of it.”

Halver’s eyes narrowed.

“You sound certain.”

“I am certain the current arrangement is killing them.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No,” she said. “But it is enough to start.”

Halver looked down at his own hands.

Priest’s hands. Scholar’s hands. Healer’s hands.

Not enough hands.

At last, he nodded once.

“One day,” he said. “Eastern reserve. Healthy carriers. No fevered. No children. No pushing townsfolk away from their own buckets. Kargun stands responsible. If there is a riot, I close it.”

“There will not be a riot,” Kargun said.

“You do not command the town.”

“No,” Kargun replied. “But I can be large in the way.”

That did make Halver smile, faintly and against his will.

“Dawn help anyone who argues with that.”

Maeril inclined her head.

“Thank you.”

Halver looked surprised by the plainness of it.

“Do not thank me yet,” he said. “It is a small door.”

“Small doors are still doors.”

Ṛṣi looked at her.

She noticed.

“Do not look pleased,” she muttered. “I can be profound by accident.”

Kargun bowed.

They left with no miracle, no wagon of supplies, no line of priests following behind them.

Only one well.

One day.

And permission.





One Day

The camp had not improved while they were gone.

Of course it had not.

It crouched where they had left it, patched canvas sagging under smoke, wagon frames turned into walls, bedrolls laid where rain had made the earth soft.

The town was still close enough to see.

Not close enough to make anyone safe.

Kargun brought them to the rise above the lowest ground.

No long explanation. He did not need one.

Below them, the camp made its own argument.

The dry tents clung to the upper edge. The worst coughing came from the bottom. A ditch had been cut along one side, but the water in it barely moved. Grey film trembled on the surface. Children knew enough not to drink from it and not enough to stop playing near it.

Maeril stared.

“Someone thought flat ground was good ground,” she murmured. “Didn’t ask where the water wanted to go.”

Ṛṣi listened.

Not only to Kargun. To the camp.

Wet coughing. Gut pain folded into posture. Fever in the breath before a hand touched skin. A child crying without enough strength to make it loud.

“Start at the bottom,” he said.

Kargun nodded.

“I thought you would.”

Down in the hollow, the air was heavier. Mud tugged at their boots. Smoke hung low because the fires had nowhere better to go.

A woman in a damp shawl crouched beside a puddle, rinsing blood from a bandage in water the same color as the ditch.

Maeril crossed to her at once.

“Don’t.”

The woman jerked back, clutching the cloth.

Maeril softened her voice, but not the truth.

“That water is worse than what is already on the bandage.”

The woman stared at her.

Then anger rose because fear needed somewhere to stand.

“What else am I supposed to use?” she snapped. “Prayers?”

Ṛṣi stepped beside Maeril.

“We will bring clean water,” he said.

The woman looked at him as if promises were another kind of sickness.

“From where?”

“The eastern reserve well,” Kargun said behind them.

Her eyes widened.

“Town well?”

“For today. Healthy carriers only.” He looked at her directly. “You have family strong enough to carry?”

“One son. One nephew. Both strong.”

“No fever?”

“No.”

“No lies?”

Her mouth tightened.

“No lies.”

“Send them to me with empty buckets.”

The woman held his gaze for one breath longer. Then she nodded.

The bandage sagged in her grip.

“I’ll send them.”

Maeril crouched near the puddle, keeping her fingertips just above the surface. The air twisted against her murmured test. Not strong resistance. Worse. Compliance. A spell being very proud of doing the wrong thing exactly as asked.

“Oh,” she said. “Of course.”

Ṛṣi looked at her.

“Magic?”

“An attempt at it.”

She stood and brushed two fingers through the air. Sickly motes sparked, clung, and died without moving on.

“Someone tried to help. That’s the irritating part.”

Kargun’s face did not change. “Explain?”

“They told the foulness to gather here.” Maeril looked around the hollow, eyes narrowing. “Water, rot, miasma, whatever the rite could catch. But they gave it no drain. So it obeyed. It gathered. And stayed.”

Kargun looked down at the mud.

“Can you undo it?”

“Yes.”

“Should you?”

“Not yet.”

That answer pleased him.

Maeril noticed. “You expected me to say yes too quickly.”

“I feared it.”

She planted the butt of her staff in the mud. “Break it now, and whatever it has been holding may spread. We need the sick moved, clean water moving, and somewhere better for the filth to go.”

Ṛṣi looked toward the higher ground.

“Children and fevered first.”

“Yes,” Maeril said. “More wind. Less mud. Fewer flies. Still miserable, but miserable with better airflow.”

Kargun adjusted the shovel on his back.

“I’ll make them move.”

“You’ll need more than orders,” Maeril said. “People will not give up the spaces they bled to claim because a green stranger says the mud is cursed.”

Kargun looked at her, then at the camp.

“Then I will give them a story with work in it.”

He turned and strode uphill.

His voice rolled out, not loud enough to be a shout, but deep enough to gather attention.

“Listen. Those who can carry water, with me. Fever stays away from the well line. If you lie, I will know, and I am tired enough to be accurate.”

A few heads turned.

Then more.

“The sick move uphill. Children first. If you can walk, walk. If you cannot, we carry. If you can lift, lift. If you can dig, dig. If you can only complain, do it while holding something useful.”

Someone muttered.

Kargun’s head turned.

“I heard that. Good. Your mouth works. Now make your arms useful too.”

Maeril watched him.

Then, quietly, “I like him.”

Ṛṣi nodded.

Then he stepped toward the nearest tent, where the coughing had become too shallow.

The day became work.

Not heroic work.

Not clean work.

Work with mud climbing the legs, smoke burning the throat, and fear trying to make every instruction personal.

The first clean buckets arrived before midmorning.

Not enough.

Never enough.

Enough to begin.

Kargun stood at the well line until even the townsfolk understood that arguing with him would be slower than helping. He did not command like a lord. He commanded like a man already carrying the thing he was asking others to lift.

Maeril watched him reject a third volunteer before the man had finished claiming he was healthy.

“I can carry,” the man insisted.

“You are sweating through cold air,” Kargun said.

“I’m fine.”

“You are vertical. That is not the same.”

The man opened his mouth.

Kargun pointed toward a dry patch of ground.

“Sit.”

The man sat.

Maeril almost laughed, but the smell from the ditch hit her again and stole it.

She went back to the ward.

It was not one clean circle. That would have been too kind. It was a net of desperate marks. Someone had built the rite out of panic and fragments, and the fragments had obeyed badly.

That made her angrier than malice would have.

Malice she could hate cleanly.

This was someone trying to help with tools too small for the wound.

“Anchor here,” she muttered. “Here. Here. Oh, you poor idiot.”

Kargun passed behind her carrying one end of a stretcher.

“Are you speaking to the mud?”

“The mud is not the stupid one.”

“Good. I prefer knowing where the blame goes.”

“Then blame optimism without drainage.”

“I often do.”

That surprised a laugh from her.

It came out too sharp and ended when the ward breathed foulness into her face.

She gagged, turned away, spat into the mud, and wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist.

Across the hollow, Ṛṣi looked up.

She lifted one hand without turning.

Not danger.

Not yet.

He accepted the signal and returned to the child under his hands.

By midday, his voice had gone quiet from repetition.

Small sips.

Boil it first.

Higher ground.

Do not touch the ditch.

Do not lie about fever.

Again.

Again.

Again.

Each instruction had to be said as if it were the first, because for each frightened person, it was. His hands moved from brow to wrist to chest. He did not heal first. He listened first. A body in panic could make every need sound like the only need.

The little girl’s breath rattled under his palm.

Her mother sat beside her, hollow-eyed, one hand on the child’s ankle as if touch alone might keep her from being taken.

“They said the Morninglord’s light would reach us when it was our turn,” the mother whispered. “Every morning feels dimmer.”

Ṛṣi knelt.

He could not burn the sickness out. He could not make the air clean with one breath. He could not give the mother a house, or the camp better ground, or Beregost a larger conscience.

But he could find the place where panic, fluid, and exhaustion had made breathing a smaller door.

Warmth moved from his center into his hand.

Not bright enough to frighten.

Not grand enough to be mistaken for salvation.

The child’s chest hitched.

Then lowered.

She took one deeper breath. Not whole. Better.

Another.

The mother pressed both hands over her mouth.

Ṛṣi opened his eyes.

“This buys time,” he said. “Not a miracle. Keep her head raised. Move her uphill when Kargun sends carriers. Boil every drop she drinks.”

The woman nodded.

When he came out of the tent, Kargun was there, waiting with two carriers.

Not interrupting.

Not hurrying him.

But ready the moment he was done.

Ṛṣi understood something then, not as thought, but as bodily fact: Kargun had been doing this for days. Standing at the next burden. Waiting for the healer to finish. Moving what could be moved. Not asking the world to become lighter before he lifted it.

Their eyes met.

Kargun said, “Next?”

Ṛṣi pointed.

“There.”

They went.

The afternoon flattened into labor.

The well line moved.

The sick moved.

The ward loosened.

Not dramatically.

A little.

Then a little more.

Maeril coaxed the trapped foulness upward instead of letting it press down into lungs. She did it ankle-deep in mud, hair sticking to her face, eyes watering from stink. Whatever dignity Candlekeep might one day associate with abjuration, it was not present.

“Come on,” she told the circle. “You know how to hold. Now learn how to let go.”

The line shivered.

“No, not like that. Gods below, who taught you manners?”

A boy carrying water stared at her.

“What are you doing?”

“Negotiating with bad civic planning.”

He blinked.

“Should I get someone?”

“You are someone. Keep carrying.”

He did.

By the fourth hour after noon, the clean water had become the day’s spine.

From well to camp. From camp to fires. From fires to cooling pots, clean cloth, raised heads, washed hands, rinsed cups. Every bucket had to be guarded from panic. Every use had to be argued into order.

Clean water did not inspire songs.

It made people less likely to die by morning.

That was enough.

Maeril’s first sharpness burned away sometime after that.

What remained was uglier and more useful.

She stopped making speeches. She pointed. She swore. She put people where the ground would not poison them as quickly. She frightened one family into moving by explaining what the mud beneath their tent would smell like by morning if they stayed.

When Kargun handed her a shovel, she stared at him.

“I am a wizard.”

“Yes.”

“I have a staff.”

“Yes.”

“I have delicate scholarly wrists.”

“No.”

She took the shovel.

Ṛṣi saw her twenty minutes later, leaning on it with both hands, glaring at a trench as if the earth had personally disappointed her.

“You are tired,” he said.

“I am communing with local geography.”

“You are leaning on a shovel.”

“Same priesthood. Go away.”

He smiled.

Then someone called for him, and he went.

By dusk, even Kargun moved more slowly.

Not much. Enough that Ṛṣi saw it. Enough that Maeril saw it too.

The orc’s shovel had become less symbol than additional spine. He used it to point, brace, dig, threaten, measure, and once to hook a bucket away from a child who tried to drink before the water had been boiled.

The child began to cry.

Kargun crouched with difficulty.

“Your thirst is real,” he said. “So is the sickness. We answer the second first so the first does not kill you.”

The child cried harder.

Kargun sighed.

Then handed him a cup of cooled boiled water from his own belt.

“Small sips. If you spill it, I will be disappointed and thirsty.”

The child took the cup.

Maeril watched from the ward circle, mud on her cheek, nausea still pale around her mouth.

“Oh,” she said under her breath.

Ṛṣi, beside her now, followed her gaze.

“He is very inconvenient,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I am becoming attached.”

“I noticed.”

Above them, the first evening light touched Beregost’s roofs.

The acolytes came before Halver did. Two of them, young and too clean when they arrived, less so within ten minutes. They brought a little light, a small bundle of dried herbs, and faces tight with the knowledge that everyone expected more from them than they carried.

Kargun greeted them with respect.

Ṛṣi showed them where their limited supplies would stretch farthest: not to the loudest complaints, not to the people with the most relatives shouting, but to those whose breath or fever sat closest to the edge.

Maeril showed them the ward core and said, “Do not draw circles in mud unless you know where the drain is.”

One acolyte looked wounded.

The other looked guilty.

Maeril closed her eyes.

“That was sharper than necessary.”

Ṛṣi looked at her.

She opened one eye.

“What? I am capable of growth. It is unpleasant for everyone.”

Then Dawnmaster Halver arrived.

No procession. No bell. No glowing entrance.

Just a tired priest in travel-stained vestments, walking down from the road with his robe hem already marked by mud.

He stopped on the rise.

The camp below him was still ugly.

Still crowded.

Still full of coughing, smoke, bad cloth, fear, and need.

But it was no longer sliding blindly downhill.

The sick lay in a rough crescent on higher ground where wind moved better. The old ditch had been roped off. New trenches cut cleaner lines across the slope. The clean-water carriers still moved under Kargun’s eye, slower now, but proud enough to stand straighter when they passed the priest. Boiling pots steamed near the relocated tents. Maeril’s loosened ward breathed foulness upward instead of pressing it down.

Halver said nothing for a long moment.

Kargun came to stand beside him.

“You opened the well,” Kargun said.

“For one day.”

“That was enough to begin.”

Halver’s mouth tightened.

Below, Ṛṣi emerged from a tent with a sleeping child wrapped in dry cloth. He handed her to two women who carried her uphill between them as if moving a candle.

Maeril came up the slope more slowly. She planted her staff hard in the ground and kept one hand on it.

“Well,” she said to Halver, “the good news is your bad rite was only stupid, not evil.”

One acolyte made a strangled sound.

Halver looked at Maeril.

Then, unexpectedly, he laughed once.

Not because it was funny.

Because there was no strength left for pretending.

“I will take comfort where I can.”

“You should. There isn’t much lying around.”

His gaze returned to the camp.

“I thought one well was too small.”

Maeril looked down at the water line. At Kargun’s carriers. At the steam. At the sick breathing higher than they had that morning.

“It was,” she said.

Halver looked at her.

She shrugged, and the motion nearly unbalanced her.

Ṛṣi’s hand came up behind her.

She noticed. Did not complain.

“It was too small,” she said again. “But it was open.”

Halver took that in.

Not as comfort.

As correction.

The sun slid lower.

By the time the campfires began to glow, the immediate frenzy had eased.

No one was cured.

No miracle swept through the camp and turned the ditch into wine.

The child still breathed with effort. The old man still shook. The clean well would close again by morning unless Halver chose otherwise. The ward still needed work. The camp was still outside the wall.

But the direction of the day had changed.

From downhill slide to precarious plateau.

That was not victory.

It was more than they had had at dawn.

And they were empty.

Not tired in the clean way of a day’s honest travel.

Emptied.

Ṛṣi’s hands ached from holding, lifting, checking, steadying. His voice had worn down to something softer than usual. Mud dried on his knees. One wrist throbbed where a frightened man had gripped too hard and then wept into his sleeve.

Maeril stood beside him with one hip tilted against her staff because standing straight had become a philosophical position she no longer supported. Her hair had escaped every pin. Her eyes watered from foul magic and smoke. Her hands shook when she tried to pretend they did not.

Kargun came up last, shovel over one shoulder, armor packed with drying mud.

“It is a start,” Maeril said.

“It is more than we had this morning,” Kargun answered.

Ṛṣi looked back toward the camp.

“I can take the first watch.”

“No,” Kargun said.

Ṛṣi turned.

Kargun looked at him, immovable as a post sunk deep.

“You have done a day’s work and more. Both of you. Go inside the town. Eat. Sleep behind walls.”

“There is more to do,” Ṛṣi said.

“There will always be more to do.”

Maeril made a small sound of disgust.

“I hate when he is right in your voice.”

Kargun pointed at her. “You too.”

“I did not volunteer.”

“You were gathering breath.”

“I was about to say something devastating.”

“You were leaning on air.”

Maeril looked down.

Her staff had shifted. She was, in fact, leaning on nothing.

She corrected this with great dignity and almost fell over.

Ṛṣi caught her elbow.

She glared at both of them.

“No one saw that.”

“I saw it,” Kargun said.

“You are very tall. That makes you unreliable.”

“If you fall,” Kargun said, “I carry you too. I am already behind.”

That was funnier than it should have been.

Or perhaps they were too tired to defend themselves.

Maeril laughed once, cracked and helpless, then pressed her fingers to her eyes.

“Fine,” she said. “We go. But if anyone ruins my ward, I will haunt this camp while alive.”

“I will be large nearby,” Kargun said.

“Acceptable.”

Ṛṣi still looked toward the tents.

Kargun’s voice softened.

“Morning,” he said. “If you mean to return, return able to stand.”

That landed.

Ṛṣi nodded.

“Morning.”

Kargun held out his forearm.

Ṛṣi clasped it.

Gauntlet to bracer. Mud between. Promise under both.

Maeril looked at them, then stepped forward and hugged Kargun around the middle.

Kargun went rigid.

Only for a heartbeat.

Then one broad hand patted her shoulder with the careful uncertainty of a man handling a fragile object he knew was not fragile.

“This is because I am too tired to find better words,” Maeril said into his armor.

“I understood.”

“Good. Then forget it immediately.”

“No.”

She stepped back.

“Rude.”

Halver stood a little distance away with his acolytes, watching the exchange.

Not intruding.

Witnessing.

Ṛṣi inclined his head to him.

“Thank you for the well.”

Halver’s answer came quietly.

“Thank me tomorrow,” he said. “If I find the courage to open it again.”

Then he turned back toward the camp.

Kargun followed him down the slope, already reaching for the next burden.

Ṛṣi and Maeril walked into town under a sky beginning to show stars.

They found an inn quieter than the road, washed mud from their hands until the water in the basin turned brown twice, and ate bread, cheese, and hot soup without managing to taste much of it.

In the rented room, Maeril stayed awake just long enough to drag a charcoal line across a scrap of paper.

“Drain here,” she murmured. “If the well opens again, two lines. Less fighting.”

Her head dipped.

Ṛṣi caught the charcoal before it rolled off the table.

She blinked, offended by her own exhaustion.

“I was not asleep.”

“No.”

“I was considering hydrology.”

“With your eyes closed.”

“Advanced method.”

He folded the paper carefully and set it beneath her staff so it would not be lost.

Then he helped her stand.

She leaned into him without pretending she had meant to.

“Tomorrow,” she said.

“Tomorrow.”

They lay down in the narrow bed with the smell of smoke, mud, and boiled water still in their hair.

Outside, Beregost settled into guarded sleep.

Beyond its walls, a camp breathed on higher ground than before, under watch, under imperfect dawn, under the care of an orc with a shovel who had asked for more hands and received them.

It was not enough.

But it had begun.





Seekers





Closed Doors

They left Beregost at dawn.

The refugee camp was not healed.

It still crouched between town and road, patched canvas breathing smoke into the cold. The old ditch was roped off now. New trenches cut cleaner lines through the slope. The sick had been moved higher, where wind could reach them. The water lines worked, when people remembered the rules and fear did not make them selfish.

Not healed.

But steadier.

Kargun walked them to the road with his shovel over his shoulder. Mud dried pale along the lower edge of his armor.

Maeril looked him up and down.

“You’re sure you don’t want to come?” she asked. “Candlekeep must need someone to shelve the heavy books. Or frighten scholars into lifting with their legs.”

Kargun shook his head.

“These still need carrying,” he said, nodding back toward the camp.

Ṛṣi clasped his forearm.

“The road is long,” he said. “We will meet again on it.”

Kargun’s hand tightened around Ṛṣi’s wrist, then released. He turned to Maeril and rested one heavy hand on her shoulder with careful bluntness.

“If Candlekeep gives you trouble,” he said, “remember: walls are for holding roofs up, not for holding mercy out.”

Maeril’s mouth softened before she turned it sharp.

“Oh, if they give us trouble, they are going to learn the difference between gatekeeping and keeping the gate.”

Kargun’s tusked smile came and went.

Then the farewell had reached the place where more words would only weaken it.

Kargun stepped back.

Ṛṣi and Maeril turned south onto the Way of the Lion, toward Candlekeep and the sea. After a few paces, Maeril looked over her shoulder.

Kargun was already walking back down into the camp.

Toward the next bucket, the next stretcher, the next person who needed someone large enough to stand between panic and use.

Maeril watched him until the camp swallowed him.

“He should come,” she said.

“Yes,” Ṛṣi answered.

“You like him because he is exactly your kind of impossible.”

Ṛṣi smiled.

“Yes.”

They walked on.

For two days, the road was quiet.

That felt strange enough to be suspicious.

The land changed slowly around them. Beregost’s farms thinned into rougher country, hedges giving way to scrub, low stone walls falling apart into scattered rocks. The air sharpened. Salt entered it by degrees, first only a taste at the back of the throat, then a constant edge in every breath.

The first night, they camped on a stony shelf with the western sky open before them. Far below and far beyond, the Sea of Swords caught the last light and broke it into hammered copper.

Maeril sat with her knees drawn up, staring at the horizon.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “we knock on the biggest library door in Faerûn with a book about soup, broken bones, bad dreams, and why people should stop being useless when suffering gets complicated.”

Ṛṣi fed a small stick into the fire.

“And mercy.”

She glanced at him.

“And mercy,” she agreed. “Though mine sounded more marketable.”

The book sat wrapped beside Ṛṣi’s pack.

Leather. Paper. Ink. Thread.

Their work.

Their argument.

Their proof that the bridge, Lantern Hall, the camp, the sick, the hungry, the wounded, and the unclaimed could be made into knowledge without being cleaned of their mud.

Ṛṣi rested one hand on the satchel for a moment.

Not possessive.

Meditative.

Maeril saw and said nothing.

The second day, the road climbed higher. Wind came stronger from the west, smelling of brine and stone and distant spray. Gulls appeared overhead, rude and bright and convinced the world had been built for their commentary.

Late in the afternoon, they crested a rise, and Candlekeep came into view.

For a time, neither of them spoke.

It rose from the cliff as if the rock had grown teeth around memory.

Walls. Towers. Dense stone. High lines against the sea. The outer wall looked less like welcome than endurance. The great gate stayed shut, dark and massive, with a smaller door set into it.

Maeril planted her staff on the road.

“Well,” she said quietly. “It certainly has opinions.”

Ṛṣi looked at the walls, the cliff, the sea striking itself white below.

“Yes.”

“Do you think it will like us?”

“No.”

She turned toward him.

He looked at her.

“I think it will consider us.”

“That is somehow worse.”

“It may also be more honest.”

She exhaled, adjusted the strap of her pack, and began down the last stretch of road.

“Fine. Let the biggest pile of books on the Sword Coast consider us.”

Two Avowed waited by the small door in deep blue robes, each carrying a staff topped with an open-book finial. Their faces had the calm patience of people trained to disappoint travelers politely.

One stepped forward as Ṛṣi and Maeril approached.

“Welcome to Candlekeep. Those who would enter must present a work of written lore, unknown to our archives, of sufficient worth. What knowledge do you bring to add to the collection of the Avowed?”

The words had clearly been spoken thousands of times.

That did not make them smaller.

Maeril and Ṛṣi exchanged one brief look.

Then she drew the wrapped volume from her pack.

For all her jokes, for all her impatience, her hands changed when they touched it. They became careful. Almost reverent. She unwrapped the book as if exposing something alive to cold air.

“A treatise,” she said. Her voice held steady. “On mercy and endurance in the Western Heartlands. Case histories from Baldur’s Gate’s Lantern Hall, practical customs from Wyrm’s Crossing, observations from the Outer City, refugee roads, and planar wounds. Written from experience. Tested in use.”

“We wrote it together,” Ṛṣi said.

The Avowed looked from him to Maeril, then to the book.

“Authored by?”

“Ṛṣiśūra of Lantern Hall,” he said.

“Maeril Greenward of Wyrm’s Crossing,” she added.

The Avowed accepted the book with practiced care.

Too practiced, Maeril thought. As if he had not just taken a piece of their ribs.

“We thank you for your donation,” he said. “Please wait in the petitioners’ camp while the Readers determine its novelty and worth.”

Maeril’s fingers closed on empty air where the book had been.

“How long does that usually take?”

“As long as knowledge requires.”

Her smile became dangerous.

“Of course,” she said. “Knowledge. Famously punctual.”

The Avowed gave no sign of hearing the insult, which Maeril found insulting.

They were directed to a widened stretch of stone outside the wall where other hopefuls had made temporary lives out of bedrolls, tents, waxed cloth, impatience, and hope. A gnome sat beside a cylinder of charts, whispering numbers to himself. A cloaked woman held a leather tube against her chest as if it might run away. An elderly man stared at the sea with the fixed expression of someone who had already spent too much of his life waiting for judgment.

Ṛṣi and Maeril pitched their small tent with practiced ease.

Then they sat outside Candlekeep’s wall and waited.

The first day, waiting still had shine on it.

The book was inside.

That was something.

They watched every robe coming through the little door. Each time it opened, Maeril’s shoulders lifted. Each time it closed without their names, she pretended they had not.

By evening, a junior clerk brought simple food and watered wine to the petitioners. He informed them that their work had been accepted for review and that they would be told when a decision had been reached.

“There,” Ṛṣi said later, as they settled into the tent. “It is in motion.”

Maeril lay on her back and stared at the canvas above them.

“It is unnatural,” she said, “being this close and still outside.”

“Yes.”

“I can feel the books ignoring me.”

“I doubt they are ignoring you.”

“They are. Smugly.”

He turned his head toward her in the dark. “The books?”

“The walls, then.”

“That seems more likely.”

The second day, the shine dulled.

The third, the phrase under review began to acquire teeth.

Ṛṣi found rhythm because he always did. He meditated facing the sea. He moved through compact forms on a flat patch of stone. He repaired the strap on the gnome’s scroll case and shared tea with the old man.

Maeril tried to be reasonable.

She failed by increments.

She practiced harmless cantrips until a guard stared at her hands and she stared back until he remembered another duty. She spoke with the other petitioners. She rearranged her pack three times. She composed, aloud and with increasing venom, several possible indexes for the book now beyond the wall.

Several times a day, she went to the nearest Avowed.

“Any word?”

“Your work remains under review.”

At first, she thanked them.

Then she nodded.

Then she stopped trusting herself to do either.

By the fifth day, the phrase had rubbed something raw.

The same clerk stepped out of the small door, rolling his shoulders as if he had escaped briefly from an uncomfortable chair. Maeril crossed the stone before Ṛṣi could decide whether intercepting her would help.

“Petitioner Maeril,” the clerk said, with the expression of a man who had seen the weather coming. “I assure you—”

“I know,” she said. “‘Remains under review.’ Does someone in there have that tattooed on their forehead?”

He blinked.

“We must ensure that no work duplicates existing lore. Candlekeep’s standards—”

“Are admirable,” she cut in. “Your empathy is dreadful.”

“Your work is being considered with appropriate care.”

“People die while appropriate care considers whether to stand up.”

The clerk’s face tightened.

Ṛṣi appeared at her side, quiet as breath.

“Maeril,” he said.

She did not look away from the clerk.

“No,” she said, low now. “No, I know this door. I know this kind of waiting. Someone outside bleeds, someone inside says the matter is under review, and by the time the answer arrives everyone calls the death unfortunate and no one calls the delay a knife.”

The clerk had gone pale.

Good, Maeril thought.

Then felt the cruelty in her comment and hated it.

Her voice steadied.

“We wrote that book because we were tired of mercy arriving late and congratulating itself for having arrived at all. If the answer is no, say no. If someone has found ten better books, say that and we will go read them. But do not turn silence into wisdom and ask us to admire it.”

Wind moved over the stone.

Gulls cried overhead, rude and indifferent.

The clerk swallowed.

“I am not authorized to give you an answer.”

Maeril laughed once, without humor.

“Of course not.”

“But,” he continued, and now his voice was smaller, more honest, “I can inquire whether one may be given sooner.”

That stopped her.

It was not much.

It was more than nothing.

“Then do that,” she said.

He nodded and retreated through the little door with more speed than dignity.

For a while, neither of them spoke.

Then Ṛṣi said, “You were not wrong.”

Maeril closed her eyes.

“Only sharp?”

“Yes.”

“I am beginning to hate that phrase.”

She let out a breath that shook at the end.

“Rish,” she said, softer now, “if they refuse us, I do not know if I can keep believing this place is anything but a stone cage for clever cowards.”

Ṛṣi looked at the gate.

The dark metal. The human-sized door. The wall that held centuries of memory and, for now, held them out.

“If they refuse,” he said, “the book is still written. Beregost still breathes easier than it did. Lantern Hall still stands. Wyrm’s Crossing still remembers your hands. Candlekeep does not decide whether the work was real.”

Maeril opened her eyes.

“But it decides whether the work gets in.”

“Yes.”

“And that matters.”

“Yes.”

She looked at him then.

Grateful.

Still furious.

Both.

“Do not become too wise to be angry,” she said.

“I will try.”

“That was not a joke.”

“I know.”

Before she could answer, a horn sounded from the road.

Not an alarm.

A single clear note cutting through wind and gull-cries.

They both turned.

Hoofbeats climbed the road.

A rider came around the last bend: broad-shouldered, armored, cloak snapping behind him. Dust streaked the horse’s flanks. A brass disk caught the light on his chest. His helmet hung from the saddle, and a sealed tube was strapped beside it.

Maeril stared.

Then laughed.

Half disbelief. Half delight.

“You are joking.”

Ṛṣi’s heart tightened in a way that almost hurt.

“Kargun,” he said.

The orc reined in below the gate, swung down, and walked the final steps with grim steadiness.

The gate-warden moved to intercept him.

“Hold. State your business.”

“Kargun of the Oath of Bearing,” he said, voice carrying without strain. “In service to Ilmater and Lathander. I bring a letter from Dawnmaster Halver of Beregost for the Keeper of Tomes, or his appointed Reader.”

The name Halver did something to the Avowed’s face.

Not obedience.

Attention.

“Present it.”

Kargun unstrapped the tube and handed it over.

Before the gate-warden could vanish with it, Kargun looked past him to the petitioners’ ledge.

He found them at once.

Ṛṣi standing very still.

Maeril half a step ahead of him, eyes bright.

Kargun’s mouth moved at one corner, not quite a smile.

Of course you are still outside, the look said.

“I believe,” Kargun added, slightly louder, “this concerns those two as much as your shelves.”

The Avowed followed his gaze.

“Petitioner Ṛṣiśūra. Petitioner Maeril. You know this man?”

“Yes,” Ṛṣi answered.

Maeril said, “He is the reason Dawnmaster Halver had time to write instead of digging the next trench himself.”

Kargun said nothing.

His jaw flexed once.

The gate-warden passed the tube to an older Avowed who had appeared at the inner threshold, drawn by the disturbance. The older man broke the seal with care. His eyes moved quickly over the page at first.

Then more slowly.

Wind tugged at the edges of his robe.

The petitioners nearby had stopped pretending not to listen.

The older Avowed read aloud only parts, perhaps by habit, perhaps because the letter had become too relevant to remain private.

“By the light of the Morninglord and in gratitude for deeds done in His name and in the spirit of Ilmater… I commend to you the work of Ṛṣiśūra of Lantern Hall and Maeril Greenward of Wyrm’s Crossing.”

His brows shifted.

“Their treatise on applied mercy has already saved lives in Beregost. I have seen its principles applied not as theory, but as craft: water redirected, sickness slowed, fear ordered into labor, and dignity preserved where despair had begun to pool.”

Maeril went very still.

The Avowed read further.

“They carry not only pages but the living practice of applying what they write. I urge Candlekeep to receive them as Seekers, not merely petitioners. If knowledge is to be preserved because it may serve life, then this work has already proven its worth.”

The page lowered.

No one spoke immediately.

The old man’s gaze came to rest on Ṛṣi and Maeril.

It was different now.

Not warmer exactly.

Sharper.

As if the words on the page had adjusted the lens through which he saw them.

“Your work has been debated,” he said. “There is little in our shelves that touches your precise angle: mercy as practical structure among the displaced, the poor, the injured, and the institutionally delayed.”

Maeril’s mouth tightened at the last phrase.

Good, she thought. Let it have a name.

“Some questioned whether its observations were too local,” he continued. “Too particular to Baldur’s Gate, Wyrm’s Crossing, and your own unusual histories.”

“Particular bodies still bleed,” Ṛṣi said quietly.

The Avowed looked at him.

Then nodded once.

“Dawnmaster Halver appears to agree.”

He glanced at the letter again.

“Testimony that the work has already altered practice and saved lives is not a small addition. Candlekeep values novelty. It also values consequence.”

He turned fully toward them.

“Ṛṣiśūra of Lantern Hall. Maeril Greenward of Wyrm’s Crossing. On the strength of your donation and the testimony of Dawnmaster Halver, Candlekeep welcomes you as Seekers. You may enter the Court of Air. Lodging will be arranged for the duration of your permitted stay.”

For a heartbeat, Maeril did not move.

Then she let out a breath that seemed to come from somewhere near her boots.

“So that’s what it takes,” she said. “Writing a book, saving a camp, and having a high priest confirm we are not idiots.”

“Some gates require more than a knock,” Ṛṣi murmured.

Her hand found his.

Hard.

Brief.

Then released before anyone could decide it was sentimental.

Ṛṣi turned to Kargun.

“You rode hard.”

Kargun shrugged.

“The camp is steadier. Halver wrote the letter three days after you left. When it was sealed, he said someone should carry it who understood what it meant.”

His gaze moved to the bookless space between them, then to the gate.

“I am good at carrying things.”

Maeril stepped forward and struck her fist lightly against the brass disk on his chest.

“They listened because you made the mud speak.”

Kargun looked down at her.

“I only carried a letter.”

“No,” she said. “You carried witness. Don’t get modest at me. I’m tired.”

That rare, quick smile returned.

“Then I will not.”

The older Avowed cleared his throat.

Not unkindly.

“Candlekeep’s gate stands open,” he said. “For now. Knowledge waits.”

Maeril glanced at the wall.

“Knowledge has made us wait nearly a tenday. It can survive another breath.”

The Avowed’s mouth twitched.

Perhaps that was permission.

Perhaps it was warning.

Either way, the small door opened.

Not the great gate. Not the enormous dark mouth of legend.

A human-sized door set inside something larger.

A threshold narrow enough that each person had to choose the crossing.

Maeril looked once toward the petitioners’ ledge: their small tent, the stone where she had paced, the place where anger had scraped itself raw against delay.

Then she looked at the open door.

Ṛṣi looked at Kargun.

“The road back?”

“Long,” Kargun said. “Necessary.”

“Will you sleep first?”

“No.”

Maeril pointed at him. “That was the wrong answer.”

Kargun ignored her with admirable discipline.

“The camp still needs hands.”

“Of course it does,” she muttered.

Ṛṣi clasped his forearm again.

“Thank you.”

The words were plain.

The right size.

Kargun’s grip tightened.

“Make the shelves useful,” he said.

“We will try.”

“Do.”

Then Kargun stepped back.

Already, Ṛṣi could see him turning toward the return road.

Maeril looked at the open door.

Then at Ṛṣi.

“Well,” she said, voice softer now. “We are considered.”

“Yes.”

“Try not to look smug.”

“I do not feel smug.”

“No. You look peaceful. It’s worse.”

He almost smiled.

Together, they stepped through.

Behind them, Kargun rested one hand on his horse’s neck and watched until the door swallowed them into the Court beyond.

Only then did he turn away.

The door had opened for Ṛṣi and Maeril.

But not because they had wanted it loudly enough.

It had opened because a camp outside Beregost breathed a little easier; because a tired Dawnmaster had seen mud given a better shape; because an orc with a shovel had carried the truth down the road.

The door opened because the work outside had become impossible to keep outside.

And on the other side of the wall, the Monk and the Witch entered Candlekeep as Seekers.





Useful Work

The Court of Air smelled of salt, ink, and old leather.

Maeril stopped three steps past the postern door and forgot how to pretend she was not overwhelmed.

The open court spread before them in pale stone and sea-wind, ringed by towers, doors, chimneys, galleries, and robed figures moving with the calm urgency of people who believed a misplaced folio could become a theological incident. Beyond the outer bustle, set into the heavier inner wall, the Emerald Door glowed faintly green.

Not open.

Not for them.

Not yet.

Ṛṣi felt her stop before he looked at her. Her hand had tightened around her staff. Her eyes had gone wide, not with fear, but with something more dangerous to her dignity.

Wonder.

A young Avowed waited just inside the door, staff in hand, ink smudge on one sleeve, expression poised between welcome and instructions.

“Seekers Ṛṣi and Maeril?” he asked.

Maeril’s smile nearly escaped her face.

“Yes,” she said, too loudly.

Ṛṣi bowed. “We are in your hands.”

The Avowed returned the bow, clearly relieved that at least one of them was calm.

“I am Novice Lethan. By the Readers’ order, I am to show you the precincts open to Seekers, answer what questions I can, and ensure you do not accidentally commit a cataloguing offense in your first hour.”

Maeril blinked.

“A what?”

“Candlekeep has many offenses,” Lethan said gravely. “Some are more traditional than others.”

“I like him,” Maeril said to Ṛṣi.

“You have known him for one sentence.”

“It was a strong sentence.”

Lethan’s mouth twitched. He turned, and they followed him into Candlekeep.

They did not receive the tour Maeril’s hunger wanted. There would be time for towers later, Lethan told them, and rules before towers. There were always rules before towers.

He pointed out what they needed first.

The Hearth, where Seekers and Avowed ate under the same smoke-blackened beams. The House of the Binder, where books were copied, mended, and treated with the kind of care most cities reserved for nobles and relics. The Pillars of Pedagogy, where approved texts could be brought for study under supervision. The House of Rest, where rooms had been prepared for them.

Rooms.

Not a pallet in the Court. Not a tent on stone. Rooms.

Maeril looked at him as if he had announced they were being given a small kingdom.

“With walls?” she asked.

Lethan looked politely confused. “Yes.”

“And a roof?”

“Yes.”

“Not canvas?”

“No.”

“Shutters?”

“Yes.”

She pressed a hand to her chest. “Rish, if I faint, tell everyone I bore it bravely.”

“You have survived worse shelters.”

“I have survived worse meals too. That does not mean I oppose stew.”

Lethan led them past a cluster of Avowed carrying sealed scroll-cases, then slowed as they neared the inner wall.

The Emerald Door stood ahead of them.

Up close, it was less like a door than a decision carved into stone. Dark green metal or mineral, veined with pale light. Runes traced the frame in lines so fine Maeril’s eyes narrowed instinctively, trying to read a ward that was not offering itself to her.

The air before it felt thicker.

Ṛṣi came to stand beside her.

“This is the Emerald Door,” Lethan said. “The only mundane entrance to the Inner Ward. Seekers may not pass through unless granted specific privilege by the Keeper or the Readers. Until then, you are guests of the Court and its outer houses.”

Maeril did not answer.

Her tail flicked once beneath her cloak.

Ṛṣi watched the green light settle along the seams.

“Gates are honest,” he murmured.

Maeril’s mouth tightened.

“Gates and I have history. I grew up on the wrong side of most of them.”

She stared at the Door for another moment, then squared her shoulders.

“All right,” she said. “We waited on the rocks. We can wait on cobbles. Show me what we can see.”

Lethan inclined his head.

Their rooms in the House of Rest were small, clean, and better than either of them knew what to do with immediately. Narrow beds. A chest. A shelf. A basin. A window looking west, where the sea struck the cliffs below with a slow, patient violence.

Maeril stood in the doorway between their adjoining rooms, one hand on the frame.

“I thought Candlekeep was for people who began in towers,” she said.

The words were quiet enough that Lethan, politely busying himself with keys and instructions, pretended not to hear.

Ṛṣi did hear.

“Knowledge does not belong only to towers.”

She gave him a sideways look.

“That is the sort of thing tower people say when they already have the keys.”

“You have always belonged where knowledge is used,” he said. “Not just where it is hoarded.”

For a moment, she had no joke.

Then she looked away, too quickly, and set her pack down on the bed.

“Good,” she said. “Then I’m going to use everything they let me touch.”

Lethan, perhaps wisely, finished explaining mealtimes, study requests, and the consequences of removing a book from an approved room without permission. Maeril listened with an expression of exaggerated innocence that made him repeat several rules twice.

When he left, the rooms became quiet.

Not empty.

Waiting.

Ṛṣi set their bookless satchel down on the shelf.

Maeril saw the movement.

The book was no longer with them. It was somewhere in Candlekeep’s keeping now, being weighed, placed, judged, perhaps argued over, perhaps already filed in a hand neither of them would ever know.

She touched the empty satchel once.

Then turned toward the window.

“Tomorrow,” she said, “we begin behaving like people who deserve these walls.”

Ṛṣi looked at the bed, the shelf, the cold stone floor, the door that had opened because Kargun had carried a letter from mud to memory.

“No,” he said.

Maeril looked back.

“We begin behaving like ourselves,” he said. “The rest follows.”

Her smile came slowly.

“Very annoying,” she said. “When you are right before I have finished being dramatic.”

“I will try to delay next time.”

“See that you do.”



The first morning gave them places to begin.

Ṛṣi woke before dawn because his body trusted darkness more than bells. He dressed, took his staff, and went out where the sea-wind could find him.

The Court of Air was nearly empty. The towers stood black against the paling sky. Somewhere above, the Endless Chant moved along the walls in a thread of voices too soft to make into words.

He found a sheltered stretch of stone near the cliff walk and moved through forms while the keep slept.

Not performance. Not penance.

Practice.

Cold wind pressed at his balance. Salt damp settled on his skin. Breath entered, left, returned. The body remembered itself in a new place.

After breakfast, Lethan asked what they wished to see first.

Maeril answered immediately.

“Abjuration.”

Ṛṣi answered after a breath.

“Where damaged books are mended.”

Lethan looked between them.

His expression suggested this was not the usual division.

“Of course,” he said. “One tower of force and refusal. One room of glue and patience.”

Maeril lifted a finger. “Both of those sound like me.”

“Glue and patience?” Ṛṣi asked.

“Do not test me before proper tea.”

Lethan took Ṛṣi first to the House of the Binder.

The room did not look like a shrine.

Long tables. Presses. Stacked boards. Tools laid in precise order. Leather, thread, glue, oil, cut paper, vellum. The smell was warm, dry, practical. A place where reverence had sleeves rolled up.

A stern woman named Pelas looked at Ṛṣi’s hands before she looked at his face.

“You have stitched before,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Books?”

“No.”

“Then you have not stitched before.”

Maeril made a small delighted sound behind him.

Pelas handed him a torn ledger and a length of thread.

“Show me what your hands think they know.”

So he did.

His first work was not beautiful.

It held.

Pelas examined the tension, the line, the way he had kept the spine from choking closed.

“Hm.”

Maeril leaned toward Lethan. “Is that good?”

Lethan whispered, “For Pelas? Almost indecent.”

Pelas looked up.

“I heard that.”

“Then I was correct,” Lethan said, very quietly.

Ṛṣi returned the ledger to the table.

Pelas pushed another toward him.

“This one is harder.”

Candlekeep began there for him. In a room where fragile things were made usable again.

Maeril, meanwhile, entered the Pillars like a starving woman with table manners she resented having to use.

Lethan brought her abjuration texts first. Real ones. Not the same twelve second-hand manuals she had read until their margins knew her teeth marks. Projected wards. Battlefield shields. Counter-magic theory. Case notes from guards who had protected noble lines through three generations of assassins.

Maeril opened the first book and went very still.

Lethan hovered near the door.

“Is it acceptable?”

She lifted one hand.

He waited.

Her fingers trembled slightly over the page.

“Leave,” she said.

He looked alarmed.

“So I can read this without making a noise that ruins my dignity.”

“Ah,” he said. “Of course.”

He left.

By noon, she had filled three wax tablets with notes and sent a request for six more books, two diagrams, and “anything written by someone who has actually had to keep an arcane shield working while people screamed.”

Lethan returned with four books, one diagram, and a warning about language.

She took all of it.

Candlekeep’s first lesson for her was not that she knew little.

She knew that already.

Its first lesson was that the things she had built from hunger, spite, instinct, and bridge-wisdom had names.

Projected anchoring. Layered denial. Distributed ward-load. Interruption theory. Clean dismantling.

She loved the names.

She distrusted them too.

That was healthy.

“They make it sound tidy,” she told Ṛṣi that night, lying on her stomach with a book open before her and one foot hooked around his ankle.

“Is it not?”

“No. Magic is not tidy. Magic is a room full of clever cats. But if I know what the scholars call the furniture, I can make the cats knock over better things.”

“I see.”

“You absolutely do not.”

“No.”

She grinned into the page.

“Good. Keeps you humble.”



The first tenday gave those first choices roots.

Ṛṣi learned the bindery by smell first: glue, oil, leather, dust, vellum, old cloth, the faint dampness of sea-air held at bay by vigilance and curses. Pelas gave him lesser books at the beginning, because Candlekeep was not sentimental about trust.

Ledgers. Common hymnals. A travel diary with a torn cover and several incorrect opinions about Amnian food.

He stitched as he had stitched boots, straps, torn bags, and once the edge of a wounded man’s sleeve because the cloth had kept catching in the bandage. Pelas watched, corrected, made him cut work apart when it held badly, and only sometimes said why before making him do it again.

By the fourth day, he could feel the difference between a spine that held and a spine that would betray the reader after three openings.

By the sixth, a novice asked him to show her how to keep the thread from biting too deep into the leather.

He showed her the way he showed falling: hand over hand, pressure explained through touch, not lecture.

“Firm enough to hold,” he said. “Not so firm it cannot open.”

The novice glanced at the book.

Then at him.

“That is probably a metaphor.”

“Probably,” he said.

“I hate when Master Pelas does that.”

“So do I.”

Outside the walls, he found the other half of his work.

A Gatewarden had seen him move through forms by the cliff and asked whether he could teach a young guard how to fall without breaking his wrist. Ṛṣi said he could try.

The next day there were three guards.

Then a caravan guard stranded by a broken axle.

Then a young Avowed who had never been struck in anger and looked terrified of discovering what that meant.

Ṛṣi began with falling.

Always.

Not striking. Not winning. Not speed.

Falling.

“The ground is not kind,” he told them. “But it is honest. Learn how to meet it.”

Maeril watched one of these sessions from the road, arms folded, pretending she had only come to stretch her legs.

A guard hit the earth wrong, swore, and sat up holding his elbow.

Ṛṣi crouched beside him, adjusted his hand placement, and demonstrated the motion again. No embarrassment. No impatience. No flourish.

Maeril felt affection settle under her ribs like warm bread.

“You teach like you heal,” she told him later.

He considered that.

“I try to find the place where harm begins.”

“Of course you do.”

“You say that as if it is strange.”

“No. I say it because it is you.”

He accepted that quietly.

Maeril’s own work became useful because she learned to stop attacking problems that needed unmaking.

Her first supervised counterspell lesson ended with the instructor saying, “You have instinct.”

Maeril preened.

Then he added, “You do not yet have judgment.”

She stopped preening.

That became the work.

She had learned to survive by striking fast at danger. Candlekeep taught her to wait half a heartbeat longer. To see whether a spell should be broken, bent, starved, delayed, or allowed to waste itself. Counterspell was not a slap. Dispel Magic was not an axe.

“You unbutton a coat,” the instructor said, after she collapsed a practice ward so thoroughly that three lights went out in the hall. “You do not rip the person wearing it in half.”

Maeril opened her mouth.

Closed it.

Wrote that down.

Lethan noticed, after several days, that she had stopped asking only for larger spells.

She asked for cleaner failures.

“For what purpose?” he asked.

“So when I do something foolish,” she said, “it harms fewer people.”

He carried that answer away with more care than she expected.

After three supervised exercises, Master Olan brought her to a minor silence ward that had begun to fray at the edge of a study room.

“You are observing,” he said.

Maeril clasped both hands behind her back.

“Of course.”

“And not touching.”

“Cruel, but clear.”

Olan began explaining the ward’s structure.

Maeril listened for nearly thirty seconds.

Then tilted her head.

“You see the problem, yes?” Olan asked.

“Yes.”

“Good. Where?”

“The third anchor is carrying the failure, not causing it.”

Olan stopped.

Lethan, standing behind him with a slate, looked up sharply.

Maeril pointed with her chin because her hands were still obediently behind her back.

“There. The line sags there because someone compensated from the wrong side. If you repair the visible break, it will hold for a tenday and then fail louder. You need to loosen the third anchor, draw the strain back into the outer ring, and stop asking the poor thing to pretend it is symmetrical.”

The silence in the study room was nearly absolute.

Which, given the ward, felt appropriate.

Olan stared at the line.

Then adjusted his spectacles.

“Hm,” he said.

Maeril leaned toward Lethan. “Is that good?”

Lethan whispered, “In Candlekeep, ‘hm’ can mean anything from execution to tenure.”

Olan looked at them both.

“I heard that.”

Lethan wrote something down very quickly.

The ward, under supervision, came apart cleanly.

Not torn.

Unbuttoned.

Maeril’s hands shook afterward, not from strain, but from the pleasure of having done something difficult without making it dramatic.

“Again,” she said.

Olan’s mouth almost smiled.

“Not today.”

“You are all extremely cruel with joy.”

“You may observe the west study ward tomorrow.”

She went very still.

“Observe?”

“And perhaps assist.”

Maeril turned to Lethan.

“I am a menace with institutional support now.”

Lethan did not look up from his slate.

“I am choosing not to write that down.”



They still remained outside the Emerald Door.

That mattered.

Every morning Maeril crossed the Court and saw the green glow. Every evening, she passed it again with ink on her fingers and new diagrams in her head. It did not open. It did not explain itself. It simply stood there, holding back the deeper towers, the greater shelves, the marrow of the place.

Some days she hated it.

Some days she respected it.

Most days both.

Ṛṣi watched her learn not to throw herself at it.

That, too, was work.

He had his own closed doors. Not as visible. Not as green.

The texts he could access spoke of healing as divine channel, arcane current, positive force, life principle, bodily restoration. Maeril brought him the parts she thought mattered and translated three kinds of scholarly arrogance into language he could use.

“Here,” she said one afternoon, sliding a book toward him across their study table. “They describe Positive and Negative energy as if someone poured the cosmos into two labelled bottles. Ignore that. This part is useful.”

Ṛṣi read the passage.

Then flexed his fingers.

“When I lay a hand on someone dying,” he said slowly, “it does not feel like opening a bottle. It feels like taking a weight in my center and deciding where it should fall.”

Maeril stopped writing.

“Say that again.”

He did.

She wrote it down.

Not because the sentence was polished.

Because it was true in a way the book was trying and failing to be.

They spent that afternoon mapping his body’s knowledge against Candlekeep’s diagrams. Positive force, negative force, Mercy’s warmth, the harm that could stop a body without hating it, the healing that could close a wound without pretending the wound had not happened.

Maeril drew channels.

Ṛṣi corrected them.

“No. Not there.”

She adjusted the line.

“Here?”

“Closer. But less straight.”

“Bodies are extremely inconvenient.”

“Yes.”

“Why do people insist on having them?”

“They are useful.”

She looked at him.

He looked back.

The absurdity caught them at the same time.

Their laughter was quiet because the study room had rules, but it shook the table.

That became one of their private habits in Candlekeep: taking someone else’s careful theory, testing it against lived bodies, and seeing what survived.

Sometimes the book corrected them.

Sometimes they corrected the book.

Most often, the truth sat somewhere between ink and hand.



At the end of their first tenday, Lethan found them in the Hearth after evening meal.

Ṛṣi had glue on one cuff, a bruise along his forearm from a guard’s enthusiastic failure to fall properly, and a small stack of mended leather straps beside his bowl because someone had discovered he would repair anything left within reach.

Maeril had ink on her cheek and the dangerous brightness of a woman who had spent the day convincing an old ward to stop being dramatic.

Lethan stood across from them holding a slate.

“You both understand,” he said, “that most Seekers spend their first tenday requesting books, arguing about access, and complaining about the food.”

Maeril looked down at her bowl.

“I have opinions about the food.”

“That is not my point.”

“It often isn’t.”

Lethan drew a breath.

Ṛṣi took pity on him. “What is your point?”

The novice looked from one to the other.

“The bindery has requested that you be permitted continued supervised work,” he said to Ṛṣi. “The Gatewarden has asked whether your falling lessons might be repeated twice weekly, outside the walls. Master Olan has asked that Seeker Maeril be present when the west study ward is taken down for repair. And I have been instructed to bring her advanced abjuration requests directly to Master Olan instead of pretending the introductory shelves will satisfy her.”

Maeril sat back slowly.

“Well,” she said. “That is almost praise.”

“It is Candlekeep,” Lethan said. “Almost praise is considered dangerously emotional.”

Ṛṣi looked toward the inner wall.

Across the Court, the Emerald Door still glowed.

Closed.

But not silent, somehow.

Maeril followed his gaze.

“Still shut,” she said.

“Yes.”

“But?”

He considered.

“But the place is learning our names.”

She looked at him, then at her ink-stained hands.

Not the names written at the gate.

Not only Ṛṣiśūra of Lantern Hall and Maeril Greenward of Wyrm’s Crossing.

The names made by use.

The monk who mended spines and taught bodies how to meet the ground.

The witch who argued with wards until they did better work.

The two strange Seekers who had arrived with a book about mercy and then behaved as if knowledge that did not touch the living had missed its own point.

Maeril’s expression softened.

Only briefly.

Then she looked back at Lethan.

“Tell Master Olan I will be unbearable but useful.”

Lethan wrote that down.

Maeril stared.

“Do not write that down.”

“I paraphrased.”

“How?”

“Seeker Maeril accepts.”

She nodded, satisfied.

Then he added, “With visible enthusiasm.”

“Lethan.”

He lowered the slate to hide his smile.

Outside, the sea struck the cliffs. Above, the Endless Chant continued its long breathing of old words into cold air. Within the Court, doors opened and closed, carts rolled, quills scratched, fires were banked for the night.

The Emerald Door did not open.

Not yet.

But by the time the first tenday ended, it no longer felt only like refusal.

It felt like something listening.





Winter Opens

Ṛṣi knew winter first in the lungs.

The cold entered cleanly at Candlekeep. It came off the Sea of Swords with salt in its teeth and struck the cliff walls hard enough to make robes snap, shutters complain, and every breath feel newly made. In the mornings, before the Court of Air filled with voices, he stood near the western walk and let the wind find the places where sleep still clung to him.

Cold told the truth quickly.

It showed where balance was lazy, where breath had shortened, where the body wanted comfort before clarity.

He liked it.

Maeril knew winter first in the bones and declared both lungs and bones poorly designed.

“This is not weather,” she said one morning, wrapped in three layers, two scarves, and a hatred so pure it might have counted as a minor elemental force. “This is a personal argument from the sky.”

Ṛṣi moved through a slow form, bare hands cutting through the wind.

“The sky is large. It has many arguments.”

“I refuse to lose a debate to air.”

“You are losing to temperature.”

“Temperature is air with a knife.”

He turned, breath white, and almost smiled.

She saw it.

“Do not look peaceful. It is indecent.”

“I feel awake.”

“You would.”

She tucked her hands deeper into her sleeves and glared toward the sea, where dawn had begun to turn the horizon pale.

Winter grew at Candlekeep not as a single storm, but as a tightening of the world.

The stones held frost in their seams. Sand was scattered across the Court where the slick patches formed. Fewer travelers came to the gate, and those who did arrived with red faces, stiff cloaks, and the exhausted pride of people who had made a poor decision successfully. The Endless Chant seemed thinner in the wind, not weaker, only drawn sharper by cold air.

Inside, the Hearth became more than a place to eat. It became the keep’s second sun.

Avowed lingered there with ink-stained fingers wrapped around hot cups. Seekers spread notes close to the fire and pretended not to guard the best benches. Cloaks steamed. Boots thawed. Arguments grew slower and more dangerous because nobody wanted to leave the warmth quickly.

One evening, when wind struck the shutters hard enough to make several heads turn, Maeril set down her spoon and said, “We should talk about leaving.”

Ṛṣi looked up.

The firelight caught the green in her skin and the darker shadows beneath her eyes. She had been reading too late again. He knew because one strand of hair near her temple was stained with ink, and because she only remembered to complain about cold when she had not slept enough to fight it properly.

“You want to leave?” he asked.

“No.” She frowned at the bowl as if it had tried to trap her. “That is the problem.”

Across the Hearth, someone laughed too loudly at a joke. The wind answered against the shutters.

Maeril folded her arms.

“We could leave. Roads are still roads. Bad roads, probably murderous roads, roads with opinions about toes, but roads. We could go south before the worst of it closes in.”

“Yes.”

“You are not helping.”

“I am listening.”

“That is worse. It makes me hear myself.”

He waited.

She looked toward the inner wall, though the Emerald Door could not be seen from where they sat.

“I am not done with this place,” Maeril said.

The words came out almost resentfully.

Ṛṣi followed her gaze.

“Neither am I,” he replied.

That quieted something between them.

Not the wind. Not the cold. Not the ache of distance from Lantern Hall, or the knowledge that every day spent inside Candlekeep was a day someone else carried work they had once carried themselves.

But it quieted the question.

Maeril picked up her spoon again.

“Then we stay.”

“Yes.”

“For winter.”

“Yes.”

She pointed the spoon at him.

“If I freeze to death, I will blame you in three languages.”

“You should choose the clearest one first.”

“I will choose the rudest.”

“That may also be clearest.”

She stared at him.

Then laughed into her soup, unwillingly and warmly enough that one Avowed at the next table glanced over.

They stayed.

Not because winter trapped them.

Because the choice had become honest.

They had crossed enough roads to know the difference.



Winter did not make their work dramatic.

It made it durable.

The next tenday’s brightness settled into pattern. Ṛṣi still went to the House of the Binder, where Pelas trusted him with harder spines and fewer compliments. The falling lessons outside the wall continued when the weather allowed and moved under a covered walk when it did not. Guards cursed the cold stone until they learned how not to meet it face-first.

Maeril spent more hours in supervised study rooms, not because she had become less hungry for the deeper stacks, but because she had learned how much could be done with the shelves already open to her. She sat with abjuration texts until the margins of her notes became their own hostile commentary. Master Olan let her assist with old wards when he felt brave, which was more often than his face admitted. Lethan carried requests, warnings, and occasional messages with the air of someone who had been assigned to a small, green academic weather event.

The Emerald Door remained shut.

Maeril noticed every day.

Ṛṣi noticed that she noticed.

Some mornings she passed it in silence. Some evenings she muttered at it under her breath.

Once, while crossing the Court, he saw her stop before it, tilt her head, and say, “I know you are not smug. You are a door. But somehow.”

The Door gave no answer.

Ṛṣi bowed to it the next morning.

Maeril saw.

“Absolutely not.”

He straightened. “What?”

“Do not encourage it.”

“It is a threshold.”

“It is a locked threshold with delusions of moral authority.”

“Still a threshold.”

“You are fraternizing with the enemy.”

He considered the Door.

“I am acknowledging where I cannot yet step.”

“You are making it worse.”

He bowed again the next day.

She threatened to walk into the sea.



The first paper bird left on a morning hard with frost.

Ṛṣi folded it carefully at their small table while Maeril watched from the bed, wrapped in a blanket like a dissatisfied omen. The spell had taken her half an hour to prepare in a way that would carry far enough and not lose itself over the Coast Way.

“You should write less like a funeral bell,” she said.

Ṛṣi looked down at the page.

He had written plainly: that they had reached Candlekeep, that their book had been accepted, that winter was drawing in, that they had chosen to remain for the season, that he hoped Lantern Hall was not carrying more than it could bear.

“It is accurate.”

“It is mournful.”

“It asks a question.”

“It apologizes for asking the question, then bows to the table, then apologizes to the ink.”

He looked at her.

She held out one hand.

“Give it here.”

He did.

Maeril read, lips moving, then softened despite herself.

“You are worried they need you.”

“Yes.”

“Of course they need you.”

His eyes lowered.

She tapped the page sharply.

“That was not permission for martyrdom. Everyone needs everyone. That is how not being a chair works.”

“A chair is also useful.”

“Rish.”

He looked at her then.

The private name changed the room. Not much. Enough.

She handed the page back.

“Ask Elisa how the Hall stands. Do not ask whether you are allowed to breathe while away from it.”

He was quiet for a while.

Then he changed the last line.

Not much.

Enough.

The paper bird left through the window in the grey morning, wings flashing pale against the sea-wind. It dipped once, caught its spell, and vanished east.

For three days, no answer came.

Ṛṣi did not speak of it.

Maeril did not ask.

On the fourth evening, as the Hearth roared against sleet, a folded bird struck the shutter of their room with a papery, indignant tap.

Maeril opened it before he could cross the room.

“Ah,” she said, reading the first line. “Elisa has feelings.”

Ṛṣi stood beside her.

The letter smelled faintly of smoke, lamp oil, and Lantern Hall.

Elisa wrote that the Hall stood.

Not easily. Not perfectly.

But it stood.

The rooms were full. The bridge still sent them people. The old women had reorganized the soup schedule without asking anyone’s permission, which Elisa described as both terrifying and effective. Kargun had returned from Beregost with two families and a cough he refused to admit was a cough. Someone had donated blankets. Someone else had stolen three, then returned with five more and refused to explain.

Elisa had written in her careful hand:


Go on. Learn. We will hold here.



Ṛṣi read that line twice.

Then a third time.

Maeril watched his fingers on the page.

She knew the shape of that silence now. It was not peace. Not yet. It was the body learning it had set down a weight and the world had not ended.

“She did not say they do not need you,” Maeril said.

“No.”

“She said they can hold.”

“Yes.”

“That is different.”

“Yes.”

She leaned her shoulder against his arm.

“That is why it matters.”

He looked down at her.

“The Hall?”

“The Hall. The book. All of it.” She nodded toward the letter. “Mercy that collapses the moment you leave is only a heroic posture with furniture. Lantern Hall is standing because it became more than your hands.”

Ṛṣi looked at the paper again.

Elisa’s words waited there, steady and unadorned.


We will hold here.



He folded the letter with care.

“Then we stay,” he said.

Maeril’s shoulder pressed more firmly into him.

“We already chose that.”

“Yes.”

“But now you might stop punishing yourself for agreeing.”

He did not answer.

She let him keep the silence.

That night they ate in their room because the sleet made the walk back to the Hearth feel like a personal insult. Maeril spread books across the bed and then complained that the bed had become unusable for sleeping. Ṛṣi pointed out that she had created the problem. She accused him of siding with furniture. He made tea.

The letter stayed on the shelf above the table.

Not hidden.

Not displayed.

Held.

After that, the birds came when weather and spell allowed. Not often. Often enough.

Lantern Hall remained a thread through winter, pulled taut but not breaking.



Cold drew them inward.

Not away from the work. Into the shape it made around them.

Their rooms became lived in by degrees. At first, they had kept their things neat because the space felt loaned. Then Maeril’s notes began colonizing the shelf, then the chair, then a portion of the floor she defended as “active thought.” Ṛṣi’s repaired straps, folded cloth, spare cord, and careful stacks of borrowed texts occupied the other side with a quietness that made Maeril call him “violently organized.”

They learned the sounds of Candlekeep’s winter nights.

Wind at the shutters. Distant doors. A cart crossing the Court. The faint thread of the Chant moving somewhere above them. The sea below, never silent, striking the cliff again and again as if endurance could be practiced by water too.

Some nights they read side by side until words blurred.

Some nights Maeril spoke too quickly because a ward had done something elegant and infuriating. Some nights Ṛṣi returned from training with cold in his robes and she put both hands against his face in outrage.

“You are freezing.”

“Yes.”

“On purpose.”

“Yes.”

“You know that makes it worse.”

“Yes.”

She kept her hands there anyway.

He covered them with his own until her fingers warmed.

The season made them ordinary in ways Maeril did not trust at first.

There was bread in the morning. Tea when they remembered. Arguments over blankets. Ink on skin. Ṛṣi’s staff leaning by the door. Maeril’s tail stealing warmth under the covers and pretending innocence. Candlekeep’s bells. The Emerald Door’s silence. Elisa’s letters. Kargun’s name appearing in the margins of home like a weight that had joined the structure.

One night, after a long day of wind and close study, Maeril lay with her head against Ṛṣi’s chest and listened to his breathing.

“This is what you were walking toward,” she said.

His hand stilled where it rested against her back.

“Candlekeep?”

“No.” Her eyes were closed. “Not the books. Not only the books.”

He waited.

She opened one eye enough to glare faintly at nothing.

“Do not make me sound wise while I’m tired.”

“I am not.”

“You are thinking it.”

“I am listening.”

“Worse.”

But she did not move away.

After a while, she said, “You left Baldur’s Gate like a man leaving fire. But this—” Her hand shifted against his ribs, taking in the room, the cold, the letters, the books, the shared bed, the quiet work that did not need anyone to bleed beautifully for it. “This feels like something you were walking toward.”

Ṛṣi looked toward the window, where frost had gathered in the corners of the glass.

He thought of Lantern Hall standing without him.

Of Kargun carrying burdens he had not asked permission to carry.

Of Elisa writing we will hold here.

Of Maeril’s notes on the floor and the Emerald Door still closed beyond the Court.

“I did not know,” he said.

“No,” she murmured. “You usually don’t until your feet have already decided.”

His hand moved again over her back.

“Did yours decide?”

“My feet? No. My feet hate winter.”

“Maeril.”

She sighed.

Then, quieter, “Yes.”

The word entered the room without ceremony.

Yes.

Not everything. Not forever made simple. Not a cure for fear, or grief, or all the doors still waiting.

But yes.

He held her closer.

Outside, winter pressed against the walls.

Inside, they let the chosen season hold them.



When the thaw began, Candlekeep changed first by sound.

Water dripped from gutters. Snow slid from ledges in sudden, undignified collapses. Boots struck stone with less caution. The Court of Air filled again with more voices, more messengers, more complaints about shipping delays, more arguments over manuscripts that had spent winter waiting for someone to be wrong about them.

Maeril mourned the loss of one dependable excuse to remain under blankets.

Ṛṣi told her spring was also useful.

She said spring had poor boundaries.

Then Lethan came for them.

He found them in the Pillars, where Maeril had three books open, two closed under her elbow, and one hovering slightly because she claimed the table had become “politically insufficient.” Ṛṣi sat across from her with a text on bodily restoration, though his eyes were on the note she had just pushed toward him.

Lethan stopped at the door.

“Seekers.”

Maeril did not look up. “If this is about the hovering book, it is not technically unshelved.”

“It is about the First Reader.”

The book dropped half an inch.

Maeril caught it with a flick of her fingers and finally looked up.

“What about the First Reader?”

“He requests your presence.”

Ṛṣi closed his book.

“When?”

“Now.”

Maeril’s expression sharpened.

Lethan added, “You are not in trouble.”

“That is exactly what people say before explaining a new category of trouble.”

“I have no evidence that you are in trouble.”

“That is weaker.”

Ṛṣi stood and laid one hand briefly on her shoulder as he passed.

“We should go.”

“I know. I dislike going places without knowing whether I should prepare an apology or an argument.”

“Prepare both.”

“Efficient.”

They followed Lethan across the Court.

The Emerald Door glowed in the inner wall as it had all winter, green and silent and infuriatingly composed. Maeril did not look at it.

Not directly.

Ṛṣi noticed.

So did she.

“Do not comment,” she said.

“I did not.”

“You were preparing to be peaceful.”

“I was walking.”

“Suspiciously.”

The First Reader received them in a chamber that smelled of parchment, oil, and stone warmed by a fire kept deliberately modest. Shelves rose along two walls. A narrow window showed the sea beyond the cliff, iron-grey and restless under spring cloud.

He was older than Olan, older than Pelas, older perhaps than anyone Maeril trusted on principle. Age had not softened him. It had made him economical. His robe was plain for his station, his hands ink-marked, his eyes alert enough to make Maeril straighten despite herself.

“Seekers,” he said.

Ṛṣi bowed.

Maeril inclined her head with only slightly less drama than a bow.

The First Reader’s gaze moved between them.

“You came to Candlekeep with an unusual donation.”

Maeril’s mouth twitched. “We have been told that several times.”

“I expect you have.”

He sat, but did not invite them to. Not from discourtesy. From brevity.

“The work you brought has been accepted into the collection. Its cataloguing is not yet complete, but its value is no longer in question.”

Something in Maeril’s face went still.

Ṛṣi felt it.

The book had already entered. They had known that. But hearing the words from this man, in this room, after winter, made the truth take another shape.

“Thank you,” Ṛṣi said.

The First Reader nodded once.

“That is not why I summoned you.”

Maeril’s brows lifted.

He continued.

“You have spent the winter as Seekers. You have made no formal request for expanded privilege.”

“No,” Ṛṣi said.

“You have repeatedly been reminded that the Inner Ward remains closed to you.”

“Yes,” Maeril said. “The reminders were unnecessary but thorough.”

The First Reader’s eyes rested on her for a moment.

Then, impossibly, warmed by a fraction.

“Nevertheless, in the months since your admission, the bindery has requested continued access to Seeker Ṛṣi’s hands. The Gatewardens have reported fewer broken wrists among their juniors. Master Olan has written three contradictory memoranda about Seeker Maeril, all of which conclude that certain wards now function better than they did before she interfered with them.”

Maeril opened her mouth.

Ṛṣi looked at her.

She closed it.

The First Reader saw both things and continued.

“Novice Lethan, who has shown admirable endurance, reports that you ask for more than you can be given, complain less than expected, and return what you borrow in better condition than some Avowed manage.”

Maeril whispered, “That is definitely praise.”

Ṛṣi said quietly, “Almost.”

The First Reader’s mouth did not move.

His eyes did.

“You have given more than you have taken,” he said. “More importantly, you have shown that you understand what knowledge is for.”

The room became very still.

Outside the narrow window, the sea struck the cliff and fell back.

Ṛṣi felt Maeril beside him, every part of her suddenly listening.

The First Reader folded his hands.

“For three months, beginning tomorrow, you will be granted supervised access through the Emerald Door. The terms will be strict. The Inner Ward is not a prize, and it is not a playground. Some collections remain closed. Some questions are dangerous. Some books are not wise simply because they are old.”

Maeril had gone pale around the mouth.

Not fear.

Impact.

Ṛṣi spoke before she could force a joke over it.

“We have not asked for this.”

The First Reader looked at him.

“No,” he said. “That is another point in your favor.”

Maeril’s hand found the edge of her sleeve and gripped it.

The First Reader rose then.

“Candlekeep does not open deeper doors because visitors desire them. Desire is common. Hunger for knowledge is common. Talent is common enough to be inconvenient.”

Maeril looked personally offended by that last sentence.

“But restraint,” he said, “usefulness, care for what is borrowed, and the habit of returning knowledge to life — those are rarer. You may pass the Door because winter has made your conduct legible.”

He turned toward Lethan, waiting by the entrance.

“Novice Lethan will provide the conditions in writing. Read them before signing. Especially you, Seeker Maeril.”

Maeril blinked.

“I feel unfairly known.”

“You have been here all winter.”

“That is no excuse for accuracy.”

This time, the First Reader did smile.

Small. Brief. Dangerous to morale.

“You are dismissed.”

They bowed.

Maeril remembered to do it.

Barely.



They did not speak until they were back in the Court.

The thaw had left the stones damp. A cart rattled past carrying bundled manuscripts. Somewhere above, the Endless Chant changed hands at the hour.

The Emerald Door waited ahead, green light threaded through its seams.

Still closed.

For the last time, perhaps, in the way it had been closed all winter.

Maeril stopped before it.

Ṛṣi stopped beside her.

For months she had looked at this Door every day. Complained at it. Insulted it. Pretended not to measure herself against it.

Ṛṣi had bowed to it each morning, which she still considered spiritually suspicious.

They had not pulled at it.

Maeril had complained, which was not the same thing.

Ṛṣi had bowed, which she insisted was worse.

But they had stayed. They had worked. They had written home. They had let Lantern Hall hold without them, and let Candlekeep learn the shape of their hands.

Now the Door waited.

Maeril’s fingers found Ṛṣi’s.

Not for balance.

Not quite.

“Well,” she said, looking at the green-lit threshold. “That is horribly satisfying.”

Ṛṣi’s hand closed around hers once.

“Yes.”

“Try not to look peaceful about it.”

“I will try.”

“You are already failing.”

He looked at her then, not at the Door.

Her eyes were bright with hunger, fear, triumph, and something quieter beneath all three.

Tomorrow, the Door would open.

Tomorrow, the deeper shelves would begin pulling them in different directions.

Maeril knew it too.

That was why her hand held his a little harder.

“Together?” she asked, very softly.

Ṛṣi turned his hand and laced his fingers through hers.

“Together.”

She breathed out.

“Good. Because if you become insufferably enlightened behind that thing, I am leaving you for a bookcase.”

“I will avoid it.”

“You say that now.”

The Emerald Door stood before them, silent and green.

No longer only refusal.





Emerald Doors





Behind the Doors

The Emerald Door opened the next morning without ceremony.

That made it worse.

Maeril had prepared herself for a sound. A chime, perhaps. A solemn chant. A terrible grinding of ancient hinges. At the very least, some small acknowledgment from the universe that she was about to step through a door she had insulted daily for months.

Instead, an Avowed touched the lock with a bronze token, spoke one word too softly to steal, and the green-lit seam parted.

Quietly.

As if the Door had never been the problem.

Maeril stared.

“I hate that,” she said.

Ṛṣi stood beside her with his staff in hand, calm enough to be suspicious.

“You wanted it to open.”

“I wanted it to admit I won.”

Lethan, waiting just beyond the threshold with a slate and a face arranged into professional neutrality, said, “The Emerald Door does not usually concede defeat.”

“Coward.”

“Several Readers would agree, though not in writing.”

That helped.

Ṛṣi stepped through.

Maeril followed because dignity had limits and the Inner Ward was on the other side.

The Door closed behind them.

This time the sound did matter.

Not loud. Not theatrical. A deep, precise settling of metal into warded stone, followed by a faint pulse of green light that ran through the frame and vanished. The Court of Air, the Hearth, the winter rooms, the benches where they had waited and worked and complained — all of it fell away behind one sealed line.

For a breath, neither of them moved.

The air inside was different.

Cooler, but not with winter. Drier. Held. It smelled of parchment, dust, old wood, lamp oil, and the faint metallic edge of layered wards. The corridor ahead rose under a high arched ceiling ribbed with stone. Lamps burned without flame inside green glass. Their light did not flicker.

Maeril looked up.

Then farther up.

Then farther still.

The corridor opened into a vertical chamber that climbed through the heart of the keep. Galleries circled the hollow height. Bridges crossed from tower to tower like thoughts refusing to remain in one skull. Shelves lined walls where shelves should not have been able to fit. Scroll ladders ran on brass tracks. Sealed doors stood under sigils. Avowed moved along the galleries with careful speed, carrying locked cases, bundles of papers, and boxes that seemed to receive more respect than some kings.

Maeril’s hand found Ṛṣi’s sleeve.

Not for balance.

Not quite.

“Rish,” she whispered. “This is…”

Her voice failed in a way he knew she would resent.

She tried again.

“This is the marrow.”

Ṛṣi looked into the rising chamber.

He did not see only books.

He saw lives made into weight.

A hand long dead pressing ink into paper so someone unborn might not begin from nothing. A journey survived badly enough to be recorded. A spell copied because one mind could not be trusted to hold it alone. A prayer. A warning. A map. A mistake preserved so it did not have to be made twice.

The place did not feel quiet because it was empty.

It felt quiet because everything here was being listened to.

“Yes,” he said.

Lethan let them have the silence for longer than his duties probably allowed.

Then he cleared his throat.

“Before either of you falls in love with anything dangerous, I am required to repeat the terms of access.”

Maeril did not look away from the galleries. “Too late.”

“I assumed.”

Lethan lifted the slate.

“No books, scrolls, folios, tablets, cases, artifacts, fragments, rubbings, rubbings of fragments, loose pages, sealed notes, unsealed notes, labelled objects, unlabelled objects, or suspiciously innocent objects may cross back through the Emerald Door without written authorization from a Reader.”

Maeril turned slowly.

“That list became personal halfway through.”

“It was revised after incidents.”

“Recent incidents?”

“I am not permitted to answer in a way that encourages you.”

Ṛṣi said, “Nothing leaves.”

“Correct,” Lethan said. “Not even small things. Especially not small things. If an object appears harmless, assume that means it has had practice.”

Maeril’s eyes brightened.

Lethan pointed at her with the slate.

“No.”

“I said nothing.”

“Your face began filing a request.”

“My face is scholarly.”

“Your face is why the rule exists.”

Ṛṣi’s mouth moved.

Maeril saw.

“Do not smile. You bowed to a door.”

“I did.”

“And somehow I am the concern.”

“Yes,” Lethan said.

She looked betrayed by both of them.

Lethan continued before she could build a legal case.

“Touch only what is given to you. Read only what is placed before you or assigned to you. Do not test wards. Do not improve wards. Do not argue with wards unless a supervising Avowed has specifically asked you to argue with that ward.”

Maeril’s mouth opened.

“Seeker Maeril.”

She closed it.

“Do not bring open flame. Do not cast without permission. Do not assume silence means safety. Do not assume old means wise. Do not assume wise means safe.”

That last one changed the air slightly.

Ṛṣi looked from Lethan to the nearest niche.

Set into the wall beside them, behind a pane of clear crystal, lay a scroll tube capped in black metal. No decoration. No title visible. Only three small ward-marks at the base and a red thread knotted around the seal.

Farther on, a lacquered box sat alone on a stone shelf, its corners bound in silver. Beside it, a single book rested open beneath a glass bell, its pages blank until the light shifted. Then lines appeared and vanished like breath on a mirror.

Maeril’s hunger sharpened into caution.

Good, Ṛṣi thought.

She noticed him noticing.

“I am capable of not touching things.”

“I know.”

“For several minutes at a time.”

“I know.”

Lethan said, “Assume every object you see is important, dangerous, someone’s life’s work, or all three.”

Maeril looked at the open book under glass.

“What if it is only two?”

“Then the third is waiting.”

She breathed out.

“Fine. That is a strong rule.”

They followed him deeper in.

The Inner Ward did not unfold like a tour. It revealed itself in controlled glimpses. A scriptorium where four Avowed copied from a floating tablet that turned its own pages when no one breathed too close. A chamber door banded in copper, marked with signs Maeril’s eyes tried to follow until the signs seemed to notice and she wisely looked away. A bridge where the sea could be heard faintly through stone, far below and farther beyond. A round reading room with one table, one chair, three lamps, and six locks on the cabinet beside it.

Everywhere, care.

Not the soft care of comfort.

The hard care of people who knew what damage looked like.

Ṛṣi found himself slowing to match the place.

Maeril did the opposite at first. Her attention darted, caught, returned, darted again. Wards tugged at her gaze. Diagrams half-hidden under glass teased the edge of recognition. Doors promised systems. Systems promised arguments. Arguments promised joy.

Then she saw an Avowed lift a cracked tablet with both hands and carry it as if carrying an injured bird.

Her own hands stilled.

The Inner Ward did not ask her to want less.

It asked her to touch wanting with cleaner fingers.

That was harder.

Lethan led them onto a circular gallery that crossed the hollow chamber by a narrow bridge. The height dropped away beneath the rail. Far below, green lamps marked lower corridors. Above, bridges climbed into shadows and light.

Maeril leaned just far enough to look down.

Ṛṣi’s hand hovered near the back of her cloak.

She did not fall.

She did smile without looking at him.

“I felt that.”

“I did not touch.”

“You considered touching.”

“Yes.”

“Romantic and insulting.”

“Yes.”

Lethan waited at the far end of the bridge with the expression of a man responsible for both history and fools near railings.

When they reached him, he said, “Your access is generous, but not general.”

Maeril’s attention returned to him.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning the Inner Ward is not a field in which you may run until you strike something interesting. Your first appointments have been arranged according to approved fields of study, prior conduct, and several arguments I was not senior enough to survive.”

“I appreciate the survivors.”

“As do I.”

Lethan checked his slate.

“Seeker Maeril, Master Olan has requested your presence in the eastern abjuration holdings. You will be under his supervision for the morning. Possibly longer, depending on whether he regrets his optimism.”

Maeril’s entire body sharpened.

“Eastern abjuration holdings,” she repeated.

“Yes.”

“How eastern?”

“Very.”

“How abjurative?”

“I am not qualified to answer in a way that will not cause running.”

She took one step.

Ṛṣi looked at her.

She stopped.

Barely.

Lethan turned to him.

“Seeker Ṛṣi, Reader Selanka oversees several devotional and embodied-practice collections. Your first appointment is in a lower reading chamber.”

“Ilmatari?” Ṛṣi asked.

“Among other things.”

Maeril looked between them.

Then at the two corridors branching beyond the gallery.

One sloped upward toward a passage dense with ward-signs. The other bent downward into quieter stone, where the lamps were fewer and the air seemed to hold its breath differently.

Her smile faltered only a little.

“Oh,” she said. “So much for together.”

The words were light.

Almost.

Ṛṣi looked along the two paths.

They had entered through the same Door.

Candlekeep, apparently, would not be studied that way.

Lethan’s expression softened with the smallest possible administrative mercy.

“You both remain within the terms of the same access. You will return through the same Door at the end of each day.”

“Very comforting,” Maeril said. “Bureaucracy has embraced romance.”

Ṛṣi turned to her.

“We return together.”

She looked at him then.

The joke in her face changed shape. Stayed a joke, but made room for something quieter underneath.

“Don’t become enlightened without me.”

“Do not become impossible without me.”

“Too late.”

She touched his hand.

Brief.

Warm.

Then she lifted her chin toward the warded passage.

“If I am devoured by an abjuration diagram, avenge me by telling it I was right.”

“I will ask whether you were.”

“Cruel.”

“Careful.”

“Worse.”

Lethan gave a small bow toward the upward passage.

“Seeker Maeril.”

She followed him two steps, then turned back once.

Ṛṣi still stood where the paths divided.

Not watching the abjuration corridor.

Watching her.

She rolled her eyes because tenderness required disguise.

Then she went.

Lethan paused long enough to gesture another Avowed toward Ṛṣi’s corridor.

“Reader Selanka will receive you below,” he said. “And, Seeker Ṛṣi?”

“Yes?”

“If Seeker Maeril attempts to claim later that she was calm, there are witnesses.”

Maeril’s voice came from farther up the passage.

“I heard that.”

Lethan did not raise his voice.

“I assumed.”

Ṛṣi inclined his head.

Then he turned toward the quieter stair.

Behind him, Maeril’s steps climbed into the warded east.

Ahead, the lower corridor waited.

The Emerald Door had opened.

And already it had become more than one path.





The Art of Being Struck

Novice Lethan conducted Ṛṣi through the lower passages in person.

Maeril’s footsteps had already vanished upward into the warded east, taking her voice, her muttered commentary, and most of the warmth in the passage with her. The lower corridor answered differently: less light, sealed doors to either side, stone underfoot, and the quiet of a place where even dust seemed to understand permission.

Lethan walked half a pace ahead, slate tucked beneath one arm, keys silent at his belt. He did not speak again until they reached a narrow turning marked by a small brass plate and no invitation.

Reader Selanka waited there.

Not in a doorway.

Beside it.

As if the hour had arrived around her.

Lethan stopped and bowed with the clean respect of someone handing responsibility upward.

“Third Reader Selanka. Seeker Ṛṣiśūra.”

Selanka inclined her head by the smallest useful amount.

“Novice Lethan.”

No warmth. No dismissal.

Recognition.

Lethan accepted it. He turned to Ṛṣi with a last, careful look, the kind Candlekeep used when a warning had already been written but still deserved a human face.

“Seeker.”

Ṛṣi bowed. “Thank you.”

Lethan’s mouth moved almost toward sympathy, thought better of it, and became professional instead.

Then he left them.

Selanka watched him go only until his steps passed beyond hearing. Then her eyes moved to Ṛṣi.

She was narrow, grey-haired, and precise. Not severe. Not gentle.

Precise.

Her blue robe had been mended at the cuff with thread so fine Ṛṣi noticed the care before he noticed the repair.

“Ṛṣiśūra of Lantern Hall,” she said.

Formal. Correct.

He bowed. “Yes.”

“Warrior of Mercy. Disciple of Ilmater. Co-author of the treatise on mercy at thresholds.”

“Yes,” he said, more question than answer.

Selanka noticed.

“Candlekeep reads donations,” she said. “And reputations, when they arrive attached to them.”

Ṛṣi lowered his eyes once.

Not in shame.

Acknowledgment.

Selanka studied him for another breath, as if choosing where weight should be placed.

Then she turned toward the waiting door.

“Come.”

Selanka led him down three narrow turns without looking back. Ṛṣi followed, counting nothing except the shift of air as the passage grew cooler and the walls gave less sound back to his steps.

At the last door, Selanka stopped.

For the first time, her precision changed.

Only a little.

She drew one breath through her nose, looked at the plain wood as if it had disappointed no one recently, and said, “Ah. Here I am again.”

Then she glanced at Ṛṣi.

Not long.

Long enough.

Selanka cleared her throat, took one of the keys from her belt, and opened the door.

The room beyond was small, round, and orderly.

Three narrow shelves held a few books, none of them crowded, each placed with the spacing of things that had earned room around them.

At the far wall stood three recessed cases.

Not cabinets.

Not shelves.

Cases.

Each one held a book on a slanted stand behind a pane of thick, clear glass. The glass caught the lamplight without giving back a proper reflection. Wards had been worked into the frames in fine metal thread, so neatly that Ṛṣi noticed them only after he had already understood that nothing in the room was unguarded by accident.

Selanka did not move toward the cases yet.

Ṛṣi did.

Slowly.

The first volume was enormous. It rested closed under glass, its dark leather worn smooth at the corners and its spine broad enough to look almost architectural. Brass capped the edges. Old repairs crossed the binding in thread and narrow plates of dull metal. It looked often used, but never casually handled.

The second volume was smaller, but heavier in its silence. Its leather was darker, the clasps stronger, the ward-frame around its case more visible. It had been opened less often. That, too, said something.

The third volume was thin.

Ṛṣi’s eyes stayed on it longer than he expected.

It should have looked least important. It did not. Its case had more seals than the others, and the narrow book inside seemed less like a volume than a blade laid flat.

Beside the cases, the smaller shelves held commentaries, warning registers, reader accounts, and narrow folios tied in grey cord. Not many. Enough to show that the three books had made a room around themselves.

Ṛṣi stepped closer to the first pane.

The title had been tooled along the book’s edge in plain, darkened letters.

The Art of Being Struck.

He paused.

“That is interesting,” he said. “And strange.”

Behind him, Selanka gave one small nod.

Nothing more.

Ṛṣi looked back at the glass and read the smaller line beneath.

A Sensate Experience of Hostile Spellcraft.

The question did not become words.

It settled under his ribs instead.

Why had Selanka brought him here?

He moved his eyes from one case to the next.

Lesser Impacts.

Greater Impacts.

Terminal Impressions.

At the last phrase, he stepped back.

Not far.

Only enough to let his breath return to its ordinary depth.

He looked from the thin third volume to the heavy first, then to the commentaries, then to the warded glass between his hands and the books. The title had sounded almost like a joke. The room did not.

He turned toward Selanka.

She was not looking at the books.

She was looking at him.

Ṛṣi became aware of his own hands before she spoke. The scars across the knuckles. The old thickening where staff and road had made their claims. The nails cut short. The small pale line near his thumb where a blade had opened him badly enough to remember the weather.

Selanka’s eyes moved with the same careful economy she had given the cases.

Hands.

Shoulders.

Throat.

Breath.

The plain travel-worn clothes he had mended himself because replacing cloth too early felt like waste.

She stepped closer.

Not invading.

Inspecting.

Ṛṣi kept still as she lifted his right hand by the wrist. Her fingers were dry and cool. She turned his palm toward the light, pressed once at the base of his fingers, then once against the harder callus below the thumb.

He did not pull away.

Her thumb found an old scar and stopped there.

“Hm,” she said.

She released his hand and touched two fingers, lightly, to the side of his forearm. Not enough to hurt. Enough to feel whether the muscle answered before the man did.

It did.

Selanka noticed that too.

Ṛṣi felt heat rise under his skin, not quite embarrassment and not quite anger. He had been examined by healers. By enemies. By priests who wanted confession from posture before words. Selanka’s attention was none of those things, but it was not comfortable.

“You seem like the right kind of person,” she said.

Ṛṣi looked at the glass cases, then back at her.

“For?”

She let go of him and cleared her throat.

Then, slowly, she turned toward the drapes hiding the rest of the room.

Selanka drew the drape aside.

The cloth made almost no sound.

Behind it, the room stopped pretending to be a room for books.

A low pallet lay in the center of the space, broad enough for a body to rest without any part of it near the floor. Thick cushions had been fitted together beneath a plain cover. Not luxurious. Too plain for that. Practical, dense, and made to take weight badly given.

The walls near it had been softened with padded panels. The corners were rounded. A small table stood beyond easy reach, holding folded cloths, a covered basin, a narrow pitcher of water, two stoppered vials, a healer’s roll, and a bell without a clapper.

No chair.

No desk.

No hard object close enough for a hand to strike by accident.

At the pallet’s sides, four soft straps rested open.

Ṛṣi looked at those longest.

They were not chains. They were not manacles. They had been made from layered cloth and smooth leather, wide enough not to cut the skin if a body fought them.

That made them worse.

He understood the care in them before he understood the use.

The room had gone very quiet.

Not empty.

Prepared.

Ṛṣi felt his breath change and brought it back before Selanka could need to notice. His eyes moved from the straps to the basin, from the basin to the folded cloths, then back to the books waiting behind glass.

Nothing in the space looked cruel.

Everything in it looked necessary.

Selanka let the drape fall back into place.

For a moment, she said nothing.

Ṛṣi did not ask again.

The room had answered enough to make the question less simple.

“The Readers who arranged your appointments considered several works,” Selanka said.

She turned back toward the cases.

“This one was recommended after your work with the guards.”

Ṛṣi looked at her.

Selanka had already taken a second key from her belt. It was longer than the first, cut with teeth too fine for an ordinary lock. She set it into the frame of the first case and spoke one word under her breath.

Ṛṣi heard it.

It was no tongue he had heard before. The word seemed to come from somewhere farther than Faerûn, and his mind failed to hold the shape of it once it had passed.

The glass gave a small, soft click.

Selanka lifted the pane with both hands, careful as a healer turning a limb that might break if pride moved faster than skill.

The air above the first volume changed when the case opened. Not wind. Not warmth. A slight pressure only, as if the room had remembered to hold its breath.

She released two clasps, opened the heavy cover, and turned the first pages with a flat tool of pale bone.

“Vale explains herself better than most who have written about her.”

She stepped back.

“Read first. Then we will decide whether you should touch anything.”

The page was not illuminated.

No border curled around the words. No painted hand pointed toward the first line. The script was dark, even, and narrow, written by someone who had expected attention and did not intend to beg for it.

Ṛṣi read.


I have not written a book of spells.

If that is what you seek, close this volume and trouble a wizard. They have made a proud art of describing fire without burning, force without falling, terror without obedience, and death without the inconvenience of remaining dead.

This work concerns the other half.

A spell has grammar before it has consequence. The caster knows the word, the gesture, the focus, the shape of will.

The target knows something else.

The target knows the breath before flame enters it.

The target knows the jaw before thunder reaches the ear.

The target knows the mind’s first wrongness when another will touches it.

The target knows the skin before lightning names it.

I have been many things in my years: adventurer, duelist, witness, fool, honored guest, unwelcome survivor, and at least twice a corpse whose return required expensive apologies. I have stood where hostile spellcraft arrived and found, again and again, that the body knew before language did.

This series is an attempt to preserve that knowing.

Each entry contains two records.

The written account is mine, or one I have edited from a contributor whose experience I judged sufficiently exact. Words are poor vessels, but not useless ones. They can warn the mind where the body is about to be taken.

The stone is the truer record.

Touch it only under proper supervision. Do not mistake preserved sensation for safety. A sensory stone does not burn the flesh, but it can teach the nerves to remember burning. It does not drown the lungs, though breath may still fail from obedience to memory. It does not kill, unless the reader is careless, arrogant, badly prepared, or unlucky in ways I decline to be held responsible for after so many warnings.

Read first.

Breathe.

Touch only when ready.

Withdraw when the body stops observing and begins merely suffering.

Suffering is plentiful. Observation is rarer.

— Orentha Vale

The Witness of Impact

Civic Festhall, Sigil



For a while, Ṛṣi did not move.

There was humor in it.

There was also no joke.

Selanka did not ask what he thought.

She reached for the book with the bone tool, not her hand, and turned the page.

Then another.

Then another.

The vellum was thick enough that each page made a soft, dry sound when it settled. Ṛṣi caught glimpses as she moved: titles, warnings, small frames set into the page, narrow marks in Candlekeep hands. Some entries had more annotation than others. Some had little beside the original text and the thin sealed thing waiting beside it.

Selanka stopped near the beginning of the volume.

“This one is a tolerable place to start,” she said.

Ṛṣi looked down.

The entry was laid out with the same care as the room. A flat sliver of pale greenish stone had been sealed into the left side of the page, no thicker than a fingernail, held inside a frame of fine metal thread. It did not glow. It did not move. It looked almost too small to justify the straps behind the drape.

Beside it, in Orentha Vale’s narrow hand, was the text.

Ṛṣi read.


The first error is to look for the hand.

There is no hand.

There is ground, grass, root, weed, mud, leaf, and the innocent stem one has just stepped over without apology. Then there is a decision made beneath the foot, and the world no longer agrees that movement belongs to you.

The spell is commonly described as restraint. This is accurate in the way a tax record is accurate about hunger.

One does not feel “restrained.” One feels the ankle enter negotiation. The calf follows. The knee objects. The body, being optimistic and poorly governed, attempts to continue forward after the road has voted against it.

This is where many fall.

Falling is not the worst outcome, unless one is carrying a sword, fleeing archers, wearing a pack, attempting dignity, or being watched by companions who have never loved one properly.

The first useful sensation comes before the tightening.

A change in the ground.

Not sound. Not motion. Attention.

The soil seems to notice the body’s weight a fraction too late, then all at once. If you feel that attention before the roots close, you have learned the part worth learning.

Do not spend the experience being angry at plants.

They are not angry at you.

They have merely accepted instructions from someone less reasonable.



Ṛṣi reached the last line and found himself almost smiling.

Almost.

Then his eyes returned to the thin green sliver waiting beside the words.

Selanka’s eyes followed his gaze back to the sliver.

“Always read the account first,” she said.

Ṛṣi looked at her.

“The sliver is the record of Vale’s own sensation,” Selanka said. “Or, sometimes, a contributor’s, as she explained.”

There was a pause in the room after that.

A very small one.

Enough for Ṛṣi to understand that Orentha Vale had not completed the work alone, and that Candlekeep did not consider this comforting.

“May I?”

Selanka did not answer at once.

Then she reached beneath the open cover and touched a ward-mark worked into the stand. The metal thread around the sliver tightened with a sound too small to be heard and too precise not to be felt.

“One finger,” she said. “Lift it when I say.”

Ṛṣi set his forefinger on the pale green sliver.

The room went away.

Not dramatically.

It failed.

Sight thinned first. The page, the glass, Selanka’s hand near the stand—all of it lost edge, as if memory had poor eyes.

There was no field he could see.

No caster.

No light.

Only the ground deciding.

Something closed around his ankle.

Then his other ankle.

Then calf, knee, thigh, wrist, elbow, shoulder. Pressure without fingers. Fiber without shape. The sense of stems and roots and wet living things finding every space where movement might begin and filling it before he could use it.

His body tried to pull free.

Not his body.

Vale’s.

No.

His.

The difference slipped.

He twisted, and the restraint tightened. He drew breath, and something across his ribs refused to give him enough room for it. Panic rose—not large, not noble, not named. Just the animal certainty that the body had become a thing inside a smaller thing.

He was a worm in a fist.

“Lift.”

Selanka’s voice came from very far away and exactly beside him.

Ṛṣi lifted his finger.

The page returned.

So did the room.

So did his breath, rougher than he would have preferred.

His hand was still above the sliver. His feet stood where they had stood before. Still, for one moment, every part of him expected the floor to hold him.

He stepped back from the high table.

Slowly.

Then he looked toward the drape.

“I understand the room,” he said.

Selanka nodded.

“Yes,” she said. “Later.”

She turned back to the volume and began moving through the pages again, each turn made with the same pale bone tool, each pause long enough for Ṛṣi to catch a title before it passed.

Faerie Fire.

Grease.

Ice Knife.

Thunderwave.

Hellish Rebuke.

The names gathered strangely now. They were no longer spells heard from the outside, no longer things a caster did at a distance with voice and hand and will. Each one had a page. Each one had a stone. Each one had waited for a body to explain it properly.

Selanka turned deeper.

Blindness/Deafness.

Cloud of Daggers.

Heat Metal.

Hold Person.

Shatter.

Her hand paused there for one breath, then moved on.

Ṛṣi swallowed, slowly grasping what each sliver held.

The next page settled.

Spike Growth.

Ṛṣi read the title and felt his soles remember the floor.

Selanka watched him notice.

“This is also considered an easier entry,” she said.

The word easier did not make the page look safer.

Ṛṣi cleared his throat.

“Then I should read.”

Ṛṣi read.

This entry was shorter.

Or perhaps it only felt shorter because the lesson announced itself before the words had finished arranging around it. Vale wrote of grass wanting to be something more, of thorns hidden where the eye expected softness, of the special foolishness of taking a second step after the first had already explained the problem.

There was humor in the margins of the sentence.

Less in the meaning.

By the time Ṛṣi reached the end, his feet had become very aware of themselves.

Selanka waited.

He breathed once.

Then again.

He let the air settle low, let his shoulders loosen, let his hands remember they were hands and not answers.

“Ready?” Selanka asked.

“No,” Ṛṣi said.

Her eyebrow moved.

He touched the sliver.

This time the room did not vanish at once.

It thinned.

The page remained under his finger for half a heartbeat while another ground rose beneath his feet. Not sight. Not place. Only the fact of standing where standing had become expensive.

The first thorn entered through the sole.

Not deep.

Deep enough.

The body flinched before thought could make dignity from it. Weight shifted away from pain and found more waiting there. Tiny tearing lines opened along the side of the foot, the ankle, the calf. Not wounds he could see. Not blood he could smell. Only sharp living points explaining, with perfect patience, that movement had a price and the price would be collected each time.

Vale’s body wanted to step again.

Ṛṣi felt the wanting.

Flee. Turn. Get out. Move anywhere but here.

Somewhere beyond the pain, there had been shouting. A bowstring. Someone calling her name badly enough to be frightened.

The next step began.

Then stopped.

Not because stillness was safe.

Because moving was worse.

Vale held herself there, shaking, angry, alive, with thorns waiting under every answer her body wanted to give.

Somewhere inside the pain, a thought survived with unreasonable clarity.

Well. This is inconvenient.

He stayed still inside the memory until stillness itself became work.

“Lift.”

Selanka’s voice came cleanly this time.

Ṛṣi lifted his finger.

The room returned by degrees: page, glass, lamplight, Selanka, stone beneath boots that had not been pierced at all.

His breath was already coming back when he found it.

That was new.

He looked down at his feet, then at the sliver.

“Easier,” he said.

Selanka watched him.

“Not painless.”

“No.”

“Good. Pain is a poor measure of difficulty.”

Ṛṣi flexed his toes once inside his boots, just to confirm the world had released them.

It had.

Mostly.

Selanka closed the page with the bone tool, not enough to shut the volume, only enough to put the stone out of reach. Then she waited while his breathing found its proper place again.

He looked toward the cases.

He did not mean to.

His eyes went first to the second volume.

Greater Impacts.

Selanka followed the glance.

“Later, perhaps.”

Ṛṣi understood that the word perhaps had been placed there with care.

Then his eyes moved to the third volume.

The thin one.

The one that looked less like a book than a warning.

Terminal Impressions.

Selanka’s voice changed by almost nothing.

“I do not recommend it,” she said. “Some readers have not returned fully from those impressions.”

Ṛṣi nodded once.

Not obedience.

Acknowledgment.

He understood the wisdom in that.

The first volume lay open before him, heavy and waiting.

The second waited behind glass.

The third was not for him.

Ṛṣi looked back at Lesser Impacts and understood the value in it: better to learn a spell first as a guarded impression in a book than meet it first on the road.





Evasion

Maeril found him in the Hearth that evening with a bowl gone cold in front of him and one hand resting flat on the table.

Not praying.

Not eating.

Resting.

That was suspicious enough that she stopped beside the bench before sitting.

“What did you read?”

Ṛṣi looked up.

Maeril had ink on two fingers, a smudge of blue chalk near one horn, and the expression of someone whose mind had not fully agreed to leave the room where the rest of her had been working.

“A book called The Art of Being Struck.”

She stared at him.

Then she set her tray down very carefully.

“That sounds exactly like the kind of book you would choose.”

“It is not a spellbook.”

“Should that make me less concerned?”

He smiled.

She sat across from him, leaned in, and lowered her voice. “Do you miss being beaten up in the street so much that you need to remind yourself from a book?”

“It is a Sensate work.”

“Ah,” she said, with grave understanding.

Then, after a small pause, “I am definitely more concerned.”

He explained enough: the volumes under glass, Orentha Vale’s accounts, the thin stones set into the pages, the way a reader could touch one and feel what hostile spellcraft had done to another body. He did not describe the pallet behind the drape. Not yet. He did tell her about Entangle, because leaving out the plants seemed likely to make the explanation worse later.

“Right,” she said. “Of course. A book that lets you be attacked by shrubbery. But educationally.”

“It is useful.”

“That is not a proper moral defense.”

“No.”

He looked down at his own hand. The table did not move. Nothing tightened around his wrist. His body still seemed interested in remembering otherwise.

“I think I need to learn from it.”

Maeril’s expression went quieter.

“I think I might reconsider my choice of romantic relationship.”

“Do you?” he asked. “I thought enduring questionable pain was one of the requirements.”

Maeril looked at him.

Properly looked.

The joke had reached her. So had the edge beneath it.

Then she laughed, a little too loudly, and disturbed the peace around them.

Three heads turned.

She gave all three of them an apologetic smile, then looked back at him with the laughter still caught at the edge of her mouth.

“What did you read?” he asked.

Her face changed.

Only slightly.

“Wards,” she said.

“That is suspiciously vague.”

“Yes.”

He waited.

She did not continue.

That was the first small silence.

Not cold. Not closed.

Just a door he had not been invited through.

He let it stand.

Maeril watched him let it stand, and something in her expression softened with relief so brief it might have been lamplight.

Then she stole a piece of bread from his bowl.



Morning found him before the rest of Candlekeep did.

Ṛṣi stood alone before the Emerald Door.

The air had not warmed yet. It moved cool through the court, slipping under the wrapped cloth of his sandals, and the silence beyond the Door felt less like refusal now than waiting.

He looked down at his hands.

They remembered nothing visible.

His feet did.

For one breath, his toes curled inside the cloth as if thorns waited beneath them. The old impression moved through him: flesh catching, tearing in small bright lines, the body becoming a crushed thing trying not to make itself smaller by struggling.

He opened his toes again.

Breathed in.

Breathed out.

Slowly, the stress and anticipation settled into composure.

Then he stepped through the Door to learn again the art of being struck.



When Selanka stopped turning pages, the title waiting beneath her bone tool was Thunderwave.

Ṛṣi had seen the name pass the day before.

Now it waited for him.

Selanka looked at him, then at the drape.

“Ordinarily,” she said, “I would have the experiencer lie down for this one.”

Ṛṣi looked toward the hidden part of the room.

“Ordinarily.”

“Yes.”

She studied his stance with professional interest.

“I am curious to see what you do before you fall.”

Ṛṣi looked back at her.

“That is not reassuring.”

“It was not meant to be.”

She stepped aside.

“But please. Read first.”

He read.


I first recorded this sensation from a goblin sorcerer who had taken the reasonable position that I was standing too close to him.

I objected to his method.

The objection traveled poorly.

The spell is often described by those who hear it from across a room. Such accounts are useful if one wishes to know what a cupboard sounds like when it loses faith in its hinges.

From within its reach, the first sensation is not thunder.

It is boundary.

The air between bodies thickens. It gathers itself with astonishing personal conviction. For one fraction of a breath, the space in front of the caster becomes crowded with a thing that has not yet arrived.

Then it arrives.

The chest receives the spell before the ear does. The ribs are struck inward. The teeth meet. The knees reconsider their profession. Loose objects become briefly ambitious. Cloaks, if present, attempt to leave first and should not be judged for this.

Do not waste attention on the sound. By the time thunder has named itself, you are already negotiating with distance.

The useful sensation comes just before the wave breaks: pressure leaning outward from the caster, as if the air around them has drawn itself tight.

If you feel that tightening, lower your weight.

If you do not, attempt dignity in flight.



Ṛṣi finished the entry.

He looked once at the sliver, then placed his feet more carefully beneath him.

Selanka noticed.

Ṛṣi set one finger on the stone.

The air tightened.

His chest knew first.

Then the wave broke.

Ṛṣi dropped his weight too late. Force took him anyway—ribs, teeth, heel, breath, all at once. For one flashing instant, Vale’s body was airborne, furious, and somewhere beyond the pressure something wooden shattered with great confidence.

Then Candlekeep returned.

Ṛṣi was seated on the floor.

Flatly.

His hand had lifted from the sliver. His breath was still in his body, though not where he had left it.

Selanka looked down at him.

“Useful,” she said.

Ṛṣi blinked once.

Then he breathed out.

“I feel dignified.”

Selanka inclined her head with grave professional satisfaction.

“Then the volume has served.”

She offered him her hand.

“Do you wish to learn more today?”

Ṛṣi took it and stood.

“No.”

Selanka waited.

He breathed once.

“Yes.”

“Hm.”

She closed the volume enough to move it safely, then drew the drape aside.

“Then let us proceed to the back room.”

Ṛṣi followed her in.

This time, when she indicated the pallet, he did not ask what it was for.

He lay down.

Selanka set a broad padded cradle across the pallet, shaped so the book’s weight rested on the frame and not on him. Then she placed the volume on it, opened it with the bone tool, and turned the pages until one title waited beneath the lamplight.

Lightning Bolt.

“This one is more instructive,” she said. “And less kind.”

She looked at him over the page.

“I believe you are adequately qualified.”

Ṛṣi looked at the title again.

“Oh gods,” he said quietly.

The air seemed sharper already. Not a smell exactly. More a metallic taste before metal had been touched, rain before it had fallen, the hairs along his arms considering whether to rise.

Selanka’s mouth moved by almost nothing.

“Read.”

He read the entry.

Somewhere in the middle of Vale’s description of lightning as “a straight line drawn by a god who had misplaced patience,” he laughed once, cleared his throat, and regretted both movements.

Then he touched the sliver.

White split through him.

Not light.

Direction.

The memory gave him no time to admire it. His skin knew first, then his teeth, then every nerve in him trying to become smaller than the line that had already found it. For one instant he was all edge and strike and burning path, a body discovering that speed could hurt before pain finished arriving.

Then the room returned.

Ṛṣi gasped.

His back pressed hard into the pallet. His hands had closed in the cover beneath him, and his breath came short, caught behind a chest that had not yet believed the lightning was gone.

Selanka’s hand hovered near his shoulder.

Not touching.

Waiting.

He forced the next breath in.

Then the next.

Only when his fingers opened again did she lower her hand.

Ṛṣi lay still for three breaths.

Then, because dignity had clearly become a poor guide and curiosity had survived worse treatment than his ribs, he turned his head toward her.

“What next?”

Selanka looked at him for a long moment.

“Eager.”

She turned one page.

Then another.

The next title settled beneath the lamplight.

Fireball.

Ṛṣi stared at it.

“Ah,” he said. “A classic.”

“Indeed.”

That one word did not make it sound friendlier.

He read the entry. Vale had written about the common error of respecting the flame more than the space it intended to occupy, and about young wizards who discovered radius before restraint. Somewhere near the middle, she described Fireball as “a spell beloved by those who believe a problem improves when everyone near it is also included.”

Ṛṣi laughed once.

Carefully.

Then he touched the sliver.

Heat arrived as distance.

Not a line. Not a strike. A bloom.

The air opened around him and became hunger. For a breath, his skin knew the circle before the fire filled it; his body understood that every direction was the wrong direction if chosen too late. Then pressure and flame took the memory together, and Vale’s body folded low, arms over face, breath locked behind teeth while the world roared orange without needing to be seen.

Ṛṣi came back coughing once, shoulders tight and jaw clenched around breath that had forgotten there was no smoke.

He lay still until the next breath arrived cleanly.

“I think I have had enough for today,” he said.

Selanka inclined her head and moved the book aside.

Ṛṣi stood, bowed to her, and coughed once more.

A single clean cough.

Then he was done.



Ṛṣi did not return to Selanka the next morning.

Or the morning after.

He returned to his body instead.

The impressions stayed with him longer than bruises would have. Roots tightened when he stood too quickly. Thorns waited in the thought before a step. Pressure gathered in empty air when a door opened near him. Once, in the Hearth, a kettle spat steam and every hair along his arm considered whether lightning had found him again.

He did not chase the sensations.

He sorted them.

Morning by morning, he took them into the quiet court and made them smaller. Breath first. Feet next. Weight low. Shoulders loose. Hands empty. He practiced the moment before motion: the instant before flinch became waste, before fear spent the body in the wrong direction.

He ate when food was placed before him. Slept when fatigue made practice dishonest. Trained until the memories stopped arriving as wounds and began returning as warnings.

Maeril was elsewhere.

Not gone. Never gone.

But elsewhere enough that the word began to have shape.

A glimpse of blue chalk near her horn at breakfast. Ink on her wrist in the Hearth. A muttered apology as she passed him with three sealed folios under one arm and a piece of toast held between her teeth because she had forgotten, again, that sitting down was an option.

One morning, Novice Lethan found Ṛṣi in the court, lowering his weight as if the air itself had leaned toward him.

He stopped at the edge of the stones and waited until the movement had finished.

“You and Maeril are proving difficult to find today,” he said. “Separately.”

Ṛṣi straightened.

“Good morning, Novice Lethan.”

“Good morning.” Lethan glanced toward the east, then back at him. “She was in the abjuration rooms before first bell. I am not entirely certain she remained in the same one.”

“She is busy.”

“So I gathered.”

He looked at the marks Ṛṣi’s sandals had left in the dust, then at Ṛṣi’s hands.

“And you are training.”

“Yes.”

“Naturally.”

There was no mockery in it. Only the careful resignation of a novice learning that some seekers made simple errands complicated by being sincere.

Lethan checked the slate tucked beneath his arm.

“Reader Selanka asked me to tell you she can receive you again after the noon bell, if you still wish to continue.”

Ṛṣi lowered his eyes once.

“I do.”

Lethan nodded, as if that answer had been expected but still required proper recording.

“I will tell her.”

Later that day, on his way back toward the lower reading chamber, Ṛṣi found Maeril by accident.

Or nearly did.

She came out of a side passage with two books pressed to her chest, a folded sheet held between the pages with one finger, and a line of ink at the corner of her mouth.

She did not see him.

“Maeril.”

She stopped half a step too late.

“Oh.” Her eyes found him, then had to come back from somewhere else to understand what they had found. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

For a moment, she stood there with the books still clutched against her, one thumb keeping her place, her mind plainly trying to hold three thoughts and one person at once.

He almost let her pass.

Then he said, “Would you have time to train with me? Eventually.”

“Train?”

“With spells.”

That brought her nearer to the room for one heartbeat.

Then something behind her eyes pulled hard in the other direction.

“I don’t think so.” She winced at how quickly it came out. “Not now. I mean—not today. I have to—”

She shifted the books, nearly lost the folded sheet, caught it with her elbow, and looked more annoyed with herself than with him.

“I have to go.”

Ṛṣi nodded.

“Of course.”

“That sounded worse than I meant.”

“I know.”

She looked at him then, properly, and for one breath he thought she might stay.

Then the folded sheet slipped again.

Maeril swore under her breath, caught it, and gave him a small, helpless grimace.

“Later?”

“Later.”

She was already moving when she said it. Not fleeing. Not refusing.

Elsewhere.



By the time Selanka closed the page on Phantasmal Killer, Ṛṣi had learned that pain was not the only thing a spell could leave behind.

Pain was simple by comparison.

Pain had edges. It named itself honestly. It took a place in the body and remained there until breath, time, or healing told it to leave.

Compulsion did not do that.

It left him with the memory of his own body beginning without him. One moment he had been lying still beneath the book-cradle, one finger resting where Selanka had told him to rest it. The next, his shoulder had jerked against the strap because another will had found the old machinery of movement and tried to use it.

Not possession.

Worse, in some ways.

Possession would have been an invader.

This had felt like obedience arriving before thought.

Afterward, Selanka had asked him to lift his left hand. He had done it, and hated that he needed to check whether the decision had been his.

Confusion was less clean.

He remembered the title. He remembered reading three lines of Vale’s entry and laughing once because she had written that a confused mind was not empty, merely overpopulated by unhelpful committees. He remembered touching the sliver.

Then order had become a thing that happened to other people.

Selanka’s voice had come from the wrong direction. His own name had seemed both familiar and badly timed. For a little while, lifting his finger had sounded like a good idea, a trap, a prayer, and something he had already done yesterday.

When he returned, the strap across his right wrist was twisted tight.

Selanka did not comment on it.

She only loosened it, waited for his eyes to settle, and asked, “How many fingers am I holding up?”

“Too many,” he had said.

“Three.”

“That supports my answer.”

She had almost smiled.

Almost.

Then came Phantasmal Killer.

The little humor left in the room went quiet.

He did not remember much of the written account.

Not because he had forgotten it.

Because the part of him that had seen it refused to bring it back whole.

It had worn pieces of things he knew. A room from long ago. A voice without mercy in it. The bright wrongness of pain offered as devotion. The old certainty that if he did not become still enough, useful enough, grateful enough, suffering would find a more instructive form.

His body had believed all of it before his mind could refuse.

Selanka had said “Lift” twice.

The second time, her voice had been close enough to cut through.

Ṛṣi came back with his jaw locked, both hands clenched against the straps, and his breath moving too quietly.

That was what made Selanka pause.

Not the fear.

The quiet.

She set the bone tool down.

He turned his head toward her.

The room moved a little after he did.

“I need a break,” he said.

Selanka watched him for a moment.

“Good.”

He was not sure whether she meant the answer, the need, or the fact that he had recognized it.

Selanka unfastened the strap at his left wrist first, then the right. Slowly. No ceremony. No softness either. Her hands worked with the calm precision of someone who had undone worse knots from worse readers.

“Sit when you can,” she said.

It took him longer than he liked.

When he finally sat upright, the room was exactly where it had been. The drape. The folded cloths. The basin. The opened volume.

Selanka stood beside him with her grey hair pinned smooth and her expression unreadable.

She gave him water.

Not much.

Enough to make swallowing possible and pride unnecessary.

Ṛṣi sat on the edge of the pallet with the cup in both hands while the room settled into its ordinary shapes again. The straps lay open beside him. The book waited on its cradle. The drape hid nothing now, because the hidden part had become the room.

After a while, Selanka touched the edge of the volume with the bone tool.

“One more,” she said. “If you wish. It is more forgiving.”

Ṛṣi looked at her.

She met the look without apology.

“I did not say safer.”

“No.”

“This one is useful after fear.”

That made him curious despite himself.

Selanka turned the pages until the title appeared.

Banishment.

Ṛṣi stared at it.

“There is no pain?”

“Usually.”

“That word is doing work.”

“It has a respectable career.”

He let out one breath that was almost a laugh.


I must begin by correcting a common comfort: harmless is not the same word as safe.

This distinction was first made plain to us by a contributor who agreed to the record on the grounds that no burning, cutting, crushing, freezing, poisoning, drowning, deafening, blinding, or socially inconvenient screaming was expected.

She was correct on every point.

We found her six months later.

Banishment does not strike. It does not wound. It does not even display the courtesy of frightening the body before it begins.

One moment, you are a person standing somewhere.

The next, somewhere and person have begun to reconsider their association.

The useful sensation comes just before departure. Not pressure. Not heat. Not pain. A thinning of claim. The world becomes less convinced of you.

If you feel that loosening, anchor yourself.

If you do not, leave clear instructions with your companions and cultivate friends who are patient, well-funded, and difficult to discourage.



Ṛṣi looked up from the page.

Selanka’s face had not changed.

That made the six months worse.

“The contributor returned?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Fully?”

“Eventually.”

He looked back at the sliver.

It was nearly clear. Not pale. Not bright. Almost absent unless the lamplight found its edge.

Ṛṣi set the cup aside and lay back again.

Selanka did not reach for the straps.

That, after the previous entries, was almost more unsettling.

“One finger,” she said.

Ṛṣi touched the sliver.

Nothing happened.

That was the first warning.

There was no borrowed will in his limbs, no thought breaking apart, no fear taking shape behind his eyes. His breath remained where it was. His body stayed his. The room did not vanish.

It simply became less committed to keeping him.

The pallet stayed beneath him, but his back no longer trusted it.

The book remained above him, but his eyes had to work to keep it near.

His fingers felt light first. Then his ribs. Then the place behind his tongue where a name should have weight.

Ṛṣiśūra.

The sound of it did not leave.

It only stopped holding.

He drew breath, and breath came too easily, as if there were no body dense enough to resist it.

His hands were still his.

His chest was still his.

But the room had begun to forget why that mattered.

Somewhere far away, or nowhere far at all, Selanka said, “Lift.”

He did.

Weight returned badly, all at once.

Ṛṣi lay still, staring up at the open book. The pallet had weight again. His body had edges. His name, slowly, returned to the places where a name belonged.

Selanka watched him.

“Well?”

He considered several answers and trusted none of them.

At last he said, “I dislike that one.”

“Yes,” Selanka said. “Most people prefer pain once they have compared.”

That surprised a laugh out of him.

Small.

Unsteady.

Useful.



That evening, Maeril found him in the Hearth with tea between his hands.

That was ordinary enough.

The way he watched his own fingers before lifting the cup was not.

She sat across from him without comment at first. Her own cup steamed beside a stack of notes she had brought and then failed to open. For once, she did not seem to notice the ink on her wrist.

“What did she give you today?” she asked.

Ṛṣi looked at her.

Then the question seemed to arrive again, more slowly.

“Too much,” he said.

Maeril’s expression changed.

Only a little.

“Rish.”

“I am here.”

“I did not ask that.”

“No.”

Behind him, someone laughed too sharply near the fire. A chair leg scraped stone. Ṛṣi’s shoulders tightened, then released by force rather than ease.

Maeril saw that too.

She leaned forward.

“What happened?”

He opened his mouth.

Novice Lethan arrived beside the table with a slate tucked under his arm and a folded note in hand.

“Seeker Ṛṣiśūra—”

Ṛṣi turned toward him too fast.

Not violently.

Worse.

Afraid before recognition reached his face.

Lethan stopped at once.

Maeril’s hand was already on Ṛṣi’s wrist.

“Rish.”

He stared past Lethan for one breath.

Then another.

The Hearth continued around them: cups, voices, the low crackle of fire, all of it ordinary and too far away. His body sat at the table. The rest of him seemed to need a moment longer to agree.

“Rish,” Maeril said again, softer.

His eyes came back to her.

Then to Lethan.

Then to the cup in his own hand.

“I am sorry,” he said.

Lethan held very still, careful in the way Candlekeep taught its novices to be careful around fragile bindings and dangerous pages.

“No apology is required,” he said.

Maeril did not look away from Ṛṣi.

“What did you read?”

He swallowed.

“Compulsion. Confusion. Phantasmal Killer. Banishment.”

Maeril’s eyes widened.

Her mouth fell open.

“Are you going mad? Do you have any idea how dangerous those spells are?”

“Yes,” Ṛṣi said. “Now I do.”

The answer did not help.

Her hand tightened around his wrist.

“Rish,” she said, with no joke in her voice, “I forbid you to ever read that book again.”

He looked at her hand.

Then at her.

A small tremor moved through him before he could hide it. Not large. Not dramatic. Enough.

“Yes,” he said.

The word caught.

He breathed once, and tried again.

“Yes. I agree. I will do that.”

Lethan set the folded note on the table as if placing it near a sleeping animal.

“It can wait until morning,” he said.

Then, with more wisdom than his years had strictly earned, he left them with their tea.



Ṛṣi was outside the keep before the morning had fully decided to be day.

He had gone far enough from the walls that no Avowed would be troubled by the sound of his feet on grass or the slow cut of breath through effort. Candlekeep rose behind him in dark stone and early light, quiet as a closed book. Before him, the land opened toward sea-wind, pale sky, and the first thin gold gathering at the edge of the world.

He trained there.

No staff today. No partner. Only body, breath, ground.

His feet shifted through the old forms one by one, heel settling, weight lowering, hands opening and closing around empty air. Strike. Turn. Drop. Rise. Breathe. The movements were not fast at first. Speed came later. First came shape. First came the body learning where it must already be before harm arrived.

He had repeated the same sequence six times when Maeril’s voice came from behind him.

“How dare you wake me this early.”

Ṛṣi stopped with one hand extended and one knee bent.

Maeril stood in the grass with her cloak pulled around her shoulders, hair not yet fully persuaded into order, and the expression of a woman who had been wronged by sunrise itself.

“This violates every law of my existence,” she said.

Ṛṣi straightened.

“I need your help.”

“Yes,” Maeril said. “That was implied by the crime.”

She came closer, yawning into the back of one hand. Then, before he could say more, she took both of his.

Ṛṣi let her.

Maeril turned his hands over, palms up first, then palms down. Sleep vanished from her face by degrees. Her thumbs pressed along the joints, the old scars, the thickened skin below his fingers. She flexed each hand carefully, testing how the tendons moved, how the fingers answered, where strain might be hidden under discipline and silence.

She had checked wounds before. This was not quite that.

This was study.

Ṛṣi watched her bend over his hands as if they were a page written in a language she did not fully trust.

“Hm,” she said.

He waited.

Maeril pressed once more at the base of his right thumb, then released him.

“Can you cast Fireball?” Ṛṣi asked.

Maeril stepped back.

For a moment, she looked genuinely stunned.

Then offense found her.

“Of course I can. Every respectable wizard in the Realms can. It is one of the most—”

She stopped.

Her eyes narrowed.

Understanding crossed her face, and the insult changed into something sharper.

“Ah,” she said. “You mean cast it now.”

Ṛṣi did not answer quickly enough.

Maeril looked at his hands again.

“Are you—”

She stopped herself.

Then her voice dropped.

“You read that book again.”

He nodded.

“Yes. And I have been practicing for weeks now. I think I have the proper form, but I need to test it.”

Maeril laughed once.

Not because it was funny.

“You know this is not like a punch,” she said. “I cannot hold back after it leaves my hand. It manifests. That is what it does.”

“Yes.”

“You know I could kill you.”

“Yes,” he said.

“And we both do not want that.”

“No.”

Maeril stared at him.

“You are insufferable.”

Ṛṣi accepted the judgment without argument, which appeared to irritate her further.

He stepped back.

The grass was damp under his sandals. He lowered himself slightly, feet settling into the ground, body ready. Candlekeep’s walls stood behind Maeril now, and the first light touched the edges of her horns.

He remembered the book.

He remembered what he had read in The Art of Being Struck: heat opening all at once, pressure taking the body before the mind found a path, the hard confusion of being thrown, the breath burned out of the chest.

But more than that, he remembered the moment before.

Not pain.

Not fire.

The hiss.

Magic moving through the air.

The breath before the explosion.

Maeril looked at him in disbelief.

“You really want to do this.”

There was no question in it. Not truly.

She laughed again, but fear had entered the sound and bent it wrong.

Ṛṣi said nothing.

That was also an answer.

Maeril breathed in slowly.

Then she lifted one hand.

The morning changed around her in small ways first. Her fingers shaped the first part of the formula. Her mouth found the words. She did not speak them as she would have in battle, quick and sharp and certain, the spell already answering before danger finished its sentence. She spoke carefully, each syllable placed like a foot on unsafe ground.

Her eyes stayed on him.

Ṛṣi listened.

The formula tightened.

Maeril finished the last word and snapped her fingers.

A bead of candlelight flew from her hand.

Not at him.

Not quite.

Far enough aside that Maeril could tell herself it was not aimed at him.

At that same instant, Ṛṣi moved.

He jumped and dropped low.

The bead struck the ground and opened.

Heat and pressure tore outward. The blast caught him before he cleared it fully and threw him back across the grass. Flame snapped along the edge of his robe. He hit shoulder first, hard enough that the world jarred white at the edge of sight. His feet lost the ground. His body tried to fall badly.

He did not let it.

The fall became a turn. The turn became a roll. He struck the earth again, slid through wet grass, and came up on one knee with one hand braced before him.

For one breath, he could not speak.

Fire still licked at the edge of his robe.

He slapped it once.

Twice.

The flame died under his palm, leaving smoke and the sharp stink of scorched cloth.

Ṛṣi stayed on one knee, breathing hard.

The burn had found him.

Maeril had not moved.

Not because she was calm.

Because fear had held her still.

Then she came back into herself all at once and crossed the grass toward him.

She stopped a few steps away, looking at him.

Really looking.

Disbelief, anger, fear, and the unwilling recognition that he had not been entirely wrong all moved through her face.

“All right,” she said, voice not quite steady. “You were right. That is a start.”

Ṛṣi coughed.

A little smoke left him with the breath.

“Well,” Maeril said, still watching him too closely, “it looks like you are still in training.”

“Yes,” he said. “I misjudged that.”

“You did.”

He drew another breath, rougher than he wanted.

“I need to move before the spell leaves you. Not once it is cast. Not once it manifests.”

He coughed again.

Maeril crouched in front of him.

“Enough,” she said.

Ṛṣi looked up.

“For now,” she added, before he could answer.

She took his hands again, less ceremoniously this time. Her fingers checked the backs of them, then his wrists, then the scorched edge of his robe. Her mouth tightened at what she found, but she did not waste the anger. Not yet.

“You are not doing that twice in one morning.”

“I learned.”

“Yes,” she said. “And I would like you to survive the lesson.”

Ṛṣi lowered his eyes once.

“Good,” Maeril said. “Because next time, we make rules before the explosion.”

He breathed out, still rough.

“What rules?”

She looked at him as if the question itself deserved consequences.

“Distance,” she said. “Warding. A stopping point. No heroic idiocy. And if I say down, you go down. If I say stop, you stop. If you catch fire again, I reserve the right to be extremely unpleasant about it.”

Ṛṣi considered that.

“Yes,” he said.

Maeril’s expression did not soften much.

Her hand remained around his wrist anyway, thumb resting over the beat of his pulse.

“Good,” she said. “Then we are both still trainable.”



A few days later, Ṛṣi stood in one of Candlekeep’s quiet courts before the sun had fully risen.

He wore the plain hooded robe Selanka had asked him to bring. It was heavier than his usual travel clothes, not ceremonial exactly, but deliberate enough that his body understood the difference. His feet were set wide beneath him, knees slightly bent, hands resting open before his chest.

He did not train.

Not today.

He moved only a little, enough to let breath, weight, and thought settle into the same place.

From somewhere deeper in the keep, the eternal chant carried through the stone.

Ṛṣi listened.

He had heard it often since Candlekeep had opened to them: Avowed and monks walking their appointed courses, voices passing words from one throat to the next so that knowledge, names, prayers, histories, and fragments of old learning were never left entirely silent. Sometimes a bell marked a change of voice. Sometimes sandals crossed the court in pairs or in small processions.

At first, he had respected it because Candlekeep respected it.

Now, after months inside the keep, he understood it better.

The chant was not ornament.

It was discipline. Devotion. Memory kept breathing because mortal voices accepted the work of carrying it.

Ṛṣi opened his eyes.

Across the court, two Avowed passed beneath an archway, one speaking, one listening. A third waited near the bell with bowed head, ready to take up the thread when called. Their robes moved softly in the early light.

Ṛṣi watched them for a moment.

Then he closed his eyes again and let the chant settle under his ribs.

The Fireball returned.

Not the pain.

The moment before it.

The small hiss of Maeril’s spell crossing the air. The instant when the body had needed to move before the spell had finished becoming itself. He had spent the days since then returning to that mistake, not with shame, but with attention.

Move before the spell leaves.

Move before the world changes.

Move while there is still a before.

But this morning was different.

Selanka had been clear about that.

This entry was not clean.

And it was dangerous enough that most readers avoided it entirely.

Ṛṣi let that truth settle without argument.

His body would not know it was someone else’s memory. His mind might believe the unmaking was true. The consequences could be fatal.

His time behind the Emerald Door was coming to an end.

Three months had seemed long when Candlekeep first granted them. Now the end of that grace had begun to show itself.

Soon, the road would open again.

He knew that one day, Faerûn would show its teeth. Fire, lightning, fear, compulsion, banishment—those had been lessons. This new lesson was a boundary.

Candlekeep was the safest place he would ever have to meet its shadow.

Ṛṣi opened his hands slightly before his chest.

So he stood in the quiet court, the eternal chant moving through stone and breath, and prepared to remain himself.

Maeril was not there.

Ṛṣi had known she would not be.

She had work of her own now, somewhere deeper in the keep, among warded rooms, old formulae, and arguments she had not yet chosen to share with him. She had been careful about that care. Too careful, perhaps. Her silences had edges.

He missed her anyway.

Not with injury.

With a quiet place beside him that had learned her shape.

For this lesson, he would have wanted her near him. Her irritation. Her sharp judgment. Her brilliant humor. Her way to transform fear into laughter.

But she was not absent from him.

Only from the court.

Ṛṣi lowered his hands.

A soft bronze note sounded once beneath the archway.

Reader Selanka came through first.

She wore grey over blue, her narrow face precise in the pale morning light. In one hand she carried a small censer, its smoke rising in a thin, bitter thread. Behind her walked Novice Lethan, carrying a small bronze bell-bowl in both hands. A short wooden striker rested across its rim, smooth from long use.

He looked very young today.

Honored.

Afraid.

Trying hard not to show either too much.

Selanka stopped before Ṛṣi.

“Ṛṣiśūra of Lantern Hall,” she said.

Formal. Quiet.

He bowed.

“Third Reader.”

Lethan bowed too, a fraction late.

No one said what they had come to do.

The chant said enough.

Selanka turned without another word.

Lethan struck the bell-bowl once.

The note was soft, but it carried.

Ṛṣi followed them beneath the archway.

They walked slowly through Candlekeep’s morning passages: Selanka first with the incense, Lethan behind her with the bell-bowl held steady, Ṛṣi last, hands folded before him, hood shadowing his face.

No one asked them where they were going.

A few Avowed stepped aside when they saw Selanka. One bowed his head. The chant did not stop; one voice lowered, another took the thread, and the procession passed through it.

The censer smoke curled through the corridor and vanished into the higher air.

Lethan struck the bell again at the next turning.

One note.

Then footsteps.

Then chant.

Ṛṣi kept his breath inside that rhythm.

He did not think of the room yet.

He did not think of the book.

He walked.

They reached the chamber without speaking.

Selanka unlocked the outer door.

The incense entered first.

Then the bell-bowl’s last note faded behind them, and the room received the three of them in silence.

Ṛṣi stepped inside.

He knew the room now.

The three cases. The guarded glass. The shelves with their warnings and commentaries. The drape hiding the padded space beyond. The place where Candlekeep had learned to prepare for bodies that failed under knowledge.

Today, it felt different.

Not unfamiliar.

Consecrated.

Lethan set the bell-bowl down on a small side table with both hands. Then he came to Ṛṣi and waited.

Ṛṣi understood.

He reached up and drew back the hood.

Then he unfastened the plain robe Selanka had asked him to wear and slipped it from his shoulders.

Lethan received it from him carefully.

Not like a servant taking a cloak.

Like an acolyte receiving something that belonged to a rite.

He folded it once over his arms and put it away.

Ṛṣi stood without it.

The air touched his arms and throat. He felt suddenly more present in his own body, less covered, less able to pretend this was study only.

Selanka watched him for one breath.

Then she drew the drape aside.

Ṛṣi entered the prepared space.

He did not lie down.

Not this time.

He stood in the center of the padded room, feet set wide, knees slightly bent, one hand open before him and the other close to his chest. Not a fighting stance exactly. Not prayer either.

A place between.

Lethan looked once at Selanka, uncertain.

Selanka did not correct Ṛṣi.

So Lethan said nothing.

Ṛṣi lowered his weight into the stance and let the room become quiet around him.

Selanka left him standing there and returned to the cases.

Not the first.

The second.

Volume II waited behind its glass with its darker leather, heavier clasps, and ward-frame worked more visibly than the others. Selanka paused before it, then took two keys from her belt instead of one.

Lethan stood very still.

The first key opened the outer lock.

The second did not turn until Selanka spoke a short phrase. The wards in the frame answered with a brief tightening in the air.

Then the glass released.

Selanka lifted it carefully.

No one breathed loudly.

She unclasped the book and took it from the case with both hands.

The book was smaller than the first volume, but the way Selanka carried it made its weight feel greater. She brought it into the prepared space and set it on the padded cradle Lethan had placed there.

Then she opened it.

Not with her fingers.

With the bone tool.

The pages turned slowly, one after another, until Selanka found the marked place.

She adjusted the cradle and brought the open volume before Ṛṣi, high enough that he could read without leaving his stance.

Ṛṣi lowered his eyes to the page.

The title waited there, plain and terrible.

Disintegrate.

Ṛṣi read.


Many witnesses describe the spell as a green ray, which is technically correct in the same way that a dragon is technically a lizard with opinions.

The color is not irrelevant.

It is simply late.

By the time one has confirmed the shade, one’s scholarly ambition has narrowed to dying with accurate notes.

Attend instead to the instant before the ray arrives.

The spell does not burn first.

It finds the places where the body is most certain of itself.

The tongue knows it before the mind does: copper, ash, green light tasted behind the teeth. The skin prickles as if every hair has heard its own name called from very far away. The bones do not break. That would be kinder. They lose weight in the memory of themselves, as if the marrow has begun to forget why it stayed.

For one fraction of a breath, you are still alive enough to feel each part of you preparing to become dust.

Attend there.

That is where the spell arrives before the wound.

I attempted to remove my death from this impression.

I could not.

Some part of it remains in the stone, not as memory alone, but as residue, invitation, and final confusion.

Be careful.



Ṛṣi laughed once at the dragon line.

It was quiet.

It did not last.

By the time he reached the words about dust, his body had become very still. Not tense. Not frozen. Still in the way a hand becomes still above an injury before touching it.

Lethan had not moved.

Selanka watched Ṛṣi over the open volume.

No one asked whether he wished to continue.

The answer had to come from him.

Ṛṣi read the last words again.

Be careful.

Then he lifted his eyes to Selanka.

“I understand,” he said.

Selanka’s expression did not change.

“That will come,” she said.

She looked down at the sliver set into the page.

“Understanding comes after contact.”

Ṛṣi looked down at the sliver.

This one looked smaller than the others.

That, in itself, made it look more dangerous.

A narrow piece of dark stone set into the page beside Vale’s warning, no larger than the end of his thumb. It did not glow. It did not threaten. It simply waited.

Ṛṣi set his feet again.

He let the stance take him.

Weight low.

Hands quiet.

Breath gathered where fear could not spend it too quickly.

Selanka stepped closer, close enough to take his wrist if she needed to.

Lethan stood by the cradle, one hand near the edge but not touching it.

Ṛṣi reached out.

His fingertip touched the sliver.

For one instant, nothing happened.

Then the world found him.

Not fire.

Not lightning.

Unmaking.

It did not move toward him so much as arrive with undeniable certainty.

His skin stopped feeling like a boundary. His bones lost weight. His breath stayed in his chest and, in the same instant, began to scatter from it.

He remained standing.

One heartbeat.

Two.

Somewhere inside the memory, Vale was dying.

Somewhere inside his own body, Ṛṣi understood that the spell had not struck him.

But still, his body moved before he chose it.

Not away from danger.

Away from the idea of ceasing.

His hand tore from the sliver. He wrenched sideways and struck the padded wall shoulder first. The padding took the worst of it.

He dropped hard to one knee, one hand on the floor, the other still curled as if it had closed around dust.

For a moment, he could not tell whether all of him had returned.

Then the stone floor pressed back against his palm.

He searched for his breath.

Rough.

Real.

His.

For a moment, his heart skipped a beat.

Ṛṣi coughed.

Fear caught him.

Then, stillness came.

Not the stillness of death.

The stillness of insight.

He closed his eyes, breathing deeply.

Then slowly, he raised his head.

Selanka was watching him.

Lethan stood beside the cradle, pale and very still.

For a moment, no one spoke.

Then Selanka inclined her head.

Once.

Not comfort.

Recognition.

Lethan followed a breath later, with a smaller nod of his own. Solemn. Almost smiling despite himself.

Ṛṣi remained on one knee, one hand pressed to the stone, breath still rough in his chest.

The room stayed quiet around him.

And the lesson was complete.





Staff of Warding

Spring had reached the window before Ṛṣi was ready to leave Candlekeep.

Not fully. Not kindly. The Coast still sent cold through the cracks when evening came, and the stones held winter in their deeper bones. But morning light had changed. It touched the sill with less severity. The air beyond the glass smelled faintly of wet earth instead of only salt and frost.

When they had first arrived, the room had felt like an astonishment.

Walls. Roof. Shutters. A bed that was not canvas, not charity, not crisis.

Now Maeril’s notes had conquered one shelf and threatened the next. Ṛṣi’s mended straps, folded cloths, and borrowed texts kept disciplined peace on the other side. Their cups sat beside each other on the table. One of Maeril’s quills had migrated into his stack of papers.

He was folding Elisa’s latest letter when someone knocked.

Not Maeril.

Her knocks had opinions.

Ṛṣi opened the door.

Lethan stood outside with a message slip in one hand and the expression of a man who had spent several months discovering that quiet people could be just as administratively inconvenient as loud ones.

“Seeker Ṛṣi,” he said. “Seeker Maeril requests your presence.”

Ṛṣi took the slip.

There were only three lines.

Master Olan’s atelier. Now. As you are.

Lethan looked at the slip again.

“That is what she wrote.”

“Did she say why?”

“No. She smiled in a manner that made Master Olan check three separate ward anchors.”

Ṛṣi took a step.

Lethan moved aside.

“I have learned not to ask what that means.”

“Wisely,” Ṛṣi said.

“I shall record that someone noticed.”

He led Ṛṣi across the Court, through the Emerald Door, and into the deeper passages only far enough to deliver him to a closed workroom where old abjuration signs marked the frame in a quiet blue-white line.

Lethan stopped there.

“I am not invited beyond this point.”

Ṛṣi looked at the door.

“Are you relieved?”

“Yes,” Lethan said. “Which worries me.”

Then he knocked once, opened the door, and left before the room could become his problem.

Inside, the air smelled of cut wood, hot metal, powdered stone, and magic held under strict instruction.

Master Olan stood near the far wall, hands folded into his sleeves. His face bore the expression of a man who had objected to something twelve times, been overruled by evidence, and decided the dignity of scholarship required him to witness the consequences.

Maeril stood inside a brass circle in the center of the floor.

She looked terrible.

Not wounded. Not ill.

Spent.

Her hair had escaped whatever arrangement had once claimed it. There was a thin scratch across one thumb, a burn-mark on the cuff of her sleeve, and a smudge of something silver at her jaw. Her eyes were too bright. Pride, fear, exhaustion, and secrets had all decided to occupy the same face.

Beside her, on two padded rests within the circle, lay a staff.

Ṛṣi stopped.

For a moment he did not understand what he was seeing.

The wood was pale, but not dead-pale. Living pale. Like a branch cut from sunlight and taught restraint. The grain ran unbroken from foot to crown, flowing around subtle carved channels and narrow inlaid lines of warding script. It was not ornate.

A staff.

The staff looked as if it had been waiting for his hand before it allowed itself to be finished.

Maeril watched him see it.

Then, because silence had become too honest, she said, “Well. That is either awe or you are about to be tactfully confused.”

Ṛṣi looked at her.

“What is this?”

Her mouth twitched.

“An excellent question, delayed by only three months.”

Olan made a soft sound into his sleeve.

Maeril pointed at him without looking. “You are here for supervision, not commentary.”

“I am here,” Olan said, “because this is not apprentice improvisation.”

Maeril brightened.

“Thank you.”

“Though you have attempted, repeatedly, to disguise it as apprentice improvisation.”

“There it is.”

Ṛṣi stepped closer to the circle but did not cross it.

The staff caught the green-glass light and held it in the carved channels.

Maeril’s voice changed.

Only slightly.

“I kept it quiet because if it failed, I wanted to be the only idiot bleeding on the floor.”

Ṛṣi looked at the scratch on her thumb.

Then the burn on her sleeve.

Then the silver at her jaw.

“It failed?”

“No.” Her chin lifted. “It was rude for a while. That is different.”

Olan said, “It did not fail.”

Maeril’s expression softened before she could stop it.

“No,” she said. “It did not.”

She reached down and touched the air above the staff, not the wood itself.

“Living branch,” she said, too proud to hide it and too Maeril to let pride stand naked. “Properly offered, not cut. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to persuade druids that a wizard wants wood for non-criminal reasons?”

Ṛṣi’s gaze moved over the grain.

“Very difficult?”

“Offensively difficult. I was polite for almost an hour.”

“That must have been costly.”

“I am still recovering.”

Her hand hovered above the carved channels again. The joke thinned. Beneath it, the real thing waited.

Ṛṣi looked at Maeril.

She sharpened.

“Do not make that face.”

“What face?”

“The one where you become grateful in public.”

Olan cleared his throat.

“The final binding remains incomplete.”

Maeril’s fingers flexed.

“Yes. That.”

On a side table rested a shallow bowl of pale shavings that glimmered faintly even in steady light. Beside it lay a coil of dark thread, a sliver of Maeril’s hair braided into it, a small knife, a vial of red-gold resin, and three folded cloths marked with abjuration signs. The materials were arranged with such care that even Ṛṣi, who did not know their arcane functions, understood their cost.

Maeril saw him looking.

“Do not breathe too hard near the bowl,” she said. “If you sneeze, we become poor in three currencies.”

Ṛṣi looked at the pale dust.

“We are already poor.”

“Yes. But with dignity. I am trying to preserve the dignity.”

Olan said, “The shavings were lawfully acquired.”

“I still feel robbed by the concept of holiness having a market value.”

Ṛṣi recognized the pale gleam then.

“Unicorn.”

Maeril’s expression changed again.

A flicker of green memory. Forest. Blessing. Something she would not name in front of Olan.

“Yes,” she said softly. “A little.”

He understood not to ask more.

The staff waited between them.

“What do you need from me?” he asked.

Maeril exhaled.

“Your hands.”

He held them out.

She stared at them for half a heartbeat too long.

Then shook herself.

“No. Not like that. Well, yes, eventually like that, but first—” She looked toward the old wraps around his wrists and palms, worn soft by years of forms, travel, care, and work. “Those.”

Ṛṣi looked down.

“My wraps?”

“The old ones.”

“They are worn.”

“That is the point.”

He began unwinding them.

The cloth came away slowly. It held the faint shape of his hands, darkened at the folds, frayed near one edge where he had repaired it badly and then kept using it because it still served. When he set the first wrap in Maeril’s hands, she took it with more reverence than she gave most relics.

Olan stepped closer to the circle.

“The grip must be bound by the bearer,” he said. “Otherwise the staff knows the maker’s fear better than the bearer’s hand.”

Maeril gave him a look.

“I was going to say that less ominously.”

Ṛṣi took the second wrap from his wrist.

Maeril laid both beside the staff.

Then she looked at him.

“Will you?”

He crossed into the brass circle.

The warding lines hummed once beneath his feet, testing him, then settled.

The staff was lighter than he expected when he lifted it.

Not fragile.

Responsive.

He knew at once that Maeril had not made it as a copy of his old staff. She had not made an object and hoped he would adapt to it.

He remembered her at the edge of the practice court, watching the breath before he moved. Her thumb against the calluses in his palm. The pale shaving on her sleeve.

She had been studying him.

The realization struck quietly enough that no one else in the room moved.

Maeril did not look at him.

Perhaps she knew.

Perhaps she did not want to know yet whether he knew.

Ṛṣi set the first wrap against the grip.

He wound the cloth around the pale wood.

Firm.

Then softer.

Then firm again.

Maeril watched every pass.

Olan watched the ward-lines.

Ṛṣi watched his own hands become part of something she had made.

When the first wrap ended, he tucked it beneath itself with the careful pressure of a knot that should hold without boasting. The second wrap crossed the first, not hiding the grain, not smothering the carved channels, but giving his hands a place to return.

When he finished, the staff looked less complete.

And more alive.

Maeril swallowed.

“Good,” she said.

Olan’s eyes narrowed at the grip.

“Very good.”

Maeril shot him a triumphant look that lasted only a breath before her fear returned.

“The binding,” she said.

She took the knife.

Ṛṣi held out his hand.

She stared at him.

“I have not asked yet.”

“You will.”

“I might ask for Olan’s blood.”

“You will not.”

“Olan’s blood is very scholarly.”

Olan said, “Olan’s blood is remaining inside Olan.”

Maeril huffed once, and the sound steadied her.

She nicked her own thumb first, quick and shallow, though Ṛṣi saw the small flinch she refused to show. A bright bead formed. She touched it to the red-gold resin, then to the braided strand of her hair, then to the carved channel near the crown.

The ward drank the color.

Not greedily.

Like a wick accepting flame.

Then she took Ṛṣi’s hand.

Her thumb rested against his palm.

For one heartbeat, neither of them moved.

Then he nodded.

She made the cut.

Small. Clean.

The blood welled.

She guided his hand above the staff, and one drop fell into the binding at the grip.

The brass circle answered.

Light rose through the lines under their feet. The green-glass lamps dimmed as if the room had chosen a different source. The unicorn shavings lifted from their bowl in a pale spiral, fine as dust, bright as memory. The braided hair darkened, then vanished into the carved channel. The resin moved along the script in a red-gold thread, finding every place Maeril’s hand had prepared for it.

Maeril spoke.

Not loudly.

Not in a voice she used for jokes or arguments.

The words were arcane, but the shape of them was refusal.

Not denial of truth.

Denial of harm.

No, said the first line of force.

Not there.

Not him.

Not while I can answer.

The staff warmed under Ṛṣi’s hands.

A ward unfolded from it, then folded back in, as if learning the distance between Maeril’s breath and his body. Ṛṣi felt the magic pass over his skin without gripping. It did not command. It recognized.

Maeril’s face had gone very pale.

Olan lifted one hand, ready.

She shook her head once.

Not yet.

She finished the last phrase.

The light snapped inward.

Silence struck the room.

Then the staff settled in Ṛṣi’s grip with a soft pulse of force.

The brass circle went dark.

Olan examined the staff without touching it, then examined Maeril with the severe disapproval of a master whose student had succeeded while proving every concern justified.

“It held,” he said.

Maeril closed her eyes.

“Say it with more awe.”

“It held exceptionally.”

“Better.”

Then he stepped back.

Not leaving. Not intruding.

Giving the moment its correct room.

Ṛṣi looked at the staff in his hands.

The grip fit.

Not perfectly in the way of something dead-made to measurement. Perfectly in the way of something that knew he would change and had left space for that. The wraps held where his palms wanted them. The balance answered small motions before he finished asking.

Maeril watched him feel it.

Her voice, when it came, was rougher.

“Hopefully,” she said, “if you’re about to get torn open by some mad beast, I’ll be able to shield you.”

He looked up.

She had tried to make it a joke.

It was not one.

“Even if you are not beside me,” he said.

Her mouth tightened.

“Especially then.”

The word stayed between them.

Especially.

She reached for the staff, then stopped before touching it. Her fingers curled into her palm instead.

“My magic knows me,” she said. “My wards know the shape of my fear, my skin, my stupid reflexes, my habits. That is useful, but it is also selfish. So I made it learn another shape.”

Ṛṣi’s hands tightened on the staff.

“No,” she said quickly. “Not like ownership. Do not make a tragic face. I am not enchanting you into a cupboard.”

“I was not.”

“You were thinking something solemn.”

“Yes.”

“Well, stop. I did the consent part properly. Olan made me write it down three times.”

Olan said, “Four.”

“I improved it once.”

“You added insults to the margin.”

“They were clarifying.”

Ṛṣi waited.

Maeril’s humor thinned again, but it did not vanish. It held her upright.

“This lets my warding remember the shape of you,” she said. “Enough to find you in chaos. Enough to answer through the staff when I cannot reach with my own hands.”

The room seemed very small.

He saw the last months at once.

Not as absence.

As labor.

Maeril late to supper. Maeril’s silence around “wards.” The shaving in her sleeve. Her thumb along his palm. The way she had watched the moment before he moved.

Fear had been there the whole time.

Not fear that made her retreat.

Fear that had gone into the workroom, learned a spell, argued with druids, paid too much for holiness, cut her own hair, bled on wood, and built a way to stand nearer to him than distance allowed.

Ṛṣi started to bow.

His body knew gratitude before thought found speech.

Then he stopped.

A bow was too far away.

He set the staff carefully in the crook of one arm, stepped forward, and held her instead.

Maeril went still.

Only for a heartbeat.

Then her forehead struck his shoulder, and her hands gripped the back of his robe.

“Do not be noble about this,” she muttered.

“I am not.”

“You almost bowed.”

“Yes.”

“Terrible instinct.”

“I corrected it.”

“Barely.”

He held her.

Olan found something on the far wall worthy of scholarly attention.

Ṛṣi felt Maeril’s breath against him, unsteady once, then steadier. Her body was warm and exhausted and far too thin beneath all that force of will.

“I know what it costs,” he said quietly.

She pulled back enough to look at him.

“No,” she said.

The word had teeth.

“You don’t. That’s why I made it.”

He accepted the wound in that truth.

Not because it was cruel.

Because it was true.

He did not know what his loss would do to her from inside her own ribs. He could not. Love did not grant that knowledge. Mercy did not. Discipline did not. He could only know that she had carried the fear into craft rather than letting it rot.

He lifted one hand to her face, thumb brushing the silver smudge near her jaw.

“I accept,” he said.

Her eyes narrowed.

“All of it?”

“All of it.”

“That includes the part where you do not throw yourself into death and trust the staff to make it poetic.”

“Yes.”

“And the part where if my warding saves you, you do not apologize to me afterward.”

He hesitated.

Maeril pointed at him.

“See? This is why I had concerns.”

“I will try.”

“No.”

He breathed in.

Then nodded.

“I will remember.”

She studied him.

“Better.”

He looked down at the staff again.

It rested in his hands.

Familiar where his wraps met the grip.

Strange where her magic slept beneath the grain.

Maeril stood close enough that her shoulder touched his arm. Olan’s warding circle lay quiet around them. The expensive pale dust had vanished. The blood had dried. The livingwood held.

Ṛṣi turned the staff once.

It answered.

Not like a weapon.

Like a promise learning the shape of his hands.

Maeril watched the motion and tried to look satisfied instead of terrified.

Failed.

He saw.

He did not say so.

Instead, he held the staff between them, lowered his forehead briefly to hers, and let the silence carry what neither of them could make safe by naming.

When he drew back, Maeril’s mouth had found its crooked line again.

“Well,” she said, voice thin but bright. “If you hate it, I can always throw you into the sea.”

Ṛṣi looked at the staff.

Then at her.

“You would miss me.”

Her laugh broke once before becoming real.

The staff rested in his hands.

Maeril’s warding slept inside it.

Her shoulder remained against his arm.

And for the first time since the Emerald Door had opened, the distance between them had weight, grain, warmth, and a place for his hands to return.





What Leaves

By morning, the room had begun turning back into a room.

Not theirs.

Not quite.

The borrowed books were gone first, returned the evening before under Lethan’s supervision and Maeril’s theatrical mourning. Then the loose diagrams vanished into cases. Then the folded clothes, ink pots, spare cords, letters, travel pouches, oilcloth wraps, and the small domestic debris of six months chosen in one place.

Maeril’s notes resisted packing with the moral force of living creatures.

“This one is still active thought,” she said, rescuing a page from Ṛṣi’s careful stack.

“It is a list of warding failures.”

“Exactly. Active thought.”

“This one says only, ‘No, but worse.’”

“And I stand by it.”

Ṛṣi folded Elisa’s latest letter and placed it with the others. The packet had grown thick through winter and spring: Lantern Hall standing, worrying, arguing about blankets, becoming more itself without his hands on every wall.

Near the door, the new staff leaned beside his travel bundle.

It did not look like his old staff, even though his old wraps bound the grip. It did not look like Maeril’s either, though her warding slept in the grain. Pale livingwood, narrow carved channels, quiet abjuration lines under the surface. Too new to belong there. Too important to leave behind.

Ṛṣi’s eyes returned to it more often than he meant them to.

Maeril saw, of course.

She always saw the thing he had not decided whether to name.

“You keep looking at it like it might bite.”

“It might.”

“It will not bite unless I add that later.”

He looked at her.

“That was not reassuring.”

“I withheld several worse answers. Appreciate my restraint.”

He crossed to the staff and took it in hand.

The grip fit.

That still unsettled him.

Not because it was wrong. Because it was right in a way he had not yet learned to trust. His hands knew where to rest. The staff answered weight and balance with quiet readiness. But beneath that readiness lay another presence: Maeril’s fear, craft, and refusal to let distance have the final word.

It was a gift.

It was also a responsibility.

“What do you call it?” he asked.

Maeril stopped pretending to fight a strap.

“I considered several dramatic names and rejected all of them because I am tasteful under pressure.”

“Maeril.”

“The Staff of Warding.”

The name settled between them.

Plain. Useful. Difficult to misunderstand.

Ṛṣi turned the staff once.

“The Staff of Warding,” he repeated.

“Yes.” She lifted her chin. “If anyone proposes something more poetic, I will become unbearable.”

“You are already unbearable.”

“With support.”

He looked at her.

Her smile held for one heartbeat too long, then softened.

“Still strange?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Good.”

That surprised him.

Maeril returned to the satchel, tightening a buckle with unnecessary force.

“If it already felt ordinary, I would be insulted.”

“It is not ordinary.”

“No.” Her voice lowered. “It is not.”

For a moment, the room held both of them and all the things that had happened there: winter cold at the shutters, paper birds, books on the bed, ink on skin, Maeril asleep in the wrong direction across the blankets, Ṛṣi listening to the sea below the walls, both of them learning how long a season could become when chosen.

Then Maeril snapped the satchel closed.

“Right. Before I grow sentimental and ruin my reputation, we should go say goodbye to extremely dangerous people.”



The Emerald Door opened for them more easily now.

That did not make Maeril forgive it.

They passed through together, the Staff of Warding in Ṛṣi’s hand and Master Olan’s folded note tucked between Maeril’s fingers. The deeper passages received them with the same cool restraint they had always had: less light, sealed doors, stone underfoot, and the particular Candlekeep quiet that made even breathing feel subject to review.

Maeril glanced once at the green-lit threshold as it settled closed behind them.

“I still think it should apologize.”

Ṛṣi looked at the Door.

“For opening?”

“For taking so long to become reasonable.”

“It may believe we were the slow part.”

“Then it is rude as well as smug.”

The corner of his mouth moved.

They met Selanka where Ṛṣi had spent so many hours learning what books could do to a person.

She waited beside the plain door marked by its small brass plate and nothing else.

Her eyes moved first to Ṛṣi.

Then to Maeril.

Then to the staff.

“You are leaving,” she said.

“Yes,” Ṛṣi answered.

“Today?”

“Yes.”

Selanka inclined her head.

Then she took a key from her belt and opened the door.

The room beyond was exactly as Ṛṣi remembered it.

That was not comforting.

Three narrow shelves. Three recessed cases at the far wall. Thick glass over slanted stands. Fine metal warding threaded into the frames with such care that the protection looked almost decorative until one understood better.

Maeril stepped inside and stopped.

Her eyes went to the cases first.

Lesser Impacts.

Greater Impacts.

Terminal Impressions.

She read them in order. Her mouth closed around whatever comment had tried to escape first.

Then she looked at the side shelves: warning registers, narrow folios tied in grey cord, reader accounts, and commentaries.

At last, she looked at Ṛṣi.

“Is this where all your ideas about dodging lightning bolts come from?”

“Not all of them.”

“That is not the reassuring answer you may think it is.”

Selanka closed the door behind them.

“No,” she said. “It is not.”

Maeril turned back to her.

Selanka’s face remained calm in the way a locked cabinet was calm.

“Seeker Ṛṣiśūra requested supervised access to The Art of Being Struck twenty-seven times.”

Ṛṣi lowered his eyes once.

“I did not count.”

“I did.”

Maeril stared at him.

Then at Selanka.

Then back at him.

“Twenty-seven.”

“Yes,” Selanka said.

Maeril’s tail moved once beneath her cloak, sharp and controlled.

Ṛṣi said, “Some entries required more than one session.”

“That explains the arithmetic and worsens the theology,” Maeril said.

Selanka crossed the room without answering and drew the drape aside.

The cloth made no sound.

Behind it, the chamber stopped pretending it had only ever been for books.

The padded room waited: low pallet, softened walls, open straps.

Maeril went very still.

Not with fear.

With assessment.

Ṛṣi knew that stillness. She had looked at failing wards that way.

She stepped closer, not touching anything.

The straps held her attention longest.

Then she breathed out through her nose.

“Do you know,” she said, very carefully, “I had begun to worry that spending half a season hunched over abjuration diagrams and arguing with invisible lines until I could hear them in my sleep was not entirely sane.”

Ṛṣi waited.

Maeril looked around the padded room.

Then back at him.

“I feel much better now.”

“It does look sane,” Ṛṣi said.

Selanka’s eyebrow moved.

Only a little.

Maeril pointed at him without looking away from the straps.

“Do not agree with me in that tone.”

“I will try.”

“You are failing.”

“Yes.”

Selanka let the drape fall back into place.

“You both chose difficult studies,” she said.

Maeril turned toward her.

“I chose difficult studies. He chose curated magical assault.”

“The distinction is not as large as you prefer.”

“I will consider that later.”

For a moment, the room held all three of them in the same quiet.

Selanka let the answer pass. Her gaze moved to the closed cases, then to the covered room behind the drape.

“The books stay,” she said. “So does the room.”

“What leaves?”

Ṛṣi looked at the glass.

“Awareness,” he said.

Selanka studied him.

Then nodded.

“Better than practice alone.”

His mouth moved slightly.

“I practiced that one first,” he answered.

Selanka’s expression softened.

Not warmly.

Enough.

Then she inclined her head.

That was all.

No embrace. No blessing shaped like softness. No praise warm enough to make leaving easier.

Only recognition placed exactly where it belonged.

Ṛṣi bowed to her respectfully.

“Thank you, Third Reader.”

Maeril, after a small hesitation, bowed as well.

“Thank you,” she said. “For supervising him through an amount of scholarly self-endangerment I am choosing not to imagine.”

“It was for a greater purpose,” Selanka said.

“Of course.”

“And professional interest.”

Selanka opened the door.

“May knowledge serve you well,” she offered at last.

They left the chamber together.



Master Olan’s farewell took place in the atelier because Maeril refused to have “a sentimental conversation in a corridor where anyone could be emotionally ambushed.”

Olan did not appear sentimental.

He stood beside the brass circle where the staff had been finished, hands folded into his sleeves, looking as if he had summoned them to discuss an error in the universe.

Maeril stood before him with her pack over one shoulder and her chin already lifted.

Ṛṣi had seen that posture often enough to know she was bracing for praise like incoming weather.

Olan looked first at the Staff of Warding.

Then at Maeril.

“The binding has remained stable?”

“Yes.”

“No unexpected discharge?”

“No.”

“No anomalous resonance, parasitic echo, delayed recoil, sympathetic bleeding, or spontaneous commentary?”

Maeril narrowed her eyes.

“Spontaneous commentary?”

“I included it as a precaution.”

“The staff has better manners than I do.”

“Yes.”

She stared.

Olan continued, mercilessly calm.

“The work is sound.”

Maeril went still.

Not much.

Enough.

Olan did not soften his voice. That would have been crueler, perhaps.

“It was ambitious, occasionally reckless, more expensive than I advised, and supervised under conditions I do not intend to repeat.”

“There it is,” she muttered.

“It was also precise. Unusually so. You did not force the warding to obey the theory. You altered the theory until the warding had a reason to hold.”

Maeril looked away first.

“That is called being right.”

“That is called learning.”

She opened her mouth.

Closed it.

Olan’s eyes warmed by a degree so small only Candlekeep could have measured it.

“Do not waste it.”

Her face changed.

The joke she had prepared did not survive.

“No,” she said. “I won’t.”

Olan inclined his head once.

Then, to Ṛṣi, “Do not test the staff casually.”

Ṛṣi bowed. “I will not.”

Maeril looked wounded. “Why does everyone assume we need that warning?”

Olan and Ṛṣi both looked at her.

She pointed at them.

“That was a rhetorical question.”

“Then choose better rhetoric,” Olan said.

Maeril’s laugh escaped before she could make it dignified.

Olan turned back toward his notes, which was his way of ending the farewell before it became obvious.

Maeril hesitated.

Then said, too quickly, “Thank you.”

Olan did not look up.

“You are welcome, Seeker Maeril.”

She turned before her face could betray anything worse.

But as they left the atelier, her hand brushed once against the carved channels of the Staff of Warding.

Not possessive.

Not checking.

Farewell, perhaps, to the place where fear had become work.



Lethan waited near the departure ledger with ink, sand, and the expression of a man determined not to feel anything where records could see.

The ledger was large enough to make even Maeril behave for almost three breaths. Names filled its pages in careful hands: Seekers admitted, Seekers released, books deposited, privileges granted, restrictions noted, fines levied, warnings issued, apologies extracted.

Maeril leaned over the page.

“Do not tell me I have accumulated a formal subtitle.”

“You have not,” Lethan said.

She looked disappointed.

“Several informal ones,” he added.

“Better.”

He turned the ledger toward them.

“Sign here. Both of you. This records the end of your current Seeker privilege and the return of all borrowed materials.”

“All?” Maeril asked.

Lethan looked at her.

“All.”

“It was a general question.”

“It was not.”

Ṛṣi signed first.

His hand moved carefully, the way it had when he first wrote his full name at the gate months ago. Then, it had been petition. Now, it was record.

Maeril signed beneath him with a flourish she would deny if asked.

Lethan sanded the page.

For a moment, none of them spoke.

Then he said, still looking down, “I have requested reassignment.”

Maeril stopped adjusting her satchel.

“Did we get you demoted?”

“No.”

“Promoted?”

“Worse.” Lethan closed the ledger. “Interested.”

Ṛṣi looked at him.

Lethan adjusted the edge of the book until it aligned perfectly with the table.

“There are field cataloguing assignments. Dangerous, inconvenient, frequently wet. I have applied.”

Maeril stared at him.

“Oh no,” she said softly. “We made you worse.”

“I believe the word is useful.”

Ṛṣi’s expression softened.

“Good.”

“That,” Lethan said, “is exactly the sort of response that caused this problem.”

Maeril pressed both hands to her chest.

“I am proud and horrified.”

“Then I have learned from excellent sources.”

She blinked.

Lethan looked immediately as if he regretted letting that sentence escape.

Too late.

Maeril’s face changed. Not into softness. She would never give him the satisfaction of softness in public. Into something brighter and more dangerous.

“Oh,” she said. “That was nearly affection.”

“It was clerical observation.”

“It was not.”

“It was.”

Ṛṣi said, “It can be both.”

Lethan sighed.

“I was afraid you would remain wise until the end.”

Maeril stepped forward and hugged him.

Lethan froze.

Then, with the stiff helplessness of a man attacked by gratitude, patted her shoulder once.

“Seeker Maeril.”

“Too late. Your paperwork cannot save you now.”

“I will file a complaint retroactively.”

“You do that.”

She released him.

Ṛṣi clasped Lethan’s forearm.

Lethan accepted that more easily, though his throat moved once before he spoke.

“Walk safely, Seeker Ṛṣi.”

“Walk usefully, Avowed Lethan.”

The novice’s mouth tightened at one corner.

“I will attempt not to perish in a ditch while identifying moss.”

“Start there,” Maeril said.

“I intend to.”

He opened the ledger again because apparently the page required urgent reinspection.

“Go,” he said. “Before this becomes completely undignified.”

Maeril lifted her chin.

“I was dignified.”

“No.”

“Fine. But memorable.”

“Yes,” Lethan said. “Unfortunately.”

They left him there with the ledger, the drying ink, and the future he had foolishly allowed to become less safe.



The postern gate did not look different.

That annoyed Maeril.

After two full seasons, several emotional crises, one dangerously intelligent door, a life-altering number of books, and enough warding theory to make her dream in circles, she felt the gate should have adjusted its presentation.

Perhaps a little glow.

A respectful creak.

A plaque.

Instead, the Avowed on duty checked their departure pass, opened the way, and wished them good roads with the calm of someone who had no idea that narrative weight was being mishandled.

Maeril stepped outside and turned back.

Candlekeep rose behind them in pale stone and height, wrapped in sea-wind, its towers and walls holding more than any view could admit. The Emerald Door could not be seen from here. That felt appropriate. Some thresholds stayed inside.

Ṛṣi stood beside her, pack settled, Staff of Warding in hand.

The old road waited beyond the rocks.

Not welcoming.

Roads rarely were.

Available.

That was enough.

Maeril drew a breath.

The air outside the walls was wilder than she remembered. Less filtered by books and wards and rules. It smelled of salt, wet grass, horse, distance, and all the terrible inconvenience of going somewhere.

“So,” she said, “do you still feel an urgent scholarly need to practice dodging fireballs?”

Ṛṣi did not answer at once.

He looked up instead.

Gulls moved above the cliffs, white against the pale morning. Sea-wind crossed the grass and brought salt with it, and somewhere beyond the rocks the old road waited in the thinning green between spring and summer.

“I enjoy this moment between spring and summer,” he said.

Maeril looked at him.

“I see. Dodging questions now, not spells?”

His teeth caught briefly at his lower lip.

“Safer.”

“Safer,” she agreed, smiling wide enough to make clear she did not intend to let him be safe from her.

For a moment, the road did not pull.

The wind moved around them. Candlekeep stood behind them. The staff rested in his hand, still new enough to be strange, no longer new enough to be only promise.

Then Maeril looked back toward the gate.

“I thought I would be happier to leave,” she said.

Ṛṣi looked toward the road.

“Are you unhappy?”

“No.” She frowned. “That is the problem. I am several things at once. It is inefficient.”

“Yes.”

She glanced at the staff.

“Still strange?”

“Yes.”

He turned it once in his hand.

The grip knew him.

The rest did not.

Not yet.

Its weight was honest. Its magic quiet. Its promise unsettling enough that he would not take it lightly.

Maeril watched his hand on the wraps.

“I meant what I said,” she said.

“I know.”

“If it saves you, do not apologize.”

“I remember.”

“Good. Because I will be very irritating about it.”

“You are often very irritating.”

“Yes, but with purpose.”

He looked at her then.

The sea-wind pulled a strand of hair across her face. She did not fix it. Her eyes were still on the staff, but her body leaned toward the road.

Toward whatever came next.

Behind them, the gate closed.

Not rejection.

Not refusal.

Only the end of one shelter.

Maeril reached for his free hand.

He gave it.

For a few steps, they walked that way: pack-straps creaking, boots finding the road again, Candlekeep at their backs, the Staff of Warding unfamiliar in his other hand.

The book stayed.

The staff went.

The road opened.

After a while, Maeril looked sidelong at him.

“If the staff starts giving you my opinions, you are to ignore at least half of them.”

“Which half?”

“The inconvenient half.”

“That may be difficult to identify.”

“Rude. Accurate. Continue.”

Ṛṣi’s fingers tightened once around hers.

The road bent south.

They followed it.





Choosing the Road

Thank you for reading!

If you would like to share thoughts, questions, reactions, or feedback, you are welcome to post on the D&D Beyond thread or join the reader community on Reddit at reddit.com/r/MonkAndWitch.



This is the end of Book One, but not the end of Ṛṣi and Maeril’s road.

In Choosing the Road, the road becomes vocation.

After Candlekeep, Ṛṣi and Maeril keep moving south because the road lets them remain together, away from Baldur’s Gate, Lantern Hall, old duties, and old lives. At first, the choice is almost private: two people protecting the fragile shape of “us.” But the road is not empty. It is weather, trade, hunger, danger, paid work, strangers, witness, exploitation, and mercy that must learn to move.

Through the caravan south, the giants above Nashkel, the Battle-scarred Bard, and the old wounds waiting near the Wealdath, their partnership becomes practiced and public. Maeril grows into a road-wizard whose weather-reading, scouting, wards, druidic fragments, and battlefield control make protection mobile. Ṛṣi learns that mercy is not only taking pain, but reading harm before it arrives and stopping the story that would pass it onward.

By the time the road turns toward Mosstone, they are no longer simply lovers extending a journey. They are becoming the Monk and the Witch: staff and spell, mercy and ward, walking together into places where care will require trespass, judgment, courage, and consequence.

Visit: monkandwitch.com/en/b2/
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